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TRANSCRIPTION

For your convenience, we include a 95% accurate machine transcription of the conversation.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Today I am joined by Ulrich Wohak, a postdoctoral researcher in the Department of Economics. Ulrich also teaches at Vienna University of Economics, and he finished his Masters of Economics and Management at the University of Aberdeen.

Ulrich also has two MSc degrees from Barcelona School of Economics and Vienna University of Economics and Business.

All right. Thank you, Ulrich, for joining us on Teaching Analytics in the Age of AI. I really appreciate you being here. I'm especially glad to have you here because next year we're gonna be teaching very, very similar classes at the same time. I'll be teaching DS1, DS2. You'll be responsible for the coding.

It's gonna be really exciting stuff. And you know, we teach together in this fantastic MSPA program. So I'm really looking forward to getting into real texture with you. Let's dig in.

Before we get into AI analytics and teaching, give listeners the human version of your bio. What do you work on? What do you teach? How'd you end up here?

Ulrich Wohak
Hi, Eduardo, thank you for having me. So I finished my PhD last year in August and started a postdoc position here at CEU in October twenty five. So it's been a little bit more than half a year.

And I do not have teaching obligation. so one of the reasons why I'm sitting here with you now is that I do enjoy teaching quite a lot.

And I'm very actually very glad to be teaching alongside you because we've had a couple of conversations and through these I've already learned quite a bit. But that's the recent past.

If I go because some people think it's quite amusing my long term backstory, if you want. I started out as a trained chef. So I used to work in kitchens, used to work as a waiter. And then at some point realised that this might not be the thing that I want to do until retirement.

So I am from Vienna and decided that I want to go study. and then I went to Scotland to study sociology and management. And in doing so, I had to take extra credits.

And happened to take economics, which funnily enough determined most of my career trajectory. And then I was very interested in study industrial economics, how firms interact with each other, how monopolies shape outcomes for consumers, these kinds of things.

And went to study in Barcelona, a specialised master's program looking at comp this kind of competition economics analysis that was super intense, but also very nice.

It was in Barcelona, so I had I had to get some more sun hours in after four years in Scotland. And then went on to work as a competition economist for the British government. technically it was a non-ministerial government, so was not part of the official government.

And then became an uncle, my older sister, I had a child, and I'm a big family person, so I felt compelled to go back to Austria, did my PhD, which brings me back to last year in August, where I finished and now I'm here.

With respect to what I'm working on, is that was the original question.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Yeah, what are you working on?

Ulrich Wohak
So a little bit of background here as well. So I'm I got hired by a great colleague of ours, Miklos Koran. He's a great economist and a great inspiration for me and my work.

And we work together on I think what is the big question of our time is how AI will impact humans in many different ways. We are we are interested in how AI will impact the workplace, the labour market.

because I'm sure all of you, Eduardo, the listeners have seen headlines that there's not gonna be any work anymore. AI will automate everything.

And the economics literature in this is naturally very new, very nascent because well AI is very nascent. So there's a lot of effort by economists to try to make sense of what is going to happen.

And I think there's two different issues that come up. The first is this is totally new to economists. Such a technology as AI is completely new. We have never dealt with this. We have dealt with new technologies like electricity, for example.

There's a lot of literature of exposed a hundred years later, we understand why it took so long for electricity to revolutionized industrial processes.

But these same arguments are not really applicable to how AI will transform the workplace, or has already started to transform the workplace. So economists simply don't know, I think is the simple answer. And this is the second one.

So the technology that we're dealing with is very new, and for economists it's very difficult to understand how we can model it, given that we don't really understand how this technology is unique in so many ways compared to other things.

So this is I think the big topic that we're working on is trying to understand really what's going to happen.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Sounds incredibly interesting and timely. We're gonna come back to this topic at some point. I wanna go back to teaching for a second. how long have you been teaching?

Ulrich Wohak
I have been teaching now for who, seven years, I think.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Seven years is a while.

I'd love to just talk for a minute about your arc there. When you first started teaching, what did you think students needed from you? And now that you've been at it for seven years, what do you think they actually need?

