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When a specific teaching vacancy occurs, it’s advertised. Any applications or
resumes received as a result are sent to the particular school’s site administrator
(usually the principal) for screening, along with the resumes in the district’s active
file. The site administrator then chooses the top five or ten applicants.

Depending on the school district’s philosophy, these applications might be
referred to an interview team for further screening before interviews are sched-
uled, or the site administrator might decide which of the candidates will be
scheduled for interviews. Shared decision making is a popular philosophy these
days, especially among the larger school districts, although some districts place
great emphasis on giving the school’s principal sole decision-making power.

An interview team, by the way, usually consists of the site administrator, teachers,
parents, and school-board members or community residents. An interview might
be conducted by an interview team (also known as an interview committee or a
hiring panel ) or solely by the site administrator.

Many large school districts have well-staffed personnel departments that do the
initial screening of all applicants, whether they’re applying for current or future
vacancies. The personnel director and his or her staff make the first paper cut,
placing the top applicants for each type of vacancy in active files that are delivered
to the principals at schools where specific vacancies exist. The principals choose
the top candidates from these prescreened files to be scheduled for interviews
with a hiring panel or with the principal him- or herself.

Smaller school districts often bypass these initial screenings and refer all appli-
cants’ files directly to the principal at the school where an opening exists. This
administrator does all the work: screens the files, makes the paper cut, and
schedules the top candidates for interviews.

Whatever the district’s philosophy, however, you won’t be scheduled for an
interview unless your file makes it past the initial screening process—and our
goal is to help you do just that.

Teacher-Specific Resumes
There are many excellent books available on resume writing. One in particular
stands out: Expert Resumes for Teachers and Educators, by Wendy Enelow and
Louise Kursmark, published in 2002 by JIST Publishing. Several sample resumes
from this book are included here in this chapter to help you get an idea of what
an excellent teacher resume looks like. We’ll also share our tips for writing an
outstanding teacher resume that gets you past the initial screening and helps you
get that all-important face-to-face interview with the hiring officials.
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Writing Outstanding Resumes
You might never have needed a resume until now, and the very thought of
writing one might seem overwhelming. Your fears are understandable, but we
guarantee that you’ll feel much better about the whole thing after you’ve read
through this section. We’ve tried to simplify the process of resume writing by
giving you some clear, concise direction in a question-and-answer format.

What Is a Resume?
A resume is a concise, easy-to-read history of your life that includes your job
objective, educational background, employment history, community service,
work skills, and accomplishments. A resume (along with the application and
letters of reference) is the tool most district personnel use to screen teacher
candidates before scheduling interviews.

Why Is a Resume Important?
A resume is one of the most important tools you’ll use in your job search. It’s
a representation of yourself—an indication of who you are. An outstanding,
flawless resume can eventually land you an interview; likewise, a poorly written,
sloppy resume will kill your chances. An effective resume should include the
information most likely to impress the particular school or district to which you
are applying. If you impress the screeners with your resume, as well as your
application and letters of reference, they’ll schedule you for an interview; you’ll
have made the paper cut. Unless you survive this initial screening process, you’ll
never make it to the interview table.

How Long Should a Resume Be?
If you’re a recent college graduate with limited work experience, a one-page
resume is ideal. If you have extensive related work experience, however, a page
and a half to two pages should be the limit. If your resume is longer than one
page, you’re taking the risk that only the first page will be read, especially if the
personnel office is swamped with applicants.

What Are the Common Resume Formats and What Is the
Difference Between Them?
There are three basic resume formats: chronological, functional, and combination.
Depending on your background and experience, one format might be better for
presenting your qualifications than another.

● Chronological resumes list your employment experience in reverse-
chronological order, starting with your most recent position and working
backward in time.

4



__________________________________________________ Chapter 3: Making the Paper Cut

© JIST Works 49

Advantages: Easy to write, easy to read, and widely accepted by school-
district personnel.
Disadvantages: Not a good choice if you have little or no work history, if
you’ve been a job hopper or are changing careers, or if you have had long
lapses between employment.

● Functional resumes, also known as skills resumes, emphasize your skills,
strengths, and accomplishments.
Advantages: A popular choice for recent college graduates and career
switchers; provides a practical format for selling yourself by accentuating
your strengths and transferable skills.
Disadvantages: Difficult to organize and to read unless very well formatted.
Many employers see the use of this format as a red flag that the candidate
has something to hide.

