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Week 1: Designing Algorithms
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Logistics

Course website:
https://rebelskyw.cs.grinnell.edu/csc301f2026/

Syllabus available at: https:
//rebelskyw.cs.grinnell.edu/csc301f2026/syllabus/

Meeting Times: 9:30-10:50 am (Morning) or 1:10-2:30 pm
(Afternoon)

Mentors: Mia Hoffmann Kamrat (Morning), Raymond Chu
(Afternoon)

Office Hours: Wednesdays 8:00-9:00 am, 10:00-11:00 am,
2:00-3:00 pm, 3:30-5:00 pm and by appointment

https://rebelskyw.cs.grinnell.edu/csc301f2026/
https://rebelskyw.cs.grinnell.edu/csc301f2026/syllabus/
https://rebelskyw.cs.grinnell.edu/csc301f2026/syllabus/
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Course Design

Mostly flipped classroom:

Minimal lecture
Mostly in class practice (labs) with assistance
This requires that you do work outside of class

Weekly Problem Sets: released Tuesday, due following
Friday at 10:00 PM

Midterm: October 08. LOs 1-9

Midterm: December 03. LOs All (redos for 1-9 if needed)

Final: Second/Third chance at LOs
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Course Goals

Upon completion of this course, students will:

1 be familiar with and apply classic algorithms, ADTs and
data structures

2 learn to read the literature of computer science, specifically
within the domain of algorithms

3 be able to explain why comparison-based sorts take order
n logn in the worst case

4 have a better understanding of the interplay between
algorithms, technology, bias, and structural inequity

5 improve their ability to justify the runtime and correctness
of their algorithms.
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Grading

Grading has 3 parts:

LOs (75%)

Attendance (10%)

Labs (15%)

(Homework (0%))
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Disclaimers

Grading scale may change during the semester if it seems
to be working poorly. Grading scale will not be changed to
be harsher.

If you have any events you would like your classmates to go
to, please let me know so that I can add them to the tokens
list

If you have feedback during the course of things that are
going well or going poorly, please let me know

I will do my best with names, but like Professor Samuel
Rebelsky, evidence suggests that I am not just bad at
remembering names, I also have some brain differences that
regularly lead me to mix up peoples’ names
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What is Algorithmic Design?

How do you write a computer program to solve a complex
problem?
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What is Algorithmic Design?

Step 1: Formulate the problem precisely

Step 2: Design an algorithm

Step 3: Prove the algorithm is correct

Step 4: Analyze its running time
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What is Algorithmic Design?

This is an iterative process

May not be correct on the first try
May redesign the algorithm to be more efficient
May redesign the algorithm to make it easier to prove
correctness

Two main design steps:

Figure out the clean core of the problem using
mathematical objects: sequences, sets, graphs, etc
Identify the appropriate algorithm design techniques
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Proofs are Important

An efficient, incorrect algorithm that is believed to be
correct is worse than an inefficient, correct algorithm

Consider edge cases

Always Prove the algorithm is correct in all cases (I will
be strict on proofs)

Real world example: Timsort

Developed in 2002 (Python)
Adopted as the standard sort in Java
Bug found (and fixed) in 2015

We ask for proofs so that you can detect if your design is
incorrect (frequent errors: incorrect design technique,
superficial proof that misses key parts)

http://www.envisage-project.eu/proving-android-java-and-python-sorting-algorithm-is-broken-and-how-to-fix-it/
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Let’s Practice

Today: Stable Matching theory and Gale-Shapely algorithm
(original paper here)

Step 1: Formulate the problem precisely

Step 2: Design an algorithm

Step 3: Prove the algorithm is correct

Step 4: Analyze its running time

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00029890.1962.11989827
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Real-Life Scenarios:

Matching residents to hospitals
students to colleges

Simplified Scenario for today:

n colleges, n students
each party has a complete preference list (no gaps, no ties,
well ordered)
Goal: Match 1 college to 1 student

Definitions:

