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Abstract: Use of MS Excel as a platform for teaching simple iterative solution of partial differential 
equations runs into issues of reliability of the computation because of the large number of 
calculations required. This article documents the problem and an empirical solution. The cause of 
this unreliability was found by detailed examination of the numerical results from three 
simultaneous iterations. Computers of several types from different manufacturers were found to 
fail occasionally in updating variables in the numerical iteration. A simple work-around is 
suggested and was tested on several platforms. 
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Introduction 

In an introductory course on elementary numerical solutions of partial differential and other 
complicated equations, there are many advantages to using MS Excel as the calculation platform as 
it has the advantage of presenting students with a familiar user-interface and eliminates the need for 
students having to learn a new software package or to write explicit procedures setting up point grids 
and visualizing the results in high-level language, so students can concentrate upon the actual 
algorithms. However, calculation errors creep in at random intervals when using Excel for solving 
partial differential equations using time and space iteration over a large number of time iterations 
(many thousands) and with a large number of spatial points (e.g. 1024). 

Problem 

An example is when the one-dimensional wave equation 𝜕ଶ𝜓𝜕𝑡ଶ = 𝑐ଶ 𝜕ଶ𝜓𝜕𝑥ଶ  (1)

(where ψ is the displacement variable and c is the wave velocity) is solved using a simple iterative 
method based upon difference approximations for the first spatial and time derivatives and of the 
respective second derivatives1 (analogous to the relaxation method of solving Laplace’s equation): 𝜓௫(𝑡) = 2𝜓௫(𝑡 − 1) − 𝜓௫(𝑡 − 2)+ (𝜓௫ାଵ(𝑡 − 1) + 𝜓௫ିଵ(𝑡 − 1) − 2𝜓௫(𝑡 − 1)) 𝑐ଶ∆𝑡ଶ ∆𝑥ଶ⁄  

(2)

(where time points indexed by t are separated in time by ∆𝑡 and spatial position points indexed by 
x are separated in distance by ∆𝑥). Figure 1 shows the ideal solution to Equation (1) when ψ is 
constrained by nodes that are a well-defined length apart and at t = 0 is subjected to a point impulse 
at 1/8 of its length from one node. This is a simple model of a stretched string struck by a hammer as 
in a piano. 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and 
contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to people or property resulting 
from any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the content.

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 28 February 2024                   doi:10.20944/preprints202402.1611.v1

©  2024 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.



 2 

 

 

Figure 1. Sequential sketches of the exact solution of the one-dimensional wave equation with nodes 
separated by a well-defined length and subject to a point impulse at 1/8 of its length from one node 
at t = 0. The initial impulse (a) expands both left and right at the wave velocity (b); when its left edge 
meets the left node (c) it is reflected in antiphase so that a raised rectangle of length 1/4 the string 
length then travels along the string left to right (d) and (e). 

Figure 2 shows a typical 1024 space-point simulation run on a Lenovo 2.9GHz, 8 cores, 32GB 
RAM computer using Windows 11 Pro and Excel Office 16. An error occurs at a random time; other 
computers (e.g. Dell 3GHz, 6 cores, 8GB RAM, Windows 10 Pro, Excel Office Plus 2016; and Acer 
3.2GHz, 2 cores, 4GB RAM, Windows 10 Pro, Excel Office 19) also produce comparable errors after a 
different random time, so this is clearly not a shortcoming of one particular computer or 
manufacturer. Once a single calculation error occurs, of course the wave equation solver propagates 
the error to right and left at the wave velocity. 
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Figure 2. Numerical solution of one-dimensional wave equation using Equation (2) to simulate an 
ideal stretched string subject to an impulse at 1/8 of its length from one node at t = 0. The high-
frequency oscillations are Fresnel ripples that are an artifact of the non-zero distance between spatial 
iteration points. (a) Result after 200 iterations giving expected result; (b) result after 1,031 iterations 
following an unexpected miscalculation introduced by computer error and subsequently propagated 
to right and left. (Both Lenovo 2.9GHz, 8 cores, 32GB RAM, Windows 11 Pro, Excel Office 16.). 

Cause and Solution 

These errors are repeatable in the sense that they almost always occur well within the number 
of iterations needed for a complete solution of one cycle of this repetitive problem, but they are 
random in the sense that the errors occur at unpredictable times on each run of the program. This 
means that they are clearly not caused by a deterministic programming error on the part of the user; 
rather, a pattern-sensitive hardware issue or an operating system (paging) bug is the cause of this 
behavior. 

