INTERVIEWING


We hope you find this handout helpful as you prepare to interview for the Environmental Leadership Center’s Internship Program.





	The key to interviewing well is communicating well.  You need to be able to tell a potential employer who you are and what you have to offer her/his organization.  You need to convince the other person that you possess the skills and personal attributes necessary to be successful at the job for which you are applying.  Most interviewers are looking for two things: 





Job expertise-the level of knowledge, skills, and related experience and technical expertise that makes you capable of doing the job and 


Personal skills such as willingness to learn, motivation, integrity, communication skills, the ability to get along with others, a positive attitude, and confidence that indicate not just that you can do the job but how you would do it.  





Also keep in mind that the interview is for both parties to ensure that there is a good fit.  You need to have the questions for the interviewer, which allow you to decide if this is a place you want to work.


	You must see the interview as a kind of performance where 90% of the time you put into the interview is outside of the interview itself.  In order to interview confidently and smoothly, you must prepare extensively prior to the actual interview.  You must also have considered how you want to present yourself during the interview and be prepared to answer questions normally asked of interviewees.  Be aware of what you need to bring to the interview as well as what you should do after the interview.  Being fully prepared will make you comfortable and confident and will result in a successful presentation of who you are as a person and what you are capable of!





PREPARATION





	The main focus of preparing for the interview is to know yourself, to know what you want out of the interview, and to know the potential employer.  Having this information prior to the interview demonstrates that you “do your homework” as well as that you come to the interview with your answers ready.  You can have a clear vision of what you want to say and what you want to accomplish and avoid the difficult task of making things up in the moment (which some people are good at and others aren’t!).





KNOW YOURSELF





Anticipate questions you might be asked and PRACTICE your answers to them.  Have “mock” interviews with friends or family members and have them evaluate your answers.  Use a tape recorder or video recorder and evaluate yourself on your performance.  Practice answering each of the “Most Commonly Asked Interview Questions” from the list below at least twice.


Be prepared to discuss relevant accomplishments.  This information can be used to answer a variety of interview questions.


Be able to describe your accomplishments in quantifiable terms (numbers, percentages, and dollars).


Be able to talk about specific duties, responsibilities, and accomplishments in previous jobs.


Be prepared to discuss “rewards”: salary history, commissions, merit increases, raises, bonuses, performance awards or promotion, and letters of commendation or recognition.


Identify at least three of your strengths and weaknesses and practice describing them.  Be able to describe your weaknesses as possible strengths or learning experiences.


Have three relevant problems that you’ve solved that you can describe in detail.  If possible, have these relate to problems the organization may need to have solved.


Be prepared to describe your future plans (1-5 years) and how this job fits in with those plans.  


Review your values.  Do they conflict with the practices of the organization?  


Develop a “keepsake” to leave behind with the interviewer.  It could be you portfolio (make arrangements to pick it up in a few days), a copy of your portfolio, a report you have done (choose your best), or some other piece of evidence of your competence and skills for the job.


Dress appropriately for the job you are applying for.  Make sure that you are clean and well presented.  We expect you to dress appropriately and professionally for your interview with the Environmental Leadership Center! 


Confirm the date, time, and location of the interview.  Be prepared to arrive 15 minutes prior to the appointment time.





KNOW WHAT YOU WANT OUT OF AN INTERVIEW





Identify what you want out of the interview.  Is this an informational interview, a screening interview, or a hiring interview?


Identify three key concepts you want to make sure you get across in the interview.  This is information that you think it is vital that the other person leaves the interview with.  If you don’t express them during the question part of the interview, make sure to mention them in the closing remarks.  


List four or five questions about the job or organization to ask the interviewer.  


Try to determine if this is a job you really want.  This will make you appear more confident in your interview and demonstrates that you have done your research.  





KNOW THE POTENTIAL EMPLOYER





Know about the organization and their needs, their work environment, etc.


Read the job description.  Know the duties and the qualifications of the job and be able to articulate how your experience matches these requirements.


Make it clear that what you’ve done has a lot in common with what the person hiring you needs done.