Matching: a set of pairs (c,s), where each college and
student appears in at most one pair
Perfect Matching: every student and college is matched
Instability or unstable pair a pair that is not in the
matching that prefers each other to their assigned matchings
Stable Matching: a matching with no instabilities
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Questions to answer today (with examples)

1 Do stable matchings always exist?

2 If so, are they unique?

3 How would you design an algorithm for stable matching?
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Answers

1 Do stable matchings always exist? YES
2 If so, are they unique? NO

College A: 1 > 2
College B: 2 > 1
Student 1: B > A
Student 2: A > B
M1 = {(A, 1), (B, 2)} stable
M1 = {(A, 2), (B, 1)} stable

3 How would you design an algorithm for stable matching?
Propose and Reject
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Gale-Shapely

Idea: Build matching incrementally

Group 1 (Colleges): active. Propose, going down preference
lists

Group 2 (students): passive. Accept (if better offer) or
reject if not
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Gale-Shapely

Algorithm 1: Gale-Shapely(C,S)

Input: Preferences c1, ..., cn (active) and s1, ..., sn (passive)
Output: Stable Matching

1 Initialization: no matches
2 while ∃ unmatched ci do
3 Choose a member ci
4 Let sj be the highest ranked passive student to whom ci

has not proposed
5 if sj is free then
6 ci and sj become matched
7 else if sj is matched to some ck but prefers ci to ck then
8 ck becomes unmatched
9 ci and sj become matched

10 else
11 sj rejects ci and ci remains unmatched

12 return (matches)
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Algorithm Analysis of Gale-Shapely

Can we guarantee termination?

Can we guarantee perfect matching?

Can we guarantee stability?

If multiple possible solutions, which is chosen?
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Termination of Gale-Shapely

In every round, some college proposes to some student that
they haven’t proposed to

n colleges, n students =⇒ at most n2 proposals

=⇒ at most n2 rounds of the algorithm

=⇒ algorithm terminates (and gives us a bound on time
complexity of O(n2))
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Termination of Gale-Shapely

Is the result a perfect matching? Yes

Is the resulting matching stable? Yes

Proofs will be part of homework 0
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Interesting Notes

Making the best local choice at each step leads to a global
optimum. We will see this more later with greedy
algorithms.

Nondeterministic: any free college can propose (and you
get the same, unique result)

of the possible stable matchings, Gale-Shapely will produce
the best matching for the proposing group (colleges), and
the worst possible matching for the accepting group
(students)

It is more efficient than the brute force approach of
generating all perfect matchings and checking them for
stability O(n!)
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Loop Invariants

Loop Invariants

Initialization: It is true prior to the first iteration of the
loop

Maintenance: If it is true before an iteration of the loop,
it remains true before the next iteration

Termination: The loop terminates, and when it
terminates, the invariant and the termination gives us a
useful property that helps show the algorithm is correct
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Loop Invariants

Induction

Prove a base case (e.g. when n=1)

Inductive step (e.g. show it is true for n=k+1 given that it
is true for n=k)
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Time Analysis

RAM Model

Each instruction or data access takes a constant amount of
time

Add, subtract, multiply, divide, remainder, floor, ceiling,
load, store, copy, etc.

Run time is considered in terms of the number of the
constant time calls above based on the size of the input

May need to use combinatorics, statistics and probability,
and algebra

We only care about the leading term (e.g.
an2 + bn+ c ≈ an2 for large n)

Θ(n) means roughly proportional to n when n is large



Course Logistics Algorithmic Design Stable Matching Analyzing Algorithms Practice Practice Loop Invariants Merge Sort

Table of Contents

1 Course Logistics

2 Algorithmic Design

3 Stable Matching

4 Analyzing Algorithms
Loop Invariants
Time Analysis

5 Practice
Insertion Sort
Rotated Dutch Flag

6 Practice Loop Invariants
Red Blue Marbles
Daisy Game

7 Merge Sort



Course Logistics Algorithmic Design Stable Matching Analyzing Algorithms Practice Practice Loop Invariants Merge Sort

