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UH-Hilo professors lead Al concentration

By Grace Inez Adams
Hawaii Tribune-Herald

The University of Hawaii at
Hilo is rolling out several new
artificial intelligence-focused
offerings this fall to help pre-
pare students for the rapidly
changing landscape.

Sukhwa Hong and Chenbo
Shi, both professors in
UH-Hilo’s College of Busi-
ness and Economics, are
spearheading the effort with
the launch of a business an-
alytics and Al concentration
option for business stu-
dents, as well as an Al for
business certificate avail-
able to all majors.

Hong said he hopes the
new programs will make
Al education more accessi-
ble to a broader range of
students, particularly those
interested in business.

“Not just computer sci-
ence students, but I think
everyone should need to
know Al,” Hong said. “So, we
thought about making our
students take courses in
computer science to learn
about Al, because that is
needed, obviously, but that’s
not enough — teaching
general Al to our students
wasn’t good enough. So, why
not build something that is
just for our students?”

Hong and Shi have been
working on developing cur-
riculum for the new pro-
grams, which will include
one completely new course,
as well as modifications to
existing ones.

“We tried to launch this
program fast, and the most
optimized way, or efficient
way, is to adapt from the
courses we currently have,”
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Shi said. “So, essentially we
developed one course,
which is the intro level con-
centration course, and that
will be kind of the first
course the students in this
concentration take ... and
we revised another two
courses, business analytics
and text mining, into more
Al-related courses by includ-
ing more Al components.”

Hong said students will
also be required to take
several courses in data sci-
ence to complete the con-
centration. In addition to
learning the basics of what
Al is and how it works, the
new programs will also fo-
cus on ethics and responsi-
ble Al usage.

“Al is a very sensitive sub-
ject, so of course ethics is
very important, because Al
obviously has limitations,”
he said. “Our students are
not computer science stu-
dents, so they actually don’t
need to know the architec-
ture behind the Al But the
reason that we are teaching
it is because they need to
know how it works in order
to know its limitations.”
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He said the program is not
necessarily aimed at encour-
aging students to use Al, but
rather at allowing them to
make more informed deci-
sions about if, when and
how they do.

“We are giving them
options,” Hong said. “So,
you choose to study Al
We'll teach you how to use
it, we'll even teach you the
limitations, what are all the
bad things about Al, and it’s
up to you whether to use it.”

He and Shi said they view
Al as a valuable tool for stu-
dents to have in the current
job market, which has been
largely impacted and re-
shaped by Al

While there has been
broad concern about Al re-
ducing the need for human
workers, Hong said he is
less worried about that and
more concerned with pre-
paring students to have the
skills necessary to meet the
evolving demands of the job
market.

“It’s not that Al is going to
replace your job, but it’s the
people who have Al skills
that will replace your job,”

he said. “So, they need to
have those Al skills ... soit’s
not that they should be
afraid of Al, but they should
be afraid of people who
have Al skills. So we're try-
ing to make that our
students.”

However, he and Shi said
it is challenging to keep up
with the technology, which
seems to be changing more
quickly than they are able to
update curriculum.

“The thing is, Al is chang-
ing so fast, so by the time
we actually offer the course,
some of the materials be-
come outdated,” he said “So
we have to continuously
maintain the courses to the
latest content, so that’s
what we're trying to figure
out.”

The new programs are
the first of their kind in the
UH system, and Hong and
Shi said they are excited to
be able to offer a more bal-
anced, comprehensive
Al education at UH Hilo that
allows students to better
understand it and leverage
it in a positive way.

“Al, of course, has a bad
side, but I've been working
with it for like three or four
years, and it does good
things, too,” he said “It’s
already here, so we cannot
get rid of it, so once it’s here,
why not make it good for us?
That’s what we're trying to
do as educators, (and) our
students can be a part of
that.”

Hong and Shi said they en-
courage anyone who is in-
terested to look into the
programs, which they said
do not require prior pro-
gramming or math skills.
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