
























Graduate Certificate of Data Engineering 
Student Interview Feedback 

Table of Contents 

Executive Summary ....................................................................................................................... 1 
Types of issues ........................................................................................................................................ 1 
Risk ......................................................................................................................................................... 2 
Suggested next steps ............................................................................................................................... 2 

Student Profile .............................................................................................................................. 3 

Key issues identified in GCDE Student Exit Interviews .................................................................. 4 
Teaching delivery .................................................................................................................................... 4 
Teaching content ..................................................................................................................................... 6 
Accessibility ............................................................................................................................................. 8 
Masters Pathway ..................................................................................................................................... 9 
Tools/IT ................................................................................................................................................... 9 

Executive Summary 
In response to the negative feedback received during the delivery of the Graduate Certificate in Data 
Engineering, the CECS Student Services in conjunction with SII Admin Office contacted current 
students to gather feedback, hear their concerns and identify areas of improvement. Additional 
invitations were also sent to non-completing and discontinued students, and students located in 
outer regional or remote locations to seek to hear those perspectives. In total, nine students were 
interviewed over a two-week period for a period of 45-60min discussing their professional 
background, their expectations and motivations, their student experience and issues during the 
program. Others enquired but didn't participate. Participation was also hindered by timing over the 
exam period. 

Types of issues 
The student commentary on the GCDE program was broadly consolidated around three types of core 
issues: 

1. Teaching delivery - largely around reducing the intensity of content delivery
2. Accessibility - making the content and engagement more accessible, flexible, and designed

to suit the target audience
3. Teaching content - students expected content to be peer reviewed, relevant, with sufficient

material for online delivery.

The high student numbers and short course length provided smaller scope than usual for handling of 
issues as they arose. The good news is that the issues experienced by students are largely fixable. 
The nature, degree and consistency of issues was concerning. Experienced students with significant 
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prior postgraduate learning reported similar issues to other students who were less equipped to find 
solutions.  

Broadly, the issues experienced in the GCDE program are in line with student experience feedback in 
the TEQSA ‘Foundations for good practice: The student experience of online learning in Australian 
higher education during the COVID-19 pandemic’ report (30 November 2020).1 The TEQSA report 
identified 15 issues which appeared frequently in feedback from students across Australia this year.  
Of these, the most critical were: IT related issues, academic interaction, examinations, staff expertise 
with using the IT applications, and academic issues associated with a particular discipline or type of 
study. 

Risk 
Two of the nine students mentioned that they had been actively discouraging prospective students 
on social media. Inspection of Whirlpool Forum (mentioned by 1 student) has found a post where 3 
self-described ANU GCDE students are writing negatively about their experience in the program.2 
This feedback highlights that we have lessons to learn in order to improve online computer science 
teaching at this level.  

Suggested next steps 
It is a priority to improve GCDE student outcomes, as the program has many students and is a 
potential key entry point to graduate level education for early-mid career learners. This is especially 
important if we continue to offer the program to large numbers of students, and aim to attract 
diverse high quality students.  

We suggest exploring approaches to learn from students (even at high volume), develop standards, 
and actively seek to attract and support quality students from enquiry to graduation.  

1. Better managing and learning from student experience and outcomes to compile evidence
of best practice and inform development of the program. We should monitor student
progress and engage to support follow through to graduation. This will support experiments
with different teaching techniques, processes and tools.

2. Development of standards for service level, quality and relevance of program content, and
delivery and accessibility of our online graduate certificate programs with respect to whole-
of-program learning outcomes and student experience. This could also consider the GCDE
against the critical issues identified by the TEQSA Foundations for good practice report.

3. Better describing the program, expectations, outcomes and eligibility to target high quality
applicants, and assist students to understand the value and challenges of the course. Clearly
defining the intended audience and designing the program for that audience would enable
handling of difference prior knowledge, and contribute to better managing student
expectations and outcomes.

4. Creating a longer term plan for developing the GCDE program to meet student learning
needs and provide integrated educational pathways to higher learning for students.