● Combination resumes, also known as creative resumes, combine elements
of chronological and functional resumes. These are the most creative and
adaptable types of resumes and are the favorite choice of many teacher
applicants.
Advantages: Uses the best ideas from both styles: teaching experience,
related experience, activities and distinctions, interests, skills, and educa-
tional background; allows for a great deal of creativity.
Disadvantages: More time-consuming to organize and difficult to read
unless formatted very carefully.

What Do You Mean by “Formatting”?
Formatting is the way the information is laid out on the page. There are two basic
styles of formatting:

“What impresses me most about acandidate’s resume and application isthe professional presentation and theexperiences outside of education thatcan be of benefit in dealing with kids.Also, brag a little. As they say, if you cando it, it’s not bragging. Besides, you onlyhave a few pieces of paper to prove youshould be interviewed!”
—Science chair, mentor teacher, and member of interviewcommittee for a rural district in Northern California
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● Block style has a clean, sharp appearance because all the headings begin at
the left margin. The information under each heading is indented about an
inch and a half, giving it an “airy” look with a lot of white space.

● Centered style uses full margins and wider lines. This is an excellent
choice if you have a great deal of information to include on a one-page
resume. However, it’s not as crisp-looking as the block style and is more
difficult to read.

What Is a Customized Resume?
A customized resume is one that’s targeted toward a specific teaching vacancy. For
example, if you’re applying for a position as a high school social studies teacher
with adjunct duties as cheerleading advisor, you’d want to include your high
school and college cheerleading experiences, the fact that your cheerleading team
at UCLA won first place in the Western Division finals, and your stints teaching
at a summer high school cheerleading camp.

If you’re applying for an overseas position teaching German to American students
in Munich, you’d devote a large chunk of space to your mastery of the German
language, the summer you lived with a German family in Bremen, and your
knowledge of the German culture.

If you’re applying for a position as a high school English and drama teacher
who’ll be required to direct two dramatic productions each year, you’ll want to
emphasize your Little Theater work, your summer experience directing a traveling
production of Our Town, and the dramas you put together for your church youth
program.

Obviously, a customized resume is a smart way to market yourself when you have
transferable skills or experiences that match the special requirements listed in a
particular job description. Because today’s word-processing technology makes it
so easy to make alterations to your basic resume, there’s no excuse for sending the
same canned resume in response to each vacancy you are interested in. Instead,
target each resume to the particular job.

What Are the Basic Guidelines for Resume Writing?
In a nutshell:

● Use 8½ × 11 white or off-white paper, 20-pound bond or better.

● Never use the pronoun “I.”

● Make all headings uniform—the same font and size.
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● Font size for body text and headings should be between 10 and 12 points,
except for your name, which can be in 14- to 24-point type to make it
stand out.

● If the resume has two or more pages, number each page and include your
name.

● Don’t use a staple or paper clip.

● Don’t print on both sides of the paper.

● Don’t get too cute with too many novelty graphics, gothic fonts, shadowed
letters, or fancy borders; this is not an art project. Above all, you want your
resume to be readable, so avoid any special effects that clutter it up or make
it look unprofessional.

● Prepare the resume yourself using a word-processing program so that you
can update or customize the resume on short notice.

● Use a high-quality ink-jet or laser-quality printer, if possible.

How Long Does It Take to Write a Resume?
A simple chronological resume may take as little as two hours, but a functional or
combination resume will take from 5 to 15 hours. You don’t sit down over a cup
of coffee and write your resume like you would a personal letter. It takes a great
deal of thought, information gathering, creative writing, and editing. Many
resume-writing experts even suggest that you work on it an hour or so at a time
and then come back to it the next day. (You can see why professional resume
writers don’t come cheap.)

What Is an Unacceptable Resume?
A resume with any of these problems:

● Handwritten

● Typos or misspelled words

● Long sentences that ramble on and on

● Lack of organization

● Use of the pronoun “I”

● A “crowded” look with little white space

● Poor print quality

● Handwritten corrections

● A shopworn look (bent corners, creases, smudges, or stains)

7



Inside Secrets of Finding a Teaching Job ____________________________________________

© JIST Works52

A member of an interview committee for a suburban district in Michigan was
asked what impressed him most about a resume or application, and this was his
response: “Brevity—ability to get to the point.”

