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Lastly, while it’s probably obvious to most, this book isn’t a general book on how to interview.   This book is a guide 

for preparing for the technical interview for a job in applied machine learning.   



Preface 

The machine learning engineer is the single most in-demand job on earth, 

according to top job board indeed.  

If you want to land a job as a machine learning engineer, you’ll need to pass a 

rigorous and competitive interview process. Most top companies will have a 

phone screen and at least two to three rounds of in-person interviews.  

While it’s impossible to provide all the answers to questions you’ll see in the 

applied space, this book will take a comprehensive look into many of the 

questions you’ll see in real-world interviews.  

In the book you’ll learn how to answer many questions specific to machine 

learning in the applied space.  You’ll learn about concept reductionism and how 

to apply it in an interview setting.   

In the Artificial Intelligence space, role confusing is rampant.  Many working in 

applied careers can’t provide you with a clear definition of the roles in this space.  

This book will define the trends and the data behind the top jobs.  

You’ll learn to analyze job posts you are interested in and tailor your interview 

preparation based on each individual role.  

You’ll start by learning how to handle the most basic questions about machine 

learning. For example, what is machine learning and how does it fit into the 

Artificial Intelligence Hierarchy? If you can’t answer the most basic questions, you 

certainly won’t be able to tackle the more difficult ones.   

Thanks for your interest in Acing the Machine Learning Interview!! Let’s get 

started.  

 

 

 



What this Book Covers 

Chapter 1, The Interviewing Process, contains an overview of the steps most 

companies use to interview perspective candidates. This isn’t specific to machine 

learning; this approach is used in the applied space for most technical interviews.  

Chapter 2, Analyzing the Job Requirement, contains an overview on how to read 

and analyze job posts. Companies needs vary. Part of finding a job is finding the 

job that fits your experience and expertise.  

Chapter 3, The Role of the Machine Learning Engineer, contains an overview of 

what machine learning is. You’ll learn what the top careers in this space are and 

how to tailor you job searches for each role. The sole focus of this book will be to 

prepare you for the machine learning engineer interview.   

Chapter 4, Basic Machine Learning Concepts, contains basic information on the 

applied machine learning space. The word applied is synonymous with the real-

world and is used to differentiate itself from research and academia.  The chapter 

will also cover some basic Python programming guidelines.  Several of the core 

careers will also be discussed.  

Chapter 5, Python and The Core Machine Learning Libraries, contains an overview 

of Python and the core machine learning libraries used in the applied space. The 

libraries discussed are not deep learning libraries. They are general purpose 

libraries and other libraries that excel on structured datasets.  

Chapter 6, Working with Data, contains some of the core data concepts in applied 

machine learning. The most effective way to get the most out of any model is to 

feed it highly cleansed data.   

Chapter 7, Statistics in Machine Learning, contains an overview of the 

fundamental constructs in statistics for machine learning engineers. The very 

basics will be covered. Additionally, a section of applied statistics will focus on 

approaches used every day in the applied space.  

Chapter 8, Modeling, contains an overview of modeling. In this chapter the two 

core types of models will be discussed. They are traditional machine learning 

models and artificial neural networks.  The focus of this book will be traditional 

modeling. Most applied machine learning uses traditional models.  



How to Read this Book 

Think of this book as a study guide.  It was designed for those who are preparing 

to take the arduous journey to become a machine learning engineer.  If you read 

this book like a novel, you’ll get very little out of it. The amount of information 

you need to know, apply and regurgitate is voluminous.   

I’d like to suggest you write down every answer in your own words and study your 

notebook. Studies have shown this process works. If you really want to reinforce 

the concepts in this book, then learn and apply the Feynman Technique.  I’ll put a 

link in the back of the book that will describe what this process is and how to use 

it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 

The Interviewing 

Process 
In this chapter let’s cover the following topics:  

• Phone Screen Defined  

• Phone Screen Preparation  

• In-person Preparation 

• In-person Interview 

The Phone Screen 
Companies need a way to quickly analyze a candidates technical and non-

technical aptitude. Many do this using a phone screen. A phone screen is short 

call to ascertain your interpersonal skills and in the IT space, your technical 

acumen.  These interviews are short, usually less than 30 minutes and may be as 

short as 10 minutes. The following sections aren’t a comprehensive guide to the 

interviewing process, but they help you understand the basics.  

Phone Screen Preparation 
Since you may not know when to expect the telephone interview, it is critical that 

you do not wait to prepare for the interview until you have the interview 

scheduled. You must accomplish your goal – selling yourself, your skills, your 

experience, and your value – with only the words that come out of your mouth 

now. 

Let’s cover the steps you can do before the interview.  