Insertion Sort

Insertion Sort

Algorithm 2: Insertion-Sort(A,n)

Input: sequence of n numbers {a1, ..., an}
Output: permutation a′1, ..., a

′
n such that a′1 ≤ ... ≤ a′n

1 for i=2 to n do
2 key=A[i]
3 // Insert A[i] into the sorted subarray A[1:i-1]
4 j=i-1
5 while j > 0 and A[j] > key do
6 A[j+1]=A[j]
7 j=j-1

8 A[j+1]=key

9 return (A)
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Insertion Sort

Insertion Sort

What are the indices of the array?

How would you use a loop invariant to show correctness of
the pseudocode?



Course Logistics Algorithmic Design Stable Matching Analyzing Algorithms Practice Practice Loop Invariants Merge Sort

Insertion Sort
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Insertion Sort

Insertion Sort: Correctness

Initialization: Before the first loop (when i=2), we have
the subarray A[1:i-1]=A[1] which is sorted by definition.

Maintenance: (Informally) The for loop works by moving
values in A one position to the right until it finds the
proper position for A[i]. The subarray A[1:i] then consists
of the original elements in A[1:i] now in sorted order.
Incrementing i thus preserves the loop invaraiant.

Termination: Examine the termination of the loop.
When i equals n+1 the for loop terminates. Substituting
n+1 into the loop invariant gives us that A[1:n] consists of
the original elements of A[1:n] in sorted order.
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Insertion Sort

Insertion Sort: Run Time

Algorithm 3: Insertion-Sort(A,n)

Input: sequence of n numbers {a1, ..., an}
Output: permutation a′1, ..., a

′
n such that a′1 ≤ ... ≤ a′n

1 for i=2 to n do
2 key=A[i]
3 // Insert A[i] into the sorted subarray A[1:i-1]
4 j=i-1
5 while j > 0 and A[j] > key do
6 A[j+1]=A[j]
7 j=j-1

8 A[j+1]=key

9 return (A)

Cost times

c1 n
c2 n-1
0 n-1
c4 n-1
c5

∑︁n
i=2 ti

c6
∑︁n

i=2(ti − 1)
c7

∑︁n
i=2(ti − 1)

c8 n-1
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Insertion Sort

Insertion Sort: RunTime (formally)

T (n) = c1n+c2(n−1)+c4(n−1)+c5

n∑︂
i=2

ti+c6

n∑︂
i=2

(ti−1)+c7

n∑︂
i=2

(ti−1)+c8(n−1)

Best case scenario: already sorted

T (n) = c1n+c2(n−1)+c4(n−1)+c5(n−1)+c8(n−1) = an+b.
This is linear time Θ(n)

Worst case scenario: reverse order

The summations are
∑︁n

i=2 i =
(n)(n−1)

2 − 1 and∑︁n
i=2(i− 1) = (n)(n−1)

2 = an2 + bn+ c. This is quadratic
time Θ(n2)
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Insertion Sort

Insertion Sort: RunTime (informally)

Outer for loop: n times

Inner while loop: Worst case n times, best case 1 time (per
for loop)

Worst case runtime: Θn2
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Insertion Sort
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Rotated Dutch Flag

Rotated Dutch Flag Problem

Input: Array of size n with each entry being a color red,
white, or blue

e.g. A= rbwbwbwbwrrrbwwbwb

Output: Array of size n: [[red],[white],[blue]]

e.g. A= rrrrwwwwwwwbbbbbbb

Restrictions:

Space: Sorting must be done in place
Time: Linear time
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Rotated Dutch Flag

BLANK
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Rotated Dutch Flag

DutchFlag Hint

consider numbers i, j, k such that every location less than i
is red, between i and j is white, between j and k is
unsorted, and larger than k is blue.
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Rotated Dutch Flag

Dutch Flag Invariant

Initialization: i=j=0, k=n. Clearly meets the invariant
above

while j < k:

if A[j]=w, j++
if A[j]=r, swap A[i] and A[j], i++, j++
if A[j]=b, swap A[j] and A[k-1], k–