Ulrich Wohak
When I first started teaching, I was so nervous that I didn't even think that far. Imagine me being a young PhD student being thrown in a classroom with 50 students being expected to deliver a stellar lecture.

I was nervous, I prepared so much that I was so focused on myself that it was not possible for me to think outside of the box.

Like I was so focused on just delivering what I think has to be delivered without having the capacity to take into account what students really need.

I think then, I mean, the simple answer is that I think I just had to deliver the technical details in a way that I think is understandable to students.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
That's where you started. You started with like my job is to pour knowledge into heads in a way that is coherent.

Ulrich Wohak
Exactly. Exactly. and at that time, I think that was fair. And of course, as one does, one learns over time.

And I think my view has changed quite a bit in the sense that while this initial feeling still rings true to some degree, there are a lot of other aspects of teaching that I have learned over time are very important.

I think one important thing is to give students enough time and enough safety to feel like they have I mean, to make them feel comfortable, to make them feel Confident enough that they can learn it. Because you know if I in an econometric lecture or in some statistics lecture, these things can look scary if you have human algebra systems, these look very scary.

And I think one part, an important part of the job of a teacher is to make students understand that they have the capacity to learn this, to make them feel comfortable vis-a-vis this frightening or potentially frightening material is to say, hey, this looks scary, but if we look at a simple example, let's break it down into the easy parts, and then we put it all together.

And that I think is something that is an underappreciated part of the job.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Yeah, I also think it's quite beautiful when you can do that well. I try. What is the course you're gonna be what are the courses you're teaching next year?

Ulrich Wohak
So I will be focused on teaching coding one and coding two, as well as data visualization. I mean, these courses for me are very interesting.

So I love teaching what one might call the elementary courses where students are confronted with relatively new topic for the first time. Because I feel like, at least for me, looking back at my student years, this is for me where the magic started.

It's something so simple, you know, a Python loop. It looks print numbers from one to N. It's so simple.

But how powerful this idea is I think something that is difficult to convey in such elementary classes because I have to teach the Python loop syntax. You know, this is maybe not super interesting for everybody.

But what I consider as integral part of these classes is to make sure that students see the greater picture is to show how powerful such a simple idea can be.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
I actually think that these are such important classes, right? Like to a degree you're really framing how they're gonna think about the interaction with computers and what the role is. When a student walks into your course, what do you think they think they're there to learn?

And really, if you've done your job, what do they actually learn?

Ulrich Wohak
Yes, it's a that's a difficult question because as every class, I think the students are just a heterogeneous body of students. You know, it's like some students expect to learn programming, some students just want to get the degree to earn money, which is fair enough.

So everybody has a different motivation. But I think what I try to teach students is to be confident in their own work, in their own projects.

If they want to do something, I want to give them the knowledge and the confidence to be able to translate this into action.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Makes sense. One of the challenges of being a teacher now, of being an educator in general, is that AI has changed things for us very quickly. You've now been teaching, like you said, for seven years. So you remember before AI, and you remember now.

What did AI break, right? What is an assignment, exam question, type of project, anything like that used to work, but AI broke it.

Ulrich Wohak
I think that's a very, very interesting question because I will be slightly controversial, if you allow me, of course. Saying that AI did not break any of those things. It broke from our perspective.

It broke the fact that we do not have a verifiable certificate of whether a student is able to apply the material that we teach them. AI makes this more difficult to verify, but I do not think AI broke it.

Because it is really how students use AI to complete the assignments.

And if there was some perfectly verifiable contract where we say with students, hey, this is an assignment, use AI to help you complete the assignment, AI doesn't break anything.

The problem is that it's difficult for us to expose verify whether this was produced by the student or not. On the other hand, I think one can also frame the question as how does AI elevate and empower students?

Because if I think back to my student years, if I had the ChatGPT capabilities available at my students' fingers, I would have learned so much more. And to this day I still use AI to learn things.

Not I use them also to complete part of my job.