What Makes a Resume Outstanding?
According to our research, these are the qualities school-district personnel
directors hope to see:

● Brief and concise

● Easy to read

● No more than three to five headings

● Tasteful and moderate use of font sizes, italics, boldface print, underlining,
and capital letters

● Uniform margins, preferably no smaller than an inch on all sides

● A crisp, clean, professional look

● Power verbs and teaching-specific keywords

● No amateurish gimmicks

● Skills, talents, and abilities that are transferable to the classroom

● No typos

● No misspelled words

We’ve emphasized these last two qualities because we heard them over and over
again during our research, and we can’t stress them enough! The personnel people
who do the initial screening of applications and resumes expect perfection; they
often feel that teachers, above all, should be able to spell and avoid typographical
errors. So be warned: There’s practically no room for error here.

Recently, a company called Office Team surveyed executives of companies
nationwide and asked how they felt about these same resume flaws. The results of
the survey show that standards in the business world are not very different than
standards in the educational arena:

● The general attitude is “Two strikes and you’re out,” meaning that any
combination of two typos or misspelled words disqualifies the candidate
from further consideration.

● Nearly 45 percent of the executives polled said it takes only one of these
errors to eliminate the candidate from the running!

A 2002 poll of professional resume writers and career counselors from the
Career Masters Institute once again placed typos at the top of the list of cardinal
resume sins.
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Obviously, it’s imperative that you avoid these errors, and this is what we recom-
mend to ensure a flawless resume:

● Run a spell check. But remember that spell check won’t catch it if you
use the wrong word, such as using “affect” (a verb) when you meant “effect”
(a noun).

● Use a dictionary to look up the spelling of any word in doubt.

● Give copies of your resume to several peers to review and edit.

● Read your resume backwards, beginning with the last word at the bottom of
the page and ending at the top. This is a clever trick that catches typos and
misspelled words that you often miss when reading normally, because it
forces you to see only one word at a time. (Try finding the mistake in this
sentence by reading it backwords and you’ll see what we mean.)

What Are “Power” Verbs and Keywords?
Power verbs are what bring a resume to life. A power verb reveals an impres-
sive ability or character trait in a single word and keeps your resume from
being lifeless and repetitive. Use them throughout your resume. Here are
some examples:

● Delegated

● Demonstrated

● Designed

● Developed

● Devised

● Directed

● Drafted

● Encouraged

● Enriched

● Established

● Evaluated

● Exceeded

● Executed

● Expanded

● Expedited

● Facilitated

● Formulated

● Founded

● Generated

● Guided

● Handled

● Helped

● Implemented

● Improved

● Increased

● Influenced

● Initiated

● Installed

● Instructed

● Interacted

● Interviewed

● Introduced

● Judged

● Led

● Achieved

● Acquired

● Administered

● Advocated

● Analyzed

● Assessed

● Attained

● Authored

● Chaired

● Coached

● Communicated

● Completed

● Composed

● Conceived

● Conducted

● Coordinated

● Created
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● Maintained

● Managed

● Mentored

● Moderated

● Molded

● Motivated

● Negotiated

● Operated

● Organized

● Originated

● Perfected

● Performed

● Persuaded

● Pioneered

● Planned

● Prepared

● Presented

● Presided

● Produced

● Promoted

● Proposed

● Recommended

● Reorganized

● Researched

● Resolved

● Revamped

● Revitalized

● Scheduled

● Selected

● Solicited

● Solved

● Spearheaded

● Supervised

● Supported

● Taught

● Tested

● Trained

● Troubleshot

● Tutored

● Updated

● Utilized

● Wrote

● Accreditation
● Administration
● Athletics/coaching
● Classroom teaching
● Course design

Keywords (also known as buzzwords) are nouns that are used most often to
describe the skills and experience that pertain to a particular profession. They
demonstrate that you understand and have experience in the profession. Key-
words are particularly important if you are applying to a large school corporation
that might be scanning your resume into an electronic database of resumes. The
more appropriate keywords your resume contains, the more likely it is that your
resume will come up when the database is searched for candidates that match the
hiring criteria. Some examples of education keywords, from Expert Resumes for
Teachers and Educators, include the following:

● Instructional media
● Instrumental music
● Manipulatives
● Peer counseling
● Research

● Scholastic standards
● Standardized testing
● Student services
● Student teaching
● Textbook review

Should I List My References on My Resume?
The consensus of opinion is that you should not. There are several reasons for
this:

● You don’t want to unnecessarily subject your references to constant tele-
phone calls.
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● It takes up too much valuable space.

