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So, one of the things that I think is important about teaching is to combine theory a little bit and 

try to connect with one's students. So one of the examples that I think in terms of is binary 

search. This is not an example that is original with me, but I do use it periodically. Where the 

idea is supposed to be you want to show how binary search works. And I remember one time 

when I was talking about this there were some prospective students in the class. And so we got 

an old Grinnell telephone directory and said, “How are we going to find in this directory where 

the name is?” So we did the normal bit, went to the middle, and said, “Oh, I guess this name is in 

the second half.” So I just took the directory and tore it in half and went on to the next part.  

 

This was clearly an approach that particularly the prospective students had not seen so much in 

their classes in high school. I think at that point that my students had sort of understood that this 

was sort of how that works but they — the prospective students, particularly — were … they had 

a difficult time sort of staying settled and not getting up on the floor or something like that.  

 

But, you know, we went along and you get to the next part, you tear that in half. When you get 

down to one page you can even do binary search and tear the page in half, of course. So it was 

also, like many things in my life, I think, were coincidences. They weren’t planned. But I was 

lucky to actually end up with a profession with which you can live in different countries and 

work in different places and really still do what you enjoy without problem. It’s a very 

international field. And this being such an … such an international field has made it really easy 

for me to do this work with people in other countries and live in other countries and that is, in 



retrospect, one thing that I really, really like. I like the fact that I’ve lived in different countries. I 

think that it has enriched my life immensely and has given me perspectives that would be very 

hard to get if you stay in one place.  

 

And so ending up in a career as a computer scientist, I realize, has made that possible, without 

prior planning. I was just lucky to get into a job that allowed me to do that. And I thought … it 

actually was a lucky strike.  

 

 


