
 

Zachary Fifer (2009) – ESL teacher in Korea and M.S. student (mathematics) at University of 
Leeds (UK) 

My name is Zack Fifer, and I graduated from University Park in 2009. I started at UP in 2005. 
 
My intended major was general physics. (I also really wanted to get minors in chemistry, biology and 
maths, but that didn't pan out.) I graduated with a degree in physics, and a concurrent major in math. 
 
I did some undergraduate research at Penn State, which I highly recommend. In fact, I did not do nearly 
enough undergraduate research. I focused more on grades and that was a bit of a mistake. I got the 
impression when applying for graduate programs that my references could have been better. 
 
I was also active in the Society of Physics Students, and that was really great. I highly recommend it.  
 
The other thing that I would have to recommend at PSU is to enjoy the surrounding area. Get a bike. 
Ride through the beautiful country-side. Go to Mt. Nittany and the other mountains around campus. 
Don't get hemmed in. 
 
After graduating, I went to teach ESL in South Korea. This was a very positive experience, and I highly 
recommend it. (If you do it though, go through the public school program, not private).  
After some years of doing the ESL thing, I am now working through a taught master’s program at the 
University of Leeds in England. This program covers a lot of higher-level mathematics that I didn't get to 
cover in undergraduate. Starting in October, I will be starting a similar program at the University of 
Nottingham, to do more physics – the program is described at  
 
<http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/pgstudy/courses/mathematical-sciences/gravity,-particles-and-fields-
msc.aspx> 
 
Since I am a student, I use my old student-ing skills every day. If I am successful in academia, then I 
would like to be an instructor at some sort of university, and do research (living the dream). If I am 
unsuccessful in academia, then I will try to find a high-paying job instead. I believe that the NSA hires a 
great deal of mathematicians.  
 
Most important advice: Don't waste all your bloody time unhappily surfing the internet. Do your work, 
and then go have fun.  
 
Also take geometry. As much geometry as Penn State offers.  
 
I met my wife during my first year in S. Korea. We were married last August.  
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