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A perennial dilemma

Teach coding in intro stats?



To code or not to code?

 Working with data is fun; 
can inspire students to 
want to learn more


 Better prepares students 
for working with non-
textbook datasets

 Teaching coding takes a 
lot of time


 Distracts from statistical 
material, which is already 
difficult


 If too hard, will students 
become disillusioned?

Pro Con



• ~200 students


• Wide-ranging technical backgrounds


• Work experience: nonprofits, media, retail, finance, 
consulting, …



• Required, first-semester core course


• 3 sections, ~65 students/section


• Co-taught with Gourab Mukherjee

GSBA 524: Data Science for Business



To code or not to code?



Approaches
Work with 

data?
Easy to 
teach?

Extend to new 
operations?

Used by data 
scientists IRL

Language 
agnostic?

No software

Point-and-
click

Modify code 
chunks

Excel

Teach coding

Copilot

??
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Past years: Point-and-click

Radiant (Vincent Nijs)



• Idea: Use AI to get MBAs coding… without teaching them 
how to code??

Fall 2023: Try something new



Github Copilot

• What: Extremely capable auto-complete for code


• How: LLM for code by OpenAI, trained on Github


• Marketed as: “AI pair programmer”


• Our off-label use: English-to-code translator





Teaching to code without 
teaching syntax

• Principle #1:  Be specific.


• Principle #2:  Think about context window.


• Principle #3:  Break down complex operations into 
simple steps.

(Formulated as semester progressed)





Observations

• Principle #1:  Be specific.


• Principle #2:  Think about context window


• Principle #3:  Break down complex operations into 
simple steps

Student must specify 
exact variable names.

Copilot’s context 
window did not include 

variable names.

However, once “PRICE” 
was mentioned in file, 
one could assume that 

knowledge.



Observations

• Principle #1:  Be specific.


• Principle #2:  Think about context window


• Principle #3:  Break down complex operations into 
simple steps

Next example





Challenges

• Copilot’s outputs are random!


• For famous data sets, Copilot seems to read your mind!


• Lack of transparency and an evolving product



Benefits

• Enables students to work flexibly with data


• Allows curiosity to drive data exploration, unconstrained 
by some limited list of operations


• A student could take what we taught in R and do it in 
Python with no change — syntax is irrelevant!



Thanks!

Questions?
jbien@usc.edu

https://arxiv.org/abs/2401.17647

mailto:jbien@usc.edu


Works in R Markdown






