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Maths set to hold back jobs in big data

Genevera Allen - Sydney University

A 30-year decline in the rate of senior students studying mathematics has put
Australians at risk of missing out to foreigners in securing high-paying, in-demand
jobs analysing big data, including working on a cure for cancer.

Urging the nation to future-proof its skills base and attract more students to maths,
Genevera Allen, one of America’s most influential young statisticians, has warned
that “data is everywhere, and the people who can tackle data challenges will be the
ones who excel in our information-based economy’’.

“Australia’s maths enrolment has been declining for the past 30 years. This will have
major consequences — it will slow innovation and some of the best jobs — for
example, data science — will go to foreigners.’’

Dr Allen, who is assistant professor of statistics and electrical and computer
engineering at Rice University in Texas and is visiting Sydney, also weighed into the
debate over the “feminisation’’ of physics.

Renowned quantum physicist Michelle Simmons, one of the nation’s leading
scientists, used an Australia Day address in Sydney last week to decry attempts to
“feminise’’ the high-school physics curriculum by replacing maths formulas with
essays, labelling it a “disaster’’ that had left students unprepared for university.

Professor Simmons warned against the dumbing down of high-school science and
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urged authorities to “set the bar high’’ for students to encourage them to excel. Her
criticism of the science curriculum won support from teaching experts who said
university physics courses were being altered to compensate for students leaving
high school with limited maths skills.

“There are no female or male disciplines or skill sets,’’ Dr Allen said. “Math is math
and anyone, from any background, and with varying strengths can make
contributions. It is imperative that we have both diversity of people and ideas in
maths.

“We need everyone to help tackle some of the biggest societal challenges —
discovering cures for diseases such as cancer and Alzheimer’s disease, finding clean
energy solutions, and tackling climate change — all of these challenges require
maths skills.’’

Dr Allen, who featured in Forbes magazine’s influential 30 under 30: Science and
Healthcare list in 2014, focuses on developing statistical methods to help scientists
make sense of data. The use of maths and statistics is set to grow as medical
researchers use data to unlock insights into human biology. “Globally, we critically
need more people trained in statistics and data science. Australia needs to be
equipping its workforce to tackle the exciting opportunities created by this data
deluge,’’ she said.

Data scientists are highly sought after. The 2016 skills and salary survey of the
Institute of Analytics Professionals of Australia, which represents 7500 people,
showed the median salary was $130,000 and the top 5 per cent earned $275,000 or
more.

Dr Allen visited for last night’s Australian Mathematical Sciences Institute Summer
School 2017 public lecture, sponsored by Sydney University’s School of
Mathematics and Statistics.
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