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1 Validation Summary

There are a number of ways which I could validate the work of my thesis. My plan is to create a tool which will
allow professors to have student code automatically validated by providing only a reference implementation.
This tool will also provide feedback to students about what may be wrong with their program in the case
that it fails this validation.

1.1 Code Coverage

My project will rely on dynamic test generation to create test inputs to run student programs with (using the
instructor reference implementation as a test oracle). I plan to implement this using the Java PathFinder,
an open source tool maintained by the NASA Ames Research Center[5]. It may be necessary for me to add
on to the test generation capabilities of the plaform to make my project viable. Even if this is not the case,
it would be useful to test the code coverage of student code which is acheived by the tests my tool generates
against that of other test generation tools like jCUTE[4].

1.2 Evaluation of Code Correctness

The most important aspect of my thesis work will be its ability to determine the correctness of a student
solution to a programming exercise. To assess this ability, I plan to create a number of labs for the WebIDE
platform[1] which will be offered to students currently enrolled in beginning programming courses at Cal
Poly. The programs (or program portions) which students write for these labs will be evaluated using the
work of this thesis. All of the student submissions will also be recorded to be evaluated for correctness by a
manually constructed test suite. This will allow my tool to be validated against the current approach used
by most automated assessment frameworks[3]. The hope is that my tool will not report any submissions as
correct for which the manually-written tests would fail. If my tool is able to catch errors in student code
which the manually-written tests would not, this would be further evidence of its efficacy.

1.3 Constructive Feedback

Finally, it may be worthwhile to assess the effectiveness of the feedback which my tool can provide. With
the path constraints created with symbolic execution, it may be possible to give the student feedback which
defines the conditions under which their code fails in the abstract (e.g., “Your code fails when x ¿ y”)
rather than stating exact values (e.g., “You code fails when x = 5 and y = 4”). To evaluate which of these
approaches might be better, I may try both with different sets of students to see which group finds the
messages more helpful.

Current research suggests that the abstract information may be more helpful[2].
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