Maintenance: In each step, the invariant remains true as
we move the color to the correct index and update i,j,k as
needed

Termination: In each step, either j increases or k
decreases

Thus by the loop invariant we see that this is correct, the
runtime is linear and in place
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Red Blue Marbles

Red Blue Marbles

Suppose you have a jar of one or more marbles, each of which is
either RED or BLUE in color. You also have an unlimited
supply of RED marbles off to the side. You then execute the
following procedure: (example taken from Scranton)

Algorithm 4: RB-Marbles(m)

Input: Marbles
Output: Color of Final Marble

1 while Number of marbles in the jar > 1 do
2 choose (any) two marbles from the jar
3 if the two marbles are of the same color then
4 Remove them
5 Place a RED marble in the jar

6 else
7 toss the chosen RED marble aside
8 place the chosen BLUE marble back into the jar

https://www.cs.scranton.edu/~mccloske/courses/cmps144/invariants_lec.html
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Red Blue Marbles

Red Blue Marbles

Can we guarantee that there is a single remaining marble?

If we know the initial number of Red and Blue marbles,
can we determine the color of the final marble?

If so, prove it
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Red Blue Marbles
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Red Blue Marbles

Red Blue Marble Answers

In each step the number of marbles decreases by exactly
one

Initially number of blue marbles is even or odd

In each step of the loop, the number of blue marbles
decreases by 0 or 2 so it remains even or odd

At termination, there is one marble remaining. If blue is
even, it must be red, if blue is odd, it must be blue.
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Daisy Game

Daisy Petal Game

Imagine a Daisy with 16 petals

Two players alternate turns

In each turn, players must remove 1 or 2 adjacent petals
(adjacent is based on the initial arrangement before any
were removed)

The winner is the player who takes the last petal

Goal: Is there a way to guarantee that you win if you
choose whether to go first or second?
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Daisy Game
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Daisy Game

Daisy Petal Game Answers

The second player has a winning strategy of doing the
opposite of the first player

e.g. if the first player removes petal 1, remove petal 9

Invariant: the second player has a move that can be made
(if this is true, they haven’t lost yet)

Solution available at The University of Texas at Austin

https://www.cs.utexas.edu/~dnp/frege/the-daisy-petal-game.html
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Divide and Conquer

Recursion!

Divide the problem into smaller instances of the same
problem

Conquer the subproblems by solving recursively

Combine the subproblem solutions to form a solution to
the original problem
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Merge Sort

What are the divide and conquer steps in merge sort?

How long does merging take?

What does the pseudo-code for Merge-Sort look like?

Apply mergesort to the array [12,3,7,9,14,6,11,2]

What is the running time of Merge-Sort utilizing a
recursion tree?
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Merge Sort Divide and Conquer

Divide the subarray to be sorted into two adjacent arrays
of half the size

Conquer by sorting the subarrays recursively using merge
sort

Combine by merging the sorted subarrays producing the
sorted answer. This is the key step: how do you combine?
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Merge Sort: Merge time

Θ(n)
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Merge Sort: Pseudo Code

Algorithm 5: Merge-Sort(A,p,r)

Input: sequence of n numbers A = {a1, ..., an}, left (p),
right (r)

Output: permutation a′1, ..., a
′
n such that a′1 ≤ ... ≤ a′n

1 if p ≥ r then
2 Return
3 q=⌊(p+ r)/2)⌋
4 Merge-Sort(A,p,q)
5 Merge-Sort(A,q+1,r)
6 Merge(A,p,q,r)
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Merge Sort: Running time

T (n) =

{︄
Θ(1) n < n0,

D(n) + aT (n/b) + C(n) otherwise

Assume n is a power of 2

Draw the tree: Left to the reader

Analyze the tree: height logn+1, each row is c2n except
the last which is c1n=c2n logn+ c1n

Θ(n logn)
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