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Ever wanted to pick 
someone’s brain?
When you’re trying to decide on a course, 
job or career to pursue, talking to someone 
who works in the industry can be a big help. 
Finding out about everyday life on the job 
can help you focus on the right pathways 
and opportunities. If you’re not sure about 
your plans or just want to get more detailed 
information, think about asking someone 
in the industry for a few minutes of their 
time on the phone or over coffee. The 
conversation could change your life!

We asked current students to tell us 
about their career objectives and set 
three of them up on phone calls with 
experts in their fields. They were then 
able to ask the experts anything they 
wanted for thirty minutes. Check out the 
discussions on the following pages to find 
out what they learned.

Plan your questions
Once you’ve made a time to talk, think 
about the questions you want to ask. List 
ten or twelve questions and highlight the 
ones you most want to ask so that you 
don’t miss them if you run out of time. Do 
your research beforehand so you don’t 
waste time asking about things you can 
find out on your own. 

Be safe
Never agree to meet with anyone unless 
you take a responsible adult with you.

Be professional
Show up or call on time, dress neatly, and 
be polite. If you meet in person, it’s your 
job to pay for the coffee! Be respectful of 
the fact that they are busy and may have 
other engagements – don’t drag out the 
conversation if it looks like they need to 
move on. And don’t forget to thank them 
for their time.

Follow up
Send a thank you note after the interview 
and let them know if anything in particular 
stood out or if you tried something they 
suggested. People like to know that you’ve 
taken their advice! 

Lots of people in the workforce are happy 
to share their knowledge with those 
who are new to their industries. While 
professionals are busy people and you may 
get some knock backs, with perseverance 
you should be chatting with an expert 
before long. 

Keen to try it out yourself? Here 
are some tips setting up your own 
informational interview.

Pick your target
The first step is to figure out who you 
want to talk to. Research organisations 
and businesses you might want to work 
for when you’ve completed your studies, 
and let friends and family know that 
you’re looking for people to talk to. Once 
you’ve got a few ideas, see if you can find 
contact details for the people you’d like 
to interview. If you don’t have anyone in 
particular in mind, the human resources 
department can often help.

Introduce yourself
Send a short email to your target 
explaining who you are and why you want 
to talk to them. If someone gave you their 
contact details, make sure to mention it. 
Here’s a sample:

“Dear Ms Jones, I am a student 
at [institution] where I am 
studying [course], and when I 
finish I’m planning to work in 
[industry]/find a role as a [job 
title]. I am trying to learn as 
much as I can about the field, 
and I was wondering if I could 
ask you a few questions. Could 
we set up a time to meet for 
coffee or on the phone? It would 
only take around 20 minutes 
and I would really value your 
insight.”

30 minute mentor
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Emily and Jo: Psychology

Emily: What did you find most rewarding about your job?

Jo: The thing that strikes me most is that you feel pretty privileged to go through the 
journey with people. Often people come to see you when they’re really struggling with 
some life issues. Sometimes, when I was working in schools, the kids would just be told 
they have to see the psych, and they didn’t want to. But I found that the older the kids got, 
the more they were likely to self-refer because they just wanted someone neutral, who 
wasn’t their mum or dad, or their teacher telling them off, but someone who just listened.

Emily: Are there many part-time job opportunities in the field, or is it more something 
you have to be committed to full-time? For example, if you want to go and have kids, is 
that doable?

Jo: There are part-time jobs and you can leave the workforce and come back. There are so 
many different organisations that employ psychologists. It depends on what area interests 
you. You might still be working on identifying that. Big companies employ psychologists 
to do personality assessments to see if someone is the right fit for a position. There are 
government jobs. A friend of mine works in the family court. She’s about to have her second 
child and she’s still earning a lot of money, basically writing reports.

Emily: Do you see a need for psychologists in the future? Is it a viable job?

Jo: Absolutely. It’s grown heaps, in terms of the number of people who are doing psych. 
Even just where I live, there are lots of private clinics that have opened up. These days a 
lot of GP clinics will have a psychologist as well. Not necessarily full-time, they might work 
across three or four different clinics. There’s now an acceptance of people with mental 
health issues. The need is not going to go away. 

Emily: What type of patients would you deal with on an average day?

Jo: Not only in the private practice, but in schools as well, a lot of people with issues 
around depression. A lot of people with issues around anxiety. I liked working with people 
with anxiety. 

