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Computer Team Places in International Contest
by Sarah D. Andr6
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Student Mark Schnitzius, all
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Every Saturday the first-place
team, the second team, the two
alternate members, and the coaches
get together for eight grueling
hours of practice. The first hour is
spent reviewing strategy and
tactics. Then the two teams face off
in mock competition, with
alternates and team coaches acting
as judges. The teams must solve as

'If [the judges] say
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there."
many of eight problems as they can
in five hours - the time allotted
during the international
competition. The computer science
faculty design problems similar to
those encountered in competition.
"We don't know exactly what the
problems will be, but from
experience we do know what types
we can expect to see," noted
Orooji.
Each team has only one
computer, making efficient
computer time management a
critical factor in creating a winning
strategy. Schnitzius is first at the
computer with the first '"Danger," a
fairly simple program that can be
solved quickly. Gouge, the
engineering student, knows he will
solve the tcxt or report-generating
program, usually the most
technically difficult and complex.
He and his teammates know that he
will probably spend most of the
contest time on this one problem.
Popovich and Franceschini ferret
out the graphing (linking) and
algorithm problems. While
Schnitzius finishes with his first
solution, the others begin solving
their problems on paper.
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Stress and frustration mount as
the competition progresses. Judges
may issue rulings that don't make
sense. Arguing wastes time and
increases frustration, so the
students learn to accept all
judgments. "If they say two plus
two is five, you have to work with
that decision and go on from thcre,"
said Orooji.
Juggling computer time is a
source of tension. Most
programmers work out solutions
directly on the computer. But
during competition, the students
must work out problems first on
paper, then enter solutions when
their time on the computer comes
up in five-minute increments. "If
one programmer is close to a
solution and is on the computer, it's
hard to yield his time to someone
else," explained Popovich.
Tempers can flare. The team's
intensive practice sessions help the
students deal with these kinds of
frustrations.
"No matter what we do, the
pressure is there," Orooji noted.
"There are TV cameras and bright
lights. People are coming and going
throughout the competition. Major
corporations like AT&T, IBM, and
Martin Marietta want to talk to
students about employment after
graduation. 'l'hc studcnts ht\.c high
exucctatlons. and thcv know that
I'k watching the scoieboard."
Each student has his own
methods on how to approach
programming. But over the past
seven months of practicing and
competing with each other, they
have learned to cooperate and work
together. "lt's self-defeating if we
can't respect each other's
idiosyncrasies," said Popovich.
They have developed individual
techniques of dealing with the
intense stress. Franceschini and
Gouge play racquetball. "Playing
for an hour before practice or
compctition helps us relax and
work out our nervousness," said
Gouge.
Popovich's technique is
somewhat less common. When
tensions become intolerable he
grabs his yo-yo. "I concentrate all of
my energies on this yo-yo for five
minutes, then when I come back
into competition I can focus on
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whatever problem I'm working
on,- ,id popovich. is fellow
programmers applaud his fiveminute hiatus as wcll worth the
time away from programming. "If
he has to blow off steam, it's better
that he docs it rirrht
" awav."
,. said
Gouge. "Otherwise, it's not good
for the team."
To avoid time-consuming
delays they review each othefs
program and create data to test
solutions before they are
submitted to the judges. "lt's
much better to test a solution first
than to have it come back because
it doesn't work," explained
Popovich. 'We try to think of the
different ways that the judges will
test it, which often involves
exceptions that may not work."
There may not be enough time,
either, to look for an error and
correct it if a solution comes back
during the last hour of
competition. That could cost the
contest.
The long hours of practice are
over, at least for this year. In the
last seven months, the computer
programming team has logged at
least 120 hours of practice and has
solved about 150 programming
problems. Out of 350 colleges and
universities that start out in the
competition at the regional level,
UCF's showing in the San Antonio
contest olaces them in the too 1.5