● Employers already know you have a list of references or letters of reference
and will request a copy if they’re seriously interested in you.

By the way, the jury seems to be out on whether or not to include this phrase at
the bottom of your resume:

References available upon request.

Many feel it is a waste of space because employers already know this. Others
might feel that because references are so important in the education field, you
should let the school know that you have them and are ready to provide them.

Sample Resumes
Now that you have a handle on the basics, here is a collection of well-written
sample resumes, from Expert Resumes for Teachers and Educators, that demonstrate
these basics in a variety of styles. Choose the one that comes closest to your
qualifications, interests, specializations, and experiences and then build from
there, capitalizing on your own strengths and abilities.

11



Inside Secrets of Finding a Teaching Job ____________________________________________

© JIST Works56

This resume for a bilingual/special/elementary teacher was very effective in generating interviews
for positions in highly competitive school districts (resume writer: Rolande LaPointe, Lewiston, ME).
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Without a teaching certificate, this individual used a functional style to show her experience with
young children and was successful in landing a position with the school district’s Alternative
Certification Program (resume writer: Kelley Smith, Sugar Land, TX).
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This resume for a newly qualified teacher makes a strong visual impression through the use of
unusual fonts and a striking graphic (resume writer: Teresa L. Pearson, Fort Rucker, AL).
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This concise resume for an elementary educator is enlivened with an appropriate graphic and
diamond-shaped bullets (resume writer: Ann Baehr, Brentwood, NY).
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This resume rounds out a strong Key Qualifications section with a testimonial taken from a recent
performance evaluation (resume writer: Vivian Belen, Fair Lawn, NJ).
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There is a lot of information packed into this resume for a newly qualified teacher. It was important
to include coaching and employment activities that gave him lots of experience working with
children (resume writer: Linda Wunner, Duluth, MN).
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This high school teacher wants to take on a school’s “most challenging students,” and the
functional Skills and Accomplishments list effectively highlights his ability to do so (resume writer:
Rhoda Kopy, Toms River, NJ).
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With no teaching experience but lots of pertinent volunteer and coaching activities, this individual
highlighted his relevant experience and skills to add weight to his qualifications (resume writer:
Laura DeCarlo, Melbourne, FL).
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With no teaching experience but lots of pertinent volunteer and coaching activities, this individual
highlighted his relevant experience and skills to add weight to his qualifications (resume writer:
Laura DeCarlo, Melbourne, FL).
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This two-page resume devotes as much attention to activities leadership as it does to teaching
descriptions. It also uses a broad Key Skill Areas section to emphasize relevant achievements
(resume writer Susan Guarneri, Lawrenceville, NJ).
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This resume was written for a seasoned business professional transitioning to a career in teaching
(resume writer: Roleta Fowler Vasquez, Fillmore, CA).
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This is an efficient one-page format for an experienced teacher. Note the effective Profile and
Summary of Qualifications (resume writer: Igor Shpudejko, Mahwah, NJ).
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An unusual format makes this attractive, well-organized resume stand out. For a soon-to-be-
qualified teacher, education and volunteer activities are as important as work experience (resume
writer: Linda Wunner, Duluth, MN).
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This excellent resume incorporates numerous design elements with a high degree of originality. It is
well written, well organized, and easy to skim, despite being fairly text-heavy (resume writer:
Deborah Wile Dib, Medford, NY).
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Note: Keep a record of every resume you send out or hand
deliver, and be especially careful to save a copy of any resume that
you have customized for a specific job vacancy.

If after looking at these samples you still feel unsure about writing your own
resume, contact your college career placement office. There you’ll find profession-
als trained to help you.

Impressive Cover Letters
You should never send an application or a resume without a cover letter. Not all
applicants know the importance of cover letters (also known as “letters of in-
tent”), but if you take the time to include one with your application, the extra
touch of professionalism will increase your chances of making the paper cut. All
else being equal, the principal will select those applicants from the applicant pool
who make the most professional presentations. An impressive cover letter will
help you be one of those applicants.

Here are some general guidelines to use when composing a cover letter:

● The letter should be the original (no copies) and should be printed on a
quality printer. Never send a handwritten letter.

● Use high-quality white or off-white 8½ × 11 paper.

● Use perfect grammar.

● No typos or misspelled words are allowed.