Emily: When you’re working with people who have mental health issues, does it put 
stress on you personally? Is there a lot of stress involved?

Jo: It certainly can be. You have to look after yourself. Apart from people with depression 
or anxiety, I dealt with a lot of grief issues and I also coordinated emergency management 
for about 15 schools in the region. That means if there’s an incident in a school, a critical 
incident, I’d get a phone call and I’d go in, with some other people depending on the size 
of the incident. It might have been a car accident and a teacher or a student has been 
killed, a hostage situation, or a violent attack at the school. You can roll from one incident to 
another, but you’ve got to be mindful of your own health.

I worked out I didn’t like working with violent men. When I was in private practice, a few 
would get through the door before they identified that was their issue. I would refer them 
on because I didn’t want to work with them. You work out areas where you feel you can 
do good, but even though you might be doing good, you’ve still got to be really careful 
because you can overload.

Emily: When you worked, what was the average hours you worked per week? Were they 
very demanding?

Jo: It varies a lot. Initially I was full-time – at school at 8am until 4pm or 5pm, sometimes 
with after hours training sessions for teachers or parents. And I went to parent-teacher 
interviews – that was extra hours.

mily is a student at Goulburn Valley Grammar School, where she is studying Legal Studies, 
Psychology, Further Mathematics, English and Health and Human Development. She talked to Jo 
O’Shannessy, a recently retired psychologist with four decades of experience working with students 

in schools as well as clients in her private practice.

Emily
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At one point I decided I didn’t want to work five days anymore, so I pulled back to four days. 
That was good, a three-day weekend, I liked that. Then when I went into private practice I 
only worked a couple of days a week, but they were really long days. They were crazy days. 
I’d start at 8am and finish at 7pm and I might have seen ten clients. I would come home and 
I’d just be wiped out because I didn’t want to talk any more or listen to anything. In addition 
to that, the day before you’d be thinking about the clients you’re going to see. The day after 
you’d be writing reports and doing paperwork. There’s a bit of paperwork involved.

Emily: It takes six years to qualify as a clinical psychologist. Do you think the study is 
worth the satisfaction of the career or the income that you get?

Jo: Yeah, I think so. If you’re clearly identifying now that this is the path you want to take, 
I reckon you’ll love it. As you get through your course, through your training and you’re 
exposed to different things, there’s probably a whole bunch of areas of psych that you 
haven’t even considered just yet. 

Emily: Are there any disadvantages to the job? Things that maybe aren’t so good?

Jo: Sometimes it can be hard not knowing what happens to people after they leave. There 
will be someone who you can have a really long commitment or relationship with and then 
suddenly they’re not there anymore. That’s really what you’re aiming for because you can’t 
keep walking the journey with them; your goal is to make them more capable of dealing 
with their life issues. But there are a lot of clients, over all those years, who I still think about 
and wonder, “I wonder how it panned out for that person.” There’s always uncertainty as to 
what’s happened.

Then, occasionally you’ll see someone. You’ll be in a supermarket and someone will come 
and tap you on the shoulder and say, “Hey Jo, remember me? You helped me 10 years 
ago,” and that’s a very nice feeling. 

Jo O’Shannessy
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John and Gina: Photography

John: I hear a lot that when you want to become a professional photographer you 
have to have something different about your work. I understand that commercial 
photography is very customer-focused. In the commercial world, how do you take 
something that you do that no one else does and then turn that into something you can 
make money out of?

Gina: Why one photographer gets the work, and another doesn’t, comes down to how you 
treat your clients and what you can offer them as a photographer. It’s not about what you 
can get from them, it’s what you can give to them.

It’s all about the customer experience. From the first minute they visit your website, to the 
first connection they have with you via email, to the first conversation they have with you, to 
what it’s like to deal with you on set, and the experiences that we bring the client after the 
fact, and how you look after them further down the track. If you focus on your client, your 
client’s needs, you’re going to be remembered. It’s what you’re like personally to deal with 
and how easy you make the life of your client. It’s all about the relationship.

John: I’m very focused on commercial photography, but I also do artistic work. How 
much scope is there to sell art photography? The sort of thing you find in coffee table 
books, or canvas prints.

