
 
 
I Thought That Only a 
Genius Would Pursue a 
Math Degree 
 
 
Q & A with Natella 
Jafarova, University of 
Victoria statistics student  
 
When she was a little girl living 
in Azerbaijan, a career in math 
and statistics was most definitely 
not on Natella Jafarova’s radar. 
Despite her interest in math 
from an early age, her relatives encouraged her to pursue occupations that were 
“more appropriate” for women. All that changed when her family moved to 
Canada during her middle school years. Suddenly, Natella was surrounded by 
educators who encouraged her to learn more and excel in her studies — so she 
did, seizing every learning opportunity that came her way. 
 
Natella’s learning and achievement is still going strong: she is one of ten 
recipients of the 2018 Women in Technology Scholarship ($10,000) from the 
Irving K. Barber British Columbia Scholarship Society. 
 
Here, Natella describes her path to success. 
 
 
Q: Tell us about your current interests in your field. 
 
A: As a statistics major I am highly interested in — you guessed it — data. More 
specifically, I am interested in the analysis of big data in order to find patterns 
and make decisions based on the outcomes. We live in the age where data is 
constantly being recorded, and I believe that we can gain a better understanding 
of world problems if we analyze the patterns within data. 
 
Q: What do you love about math and stats? 
 
A: I love how logical it is. When I was studying biochemistry, most of my 
studying was memorization, which gave me little opportunity to think for myself. 
But when I switched into mathematics/statistics, I found that in class we were 
given a set of tools to use on solving a problem. So, when faced with a problem, 
there was always a logical way to get to the answer using various mathematical 
methods, which for once made me think outside the box. 
 



Q: Tell us about yourself in high school. Were you a math nut? 
 
A: Surprisingly no! I was pretty good at math, but at the same time I was terrified 
of it. In my mind, I thought that only a genius would go into post-secondary 
school to pursue a degree in mathematics, which I am definitely not. However, 
soon after starting university and seeing many of my peers (who had an affinity 
for the subjects that they were studying) start failing their courses, I realized that 
a person’s natural ability is not enough to succeed. While it does help to have an 
affinity for certain subjects, you will not thrive unless you study hard and remain 
determined to succeed no matter what. This is what eventually led me to realize 
that I was capable of succeeding in mathematics, which prompted me to switch 
majors from biochemistry to statistics. 
 
Q: What do K-12 schools need to change in order to better support girls in their 
pursuit of computer science, engineering and math? 
 
A: When I was in high school, we did not have any exposure to programming in a 
classroom setting. It was very much pen-and-paper traditional learning, which I 
think did little to help us explore what was out there. Nowadays, people in the 
industry will rarely do anything that involves pen and paper, as most things are 
done by programs. I graduated from high school just over four years ago, so this 
was the standard way of teaching very recently. I’ve heard that schools are now 
trying to implement more tech-focused learning in K-12, which I think is 
amazing. I actually have a friend who recently did her teaching practicum in a 
grade 4 classroom, where they were teaching programming. It looked like a great 
opportunity, and the kids had created some cool looking projects by the end of 
the term. I think if programming was to become a part of the curriculum, more 
girls would become interested in pursuing computer science/engineering/math. 
 
 
Q: As you see it, where are some of the biggest opportunities for women in tech? 
 
A: With BC’s tech industry alone generating just over $29 billion in revenue and 
providing over 100,000 high paying jobs, I think that there is an immense 
amount of opportunity for women to pursue careers in the field. New start-ups, 
as well as established companies, are constantly on the lookout for hiring talented 
individuals. With such a tremendous amount of companies to choose from, I 
don’t see women having a hard time finding opportunities which they feel 
passionate about in the tech field. 
 
 
Q: What advice do you have for girls who are thinking about studying or 
working in tech? 
 
A: I say do it if it makes you happy. Obviously, the tech industry isn’t for 
everybody, but if you enjoy solving diverse problems on the daily, then I suggest 
that you explore what the tech industry has to offer. I think a lot of young people 



are pressured to choose their career paths from a very young age, but then 
halfway through their degrees regret their decisions (this had actually happened 
to me). But they still continue with their chosen path because they are already so 
far along in their studies. The great thing about the tech industry is that you can 
start your career at any point in your life. I have seen people from many different 
educational backgrounds who are now working in tech and have prosperous 
careers there. So, it’s never too late to start! 
 
 
Q: What’s your dream job? 
 
A: This is a tough one because I want a job where I am constantly learning and 
growing with my interests, and having a single job title may not encapsulate all of 
that. However, based on my current interests, I think that data science is where I 
want to eventually end up, as it will allow me to build algorithms and use 
statistical methods to find and analyze big data.   
 
 
Thanks, Natella — and congratulations again. We wish you all the best in your 
studies and in your career. 


