GRADUATE SCHOOL INTERVIEWS


Graduate school interviews are not a requirement for all programs, but as admission to graduate school becomes more competitive, interviews will become more commonplace. Few students are selected for graduate school interviews.  Therefore, when you are selected you will know that you had a competitive application packet and that school would like to get to know you further.  Up to this point, many applicants may look similar on paper; the interview is your chance to shine and allow the admissions committee to “see” the things about you that could not be portrayed in writing.  It is at this time that they would want to establish a more thorough understanding of you and your ability to think about complex issues in a short period of time.    


The interview will permit the school to determine if your personal attributes are as appealing as your application and if they will enable you to overcome any deficiency that may appear.  The interview will permit you to have an opportunity to sell yourself by projecting a favorable image and overcoming deficiencies in your record.  It will also allow you to obtain firsthand answers to questions about the school that may not have been answered.  This can be a time for you to familiarize yourself with the campus, its facilities, and the members of the student body. There are many factors that you want to attend to, once you’re invited for an interview to increase your chances of being selected for admission.  In some cases, the interview may be the most stressful hurdle to overcome; but this workshop will introduce you to graduate school interviews and give you an idea of what to expect. 

What is the interviewer looking for?

1. Physical appearance: Grooming, demeanor, and self-confident manner. 

2. Personality: Friendliness, ability to establish rapport and charm, (appropriate) sense of humor. 

3. Communication skills: Ability to express ideas clearly, fluently, and intelligently. 

4. Motivation: Soundness of career choice, conviction of interests. 

5. Maturity: Ability to undertake responsibility that the career entails. 

6. Interests: What educational, social, and cultural interests do you have? 

7. Level of concern: Do you have a genuine interest in people, their problems, and helping them        solve them? 

8. Emotional stability: Composure while under pressure. 

9. Intellectual potential: Have you truly demonstrated superior intellectual abilities? 

10. Overall subjective reaction of the interviewer to the applicant. 

Evaluate yourself in terms of items 1 to 9 as honestly as possible and work to improve your weaknesses. By subjecting yourself to mock interviews by your peers, you can determine where your weaknesses are, and how well you are doing to overcome them. Allow your mock interviewers to be honest and candid (even if it hurts your feelings.) 

Tips for Successful Graduate School Interviewing

Before the Interview

· Research the program and its faculty members and familiarize yourself with their work.

· Ask a professor or mentor to give you a mock interview.

· Read the catalog of the school and become familiar with any special facilities or programs is has to offer. 
· Discuss with fellow applicants from your college the nature of their experiences at interviews at various schools. 
· Dress neatly and be properly groomed. 
· Arrive for the interview early, so that you locate the interview site with time to spare for an adjustment to your surroundings. 
· If your interviewer is late, do not indicate annoyance for being kept waiting. (He/she probably was delayed by something important.) 
· Act naturally and avoid looking nervous. 
· Answer the questions raised without trying to anticipate what you think the interviewer may wish to hear. 
· Avoid controversial subjects and don't raise sensitive issues. 
· Be prepared to explain your specific interest in the school you are visiting. 
· If you inadvertently "flub" a question, don't let it upset you for the rest of your interview. 
· Be well rested, alert, and honest. Do not exaggerate your scholastic achievements or extracurricular activities. 
· If you worked on a research (or other) project, be prepared to discuss it fluently and concisely. 
· If you have had exposure to medicine by working at a hospital, be prepared to discuss it if asked, or work it into the conversation in an appropriate manner. 
· If you can, find out the departmental affiliation of your interviewer in advance from an admissions office secretary, or by checking his or her name in the school catalog. You may then be able to raise a topic of special mutual interest. 
· Do not hesitate to ask questions about the school and its program - or about the interviewer's activities (e.g., how much time does he or she have for research). 
· Talk to a classmate who has had an interview at the school. Get his or her impressions of the school and interview. Remember that it is unlikely that you will get the same interviewer - but it is possible. 
· If the school is of special interest to you, you may wish to contact an alum in attendance or a recent graduate. 
· Bear in mind that the school is trying to get a sense of you as a person - to see what motivates you - to understand why you want to enter their school, and to become convinced that you are a worthy, potential colleague. 
Preparing for the Interview