1 TEQSA, ' Foundations for good practice: The student experience of online learning in Australian higher 
education during the COVID-19 pandemic ', 27 Nov 2020. https://www.teqsa.gov.au/latest-
news/publications/foundations-good-practice-student-experience-online-learning-australian, accessed as at 3 
Dec 2020 
2 Whirlpool Forum, https://forums.whirlpool.net.au/archive/9rpk8w29. Accessed as at 3 Dec 2020. 
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Student Profile 
These characteristics describe the students that we interviewed. 

Industry sector: 

• The students interviewed were from a wide range of industries, where they have
encountered datasets:

• Tech
• Mining
• Airline Industry
• Construction
• Higher Education
• Public Service
• Management Consulting
• Health

Time availability: 

• COVID-19 social distance lock down and primary school closures made it particularly
challenging for students. Students were largely in mid 30s age group.3 Two of the nine 
interviewed students also had young children at home. 

Location: 

• The student cohort was comprised of enrolments from all states and territories, but the
major east coast population centres would account for the majority of students. 3

Prior knowledge: 

• Most people were familiar with, or working with data in some way and looking to formalise
their skills in the shape of a recognised qualification.  All students interviewed had existing
tertiary education qualifications, many at the postgraduate level, though usually in a field
related to their current or recent employment rather than in data specific fields.

Motivations/desired outcomes: 

• Many of these people were looking to reposition their careers into a more technical
specialist space. One of the students was looking to broaden their understanding of this field
to assist in project management and leadership positions in the future.

• Online delivery allowed more employed students and students from across Australia to
access ANU expertise.

• While online was a required factor for many, the reputation of ANU was a deciding factor,
along with the attractive price.

3 Analysis based on GCDE enrolment data from CECS Student Services. 
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It was noted that students with some sort of postgraduate education/workplace learning and 
development familiarity seemed more likely to offer feedback as they have some way of 
benchmarking the content and delivery.  

Key issues identified in GCDE Student Exit Interviews 
Teaching delivery  

• Course length and intensity - The compressed timeframe in which the courses were
delivered were extremely restrictive and made it difficult for students to keep pace. In some
courses the workload and delivery of content was described as ‘lumpy’, impacting full time
workers. Students remaining in the program believed the workload overwhelmed some
students and contributed to withdrawal rates from courses and from the program.

‘The 6-week timeframe was impossible and compromised the delivery of the content.’

'Increase the duration of the teaching period to 9 weeks' (from a student 
experience]

'Even 40 hours a week is not enough to cover both courses. [referring to Data Wrangling and
Data Mining]'

'The time pressure is preventing us from going deep into the content. [I'm] Forced to study
rapidly to get past the exam.'

[The problem] ' was the lumpiness of the content. With an assignment in the first week (each
assignment takes 5 days work), I was falling behind in learning content. I was in a constant
cycle of catching up on content when doing assignments. This meant I didn't have time for
quizzes which were only open for a fixed time period.'

• Engagement - mixed experiences. There was a noted lack of student interaction and peer
assisted learning that students desired. The breakout rooms did not facilitate interaction.
Engagement/communication skills and English language skills of some tutors was also raised
as an issue.

' There were good intentions, but poor execution [due to 6-week course length].'

'Generally satisfied. Missed the peer-based interaction and peer-based learning'

' Recommend improvement of interaction between the students. Unfortunately the forum is
quite limited. And everyone is too scared to post anything against the rules.'

' Seen students told off for asking questions, students bullying others for asking questions'

'[I] Was struggling a lot in the programming course. Being put in a small group by the tutor
really helped. Invited them to Discord with 8 people on the program, with free talk,
interaction much richer, trusted. This kind of interaction makes such a difference. Just by
reading on discord their thinking and their approaches, their sharing of different tools, was
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super rich and helpful.' 

'Formalising peer feedback may help generate more discussion between colleagues and 
foster peer based learning.' 

' In postgrad, the best teachers can be your classmates.' 

'I am not sure if ANU has delivered a course in this fully online manner at high volume of 
students, transitional students. There were a lot of things that didn't work.' 

'Notice that it has been taught the same way that it would be taught for students on an 
academic track' 

[Overall experience of program was] ' Mixed but positive. Data mining was sub-optimal.' 

' Interactions with the teaching staff failed to value–add to the learning experience' 

• Assignment feedback - Students found feedback on some assignments to be unspecific,
lacking explanation of the mark or direction on how to improve. On some occasions, it came
too late to inform follow on assignments.