1) Have a professional voicemail. Your resume should have your phone 

number on it.  Here’s an example. "You've reached Mike West at phone 

number. I'm unable to take your call right now. Please leave your name, 

phone number, and the reason for your call. I'll call you back as soon as I 

can." Use your first and last name.  The interviewer doesn’t know you, 

using first and last name will ensure he/she hears your full name.   

 

Here’s what not to do. “Hey, it’s Mike, drop a message and I’ll call back 

soon.” You aren’t in college anymore and if you are, you’ll need to act like 

you aren’t.  Once you get the job, you can change your voicemail back to 

something that fits your personality.  You only need a professional 

voicemail until you’ve been hired.  

 

2) When you schedule the phone screen, choose a time that fits your comfort 

zone.  If you aren’t a morning person, don’t schedule the phone screen in 

the morning.   

 

3) Know the answers to the most common questions. You’ll get many of those 

answers from this book.  If one of the job skills is SQL, you should be able to 

regurgitate the basics without thinking.  

 

For example, if the interviewer asks you, what is a database? Your answer 

should be, “A database is a container for objects. The core object is the 

table. A table holds structured data.” The answer is short and 

comprehensive.  

 

Be prepared for follow up questions to your answers. For example, the 

interviewer might take this opportunity to ask about the difference 

between structured and unstructured data.  You’ll learn how to answer that 

question later in the book.  

 

4) Study. This book will provide you with an in-depth look at what to study. 

However, you’ll need to do the heavily lifting by learning the technologies 

and being able to communicate to others you understand how to apply the 

required skills in the applied space.  



 

5) Provide the interviewer with specific days and times for the phone screen.  

Most interviewers will be accommodating as their schedule allows. By 

providing the interviewers with at least three different options you’re 

showing your flexibility.  

 

6) Don’t put anything on your resume you don’t want the interviewer to ask 

you about. Many candidates pad their resumes. While this might look 

great, experienced professionals may ask questions to see if you did indeed 

pad your resume.  If you are asked about a technical skill listed on your 

resume, be honest about it.  Tell the interviewer what you are strong in and 

what you are weak in, specific to that skill.  

 

7) Don’t take the phone screen at your current job unless you have your own 

office with a lock on it.  Most interviewers will want you undivided 

attention. Interruptions during phone screens are unprofessional and can 

be conversation killers. Do everything you can to isolate yourself in a 

comfortable location.   

 

8) Don’t be late. Sounds like a no brainer but most interviewers will take any 

tardiness as a sign of disinterest.   

 

9) Know who is interviewing you. It’s often one person. If you think you might 

forget their name, write it down.   

The Phone Screen  
Phone screen day arrives. Let’s discuss some insights that will help you handle the 

call. 

1) Answer the call professionally.  Try to sound as relaxed as you can. Let’s set 

up an example.  

Interviewer: Hello, this is Cindy Calling from XYX Corp, is Mike available?  

Answer: Hello Cindy. This is Mike. How are you today?   



Notes: I answered the call professionally and asked about the interviewer’s 

day.  This can act as an ice breaker and will often catch the interviewer off-

guard. It’s a simple thing but can set the tone for the entire phone screen. 

Interviewers are interested in examining your interpersonal skills as well as 

your technical acumen during the call.  

 

2) Keep your answers short but informative. No one word answers. Let’s look 

at an example.  

 Interviewer: Can you define machine learning?  

 Answer:  Machine learning lives under the AI umbrella. Machine learning is 

 the functionality that helps software perform a task without explicit 

 programming or rules. 

 Notes: You’ve added context to the answer by informing the interviewer     

 about the AI Hierarchy. Next, you provided a simple yet accurate 

 definition of machine learning.  

3) Have the notes you made during your research. I call mine the cheat sheet.  

Keep your cheat sheet close.  You can’t filip through a notebook to find the 

answers during a phone screen, but you can craft a single sheet with some 

items you might not be as familiar with to use as a reference during the call.  

 

4) Listen carefully. Let the interviewer guide the conversation. Often times the 

interviwer will start off by talking about the company or the role. During 

this time ask questions you may have about the role. Keep your questoins 

at a high-level. Save the more detailed question for the in-person interview.  

 

5) Speak clearly and use only positivity during the conversation. Never say 

mean or negative things about a previous employer or peson, even if those 

things are warranted.  

 

6) Ask the interviewer if it’s ok you take notes about the conversation.  They 

will always say yes. I rarely take any notes but I want the option.  

Additionally, I don’t want the interviwer to think I’m paging through a 

notebook I’ve created for the interview.  



 

7) End the call effectively. Thank them for their time. Here’s an example.   

 

“I've enjoyed speaking with you, thanks for your time and for discussing 

your oppoturnity.”  

