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Our graduates in the workforce

Quantitative skills and a logical approach to problem-solving are highly valued at-
tributes that help mathematics graduates in the workplace. The recently published
DEST SET Skills Audit shows that the period 1997–2005 has already experienced
52% employment growth in the mathematical sciences, compared to 37% over all
natural sciences1.

Average starting salaries for mathematics graduates are ahead of those for life
sciences, accounting, computer science, architecture and law. They are close to
those of engineers, although the latter have recently moved ahead during the recent
mining boom2.

Despite these advantages, surveys show that a number of mathematics graduates
take a considerable time after graduation to find suitable employment. Journalists
from two newspapers have been asking questions about the veracity of these data
and the possible causes. I believe that more work needs to be done nationally to
understand the role of mathematicians in the workforce, and to form strategies to
better prepare them. I have my own opinions but these are based largely on my
own experience and on the anecdotes of colleagues.

It is not contradictory that mathematical skills are in demand while mathematics
graduates are experiencing delays in finding suitable employment. Mathematicians
are not part of a recognised profession. Whereas accreditation of engineering and
accounting degrees is viewed as necessary, very few job advertisements ask for
accredited mathematicians. In the workplace, mathematics graduates almost al-
ways need to develop knowledge or skills from another discipline such as computer
science, finance, management, healthcare, engineering or environmental monitor-
ing. I have known students to work on applied mathematics honours projects in
applications such as ecology and finance, and then to walk into closely related
jobs. Lack of formal training in these other areas can be a stumbling block when
applications are first assessed. However, our graduates should bear in mind that
a sizeable set of employers realise that the mathematical skills are important and
that it’s easier to pick up other knowledge from on-the-job training.

Some employers are happy to take on a mathematics graduate who has identified
the relevant disciplines of the business and who has expressed willingness to be
trained in those areas. However, communication skills are always as important as
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quantitative skills. Their job applications will be more highly regarded if they can
demonstrate where they have previously written project reports in clear English.
I encourage mathematics educators to discuss whether and how to include some
vocational training within their degree programs. If some institutions do not teach
their mathematics students where and how to look for employment, then I am
wondering whether academic mentors should make themselves available for several
months beyond graduation. This would help to attract students to our programs,
help to define a professional identity and help to maintain contact with our alumni.

In the mid-1990s, I commissioned a survey of mathematics graduates from Wol-
longong and found a high level of job satisfaction in a wide variety of occupations3.
Our graduates need to be made aware that they have the advantage of a broad
ocean over which they can cast their nets but that this requires considerable effort;
not only to cast the net but to repair the holes.

Helped by Commonwealth funding, we have now set up an internship scheme,
whereby advanced students and recent graduates can work for 3–5 months in
an industrial setting, with some assistance from an academic supervisor. See
http://www.amsi.org.au/Industry internships.php# (and ad on next page).

The industry partner has the opportunity to view a potential employee without
having to initially commit to long-term obligations. The intern gains significant
professional development, recognised by some universities, including the Univer-
sity of Melbourne, on transcripts of student records. Already, one company has
signed up with a partner university and a recent graduate. We are looking for an-
other postgraduate student to work in the area of transport planning. Two more
companies have expressed interest.

One area of expanding industrial demand for mathematics and statistics is that of
water resources management. From 14 to 16 July, AMSI will be running a short
course and workshop on the mathematics of water supply and pricing. The work-
shop will be supported by MASCOS, MITACS, ICE-EM and the International
Centre of Excellence in Water Resources Management (ICE-WARM). For details,
see http://www.amsi.org.au/water.php .

This follows the format of the very successful workshop on electricity supply and
pricing held in Surfers Paradise last April.
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Applications now open

For more information see:

www.amsi.org.au/Industry_internships.php 

contact Tom Montague on 03 8344 1778

or e-mail tom@amsi.org.au

Gain industry experience 
as an AMSI Industry Intern

 Interns receive up to $3000 per month to undertake a 
3 to 5 month research project

 Academic mentors receive support funding of 
$5000 per project

 Industry engages high-end mathematical expertise 
to address real problems at minimal cost

new capability, insight 
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