' The problem with the assignments was we were not given a worked assignment result'

' I don't know what I should have done to get a better grade. I'm not sure how they graded
the essay 

• Academic Integrity/Invigilation - The emphasis placed on cheating in the final exam was
considered excessive for a mature student cohort.

' On the exam, so many rules to prevent cheating 
This is not scalable.' 

‘Draconian exam requirements in one of the courses. There are a number of points of failure 
or issue which are not related to the assessment of the course content.’ 

' Data wrangling has some of the best [content].  has solutions to prevent cheating 
using ID keys to generate unique datasets which is very smart and demonstrates the power 
of what you can do in data.' 

' In previous 2 courses, I had the embarrassing situation where found some people cheating. I 
think unis have to balance between the trade-off of trust and monitoring cheating. Try to 
setup very clear rules, but adapt program to facilitate interaction between students without 
fear of being penalised.' 
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Teaching content 

• Teaching material - There was a level of disappointment expressed about some of the 
teaching materials, and a mismatch with their expectations. Students were concerned that 
the concepts and methods were explained better online, and that some material appeared 
to not be peer reviewed, complaining of errors, and exercises and datasets that were dull, 
not on par with expectations from a university with leading reputation and research 
 
‘As Australia’s leading university, ANU has a chance to deliver something excellent and I feel 
as if this was lost.’ 
 
' I was using the ANU course as an [syllabus] index, and then looking for course material 
elsewhere' 
 
' I started to hate the course... In the end, Youtube has been a much better teacher for me in 
that course.' 
 
' Worked examples was staggeringly missing from this course' 
 
' More worked examples would help, especially for mathematical concepts, which can seem 
foreign when presented. It happened at times, but we needed more of it. Lead with a simpler 
version.' 
 
' It was noticeable that some of the content in the structure of the masters were missing and 
this impacted on the ability to learn at the pace required.' 
 
‘The price paid made the course acceptable, but at full price this would not be the case.’  
 
‘Fundamental trivial errors throughout the course. There appeared to be a lack of oversight 
in the delivery of these programs.’  
  
‘The teaching materials need significant updating and quality assurance oversight.’  
 

• Teaching material (exercises and datasets) - There was an expectation of more relevant 
exercises and datasets in some courses.  
 
' Disappointed that the data examples are not representative of the messy data you get in 
industry.' 
 
‘The material did not relate or refer to real world problems, and as such lost its relevance to 
students.' 
 
' I was hoping to have a big dataset that I can derive meaningful insights from. The dataset 
we had was a data governance survey dataset. I haven't found anything interesting. I've 
asked other people if they've found anything interesting, and nobody has.' 
 
' Look at the material, datasets, tools - for ways to improve the course.' 
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‘Using more widely utilised tools and better datasets would greatly improve the student 
experience. The program could be themed around a particularly complex dataset that 
students’ progress through and interrogate in different way to achieve outcomes. The 
assignments could be based around these outputs and this linear journey would improve the 
student experience significantly as they can see the different uses of datasets.’ 
 

• Assumed Knowledge - The general feedback was that there was too much assumed 
knowledge in the introductory courses. However, students also believed they would have 
been better equipped with a list of preparatory material and with more written course 
material and exercises. Students described the target group of the GCDE as unclear. It was 
pitched between those trying to retrain and those with industry experience looking to 
upskill. They believed the difficulty of the course would be better pitched at an upskilling 
cohort rather than training of students transitioning from elsewhere and new to this field. 
 
‘Without background knowledge, the 6-week intensive intro to programming would be 
difficult to complete.’ 
 
'The lack of prerequisites have caught a lot of people off guard. Pre-requisites would reduce 
the shock factor for students unfamiliar in this area.' 
 
' For me it was the right level. I had expected more emphasis on traditional bayesian 
techniques, but also glad it wasn't there.' 
 
' We had a 2 -weeks break between the courses, which we could have used to prepare well 
for the course [if guidance or review material given]' 
 
‘The content is not enough to enable entry into the field’.  
 
' Provide a guide or self-learning package' 
 
' I used a Youtube channel crash course in statistics 15mins each, from very basics to 
advanced topics.' 
 
