Interview with Professor Debra Goldberg, (PhD. in Applied Mathematics)
by Peng Shao
Prof Goldberg received her PhD from Cornell. Asked what the whole experience was like, she replied quite simply, “fun”. She worked in the interdisciplinary field of computers and math (“applied math”) and she noted that while many jobs in industry are being shipped overseas, notably to India, most of the jobs that require a mixture of two or more disciplines tend to stay in the States. Having a background in biology (that was, after all, her undergraduate major), Prof Goldberg pointed out that computers are now revolutionizing the study of biology, as an example of her interdisciplinary research.
Eleven years elapsed between Prof Goldberg’s Masters degree in Computer Science and her PhD in Applied Math. In those years, she primarily worked for TRW in Colorado, working on algorithm development. Asked whether her background in industry was helpful for attaining her PhD, she immediately replied “yes”. Prof Goldberg was quick to implore that we all improve with practice, and with her sufficient practice in algorithm development, she was able to expedite the writing of her thesis.

Asked what role her PhD serves her in her current position, Prof Goldberg once again had a one-word summation, “confidence”. She then went into further detail, describing that in small steps she was able to craft something that was substantial over the course of the entire PhD. This gave her confidence in that attaining her PhD was not overly difficult in the long run, and that she could produce something tangible over the course of time.

Many students wonder whether it’s advisable to plan out, at an early stage, the entire process of the getting a PhD – what to achieve 1st year, 2nd year, and so forth. Prof Goldberg had a different suggestion: while it’s helpful to have a plan, it’s not necessary. Her advice was to spend the first year or two years meeting the right people (presumably faculty and peers) and finding the fitting areas of study. She spent a few moments describing that all of us have a given talent set, and that this set sometimes overlaps with the things that we like to do. This is the intersection that each PhD student must aim for: it is critical to commit research efforts to areas that are fun and interesting to the student. She noted, however, that fun and interesting is not the same as fun and easy, when in fact not all aspects of attaining the PhD are fun and certainly most are not easy.
On the topic of research versus teaching, Prof Goldberg was fair to both sides. She enjoys doing both, while she mentioned that here at CU the evaluation criteria for Professors are nearly equal in teaching and research, with a slight weight placed on the research. Prof Goldberg seemed pleased that even the large research Universities place an emphasis on teaching, although at the very top research Universities like Harvard, it can be prohibitively difficult to attain tenure. At Harvard, she said, the Board compares a potential tenure-track Professor with applicants from all over the world, and gives tenure to who they deem the best, regardless how many years the potential Professor had previously taught at Harvard – showing perhaps a lack of loyalty. At CU the current tenure track is a duration of 6 years. Asked whether the entire process of attaining a PhD, completing a Post Doc, and working towards tenure seemed too long and drawn out, Prof Goldberg insisted that it was not about the destination, but about the journey.