● Never address the letter “Dear Sir,” “Dear Madam,” or “To Whom It May
Concern.” Make a telephone call to find out exactly who should receive
your letter, along with the person’s title and the correct spelling of the
person’s name.
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The following is a template for the suggested content of the letter:

Your cover letter, like any business letter, should be tailored to each specific job
vacancy. The sample cover letter that follows was written by Karen McCrae. She
has tailored her letter to a specific job vacancy: “High school history and social
studies teacher; assistant coach—girls’ varsity basketball.”
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If you were Dr. Fagan and had a tall stack of applications sitting on your desk,
wouldn’t this well-written cover letter catch your attention? It would be especially
impressive if none of the other applicants had bothered to include one.
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Winning Applications
After all the work you’ve done up to
this point—assessing your strengths
and weaknesses, preparing your
mission statement, and writing your
resume—the application itself might
seem like a piece of cake. Unfortu-
nately, it is not.

Your application, like your resume,
is a representation of you—serious
stuff! If a district’s personnel office
receives more than 100 applica-
tions for a teaching vacancy (which is common in many
school districts), the staff has only so much time to scan each one in the stack.
These people are sharp, however: Their eyes are trained, and they are able to rule
out many applicants after only a quick glance at the applications. They do this
based not only on the content of the applications but on how neatly and carefully
they were prepared. Therefore, you want your application to make the best
impression possible so that it will work for you rather than against you.

The following sections show you how to make yours a winning application.

Gather the Information You Will Need
The first step is to gather up all the information you will need to fill out the
application:

● Educational background, with dates attended and graduated, GPA, honors,
and so on

● Professional experience, with dates and addresses

● Other work experience, with dates, addresses, and reasons for leaving

● Teaching credentials held and their expiration dates

● Professional references, including addresses and telephone numbers

● Personal information, including Social Security number, passport number,
driver’s license number, and so on

● Honors, awards, and fellowships you have received

● Special skills or related experiences

“Take your applicationseriously—it’s an initialrepresentation of yourself.”
—Secondary English teacherwho has served on interviewcommittees in Ohio
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As you gather this information, enter it on an actual application form; that way,
you’ll have everything together in one place when you need it. The following is a
sample application you can use for this purpose.
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Be positive and creative as you enter the information on the application form.
For example, when entering previous job titles, responsibilities, and reasons for
leaving, use the most glowing terms possible without compromising the truth.
You should also use as many power verbs as possible (see the list earlier in this
chapter).

Say, for example, you worked one
summer emptying trash and wet-
mopping the halls of an office
building after closing time each
business day. You might say: “Main-
tained and secured building.”
(Surely, you locked up when you
left, didn’t you?) The words
“maintained” and “secured” are
power verbs.

Another good idea is to target your application in much
the same way as you would a resume, by including any skills, training, awards,
work experiences, or activities that match the job vacancy you want to fill. This is
a way to “load” the application in your favor so that you appear more qualified
than other applicants.

As you indulge in this “creative writing,” always choose your words carefully and
never use more words than necessary—they clutter up the page.

Completing the Application
It’s always best to type an application, if you can get your hands on a typewriter
these days. Otherwise, print as neatly as you can, using a black or dark-blue ball-
point pen. If you’re visiting various schools and personnel offices as part of your
school survey and are handed an application to fill out, take it home with you
instead of filling it out on the spot. That
way, you’ll be able to take your time to
complete it and proofread it carefully
before actually submitting it. As a
precaution, we suggest making a copy
of the application, filling out the
copy first as a rough draft, and then
recopying your information onto
the original form.

If you have a gimmicky, cute mes-sage on your answering machine,replace it with something moreprofessional, like this: “You havereached 555-9085. Please leave amessage at the beep.” The reason isobvious: When schools start callingto set up interviews, you don’t wantto make a bad impression beforethey even meet you.

“Pay attention to details.Never send in an applicationwith even one single typo!”
—Instructional coordinatorand member of the interview committeefor a suburban district in Virginia
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However, if time is of the essence and it’s imperative that you complete the
application then and there, be sure to print, using an erasable dark-black pen.
(If you’re lucky, a typewriter might be furnished for you to use.) Always carry
an erasable pen and your sample application in your briefcase so that you’ll be
prepared with the information and tools you need in case you can’t bring the
application home with you.

Tip: Many school districts have their applications available online
at their Web sites. If this is true for the school district to which you
are applying, go to its Web site and complete the application on
the screen. Then you can either print it to submit with your resume
in person, or you can submit it online. Some districts also offer the
option of pasting your own resume into their form online.

