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PART I



2015 - 2019
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§ First year students, spec. Informatics, third trimester

§ Lectures based on prof. Bothe slides

§ 10 weeks in April - June

§ ~ 90 students

§ 3 hours of lectures per week

§ 3 hours of exercises per week
§ in groups of ~ 20 students
§ 2 assistants

§ Final exam
§ 3 possible dates within the academic year
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§ Low interest in the discipline

§ Low lecture attendance (maybe around 20%)

§ Low success rate (?)
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What should I consider 
as success?



§ Student’s point of view
§ Gathering knowledge in a new discipline
§ Passing the exam
§ Passing the exam with a high grade
§ Mix of the above

§ Teacher’s (my) point of view
§ The students gain as much knowledge in my discipline as possible
§ All students pass the exam
§ Most of the students pass the exam with a high grade
§ …?
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Goal: increasing 
the success rate



§ Lectures:
§ Include live coding examples
§ Quick quiz (like 5-7 mins.) at the beginning of each lecture about the major topic of the 

previous one with bonus points

§ Exercises
§ Two tests during the trimester with grading
§ Some homework assignments with grading

§ Exam
§ Requires achieved results from exercises’ assignments and tests
§ Added bonus for 80% attendance on lectures
§ Additional bonus for 100% attendance on lectures
§ E-test
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§ A new concept (just the highlights):
§ Focus the efforts to students that want to learn Java
§ Let the rest pass the exam 

§ and give them the chance to find their motivation in some other discipline of the IT field in the next 
years
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Warning from prof. Stoyanov:

Education is a forced process…
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§ I ruined a year

§ Whatever I do (despite me) there always will be minimum constant percent of 
excellent students (6-8%)

§ Education is a forced process (… by prof. Stoyanov)

§ The majority of students do not share my passion – Java.
§ It is not that they have no interest in programming at all 
§ A lot of diploma theses are done in garbage languages like PHP or in the direct 

competitor - .Net
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§ Most of the students pass the exam with a high grade

§ Get students to be more passionate about Java
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Fire the spark
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2020 - 2021
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§ Organizational challenges, specific to our university and faculty
§ Lack of institutional e-mail accounts for the students
§ Lack of unification of the used e-platforms in the university (from self-developed, like DeLC, to 

occasional non-properly maintained Moodle installations)

§ Mostly one-way communication (teachers to students)
§ Students that do not have a computer at home
§ Internet connection stability during the live meetings
§ The missing eyes
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§ Plan A – Leave “fire the spark” plan for better times
§ Toss the students last year’s presentations
§ Provide them with some third-party resources as links
§ Have a pseudo exam
§ Use the “force majeure” situation as an excuse

§ Plan B – turn the disaster into an oportunity
§ Explore new ways of communication and interaction
§ Try new approaches for presenting the concepts and matherial
§ Taste the mantra for fully distant/remote/whatever e-learning
§ … and all this, fully supported by otherwise restrictive authorities (gov. regulations, 

university, faculty, etc.)
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Went for B



§ The tools
§ Google Classroom for anouncements, providing matherials, assignments, comunication
§ Google Meet for live meetings – lectures, exercises, additional activities
§ GitHub for assignments

§ The activities
§ Lectures
§ Exercises
§ HW assignments
§ HW analyses
§ HW solutions
§ Additional seminars
§ Polls
§ Record everything and provide it as reference whenever needed
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§ First lecture (fire the spark) – attractive,
with a cinematic feel
§ Examples of successful application of the 

language in a lot of domains
§ Focus on the popularity of the language in 

different indexes – Tiobe, salary, jobs...
§ Mixed with fun short movie clips about Java 

(from JavaZone by the Norwegian JUG)
§ Photos and videos from big Java conferences in 

Bulgaria and around the world (to show the 
community at scale)
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Unique It was fesh, different, even fun ...
Very useful as an indroduction to the 
language and informational for the 

discipline’s organization

Positive 
feedback



§ There is time to scare the students - there is an advanced Java course in the second 
year
§ Now the goal is to “fire the spark”