But for me, it's such a powerful tool for students to engage with the material, to ask the questions they don't feel comfortable asking me during class because I don't know, maybe they don't like me, or maybe they are afraid of asking in front of many other people.

You know, everybody has reasons why they do or don't do things.

And the AI, I think is such a cool product for students to engage more deeply with the material and to understand things maybe from a different angle. You know, it's a great learning tool, but it's also ripe for exploitation.

So in that sense, it makes things much more difficult to expose to verify whether a student is able to complete an assignment, but it also empowers students to complete assignments that they otherwise wouldn't be able to.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
We'll go back to students in AI in a second. You know, you use AI yourself to learn, you use AI to do things I do as well. Before we started recording, we even talked about our laptops and the AI on it. Just if real quick, tell me about your preferred AI stack.

Like what when you're when you're using AI for your own stuff, what are you using nowadays?

Ulrich Wohak
So I use and we might as well get into the nitty-gritty. I have a $20 open AI subscription, I have a $20 cloud subscription. This usually suffices for my purposes.

And for m so most of the tasks that I use AI for is to produce code, to review code, and to understand mathematics better. I think these are the main applications in terms of tooling.

I use the command line interface in VS Code, and I'm very comfortable with how I'm working with it.

There's always a risk to over extend oneself in AI usage, and I think this always depends on what your job is, but my job here is to be a researcher.

And I need to be able to understand exactly what's going on. So I have a bold but careful approach with it.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
So going back to students then, you know. I guess my kind of a two-part question. How are students actually using AI? Have you seen them literally use AI? And what's the most surprising way a student has used AI in your class?

Ulrich Wohak
Again, this goes a little bit back to students are very heterogeneous. So at this moment, I don't think there's a single student who doesn't use AI.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
100% agree.

Ulrich Wohak
And that again is fair enough. I think it's an important tool. Students should use AI. There are ways to use AI that I do not think are beneficial to the students. So one, I'm not only teaching at CU, I'm also teaching at the Vienna University of Economics and Business.

And there, that was maybe a year and a half ago, maybe two years ago.

So in AI time, that's like a decade ago, where we had a s a somewhat similar AI policy in teaching in the sense that if we think that something is AI generated, an assignment, we cannot prove it.

It's very difficult from the teacher's perspective to prove that this was AI generated. But I had one homework submission that was obviously totally completely generated by AI.

And this to some degree, you know, made me a little bit sad as a strong emotion, but you know, it's a waste of the students' time and it's a waste of my time. This was one surprising, I guess in the negative way.

but this was one occasion where I thought, hmm, this is problematic. And this goes a little bit back to what did AI break.

I'm not sure the assignment in and of itself was the problem. It's was the problem of how one engages or uses AI in order to complete one's tasks.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
I've had similar experiences where you want to have faith in your students, right? You want to have trust. Of course.

But I remember one case where the assignment expected the student to read a CSV file, and actually the student had pasted about a thousand lines of code that synthetic was an entire synthetic data generation framework and then generated a CSV file in memory.

And I was like, I just don't believe that the student wrote this when they needed to write, you know, read CSV.

Ulrich Wohak
Can I ask, how did you react?

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Disbelief. The honest answer is disbelief. At first, at first I couldn't I couldn't understand what was happening. It was one of those like, oh, am I am I just wrong? Or do I not understand what is happening?

the actual way that I caught it is I have like all professors, I have scripts that I run on everything and I download their assignments, I run them and I verify them. Because the way the student wrote this script, it actually overwrites.

So all future assignments weren't graded correctly in that run, weren't yeah, weren't verified correctly. And so it actually took me hours to figure out what had happened. And then I looked at the code and I was like, Wait, why is this generating a CSV file?

What is happening here? Until I like really thought about it, I was like, Oh okay, I see what happened here. This was this was just generated by ChatGPT.

Students come in with their own mental model of the world, right? Like you said, they're not a heterogeneous population. Some of them come with mental models that are very close to what we want to teach, some of them are pretty far. Some have really solid misconceptions.