The precise cause can be investigated by running the application with three iterations running 
simultaneously so that an error in one simulation can be verified and identified as an error by 
comparison with the other two simultaneous simulations. The usual cause on a variety of computers 
tried out was found to be unreliable copying of a result at the current time point t into the storage for 
the previous time result (t – 1) (or the equivalent when copying into the result for (t – 2)), needed for 
numerical evaluation of the second time derivative. By programming a halt in the iteration procedure 
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as soon as the comparison between all three iterations fails, the erroneous results can be examined as 
shown in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Variable storage immediately following an error of the type shown in Fig. 2(b) for three 
simultaneous iterations using Equation (2) at 1092 time iterations. Columns are: A, spatial position 
index; B, C, initial conditions; E, (t – 2) values copied from F; F, (t – 1) values copied from G; G, (t) 
values copied from H; H, newly computed value of (t) value; I, J, K, L, the same for the second 
simultaneous iteration; M, N, O, P, the same for the third simultaneous iteration; Q, the majority value 
of G, K, and O; R, a flag raised when the values in G, K, and O are not all equal. In this example, the 
computer failed to update correctly the (t) storage variable in the third simultaneous iteration, column 
O, in spatial rows 195 to 212. (Lenovo 2.9GHz, 8 cores, 32GB RAM, Windows 11 Pro, Excel Office 16.). 

Therefore, the solution is to repeat this storage step so that if it were not performed the first time 
then it will be the second time; if not performed correctly the second time, it will have been performed 
the first time anyway. Thus, the iteration procedure is now, in sequence, 𝜓௡(𝑡) = 2𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1) − 𝜓௡(𝑡 − 2)+ (𝜓௡ାଵ(𝑡 − 1) + 𝜓௡ିଵ(𝑡 − 1) − 2𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1)) 𝑐ଶ∆𝑡ଶ ∆𝑥ଶ⁄ , (3)

𝜓௡(𝑡) = 2𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1) − 𝜓௡(𝑡 − 2)+ (𝜓௡ାଵ(𝑡 − 1) + 𝜓௡ିଵ(𝑡 − 1) − 2𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1)) 𝑐ଶ∆𝑡ଶ ∆𝑥ଶ⁄ , (4)

𝜓௡(𝑡 − 2) = 𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1), (5)𝜓௡(𝑡 − 2) = 𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1), (6)
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𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1) = 𝜓௡(𝑡), (7)𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1) = 𝜓௡(𝑡), (8)

where Equation (4) repeats the assignment of Equation (3) in case Equation (3) was not completed 
correctly, Equation (5) updates 𝜓௡(𝑡 − 2) with the value for the previous time point, Equation (6) 
repeats this in case Equation (5) was not completed correctly, Equation (7) updates 𝜓௡(𝑡 − 1) with 
the value for the previous time point, and Equation (8) repeats this in case Equation (7) was not 
completed correctly. 

Discussion 

Without this assignment repetition, Excel fails generally within one or two thousand iteration 
time steps on many typical office computers (see Figure 2(b)), so on including the repetition the 
probability that the first and second attempts both fail is vanishingly small for several thousand 
iteration steps. As a result, Excel can be used as a platform for teaching the fundamentals of solving 
partial differential and other complicated equations without the problem of computational errors 
appearing at random. The penalty is, of course, slower operation than without the repetition, but 
erroneous behavior without the assignment repetition can also be used as a teaching example of what 
can happen without close scrutiny of numerical results and how to find a work-around to mitigate 
the issue. A typical result is shown in Figure 4 where the computation is stable for many more 
iterations than shown in Figure 2(b). 

 
Figure 4. An example of a much more stable iterative solution using Eqns. (3-8) running for much 
longer (12,000 iterations) without errors. The travelling wave rectangular feature of 1/4 length 
between nodes has been inverted upon reflection from the right node, and is now travelling from 
right to left. (Lenovo 2.9GHz, 8 cores, 32GB RAM, Windows 11 Pro, Excel Office 16.). 

Conclusion 

While Excel is not reliable enough for solving complicated partial differential equations without 
taking action to mitigate errors, by judiciously repeating the variable assignments a reliable platform 
can be obtained. 
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