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Excelling at Interview

“Dear X, I am a PhD student/postdoc. I'm applying for a permanent academic job or a
fellowship. Can you suggest ways I can do well at interview? What sort of questions should
I expect?” — We invite perspectives from academic mathematicians with experience as

interviewer and as interviewee.

Graham Niblo is Pro-
fessor of Mathemat-
ics at the University of
Southampton. He works
in geometric group the-
ory and non-commutative
geometry.

A lot of what the panel
want to know about you is
already on paper — your publications list, your refer-
ences and your history have already qualified you for
the interview, but the panel will want to explore any
possible weaknesses and, for a first permanent aca-
demic job, how you are likely to transition from a life
of independence and research to wider engagement
with the Faculty.

Panellists are likely to have a range of backgrounds,
not all in your area, so if you are asked to explain
your research there will be more interest in the con-
text than in technical detail. That will give you an
opportunity both to explain to the non-experts why
your research is interesting, and to demonstrate that
you can communicate and interact with a range of
colleagues. Make sure you know what other research
is done in the department so you can discuss possi-
ble collaborations outside your immediate comfort
zone.

You will probably be asked about your teaching ex-
perience, and it is good to lead with things you are
enthusiastic about. Students find enthusiastic teach-
ing more engaging and in the world of league tables
engagement is key.

A good panel will try to give you the chance to demon-
strate what you have to offer. They won'’t be trying
to trip you up, so don'’t be defensive. Assume that
they are genuinely interested in you (which they are
or you wouldn’t be there).

Anne Davis is Chair
of Mathematical Physics
1967 at the University of
Cambridge. She has been
Chair of the Faculty Board
of Mathematics, Head of
High Energy Physics and
University Gender Equal-
ity Champion in STEMM.

You will probably be asked to give a talk on your
research. The panel will try to understand your re-
search, even if it's not in their area. You can put
in technical details, but start with an introduction
explaining the context, what you are doing and why.
If you are asked a technical question on your re-
search by the expert, answer the question technically.
The expert can explain to the rest of the panel if
necessary.

You will probably be asked which courses you could
teach. You should give the panel a list of courses,
from all years of the course and not just the spe-
cialist courses. If you are asked if you could teach
X do not say ‘no’, instead say ‘| will need to spend
some time preparing it, but yes’. Do not talk about
teaching the brightest students only.

You may well be asked about PhD and MSc projects.
Be prepared to give some examples.

You might be asked for what you see yourself doing
in the next 5-10 years. You may also be asked where
you see yourself in 5 years’ time. Be ambitious here.
You will apply for grants from research councils and
other sources to build your research group with PhD
students and postdocs.

The most important thing is to prepare yourself for
the interview at that particular university and not
some arbitrary place, so look at their website, their
personnel and their undergraduate courses.



