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Part One

Getting Started





1  Who is this Book for?

 Getting acquainted

Since you have opened this book we guess you have some interest in com-
puter programming, even if it’s just curiosity.

As authors, we cannot be sure exactly who you are but we might guess 
that you are a student either taking a programming course or thinking about 
taking one? Alternatively, you might be the parent of such a student, or 
maybe you teach programming? Still not right? Then perhaps you are just 
someone who is interested in finding out what programming is all about. 
Whichever of those groups you belong to, you are one of the people we are 
primarily writing for: students in the final two years of school, in Further 
Education colleges or the first year of university; and those who support such 
students. But we hope this book might also be useful to others outside those 
boundaries.

This book is about how to go about learning programming effectively. We 
should stress at this early stage that it is not a tutorial for a particular pro-
gramming language. Instead, it focuses on some of the skills, attitudes 
and techniques required to study programming successfully. We won’t 
assume that you know anything about programming already, but we’ll begin 
by telling you what programming is and how to get started. We’ll also explain 
how studying programming may be different from studying other subjects, 
what pitfalls to avoid, and much more.

The naming of programming languages
You’ll find boxed sections like this throughout the book. We 
use them to give short additional explanations of things like 
new words and ideas.

If you are not already familiar with any programming lan-
guages then you will soon learn that there is a bewildering 
number of them, most with strange names – Algol, APL, 
BASIC, C, Fortran, Java, Scheme – to name just a handful. 
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Do the different names mean anything? Some do and some 
don’t! For instance, Algol stands for Algorithmic Language 
and Fortran stands for Formula Translator. On the other 
hand, Java gets its name from the coffee drunk by its  
designers!

Throughout this book we will make use of lots of different 
languages. Remember that we aren’t trying to teach you any 
particular language, but just to give you a feel for the ways 
in which programming languages support the task of pro-
gramming. If you want to learn a specific programming  
language – as part of one of your courses, say – then you 
will find that there are plenty of textbooks available that will 
give you an in-depth guide to all the commonly available 
languages.

Who are we then, and why did we write this book? We are all computer 
scientists and teachers of programming. We enjoy programming and enjoy 
introducing it to others. When we were sitting around discussing our teach-
ing, we discovered that even though we were teaching different programming 
topics, there were ideas and techniques that we all discussed with our stu-
dents. These were common to all the programming courses but were differ-
ent from what was needed in other subjects. When we looked around for a 
book that covered the material we were surprised not to find one; and so we 
set about writing this.

c Picking your route

Many books are designed to be read straight through, from page 1 of Chapter 
1 to the end. You would not normally read a novel any other way, for instance, 
unless you are one of those who peek at the last page early! But, of course, 
books are rarely written in a linear fashion, and most novels have multiple 
themes that run through them, with characters or plots that come and go to 
provide variation of pacing and interest.

We hope you will find that there is a variety of ways you could read this 
book. If you wish, you can read each chapter in turn, from Chapter 1 through 
to Chapter 16. On the other hand, you might like to take the chapters in a 
pick-and-mix fashion – following a route that fits in with your existing knowl-
edge and your individual approach to study.

In our minds there are some recurrent themes that run through this book 
– rather like the warp and weft fibres that run through a fabric. You can think 
of the book as being structured into five parts, each of which consists of 
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three chapters. Each part relates to a stage in the development of a pro-
grammer, from Getting Started (Chapters 1–3), to moving on to Your First 
Program (Chapters 4–6), then exploring Your Next Programs (Chapters 7–9), 
to find that It All Gets Interesting (Chapters 10–12) and then learning about 
Other Languages (Chapters 13–15). These parts make good sense if read in 
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order but each can also be read independently of the others. For instance, if 
you’ve already written quite a few programs, you might want to start with 
Your Next Programs or Other Languages. You can dip in at the point that suits 
you. Whatever your level of experience you will probably find that there are 
ideas that you haven’t come across before in most of the chapters.

Another way that we have structured the book is to use three themes that 
recur in each part: ‘Thinking about Programming’ (Chapters 1, 4, 7, 10 and 
13), ‘Writing Programs’ (Chapters 2, 5, 8, 11 and 14) and ‘Programming  
Professionalism’ (Chapters 3, 6, 9, 12 and 15). So if you want to spend  
some time just thinking about programming issues you can dip into the first 
chapter of each part. Or you could focus on practical programming issues 
and take the second chapter in each of the five parts.

We have tried to capture the essence of these structures in the diagram 
shown in Figure 1.1. As you can see, the final chapter, ‘Here be Dragons!’ is 
a little different and stands outside the other structures. It takes you into the 
land beyond regular programming tasks and explores the fascinating world 
of programming paradigms. If you want to know what they are, you could 
even make that your starting point.

The recurrent themes we have highlighted serve to illustrate an important 
principle about any subject, not just programming: as you learn more and 
more about a subject, you will find yourself again and again revisiting topics 
that you have already encountered, and refining and deepening your under-
standing of them. You will never stop learning.

So, that’s it with the first overview. We hope you enjoy the rest of the 
book!
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creating a set of instructions, 8
creative design, similarity to 

programming, 37–8
learning natural languages, similarity 

to programming, 37, 57–8
mathematical skills, 36–7, 179–80
planning ahead, 38
practical skills, similarity to 

programming, 35–6
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SQL, see Structured Query Language 

(SQL)
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most-recent holders, 143
placeholders, 133
roles, 140–3
stepper variables, 142, 144
structured data, 136–8
use in memory operations, 14
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