WHAT TO BRING TO THE INTERVIEW





	This may seem like an obvious list, but in your nervousness about the interview, you may forget an essential item.  Having these objects with you will demonstrate your preparedness and foresight.





Original sources of identification to prove you have the right to work in the United States.  This can be a passport or a driver’s license/birth certificate, and social security card.


Your professional portfolio.


Original copies of reference letters.


Undergraduate school transcripts (if you graduated within the last 5 years).


Copies of your resume.


Make a short list of skills, attributes, and accomplishments that you bring to the job.  Hand this to the interviewer at the beginning of the interview.  This may assist him/her in finding questions to ask you.  


Copies of courses, manuals, or other documents you have written or contributed to.


A typed list of names, addresses, phone/fax numbers, and e-mail addresses of your professional references.  Make sure you have chosen references who are available and who will represent you.  Never use a person’s name without asking beforehand. Call your reference and let them know you have given their name to a particular potential employer and that someone from the organization may be contacting them.  Provide your reference with information about the job and why you would be successful in it.  This will assist the reference in making a more impressionable recommendation.  





THE INTERVIEW





	Take a deep breath.  If you are adequately prepared, the interview will go well.  Try to be comfortable without being too casual.  Try to be yourself without letting any of your potentially distracting features come out.  The essential ingredient you are trying to portray is that you are confidant of who you are and you have a clear sense of your purpose.  If you can accomplish your goal, then you will make a favorable impression on the interviewer as well as determine whether or not this is the job or organization that fits your needs.  Keep in mind the following “fine tuning” techniques that will further demonstrate your composure, confidence, and competence.





Arrive 15 minutes early.  Make sure you know how to get there.


It is okay to use notes or refer to your resume.  It is okay to take notes as long as it does not interrupt the interview process.  


Look the interviewer in the eye when you give your answers.  Maintain a positive attitude and speak with enthusiasm.


Sit with a slight forward lean.


Truly listen to what the interviewer is saying.  Don’t concentrate too much on what you want to say next because you may miss a key component of the question being asked of you.  


Request clarification if you don’t understand what an interviewer has asked or said.  Also, it is okay to ask the interviewer to be more specific about what he/she is looking for in a question.


Pause for a few moments before answering a question.  This will allow you to organize your thoughts and to answer more completely and in an organized manner.


Make only positive or neutral comments about past jobs or employers.  An interview is not the place to air grievances about past work situations.  


Answer all questions accurately and concisely.  Keep your answers to questions as focused and brief as possible.  Don’t feel obligated to fill any silence that follows your silence with additional information.  Let the interviewer absorb what you’ve said.


To answer broad questions, break down your answer into steps or components and address each one independently.


Use examples of personal accomplishment to demonstrate your point.


Don’t apologize for lack of experience, something wrong with your appearance, etc.  Act and think confidently.


Wait for the interviewer to speak about salary and benefits.  Wait for a job offer before negotiating pay or asking a lot of questions about it.


Tell the interviewer why you want to work for their organization and what you can contribute to their success.


Tell the interviewer that you want the job.  “I really want this job. When may I expect to hear from you?”


Thank the person for taking the time to interview you.


Get the name and contact information or business card of the person you interview with.


Try not to accept a job offer during the interview.  Ask for some time to think about any offer, and give a date by which you will let them know.


Make sure you close the interview by summarizing your strengths and potential value to the organization.  





MOST COMMONLY ASKED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS





	You never know what an interviewer may ask you, so be prepared for anything.  If you have adequately prepared, you will inevitably be able to incorporate some key concept you want to convey into an answer for most any question.  This is, however, a set of questions most commonly asked by interviewers.  You should be familiar with these and have practiced answering them at least a few times before the interview.


  


Please describe your educational background


Tell me about yourself.


What do you think you can bring to this organization?


Why should we hire you?


How did you learn about our organization?


What attracted you to our organization?


Why did you leave your job?


Have you ever been fired?


Tell me about your last job. (Be specific.)


What are your strengths?  Weaknesses?


Describe a work-related problem or conflict you have experienced and how you dealt with it.


Where do you hope to be in five years from now?