Whether you type or print your application, be sure it’s error-free and has no
misspelled words. An application that has every section completed in a clear,
easy-to-read way, with no typos or misspelled words, has an excellent chance of
making the paper cut.

We’ve included two applications that were filled out by Karen McCrae. Her first
application was very poorly prepared. Not only was it handwritten, it was messy
and incomplete. There were several errors, including her experience and the
information about her teaching credential. Her second try was much better:
neatly typed, complete, and error-free.

If you were the personnel director of a large school district, which one would you
put at the top of the pile?
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Karen’s messy application form.
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A much neater and more acceptable version of Karen’s application.
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Sterling References
You’ll need four to six letters of reference for your job search. Typically, these are
written by people who can attest to your character and teaching ability. They’re
usually sent to your college or university career placement office to be included in
your professional file. That way, they’re all together in one place, ready to be sent
out when a potential employer requests them.

You have a right to see any and all references placed in your professional file. If
there are any of questionable value, you may have them removed. Your placement
office staff will help you evaluate all the letters that come in. If it’s determined
that a letter is to be removed, you must follow your placement center’s proce-
dures. An undesirable letter might be removed from your file and destroyed, or it
might be placed in an inactive file where it will not be sent with your other letters
of recommendation.

There are two kinds of reference letters: professional and personal. The following
sections discuss each type.

Professional Reference Letters
Early in your career, professional letters of recommendation usually are written by
people who have direct knowledge of your student-teaching ability. These include
college professors, college supervisors, and master teachers. As you gain experi-
ence, these letters will be replaced with new letters written by department heads,
principals, superintendents, and fellow teachers.

Personal Reference Letters
Personal letters of recommendation are an important part of your file, especially
when you’re just getting started in your career. They generally are written by
people who know you well and can share insights into your character and values.
These could include former teachers, counselors, coaches, administrators, mem-
bers of the clergy, neighbors, and leaders of youth organizations.

Professional letters of recommendation are written by people who are familiar
with the process; they have typically written many of these letters and they know
exactly what is expected in the way of content and format. This might not be the
case with personal letters. When you ask someone for a personal letter of recom-
mendation, pay careful attention to the person’s response. If the person seems
hesitant or isn’t quite sure how to go about it, offer to furnish copies of the letters
you’ve already received. These will be a big help in terms of wording and format.
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When your professional file is full of reference letters, it’s up to you to maintain
the file by periodically requesting new or updated letters of recommendation.
This way your file is always fresh and up to date.

By the way, one of the biggest mistakes new teacher candidates make is to wait
until the last minute to request these reference letters. Be aware that people don’t
always write them on a moment’s notice, even if they have the best intentions of
doing so. Some procrastinate because they’re on overload at the moment and
don’t have time to write a letter; others are forgetful or might lose your original
request.

Also, it’s important to remember that a professor or supervisor might have 20
other letters to write, so be considerate. And then there’s always Murphy’s Law,
which says that when you need to reach someone the most, that person is on
hiatus, traveling down the Amazon, or recovering from surgery and not due back
in the office for six weeks. So make your requests as early as possible; you’ll be
glad you did.

When your references are in, make a few extra copies to slip into your portfolio so
that you’ll have them with you during your interviews. You typically won’t hand
these out at interviews, or even be asked for them, but who knows? It can’t hurt
to have them handy.

If you pass the paper cut with your application and resume, these letters will be
requested. Their content might determine whether or not you make it to the
interview table.
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Chapter 6: Preparing for the Interview

Chapter 7: Sharpening Your Personal Appeal

Chapter 8: Your Conduct During the Interview

Chapter 9: After the Interview
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CHAPTER 6

Preparing for
the Interview

The first step in preparing for an interview is knowing as much as you can
about the schools and the surrounding community where you’re inter-

viewing. This knowledge serves two purposes: It helps you determine whether
you really want to work in a given school or community, and it puts you at an
advantage during the interview itself.

These are important considerations. The former can keep you from accepting
a job you’ll hate. The latter gives you an edge over other candidates. Inter-
view committees are favorably impressed by candidates who take the time to
research their schools and communities. It shows that you’re willing to put in
extra effort and that you’re genuinely interested in them. Conversely, they’ll
know very quickly if you’ve just popped in and don’t have a clue about them
or their district.