· Prepare and take copies of your C.V., papers, cover letter, etc.
· Rehearse answers to the typical questions that may be asked at an interview. You should tape record your responses and hear how you sound. 
· See if you can appropriately fit or slip your rehearsed answers in during the interview in a manner which is casual and doesn't sound canned. The latter can be accomplished by pausing for a moment before answering a question that you are prepared for, acting as if you are preparing your answers. 
· Sell your favorable assets by fitting them into the interview (e.g., related work, research experience, community activities, research articles published, etc.). Know your strengths thoroughly. 
· Establish a rapport with the interviewer from the very outset. Walk in with a greeting, a smile on your face and a firm handshake. On leaving, express your appreciation for the time the interviewer gave you. 
· Avoid, where possible, "yes" or "no" answers. Rather, give the pros and cons of the issue and your views in a brief and concise manner. Show that you can be analytical while at the same time avoid being overly talkative. 
· If you don't understand the question, ask the interviewer to clarify it. 
· Look directly at your interviewer: act relaxed, avoid squirming in your seat; if you "flub" a question - forget it - go on, rather than become upset and ruin the remainder of your interview. 
· If you don't know an answer, admit it rather than guess wildly. If pressed for a reply, qualify it as being an "on the spur of the moment" judgment that is open to change on further reflection. 
· Don't open up discussions on your own, such as on politics or religion. If asked, don't be defensive. Interviewers seek a sense of confidence even on controversial issues. 
· Avoid disparaging your school or specific instructors or students. It will not help make you look better. 

During the Interview

· Dress professionally and comfortably

· Follow standard rules of interviewing (e.g., eye contact, self-confident presentation, conservative dress)

· Be familiar with your research projects (i.e., be able to discuss it in detail and answer questions).

· Be able to answer questions about any shortcomings in your application (e.g., low GRE scores, low GPA, an ‘F’, no research experience).

· Be relaxed and confident.

· Don’t be afraid to ask questions.

· Try to meet with graduate students to get their perspective on the program.

· Don’t underestimate the potential influence of current graduate students

· Some interviews may include social events. Don’t drink too much even if others do.  It may seem like a party but it is still an interview.  Assume that you’re being evaluated at all times.  

When asking questions most interviewers will be attending to your answer, how well you can organize your thinking, and how well you express yourself.  Keep these three things in mind as you review the following list of sample questions.  

Sample Interview Questions
Personal Characteristics/Strengths/Skills
· Tell me about yourself

· What do you see as your strengths and weaknesses as a student?

· Name 3 strengths that you have and why you consider these strengths.

· What would a professor tell me are your strengths?

· What is your strongest personal asset?

· What can you bring to our program? 

Academic Experiences/Performance
· Describe your most rewarding educational or professional experience.

· How would you rate yourself in the following areas?

· Reading and Comprehension

· Analytical Skills

· Communication—oral, written, and listening

· Tell me about a professor or supervisor that you didn’t like and why.

· What skills and experiences do you fell have prepared you for admission to this program?

· Why did you major in …?

· When did you choose to enter the field and why?

· How has your undergraduate background prepared you for our program?

· What courses have you enjoyed most? Which have been most difficult for you?

· Do you feel your academic record accurately reflects your abilities and potential?

· What are your research interests? Tell me about your previous research projects, honors thesis, or independent study.

· Why should we consider you for our program instead of several other equally qualified candidates?

· How many programs have you applied to besides our institution/program?

Extracurricular Activities
· What have you gained by participating in extracurricular activities?

· What activities do you enjoy most outside of the classroom?

· Tell me about any volunteer experiences in which you have participated.

Weaknesses
· What challenges do you think you might face in the graduate program?

· What would you say is an area in which you need improvement?

· What would you change about yourself and why?