 

Notes: You’ll have a good idea by the end of the call if there’s going to be 

an in-person.  I often wait a week to call back if the in-person hasn’t been 

set up. If the company is very interested in you, they’ll often schedule the 

in-person soon after the phone screen.  

Don’t underestimate the power of this phone call. Phone screen interviews are 

typically the first hurdle in the interview process used by employers to quickly 

separate the qualified from the unqualified job candidates. Often, that thing that 

will separate you from the last person is how well you prepared for the phone 

screen and in-person interview.  

Preparing for the In-Person  
Unlike other types of interviews, technical interviews involve challenges and 

assignments. Contrary to popular belief, the purpose of the technical interview is 

not to trick you with riddles, brain teasers, or impossible questions. Instead, it’s to 

see how you tackle real-world problems like the ones you might be facing once 

you have the job.  

The in-person technical interview is stressful.  The best way to alleviate that stress 

is through proper preparation and knowledge.  

Let’s craft a few steps that will help you prepare for the first in-person interview.  

1) Wear a suit and tie. There are no exceptions. Regardless of how employees 

dress in the office once they are hired, the first impression is critically 

important. If you’re in college and can’t afford a suit, borrow one or 

purchase one second hand.  My first suit was from Goodwill.   

 

2) Arrive at the interview 15 minutes early. If you are very early, which is a 

good thing, go over your notes and use the restroom.  



 

3) Practice white boarding.  Most of the top technical companies use it. 

Google loves it. White boarding is simply explaining concepts on a white 

board.  It’s built on the idea of concept reductionism. Simply put, if you 

can’t break down a complex idea, or any idea for that matter, in simple 

terms then you probably don’t know it well enough. It’s one of my favorite 

tools as an interviewer and interviewee.  

 

4) Silence your phone. Nothing says unprofessional like having your phone 

ring, beep or sing during an interview.  Turning the phone off during the 

interview is probably a safe option.  

 

5) Be yourself. It’s easy to put on a different personality when trying to 

impress your future employer, but don’t. Be authentic. Answer questions in 

a direct and concise manner. Try to really build a rapport with the person or 

group of people you’re meeting with. This makes you stand out from other 

technical applicants who may not have the soft skills that you possess.   

 

The In-Person Interview 
The day of the interview has arrived. Let’s look at a few tips that will help you 

approach the in-person interview successfully.  

1) Arrive early. Being late for an in-person is almost always an interview killer. 

First impressions are important. Don’t start off the interview in the hole.  

 

2) Use the restroom.  Two reasons.  You don’t want to let mother nature 

interrupt the interview and you’ll want to take one last look at what you 

look like. A coffee spill on a white dress shirt won’t leave a great 

impression. 

 

 



3) Eye contact. Look people in the eye when they address you. If multiple 

people are interviewing maintain eye contact with the person asking the 

question.  

 

4) Smile. It will help you connect with the interviewers.  

 

5) Listen. Interviews are 50% talking and 50% listening. Know when to talk 

about your accomplishments and when to be an active listener. An 

interview is not an interrogation, it’s a conversation.  

 

6) I don’t know is an acceptable answer. The amount of information in this 

space is voluminous.  No one person knows it all.  If I don’t know the 

answer I’ll often say, “I’m not sure about that one.” It will also prevent you 

from providing an answer that is wrong.  

 

7) Sit up straight. Slouching, leaning back or crossing your arms, etc.… are 

signs of defeat, disinterest, defensiveness and cockiness.  

 

8) End the interview in a positive fashion regardless of what happens. Thank 

everyone and let them know you’re interested in the position.  

 

Summary 
Most technical interviews are broken into two disparate parts. The first part is the 

phone screen. The phone screen is used to filter out candidates who have added 

skills to their resumes they don’t really have. The phone screen is also used to 

gauge your interpersonal skills. It’s no secret that many in IT don’t possess great 

interpersonal communication skills. The second part is the in-person interview. 

This is the face to face interview. It’s often more intense and can include multiple 

approaches to measure your real-world skills. Interviewing is stressful.   



Machine learning engineers are highly technical programmers that will need to 

read, retain and apply voluminous amounts of information to their craft. The best 

way to prepare for real-world interview is to study. This book is a high-level 

template for preparing for the technical interview in applied machine learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

Analyzing Job 

Requirements 
In this chapter let’s cover the following topics:  

• Job Requirements 

• Common Themes 

• Secondary Themes 

Job Requirements 
Having a wide variety of skills is important, however, most companies will want 

you to have skills they need. The question then becomes, how do you know what 

those skills are? A great way to understand any space and to get a handle on what 

you’ll be doing at your new job is to view the job requirements of similar jobs 

within that career title. This can easily be accomplished by navigating to a job 

board and searching for the jobs you are interested in.  All jobs will list out 

qualifications and required skills.  When you start searching for a job, you’ll want 

to apply to opportunities that match your skill set and experience.  