Gina: Look, it’s still possible. It’s determined by the market, so again, it’s about developing 
a relationship with the photography buyers and building a profile for yourself and finding 
a niche with people who will buy and pay a certain amount of money for your work. It’s 
developing that online community as well and then finding the people who are going to 
like your work, it resonates with them for some reason.

John: Is it normal to have multiple jobs going on at once?

Gina: When you’re starting out you need to be available to shoot everything. Weddings, 
corporate, food, landscape, everything. As you start to specialise and get known for a 
certain style of work, you’ll find that that work should be enough to see you through from 
week to week.

John: When you first graduate as a trained photographer, is there a best job to start with?

Gina: If you can land a full-time gig as a photographer’s assistant, I would do that. If you 
can’t do that, get a part-time night job somewhere. I had a full-time night job cooking in 
restaurants and that left my days free to focus on building my business.

The reason this is a good thing to do is because it means that your bills are covered no 
matter what each week. Then you lose that desperate energy. When you’re pitching for 
jobs and it’s life or death that you get them, people can smell that and you’re less likely to 
get the job.

When you’re starting out you should have a folio loaded on your phone or iPad, your 10 
best shots that you are most passionate about. They don’t have to be commercial style, 
they’re just photos that you’ve taken that you can talk about passionately. Probably in your 
case it would be your art shots.

Every single person that you meet, I want you to share that work, and I want you talk about 
why it is you love these photos, and why you love taking them.

That passion is so attractive and so addictive that you’re going to find that people are going 
to want to help you. Your first gigs are going to come from areas where you least expect 
it. My first commercial gig came from an art director who happened to be married to one 
of the waitresses I was working with. They knew I wanted to be a photographer. Then they 
turned into quite a lucrative client for me.

ohn is studying the Certificate IV in Photo Imaging at Holmesglen Institute. He talked to Gina 
Milicia, an accomplished commercial photographer who has worked with well-known celebrities, 
magazines and brands.

John
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John: In the photography industry, are there particular types of photography that are 
booming right now?

Gina: If I was studying again now, I would be getting into social media head shots. Everyone 
needs good photos for that because we’re now doing business more and more online. The 
other one is shooting products for online retailers.

John: When you’re a freelance photographer, do you need your own studio?

Gina: The majority of my shoots were studio up until ten years ago. Nowadays I’m on 
location more and more. In the past I would have the entire cast of a show coming to my 
studio. Now the timelines are so tight they can’t afford to let the cast go for that long. It’s 
too expensive. I now have to go on set and shoot them while they’re filming, in between 
takes. You don’t need a studio unless you’re shooting products.

It also comes down to how disciplined you are at working. I’m an introvert so I’m motivated 
enough to work on my own. But a lot of photographers get depressed if they’re on their own, 
so they find a shared studio space or office that they can work out of. In that situation when you 
need space you hire it as you need it rather than having that overhead – it’s a lot of money. 

John: As well as my photography I’m also a writer. If you’re advertising yourself as an 
artist, does photography sit well alongside other arts?

Gina: I think it’s a beautiful combination. If you are able to write about your images, it’s 
going to make everything so much easier for you. Have you seen Humans of New York? He 
started his blog with just images. People were noticing, but it wasn’t huge. Then one day he 
decided to write a little bit about the person that he was photographing, and that’s when it 
went viral. 

If I were you, I would open an Instagram account, start posting your photos, and write a 
story behind each photo. It’s all about engagement. People find you, they like you and start 
to trust you. Then as they get to know you, they’ll eventually start booking you for gigs. 
That’s how it works.

Go to ginamilicia.com to find out more about Gina and her podcast, So You Want To Be a 
Photographer. 

Gina Milicia



32

Maria and Philip: Pathology

Maria: Do you feel like it’s difficult sometimes to convey to patients what their condition is?

Philip: I really don’t talk directly to patients. The people I talk to are the referring doctors, 
and they convey the diagnosis to the patient. As a diagnostic person, and that would apply 
to all areas of the lab, we answer to the doctors who refer the specimen to us. 

Maria: Do you ever find that your personal emotions get involved?

Philip: You cannot help but be human. I deliver often twenty really nasty diagnoses a 
week, like people who have got breast cancer or a horrible tumour that’s going to kill them 
quickly. You certainly feel for the patient but you are there to do a job. My job is basically 
about delivering bad news a lot of the time. It’s a job and you get used to it.