· What skills or abilities do you hope to strengthen through our program?
Goals
· What has motivated you to pursue this academic field?

· What are your short-term and long-term goals?

· How do you see this program fitting into your career goals?

· Tell me about a goal you have set for yourself and how you have achieved it or intend to achieve it.

· Why do you want to be a …? What qualifications do you have that would make you a successful…? 

· Why would you like to attend this program?

· What are your future plans and goals as a …?

· Which of our faculty members do you think you would work with?

· What will you do if you are not accepted into our program?

Leadership/Teamwork/Problems Solving Skills, etc.
· Tell me about a major accomplishment and how you achieved it. 

· Tell me about a situation in which you showed initiative. 

· Tell me about a group in which you were involved.  How did you contribute to make this group achieve a goal? 

· Tell me about a time you assumed a leadership role. 

· Tell me about a recent significant problem you faced and how you handled it. 

· Tell me how you handle stress. 

· Tell me about a time you had a number of assignments due.  How did you make sure you completed all of them on time and did a good job? 

· Tell me about a time when you were confronted by a fellow student, co-worker or a customer.  How did you handle it to resolve the conflict? 

· Tell me about a time you were faced with a difficult situation and how you handled it. 

· Tell me about a mistake you made and how you handled it. 

· Define teamwork (or success… quality… fairness) 

· What was the last book you read or movie you saw? 

· How will you make the world a better place? 

· If you could have dinner with someone (living or dead), who would that person be? 

Field Specific Questions & Current Events
· What do you believe to be the major trends in your intended career field at this time? 

· What do you think about _____________ (current event)? 

· What problem in the world troubles you most?  What would you do about it? 

· What is the most important development in this field over the past 25 years, and why? 

Questions applicants might ask an interviewer
Asking questions not only helps you as a candidate determine the “fit” of the program with your desired academic and career objectives, but it also communicates to the selection committee the extent of your interest in their program: 

· What characteristics distinguish this program from others in the same academic field? 

· How long does it take typically to complete the program? 

· Where are recent alumni employed?  What do most graduates do after graduation? 

· What types of financial aid are offered?  What criteria are used for choosing recipients? 

· What opportunities are available through the program to gain practical work experience? Are there opportunities such as assistantships, fellowships or internships available?  What are the deadlines to apply for these opportunities? 

· Are there any scholarships or fellowships available?  How do I apply? 

· Do most students publish an article/conduct research prior to graduation? 

· I've read articles written by ________ and __ --____. To what extent are students involved in assisting these faculty members with related research projects?  

· What types of research projects are current students pursuing? 

· How are graduate test scores, grades, letters of recommendations, and personal statements evaluated for the admissions process? 

· What is the selection timeline?  When will candidates be notified about their acceptance into the program? 

· Ask the graduate department... 
· What are the academic regulations/requirements for graduating? 
· What percentage of the students pass the qualifying exams the first time? How many chances are there? 
· Are a large percentage of the students graduating with a terminal master’s degree? 
· What is the average time to obtain a Ph.D.? 
· How many students will be in my entering class? 
· When (and how) do you choose your advisor? How difficult is it to switch advisors after, say, a year? 
· Who selects the thesis/dissertation committee? 
· Is the support offered in the form of a teaching or research assistantship? How much is the stipend? 
· How many working hours per week are expected for a TA (teaching assistant) or RA (research assistant)? 
· Are you guaranteed support for the entire time, or is it on a year by year basis? 
· If it is year by year, what would disqualify a student? 
· Is there a teaching requirement? How are teaching assignments made (lottery or choice)? 
· What sort of computing facilities do they have? Do they have easy access to electronic mail? 
· What are their provisions for housing, day care, health insurance, etc.? 
· What is the actual time commitment for a TA / RA? Is the stipend enough to live on in that area? 
Sources: 

www.gradschool.about.com/cs/interviews
www.uwgb.edu/careers/Interview_Questions_Grad.htm
www.sociology.department.tcnj.edu/Careerpage/Graduate
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