
JMU CS Curriculum Change FAQ

Why is the curriculum changing?
The CS field is evolving and expanding very rapidly. The new curriculum reflects these changes by 
bringing in additional material that we have not offered in the past. In addition, the new “systems 
core” sequence of  CS 261 and CS 361 (Computer Systems I-II) emphasizes ideas and concepts that 
are common to all types of  systems, including networks, OS, and distributed systems. In CS 261 and 
CS 361, you will build a foundation of  these concepts before moving on to an “advanced systems” 
course, where you will study one particular type of  system in detail.

What is changing?
There are two changes going into effect starting Fall 2015. The first is that CS/MATH 228 has been 
renumbered as CS 327. CS 327 is no longer cross-listed with MATH and has a prerequisite of  a C- 
or better in CS 240. If  you have already taken CS/MATH 228, you do not need to take CS 327. If  
you have not yet taken CS/MATH 228, you should take CS 327 instead.

The other change affects several courses. The following table summarizes these changes (all other 
requirements remain the same):

Old curriculum requirements: Change in new curriculum:

CS 350. Computer Organization Replaced by CS 261 (Computer Systems I). Prerequisites 
are C- or better in CS 159 and CS 227.

CS/ISAT 460. TCP/IP Networks Replaced by CS 361 (Computer Systems II). 
Prerequisites are C- or better in CS 240 and CS 261.

CS 450. Operating Systems Choose one of  the “advanced systems” courses:
• CS 450. Operating Systems (modified version)
• CS 456. Computer Architecture
• CS 470. Parallel and Distributed Systems

What will be the offering schedule for the new courses?

Fall Spring

2015-16

2016-17

Beyond that

CS 361 (4 sections)
CS 450 (3 sections)

CS 261 (3 sections)
CS 470 (2 sections)

CS 261 (1 section)
CS 361 (3 sections)
CS 450

CS 261 (3 sections)
CS 361 (1 section)
CS 456 and/or CS 470

CS 261 (1 section)
CS 361 (3 sections)
CS 450 and/or CS 456

CS 261 (3 sections)
CS 361 (1 section)
CS 456 and/or CS 470

Starting with the 2016-17 academic year, the Department intends to offer CS 261, CS 327, and CS 
361 every semester. The Department intends to offer each of  the advanced systems courses (CS 
450, CS 456, CS 470) at least once per year, with CS 450 typically in the Fall semester and CS 470 
typically in the Spring; CS 456 will alternate.
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What courses do I need to take if  I am part way through the major requirements?
The answer depends on what you have taken:

Requirements completed: To complete the CS major:

I have already taken CS 350, CS 450, 
and CS 460.

You are unaffected by the change. You may take CS 456 
and/or CS 470 as additional CS electives.

I have completed CS 350 and CS 450, 
but not CS 460.

CS 361 will substitute for CS 460.

I have completed CS 350 and CS 460, 
but not CS 450.

You should take CS 450 in Fall 2015. Please see the 
following question for more information.

I have completed (or am currently 
enrolled in) CS 350, but have not taken 
either CS 450 or CS 460.

CS 350 will substitute for CS 261, and you should take 
CS 361 and CS 450 as co-requisites in Fall 2015. Please 
see the following question for more information.

I have not completed any of  CS 350, 
CS 450, or CS 460.

You are required to take CS 261, CS 361, and one of  the 
advanced systems courses.

If  I have taken CS 350 but not CS 450, can I take CS 456 or CS 470 instead of  CS 450?
We strongly recommend against this, particularly if  you have taken CS 460. CS 261 includes some 
material that CS 350 and CS 460 currently do not cover; this material is currently covered in the first 
several weeks of  CS 450. Without this background, CS 456 and CS 470 will be extremely difficult.

What do I need to do to be sure I graduate in Spring 2016?
If  you have not taken CS 450 and CS 460 yet, you should take both CS 361 and CS 450 in Fall 2015. 
Normally, CS 450 requires CS 361 as a prerequisite, but next year we will accept it as a co-requisite 
on a one-time basis.