Maria: Was it difficult to get your first job after finishing your studies or did you find that 
there were a lot of positions?

Philip: When I qualified as a pathologist in 1988 there were lots of jobs. I had the choice 
of about four or five jobs, but they’ve trained a lot more pathologists now and trainees are 
finding it a little bit difficult to get jobs at the moment. That’s happened over the last few 
years. It’s been the same in nearly all specialties in medicine. Saying that, the prospects for 
pathologists are probably better than other specialties.

Maria: What sort of salary would you expect at entry level?

Philip: For an entry level pathologist, the starting salary would be probably about 
$300,000.

Maria: In the media lately there’s been a few articles about how there’s a lot of hospital 
workplace bullying. Would you say that it’s a large scale problem?

Philip: I think in the places I work, everyone respects everyone. We don’t have any bullying. 
It’s my job to keep people happy and buoyant. If I see anyone stepping out of line I’ll speak 
to them, but I find generally that all my medical staff, both pathologists and scientists, are 
very professional and very aware of treating everyone else with respect.

Maria: What do you enjoy most about being a pathologist?

Philip: You’re right in the centre of all the diagnoses. People often say pathologists are the 
doctor’s doctor. You’re the person who solves other doctors’ problems. You tell them what’s 
wrong with their patient. Pathology is really the science of medicine to me, so that’s why I 
think I got attracted to it. It can be very stressful because you’re making huge diagnoses, 
like people lose their breasts or they have their stomach out. If you’re wrong you really look 
silly, so you’ve got to be right all the time. It can be very stressful. If you don’t like stress you 
wouldn’t want to be a pathologist.

Maria: Do you have fairly regular hours?

Philip: I work hard but I only work Monday to Friday. I might whinge when I occasionally get 
home at 7:00 at night, but it’s never later than that. I rarely go back on the weekend, maybe 
one or two times a year. I don’t take work home. The lifestyle is very good. As I said it can be 
stressful, but the lifestyle and the hours are very family friendly.

Maria: Has your role involved any travel?

Philip: When I first started I had to fill in for people when they were on holidays. We’ve 
got a lot of country labs, so I spent a lot of time in country towns. I suppose I spent in total 
probably six months, week here week there. In the last couple of years I haven’t done much 
at all. 

aria is a student at Marian College, where she is studying Chemistry, Biology, Mathematical 
Methods, Specialist Mathematics and English. She talked to Dr Philip Kostos, a pathologist from 
Dorevitch Pathology who also runs the labs at Western Health.

Maria



33

I go to a lot of conferences overseas. Our main competitor, Melbourne Pathology Services, 
have branches in Europe, England and America. If you work for them you’d have an 
opportunity to work overseas.

Maria: What other opportunities are available in this industry?

Philip: There are a lot of pathologists who work in research. A lot of the Nobel prize winners 
from Australia have been pathologists. A lot are involved in teaching at university. A lot of 
them go into industry. There are lots of opportunities, but most people are just quite happy 
to be a reporting pathologist.

Maria: How did you get used to doing post-mortems?

Philip: I don’t think anyone likes doing post-mortems. You always treat the body with the 
greatest of respect and you just do the job. I still get a bit upset when I do them on babies. 
You don’t like seeing a perfectly normal baby that’s died, but you just get in there and get 
out and do what you have to do. I suppose you’ve done it so many times, so you just get 
used to it. It’s like when I first started as a doctor, I remember seeing the first person that 
was covered in blood and I had to be sick. I remember when they cleaned the patient up 
they had the smallest cut that needed to have one stitch. Still, horrible things do upset you.

Maria: Have you ever met someone in the industry who has regretted it and wanted  
to change?

Philip: Some people who haven’t done their research find that it’s not what they thought 
it was going to be. They miss the patient contact or they just find it hard. I spend a lot of 
time looking down a microscope. It’s very visual, pathology, it’s pattern recognition and not 
everyone is good at that.

Some people don’t have the aptitude for it. Often they don’t find that out until a year or two 
into it. But most people have no problem. We’re pretty good at screening the trainees these 
days. They’ve usually had a bit of a trial in the lab and know what they’re getting into. 

Maria: Are there many women in your field?

Philip: It’s probably dominated by women, actually. There are more females than males 
in pathology. A lot of women with families only work two or three days a week. It’s a good 
specialty for people with families. 

Dr Philip Kostos


