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MATHEMATICS AT woax'

Is a degree in mathematics any use? Is mathematics at univeisity interesting? Is it fun? In an at-
tempt to illuminate these knotty questions, we intend to print a series of interviews with
mathematics graduates from the University of New South Wales. We hope this will show some of
the careers that our graduates have found for themselves and how they look back on their days at
this University. Your Editor would be delighted to hear from anyone wnshlng to share either ex-
periences or reminiscences with other readers.

This department begins with an interview of Anne Fitzpatrick, as told to Amanda Wllson of the
Public Affairs Unit at the University of New South Wales.

If Anne Fitzpatrick hadn’t studied mathematlcs she might still be selllng sewmg machme parts
instead of holding down a prestige job with a staff of 30 people. —

Anne is quite definite that without a mathematics degree she would never have landed her job
as supply manager for the University Co-operative Bookshop, responsible for buylng all the text-
books for every university from Darwin to Gippsland.

At high school in New Zealand, she developed a love of maths, but it wasn’t until four years
after completing her HSC that Anne Fitzpatrick became a first year student in the School of
Mathematics at the University of New South Wales. She enrolled mmally as a part-time student,
doing mathematics and the higher theory of statistics and working at various part-time jObS until
taking up full time studies in 1974.

“I was reasonably well up in my class at high school, but | really blossomed in maths at uni
because | found that you can seek support when you need it and there are always people there to
help you. At uni, there is a wide range of people around you all lnterested in the same thing
mathematics,” said Anne.

"Girls who love maths at school and find that perhaps they are the odd person out in their
group of friends, will really find themselves at home at university. | met a lot of friends at UNSW
all doing similar things and there were as many girls as boys studying maths. The girls all did very
well and their social lives didn’t suffer at all. Most of the blokes you meet at uni, by the time they
have gone through a couple of years, are looking for someone they can relate to on an intellectual
level. University is a tremendous place.

“I found the School of Mathematics at UNSW very enjoyable. The lecturers were easy to talk to
and very helpful. They certainly encouraged the women as much as the men and did everything
they could to help us in our careers. It's a great, friendly atmosphere,” said Anne, whose husband,
Ross, studied engineering at a technical college and then did an industrial arts course at UNSW.
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Anne Fitzpatrick graduated at the end of 1975 with honours in statistics and for the next 12
months was President of the Students’ Union at UNSW. In 1977, she started working for the Co-
op Bookshop as Campus Liaison Manager, a job in which she relied on her experience in the
Students’ Union. Seon, she became Systems Manager, which was a project management job
analysing the Bookshop's needs for replacing cash registers and organising their installation in
outlets all over the country. Last year Anne was promoted to her present position, a very responsi
ble job which she admits wolld never have beer possible without a mathematics degree.

“The main benefit of studying mathematics is that it gives you an analytical approach to prob
lem solving. Ours is a big, complex organisation and anything | do has ramifications right
“throughoit, so | need the abihty 10 think things through every step of the way ‘and see the end
‘result without actually trying it. Maths training, more than any othm dlsuplme gives you the ability
to analyse the problem and find a solution. In busmess you just can't dfford to try thrng:, to see if
they work and perhaps make mistakes. '

“lI've probably got the most un- mdth:.y jOb of all my uni fnends and vet I wouldnt haw it
- without my maths,” said Anne. : g

Many of the people Anne studied with at UNSW have gone on to interesting jobs, which goes
to show that people who love mathematics don’t necessarily become teachers. One woman, who
is now 26, is a training officer for a large computer software firm which has sent her to the United
States twice. Another was workmg for the Commonwealth Bank as a researcher before returning
to the University to study for a doctorale and several others haVe gone into computmg as systems
analysts. ‘

“I think that doing maths opens up a tremendous number of opportumtles “and allows you to
move into general areas like managemem and research because of that speual training in problerr
solving. The maths course at UNSW also gives you a good understanding of the basics of com
puters. As-a degree; it is very highly regarded in the business world.

“The thing about maths is that you must have a feeling for the subject — | always found it very
mte:estmg Sometnnes though lt is a blt difficult to see where al! that study is taklng you,” she
© said. ‘

Anne has some good advice for high school students who are hopmg to continue then
mathematics studies at universities —. and who better to give advice than someone who came
through with honours. The best thing to do when you are having trouble crackmg a problem says
Anne, is to leave it for a while, go and do something else and more often than not, the solution
will just hit you
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