Are other course prerequisites changing?
No. CS 261 can be used to fulfill any prerequisite that requires CS 350. CS 361 can be used for any 
that require CS 460. CS 457 (Information Security) still requires CS 450 as a pre- or co-requisite.

How is CS 327 different from CS 228? Why has the prerequisite changed?
CS 327 will include some additional topics that have not previously been offered in CS 228. These 
topics include automata, computability, and complexity theory. This material builds on concepts 
from CS 240, particularly algorithmic analysis and Big-O notation.

What will CS 261 and CS 361 be like?
CS 261 will be very similar to our current CS 350, but with less emphasis on hardware functionality 
and CPU design (those are the topics of  CS 456). CS 261 will also introduce basic OS concepts, 
such as threads vs. processes and interrupts.

CS 361 will focus on concurrent and network-based computing. This will include some material 
currently in CS 460 (the TCP/IP protocol stack, properties of  protocols, state machines), as well as 
some currently in CS 450 (interprocess communication, synchronization techniques, deadlock). 
Unlike CS 460, CS 361 will have a programming component.
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What will be changing in CS 450?
Some of  the current CS 450 material, particularly concepts from the first part of  the class, will be 
moving into CS 261 and CS 361. New material will include an overview of  virtualization 
technologies.

What will CS 456 and CS 470 be like?
CS 456 will focus on how modern processors are built, including the design of  cache, execution of  
machine-language instructions, and parallel processing CPUs and GPUs. This course will start with 
some of  the material currently taught in CS 350, and will build on those ideas. As part of  this 
course, you will write code in a hardware descriptor language to build a prototype of  a processor.

CS 470 will focus on two distinct but related areas of  computing. The first part of  the course will 
focus on parallel computing, emphasizing techniques for solving complex problems using a single 
multiprocessor system. The second part of  the course will focus on distributing parallel 
computation across many individual nodes or computers, as used in supercomputing, cloud 
computing, and distributed file systems. As part of  this course, you will use various standard libraries 
to perform parallel and distributed computation.

Which advanced systems course should I take?
The new systems sequence is designed to give you flexibility to pursue your own interests. If  you are 
interested in information security and cyber defense, you should take CS 450 since CS 450 is a co-
requisite for CS 457 and a prerequisite for CS 458. If  you are more interested in graphics rendering, 
high-performance computing, or hardware design, CS 456 would be a good choice. If  you want to 
know more about supercomputing, cloud computing, or peer-to-peer systems, then CS 470 would 
be the way to go. The amount of  work and the programming requirements for each of  these 
courses are expected to be similar, so you really should pick based on which topic sounds the most 
appealing.

Will CS/ISAT 460 still count toward the CS major?
As part of  this change, CS/ISAT 460 is becoming ISAT 460. If  you have taken CS/ISAT 460 
before Fall 2015, nothing changes for you; you are not required to take CS 361. If  you take ISAT 
460 starting Fall 2015, it will NOT count toward your CS major. You will need to take CS 361 
instead and you cannot use ISAT 460 as CS elective credits.

How will this affect community college equivalencies?
CSC 205 taken at a Virginia community college may be accepted as a substitute for CS 261 only if  
approved by the JMU CS department. To be approved, the version of  CSC 205 must require a 
significant C or C++ programming component. Versions of  CSC 205 that lack this requirement will 
not be approved for substitution. In the past, CSC 205 taken at Blue Ridge (BRCC) and Piedmont 
(PVCC) have been approved. Offerings at other community colleges, especially those offered during 
the summer, have mostly lacked this programming requirement and have not been accepted as 
substitutes. There currently are no equivalent courses for CS 361 or the advanced systems courses.

How does this change affect the Telecommunications or CS minor?
Under the new curriculum, the CS minor consists of  CS 139, CS 159, and four additional courses to 
be chosen from CS 227, CS 240, CS 261, or any 300- or 400-level CS course. The primary difference 
is that CS 227 now counts toward the minor. The Telecommunications minor remains unchanged, 
so ISAT 460 will continue to be a requirement for that minor. At this time, CS 361 does not count 
toward the Telecommunications minor.
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