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What Readers Are Saying About

Practical Programming

Practical Programming is true to its name. The information it presents

is organized around useful tasks rather than abstract constructs, and

each chapter addresses a well-contained and important aspect of pro-

gramming in Python. A student wondering �How do I make the com-

puter do X?� would be able to �nd their answer very quickly with this

book.

Christine Alvarado

Associate professor of computer science, Harvey Mudd College

Science is about learning by performing experiments. This book

encourages computer science students to experiment with short,

interactive Python scripts and in the process learn fundamental con-

cepts such as data structures, sorting and searching algorithms,

object-oriented programming, accessing databases, graphical user

interfaces, and good program design. Clearly written text along with

numerous compelling examples, diagrams, and images make this an

excellent book for the beginning programmer.

Ronald Mak

Research staff member, IBM Almaden Research Center

Lecturer, Department of Computer Science, San Jose State

University

What, no compiler, no sample payroll application? What kind of pro-

gramming book is this? A great one, that’s what. It launches from a

�You don’t know anything yet� premise into a fearless romp through

the concepts and techniques of relevant programming technology.

And what fun students will have with the images and graphics in the

exercises!

Laura Wingerd

Author, Practical Perforce
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The debugging section is truly excellent. I know several practicing pro-

grammers who’d be rightfully offended by a suggestion to study the

whole book but who could really do with brushing up on this section

(and many others) once in a while.

Alex Martelli

Author, Python in a Nutshell

This book succeeds in two different ways. It is both a science-focused

CS1 text and a targeted Python reference. Even as it builds students’

computational insights, it also empowers and encourages them to

immediately apply their newfound programming skills in the lab or

on projects of their own.

Zachary Dodds

Associate professor of computer science, Harvey Mudd College
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Chapter 1

Introduction
Take a look at the pictures in Figure 1.1, on the following page. The

�rst one shows forest cover in the Amazon basin in 1975. The second

one shows the same area 26 years later. Anyone can see that much of

the rainforest has been destroyed, but how much is �much�?

Now look at Figure 1.2, on page 13.

Are these blood cells healthy? Do any of them show signs of leukemia?

It would take an expert doctor a few minutes to tell. Multiply those

minutes by the number of people who need to be screened. There simply

aren’t enough human doctors in the world to check everyone.

This is where computers come in. Computer programs can measure the

differences between two pictures and count the number of oddly shaped

platelets in a blood sample. Geneticists use programs to analyze gene

sequences; statisticians, to analyze the spread of diseases; geologists, to

predict the effects of earthquakes; economists, to analyze �uctuations

in the stock market; and climatologists, to study global warming. More

and more scientists are writing programs to help them do their work. In

turn, those programs are making entirely new kinds of science possible.

Of course, computers are good for a lot more than just science. We used

computers to write this book; you have probably used one today to chat

with friends, �nd out where your lectures are, or look for a restaurant

that serves pizza and Chinese food. Every day, someone �gures out how

to make a computer do something that has never been done before.

Together, those �somethings� are changing the world.

This book will teach you how to make computers do what you want

them to do. You may be planning to be a doctor, linguist, or physicist
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 12

Figure 1.1: The Rainforest Retreats (Photo credit: NASA/Goddard Space

Flight Center Scienti�c Visualization Studio)
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