What do you like to do in your spare time?


What other types of jobs are you considering?





ILLEGAL QUESTIONS





	Interview questions related to religion, age, ethnic origins, race, or marital status are illegal.  If asked, tactfully ask if the information has some bearing on the job responsibilities.  If pressed, respond that you would rather not discuss personal information that is unrelated to the job.





QUESTIONS TO ASK THE EMPLOYER





Come to the interview prepared to ask the interviewer some questions about the organization and the job.  This demonstrates preparation and interest in the organization.  It is also an opportunity for you to receive important information that might influence whether or not you want the job.  The following is a suggested list.  You probably don’t want to ask all of these questions in the interview; perhaps some of them have been answered already in your research.  You should also develop questions of your own that are specific to the job (and organization) to which you are applying.  Always ask these questions as though you are getting the position.  Avoid prefacing your questions with “IF I get this job” and instead say, “What can I expect…?”  





What are the duties and responsibilities of this position?


Who do I report to?  Could you tell me something about this person?


Do you have a training program?


How would you describe the organization’s (divisions, etc.) management style?


What are the current challenges the organization is facing?


What problems might I expect to encounter on this job?


Why did the last person holding this position leave?


What are the promotional possibilities within your organization?  Where can I expect to be two years from now?


Does your company have any additional benefits such as cost of living adjustments, employee group life and medical insurance, or a company paid retirement plan?


Ask about the interviewer’s own history with the organization and how long he/she has been there.





AFTER THE INTERVIEW





	There are a few finishing touches that may make the difference between getting or not getting the job as well as performing better at your next interview.





Conduct a self-evaluation of the interview.  Write down questions you were asked and your answers.  Which answers did the interviewer seem to respond to?  Refer to the list of “Interview Self-Evaluation Questions” for a more thorough assessment of the interview.  Refer to this information the next time you are preparing for an interview.  


Write the interviewer a brief thank you note.  Repeat some important points you made in the interview about what you think you could do for the organization.  Say that you are very interested in the job and hope to hear from them soon.


After a week or so, call to find out what the employer’s decision is.  Follow up calls after this initial one depend on the institution.  In private sector jobs, calling back more than one or two times may perceive as a nuisance.  In a federal position, on the other hand, persistence may be your only hope for a job!  





INTERVIEW SELF-EVALUATION QUESTIONS





Assessing how the interview went is the key to being able to make improvements for the next one.  Use the following questions to evaluate your interview.  You may want to refer to them prior to the interview as well, just as a reminder of some of the important strategies to use to interview effectively.  You may also want to give this list to the people with you conduct your “mock” interviews.  This will give them ideas of concrete feedback to give you.





How appropriate and confident was your handshake, body language, posture, eye contact, tone of voice, pacing of answers, and emphasis and tone (authoritative and believable?) Did you use any distracting behaviors such as foot tapping or running your hands through your hair? 


How effective were your speaking patterns? Did you use slang, jargon, AEI bus lingo, uh-huh, you know, or um?


How related to the specific job or to the organization’s needs were your answers?


How often did you talk about your accomplishments and results in #’s, %’s, or $?


How much interest did you express in the job and/or organization?  Was your prior research obvious or not?


How well did you use follow-up statements, questions, and closure to the interview?


What were some of the hardest questions you were asked?  How would you answer them differently next time?


What questions do you have about the job, organization, compensation, or benefits?  (Be ready to ask these questions if you are called back for a final interview or job offer.)


If you are interested in the job, how well did you communicate that to the interviewer?  Did you tell the person you want the job?  Did you ask the interviewer what the next steps would be or when you might hear the decision?


What do you need to work on to improve your interviewing results?


Did you send a follow-up letter to thank the interviewer?  Did you use the letter to emphasize or clarify key points?











Compiled by Audubon Expedition Institute (AEI) faculty Carrie Wittmer, the information in this handout was adapted from the books Job Hunting for Dummies, 10-Mimute Guide to Job Interviews, and The Career Resource Manual and RPCV Handbook.  This handout was further modified for the Environmental Leadership Center’s Internship Program. 
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