Can you think of a misconception that a student has brought into your subject that was actually like harder to fix than people realise?

Ulrich Wohak
I'm teaching a lot of coding and I'm teaching a lot of also theory classes like econometrics, which is the statistical measurement of economic objects, if you want. This is not the official definition.

But I do believe that often students expect something either slightly or very different to what is actually happening.

And in some sense, I think students expect to learn very big ideas that deliver big results. But often I think what we're teaching is very small ideas that deliver big results.

Again, the example of a Python loop, it's a little bit of a silly example, but it's a very small, very simple idea.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
I love it as an example for what it's worth.

Ulrich Wohak
Yeah. That is very powerful. And one needs to understand it at this very sort of granular, singular, isolated level, and then be able to think of applications for this very simple idea that then makes it into such a powerful tool.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
AI comes with risk, obviously, right? And we've discussed a couple of misuse cases, but I'd love to know, sort of at a broader level, what is an AI misuse case in analytics specifically that makes you think.

Students need to be more worried about this, or even the industry needs to be more worried about this.

Ulrich Wohak
Yeah, I mean, to some degree, this obviously depends on how one uses AI, but I mean there are things there are some common themes across different usage modes, if you want.

And this links a little bit back to the research I'm doing with Miklos Koran and Jophia Barani, that is that we are three authors, I'm she's also a wonderful professor at CEU. Is what one outsources to AI.

So will we at least allow me to dig a little deeper into the research that we're doing is that we are thinking of a job as a bundle of tasks.

Like we are now recording a podcast, we are doing research, we are teaching, and maybe even at a more micro level. We are producing code, we are supervising code, we are making decisions.

And I think one should be very aware of what one outsources to AI. And I think there are some things that one should not give up sovereignty over.

One of these things I think is decision making over the final output. You know, you I have to say I want to write a Python script, I mean.py. I have two choices. I can write it or the AI writes it. Both is a valid choice.

In some in some cases, I would argue, at least from my experience with my own co production, often it's better if the AI writes it, because objectively I am not a software developer. I am a scientific programmer at best. The AI writes better code.

I can acknowledge that.

But I think the decision to understand the code and to accept its output. And you know, code can be very complex if we're programming statistical objects. It's very easy to implement something that is not quite what I wanted to do.

And the AI brushes over this and makes you feel confident and this is so great and your idea is so super.

But you know, I think in the end, it's very important that one looks at this objectively and has the skills and the capabilities to make a good decision whether this is something I actually want.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Yeah, I like that you explicitly referenced that AI is very sycophantic. if I was one half as brilliant as AI thinks that I am, I really would be the most brilliant person on the planet. And the reality is I'm not. And it's confident.

Can you give me a concrete example where AI gave you an answer that was confident and just completely wrong?

Ulrich Wohak
Oof, there's so many examples that I'm having a difficult time thinking of one particular one. But this happens on the regular.

I don't know. One example is from another research project is where I'm coding a very complicated statistical pipeline. And it's something often so trivial that you don't even think about it, you know, it's about a data is about a sample construction process.

It's not even about the complicated computationally optimised statistical model. It's about preparing the data that I feed into it. And there is, I don't know, we have a person year level data where we observe Eduardo works at CEU in 2026 and CU produces this much output. Edoard worked at CEU in 2025 and then CU produced this much output. So we can understand what happens when Eduardo works at CEU.

Or more generally, when person A works at company B, or then in the next year works at company C. And the idea what we're doing is a simple network model. So we have edges and nodes, and we want to collapse our data to an edge level, right?

So we don't want this panel data. We want to collapse this to a single edge level data. And clearly this is a very simple thing for the AI to do. No, it's very easy.

You could blame my prompting, but I feel like I have enough programming knowledge that I understand how to tell AI to collapse a data set to an edge level. And then we fed this into this statistical model.

it was super complicated, nothing worked, I was so confused why this happened. And it took me two days to figure out that this super simple thing that AI told me not a problem, let's go. Didn't work at all.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Yeah, th this really resonates with me. I have similar examples. My favourite version of this example is when I ask it, well, have you run all the tests? And it goes, I've run all the tests, all the tests are good.