'For me [the difficulty was] ok, but for others who don't have prior background on data 
science, this jumped the basics and went straight into the maths.' 
 
'I can't imagine how much [people retraining from another field] they would have struggled 
with this. We had some students coming from an Arts background, who thought this was a 
good entry for it. I imagine they were shocked. This wasn't pleasant' 
 
'8000 level subjects in the graduate certificate are not the right level'   
 
‘The delivery of the content seems to have been pitched to those out of work with full-time 
availability, rather than those looking to upskill.’ 
 
'I would have failed an up-front assessment of prior knowledge, because I forget everything I 
don't use. But glad I did the course because all the knowledge comes back to me.' 
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‘Barriers to continuing in the program include large and daunting assignments too early in a 
course [reference to Data Mining essay].’ 
 

• Syllabus - Mixed response. Some students felt the program did not have an overall structure 
outlining how the courses provided a coherent set of learning outcomes. They believed the 
program had not been tailored and reviewed prior to the beginning of the GCDE. Some 
students also felt that they should not be learning data wrangling and data mining at the 
same time, because they believed one followed the other. Others felt the syllabus was 
largely good, however problems with material and delivery. It appears syllabus coverage was 
not the main issue. Instead it appears to be they had issues with the suitability of the 
amount of material and method of delivery for students learning online. 
 
[One student said] they did not feel that they had industry relevant skills at the end of the 
course.’ 
 

 
 Found ANU more academic and difficult in the course content. The  

approach is much more practical. [For E.g.] ANU taught the theoretical underpinnings in the 
database courses where just taught the practical side 
 
' The programming, SQL and data mining have all been directly relevant [to my current role]' 

 
 
[On databases course:] ' A lot of relational algebra. Felt it was there for the sake of 
completeness.' 
 
[On Intro to Programming course:] 'Well designed and well conducted. No maths, elementary 
level only.'  
 
[On data mining:] ' good, covered everything expected in data mining' 
 
' The data mining course was very challenging.' 
 
'Stuff that I've learnt I wish I knew years earlier in my career.' 
 
'Data Wrangling has been fantastic, I'm using these tools to find other approaches [in their 
job]' 
 

Accessibility 
• Recorded Content - The lack of recorded material in some courses was an issue highlighted 

by all interviewed students. In addition to being useful for different types of learners and 
learners with multiple commitments, the lack of recorded content jarred with their service 
level expectation for an online course and raised equity concerns for students requiring 
recorded content for their learning needs. 
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'I don't even have the opportunity to review the recordings. If there is a privacy concern at 
play, it's as simple as signing a waiver to agree to recordings' 
 

• Flexibility – Tutorial times were difficult for this working cohort. This was particularly 
difficult for students with at home children and students in time zone. This hampered 
engagement with the content, staff and other students 
 
'Given the  time difference this [tutorial] is right in the middle of my work day.' 
 
‘Flexibility was not incorporated as would be expected for an online program.’ 
 
‘No flexibility in not being able to attend scheduled sessions, and lecturers provided a lack of 
alternatives and viewed this as the student’s fault. We were blamed for missing a learning 
opportunity.’  
 

• Diversity - One student was upset by the use of  in datasets. 
 

 
 

Masters Pathway 
• Progression to Masters - The option to progress to Master's level training was an attraction. 

When asked whether students would consider pursuing options for linked programs through 
Graduate Diploma or Masters level qualifications, most would consider this option. However 
with the very firm caveat that the delivery and quality of courses is significantly improved. 
Almost all also required online or largely online delivery.  One student noted their desire for 
a leadership element to this type of offering. 
 
[One student said] ' Yes, but Data Wrangling doesn’t count toward the Graduate Diploma' [of 
Applied Data Analytics] 
 
[You should] 'Have these courses as a stepping stone to further education.' 
 
'I will be looking for a program that covers streaming data which is highly relevant in the 

 sector.' 
 

Tools/IT 
• Education Tools - The online learning tools were ill-equipped to facilitate the teaching, and 

there was a lack of consistency in the tools used (Zoom, Adobe Connect, Wattle, Teams). 
 
'The Wattle tool is insufficient to foster interaction. [We should have] a truly useful online 
learning tool.' 
 
'We used Rattle which I had never heard of before and does not appear to be widely used.' 
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