Common Themes 
The first thing you’ll want to do is to look for commonalities in the job 

requirements.  

The first theme you will see in this space is the education requirement.  Almost 

all data science and machine learning jobs will list a minimum level of education. 



It is often the first line of the job requirement. Most companies will set the floor 

as the minimum level of education for these roles.  You can often ignore the 

education requirement if you have a bachelors, unless a floor is set. For example, 

many AI research roles will include a requirement that the candidate have their 

PhD.  The job below is from the job board called indeed. Intuit’s first qualification 

listed is education and the minimum level of education they require is a 

bachelor’s degree.  

 

The second theme you’ll likely see is experience. At the top of the list, along with 

the education requirement, is the minimum amount of experience the company is 

requiring. On the post below, MailChimp requires at least 2 years of work 

experience for this role.  Most companies aren’t very flexible with this one.  



 
The third theme you’ll likely see are the language requirements. In the applied 

space, the two core machine learning languages are Python and R. Python has 

become the gold standard, however, if you are already well-versed in R then 

search for R specific roles.  

If this is your first foray into machine learning, then I’d highly recommend you 

start with Python. On the job requirement below the two core languages they 

want you to know are Python and SQL.  We’ve only looked at three roles. Have 

you noticed any similarities between them? All three roles are looking for Python 

and SQL skills.  



 
The fourth theme you’ll likely see is cloud knowledge and skills. Many 

companies are moving their on-premise environments to the cloud.  Many others 

are creating hybrid environments. A hybrid environment means part of their IT 

needs are local and part are in the cloud. The big three cloud providers are AWS, 

Amazon’s cloud, Azure, Microsoft’s cloud and GCP, Googles cloud.  The job 

requirement below list two cloud providers, AWS and GCP. Many companies will 

use more than one provider.  



 

The fifth theme you’ll likely see are frameworks and libraries.  Python has a ton 

of libraries you’ll use every day. Libraries are packages of prewritten code you can 

use to extend the functionality of the language. A framework can be thought of as 

the engine used to build a model. For example, a common framework for building 

deep learning models is TensorFlow. A few common libraries used often in Python 

are SciKit-Learn, Keras and NumPy. These libraries will be covered in detail in the 

coming chapters. In the position below, the company has listed the frameworks 

and libraries they are using.  



 

There are several ways you can use this knowledge.  

Firstly, if you are new to machine learning, you’ve learned there are five core 

requirements you’ll need. They are education, experience, language skills, cloud 

skills, frameworks and libraries.   

Secondly, if you are a seasoned machine learning engineer looking for new 

positions, you’ll want to apply to opportunities that closely match your skills and 

experience.   

Lastly, if you are unfamiliar with what you need to learn in order to become a 

machine learning engineer in the applied space, you can use job requirements as 

a template for what you will need to learn.  

Secondary Themes 
Let’s look at some skills that are important but are secondary to the ones 

discussed so far.  



The first secondary theme you will often see is deep learning skills. There are 

two core approaches to modeling in the applied space.  The first is building 

models known as traditional machine learning models. The second is building 

deep learning models.  Most companies don’t know what approach to use when, 

so they’ll often include deep learning models even though the entirety of your 

work will be with traditional models.   

 
The second secondary theme you will often see is data at scale.  Generally, the 

more data you have the better off you are. Working with large data, whether 

structured or unstructured is difficult. Many companies will want you to 



understand how to move, massage and model large unstructured and structured 

datasets. You’ll learn more about the different kinds of data later in this book.  

 
The third secondary theme is working the entire machine learning process. This 

will show up with a variety of labels. In the machine learning space, we often refer 

to these steps as the machine learning process or pipeline. In the job post below 

they use all phases of development. Regardless of what terminology the company 

uses, they mean they want the applicant to be able to work through the entire 

end to end machine learning pipeline.  The pipeline and questions specific to it 

will be covered soon.  



 
Summary 
In this chapter several themes within job posts were covered.  You’ll often hear 

job posts referred to as job requirement or reqs for short. You’ve learned about 

the core themes specific to applied machine learning. They are education, 

experience, language skills, cloud skills, frameworks and libraries.  A few 

secondary themes were deep learning skills, big data technologies and the 

machine learning pipeline. These themes aren’t set in stone. They will likely 

change over time. Additionally, this approach will work with any career.  Once you 

know what skills companies are looking for in the applied space, you know what 

to learn.  
 