And then I look and I realise it hasn't run any tests. And I go, Wait a second, you didn't really run any tests. And it goes, You're right. I didn't help me. You caught me. Ah, you're so good. I didn't run the test. You're so smart. I didn't run any of the tests. Or I just I just went ahead and disabled all of them. It's one of those one of those things that like really, really makes you think about, oh what are we outsourcing?

Like what should we be outsourcing?

Ulrich Wohak
And out of it made me think like what other things have I not caught that the I sold me as everything is fine, it's looking good. No. So it's a difficult relationship.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
That's a really great point that I think about a lot, that I will catch AI making just lying. We can just say lying, we can do hallucinations, however we want to say it, in things that I'm an expert of. And I'll be like, oh no, you can't do that. That's the wrong kind of correction around there.

And then in areas that I'm not an expert in, I'll just be like, oh, what AI's telling me is so good is so right because I'm not an expert. But the reality is that the error rate is probably pretty constant across domains.

Ulrich Wohak
I would imagine.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
And if I'm making mistakes, if it's making mistakes in my domain, there's no reason to believe it's really, really good in other domains. Which leads us to talk about competence, right?

You actually were saying this, that it's actually now it had it's not that it's broken the assignments, and I like the way you framed it, it's that it's actually made it difficult for us to verify them.

Can you think about signals that used to ways that you we used to be able to signal competence in your field that in reality may not be usable anymore?

Ulrich Wohak
It's a difficult question because I think the core signals still are stable.

I think if I don't know, in my profession is to be an economic researcher. So there's a lot of skills that have nothing to do with economics that make a person very competent.

For example, but this is I think true across professions, no, is to speak with your co-workers, to hold a presentation, to be confident in what you're saying, to understand, to be able to transport this knowledge in a fashion that caters to the audience.

These are things that don't necessarily have to do a lot with economics, but that to me signal that a person is competent in what they're doing.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Professionalism.

Ulrich Wohak
Exactly. Exactly. in terms of the technical knowledge, it's a very difficult question. We're talking with Miklosh and Joefi, we're talking about this all the time.

We have another amazing professor at CEU, Adam Seidel, and he is a brilliant person, but he's not what you would call somebody that programs a lot. He has other preferences, and this is a difficult thing to measure.

but Adam doesn't program a lot, this is what we observe.

So if Adam now suddenly came along and would be programming fifty thousand lines of code every day, I'm not sure I would be saying that Adam all of a sudden became a super competent programmer, no.

So it makes it makes the signals in general when it comes to technical knowledge, in especially in directions in which AI is very good, less informative.

But that doesn't mean that the signal or that this core competence is useless if that makes sense, you know. It's not it's a signal inflation, if you want, rather than a signal erosion.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
I really like that framing. Let's change topics a little bit right now. We're in a university right now, or at CEU in the beautiful podcast studio, is that what it's called?

Ulrich Wohak
The media lab.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Media lab. Oh, fancy. Obviously, we like being here, right? but it's possible that sometimes universities get things wrong.

What do you think universities are most likely to get wrong about AI over the next few years?

Ulrich Wohak
To overreact, I think. This is again because I'm intrinsically a very positive and optimistic person. I think this is a technology that benefits students more than it threatens universities.

I think what we are doing at CEU, and we've had many chats talking about how we can structure our courses to think about how AI impacts not only the students in their experience as a student during the master's program, but also in later life, how I mean these are all conjectures that we're making because really the answer is I don't know how does anybody know this.

But I think overreacting is I mean, there's overreaction and there is stasis, you know? Everything in between, I think is a good effort to try to enable students to have some responsible relationship with AI and their workplace.

without promoting ourselves, Eduardo, I think we are putting a lot of effort, and this is one of the great advantages of CEU is that we are a small agile team that can adapt very quickly. So last year we were doing things differently than we're gonna do next year.

The year before that we were doing things differently.