§ Remove some complex parts of the material, like:
§ Advanced OOP concepts
§ Generics
§ Threads
§ … even exceptions
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§ A programming language can 
be learnt with a lot of 
programming (by me)
§ Homework assigment each 

week – 10 HW in total
§ Non-traditional approach – 

assignments as fantasy stories
§ Unique stories
§ Up to 20 pages per assignment

§ 6-day deadline
§ Utilize Google Classroom for 

intensive discussions about 
the assigments

§ 80% of the final grade is 
formed by HWs
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§ HW analysis
§ A recorded discussion between an 

assistant and me about the possible 
implementation strategies and an 
interpretation of the assignment’s 
details. (up to 30 mins.)

§ Available to the students together 
with the assignment.
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§ HW solutions
§ A possible sollution, implemented in a live 

online meeting with me and an assistant. 
(up to 4 hours in late evenings)

§ The idea is while one of us codes the 
solution, the other one is to help by giving 
ideas or commenting the pros and cons.

§ The live online meeting is open for 
students to join and participate.

§ Held imediately after the assignment’s 
dealine. 

§ It is recorded and available to students 
together with the next assigment.
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§ Personal review by us (the teaching 
staff) for each submited HW (~90 per 
week) 
§ Careful with the wording (no negative

feedback):
§ what is done good

§ what could be imrpoved with ideas
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§ Additional seminars on IT topics 
(outside Java)
§ Introduction to Git
§ Clean code and refactoring
§ Teamwork
§ QA
§ Looking for IT jobs
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hours



§ Provide options for receiving feedback 
from the students

§ A lot of anonymous surveys
§ Do you have a computer at home?
§ How do you like this or that 

lecture/exercise/etc.?
§ What do you think could be improved?

§ A Google form for free text feedback
§ Anonymous
§ Always available in the Google Classroom
§ Multiple submissions

§ A comprehensive anonymous survey at the 
end of the course
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§ Hard for the students
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We do not have time for the other 
disciplines…
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§ The majority of the feedback was 
positive

§ The students were happy with the 
different style and the personal 
attention they got with the reviews

§ Despite the hard assignments they 
liked the concept with the stories more 
than the classical clear definition of a 
HW.
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I am so satisfied. I learnt a lot of things 
thanks to the assignments and the 

reviews.

I learnt so many things.

My knowledge was enriched. You helped 
me gain more interest in programming.



§ How do you feel about the Java 
programming language? 
§ 57% - I would not mind to work with it
§ 18% - I love Java

So at least 75% with positive feelings + some 
more in free answers.
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2020 - 2021
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§ Google Classroom for providing materials, lectures, assignments

§ The anonymous feedback form

§ Some of the polls

§ The first lecture (fire the spark) – attractive with cinematic feel - proper lighting 
and sound

§ Moved from GitHub to self-hosted GitLab (in attempt to lower the plagiarism)

§ 15 HWs instead of 10 (because of switching from trimesters to semesters)

§ The HWs reviews, but they are now simplified (in attempt to decrease the teacher 
staff overload)

§ Put more hints in the assignments (in attempt to decrease the complexity)

Teaching Java in Forced Conditions | Shkodër | 2023 36

III



§ In an attempt to provide an option for passing students that can’t “code”, we added 
an alternative grade scheme:
§ With no homework
§ With 100% attendance on lectures and exercises 
§ And just 20% of the final exam (e-test)
=> a student can get a “Pass” grade.

§ This increased the attendance on lectures and exercises significantly

§ My surprise – only one student chose that scheme for the final grade.

§ The second surprise … on the next slide
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§ The “Excellent” and 
“Very good” grades 
are close to 60% – 
twice more than 
2017/18

§ Failed are almost half 
less

So-so
7,8%

Fail
23,4%

Pass
9,1%



§ Education is a forced process (… by prof. Stoyanov)

§ The attendance on lectures and exercises increases the success rate (I know it
should be expected)
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