So every year we are adapting and maybe maybe this is another risk is that the universities have to do this every single year to evaluate because the progress is so fast that there is no fixed plan that we can do for the next years.

It's just not possible.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
No I think that's right. I think the speed at which universities have been able to accept change is probably not up to snuff for the speed at which they need to get without overreacting.

I actually think that you frame that well and you brought it to our MSBA program, which I'm very proud of like you said, we really do reevaluate our curriculum pretty much constantly and what we're teaching and how we're teaching it. I'm gonna ask you to do something impossible now.

Imagine it's three years from now. In the MSBA curriculum, what have we cut? What have we compressed, and what have we added?

Ulrich Wohak
Yeah, that is indeed a difficult question to answer. I also don't know where AI is gonna be in three years. So I think what to cut because I think that what at least the parts that we are teaching they are elementary in the sense that they will not be cut.

So maybe let me let me be to the cheap boy out and say what I think we're not going to cut. I do not think that we're gonna cut the coding courses. I don't think we're gonna cut the basic elementary statistical data analysis courses. I think maybe in terms of the electives, I think these may might change quite a bit.

And these might move from having an additional coding course, for example. I'm teaching Python. There is an R course.

I'm not sure there's gonna be a lot of value in teaching an additional course, because on some level you can think of AI as being a simpler interface to a programming language. No, we're just using natural language as our preferred programming.

And I always loved, I loved and still to this day I learned the r went through the Rust book for fun because I just love learning. I think it's super cool. But how much of value is in learning an additional programming language, I think this will change drastically over time.

So I think students will still need to learn one programming language in order to understand how programming works. And I think it's not even about the language. Who cares about Python syntax?

But what Python teaches you about programming, this is I think what is important. So I think later down in the program after completing the elementary courses, I think this is where the big change will happen.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
No, I think that's right. I like the way that you framed it. I think the core is gonna remain. I think the electives, my intuition is that perhaps we'll shift from these skills based electives, like We teach you this additional language, we teach you this additional framework.

I can imagine them moving into a space like we're actually going to introduce you now to an entire area of analytics that you wouldn't have learned before, like we're gonna add a marketing analytics course, or we're gonna add a people analytics course or something like that.

More integrated. I think that's where it's all gonna go. I think that we're gonna end up teaching more integrated courses that have the technic, the people side, the business context, and all of those things in one place. Does that resonate?

Ulrich Wohak
Yes, it resonates a lot. And I think especially the people side is something that as our work moves more into the technical sphere, I think a lot of our work will be moving into the people sphere.

And this is obviously not a disconnected, these are not disconnected sets. These will intersect. And being able to translate and move between the two effortlessly and fluidly, I think is something that is gonna be a very important skin.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Last question. I'm gonna ask you yet another an even more impossible question. Finish this sentence.

By the year 2030, I think we'll be a little embarrassed that we spent so much time in the past teaching students to blank.

Ulrich Wohak
I do not think we will be embarrassed, because right now, I think what we're teaching them is very valuable.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
When I think of when I think about this question, the one thing that comes up, and you're gonna crack up about this because I'm literally teaching it next year, is to use Git.

Because I think in the future, I mean, today, the way I use Git is by telling Claude to use Git.

Ulrich Wohak
So I think I'm guilty of that myself.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
Yeah, I think I think that those will be the tools in the future that we'll be like, Oh, I can't believe we used to spend two weeks on this specific CLI. So in closing, right, is there anything else about AI analytics or teaching that you wish more people were asking you?

You wish that I would have asked you that you want to say to our audience?

Ulrich Wohak
I want to encourage the audience, speaking to students in particular, is first of all to not be afraid of future labour market conditions. There will be jobs. They will find jobs.

And I want to encourage them and to appeal to you know they are they are adult people. They can make decisions of how to use AI.

And I want to encourage them to use AI to empower themselves, not to outsource their thinking capacity.

Eduardo Ariño de la Rubia
I love it. All right. Well, thank you very much for your time, and I'll see you in the hallway. Thank you.
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