This chapter also clues you in on the top 21 questions that you will probably
be asked at your interview. You need to think ahead of time how you will
answer them. You can also rehearse your answers and practice role-playing,
possibly with the help of a support group of other teacher candidates, which
is discussed later in the chapter. And finally, when you think you’ve got it all
together, you can videotape yourself in a mock interview and see how you will
come across to the interview panel. What you see might surprise you.

Do Your Homework
There are many places to find out the information you need before your
interview. You should research and visit the community, the school district,
and the individual school. The following section gives you tips on the most
effective ways to conduct this research.

Research the Community
There are several ways to become familiar with a community. If you can visit
the prospective community, the job becomes much easier.
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If the school is located in a city, try to determine its attendance area (the area
from which the school draws its students). In the case of elementary schools
(grades K through 6), the area probably will be relatively small. Typically,
urban elementary pupils live within one to two miles of their schools. A
middle school or junior high school (grades 6 through 8 or 7 through 9)
might serve the graduates of many elementary schools, making its attendance
area much larger. Finally, a senior high (grades 9 or 10 through 12) might
serve the graduates of one or two junior high schools. Sometimes, in fact, a
rather large city will have only one high school.

If the school is located in a rural area, it might have a large attendance area
covering many miles. In such situations, there might be only one elementary
school and one high school serving pupils living 10 or more miles in all
directions.

After you’ve determined the attendance area, drive or bicycle through it. Talk
with people or students you meet. Are they friendly and helpful? Ask how
youth-oriented the community is. Do they provide parks, recreational facili-
ties, and programs for their young people? Take note of the general appearance
of the community. Are the houses and yards reasonably neat and clean? If you
meet someone who really impresses you, try to remember his or her name.

Spend half a day wandering around the
area and you’ll get a good feel for the
community. It’ll be warm, friendly,
and trusting; cold, unfriendly, and
suspicious; or something in between.
By the end of your tour you’ll
probably have a definite opinion
about the community and its
residents.

If you’re unable to visit the
community before the interview,
you can still find out something about it by contacting the
Chamber of Commerce and requesting relevant information. If there is no
Chamber of Commerce, try the local Visitors’ Bureau or subscribe to a local
newspaper for a month. Of course, one of the best sources of information is
the city’s or town’s Web site, if one exists. Although these sources won’t
substitute for actually being there, they can provide worthwhile information.

Of the teacher candidatesin our survey, 49 percentsaid they had researchedthe communities wherethey were scheduled tobe interviewed.

56



© JIST Works

Inside Secrets of Finding a Teaching Job ____________________________________________

106

In chapter 2 we talked about doing school surveys as part of your research for
finding job openings. Although the research you do here is similar, there’s one
big difference: The school surveys were part of your general job search strat-
egy; the research you’re doing now is to prepare you for a scheduled interview
for a specific position. Your motivation for researching the community takes
on a new, and more exciting, meaning.

Research the School District
In addition to researching the com-
munity, you should research the
school district and the particular
school where you’ll be working if
you are hired.

There are many sources of infor-
mation on schools and school
districts:

● You should start with the
state schools directory for
your state. This resource is avail-
able in your college library or placement office and lists each
county office of education for the state and the districts and schools
within each county or parish, along with each school’s address, tele-
phone number, size, grades taught, and administrators.

● Another source is the county schools directory, which includes more
detailed information, such as each school’s staff and grade assignments.

● Access the school district’s Web site, which should include specific
information about each of the schools within the district. You can also
read a specific school’s report card by accessing the Web site of your
state’s board of education (see the appendix) and then clicking on the
link to school report cards. These report cards contain a brief description
of the school, including its location, the community it serves, its size,
grades taught, and ethnicity, plus other interesting information (see the
following list).

To locate the school district’s Web site, go to your favorite search engine
and type the name of the district. The district’s Web site should be at
the top of the list of finds.

● Finally, the most comprehensive source of information on a particular
school is the school’s directory or handbook, which is available at the
school itself.

Of the teacher candidatesin our survey, 21 percenttried to learn as much aspossible about the policiesof the school district wherethey were scheduled to beinterviewed.
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When you’ve gathered all these resources, you’ll have the information you
need about a given school or district.

Here are some other items often included in a school report card:

● Student attendance

● Amount of money spent per student

● Type of textbooks used

● Salary information

● Current training and curriculum projects

● Leadership provided

● Results of student achievement tests

● Description of the facilities

● Classroom discipline and climate for learning

● Teacher evaluation policy

● Student support services offered

These reports provide useful information for comparing one school to another.

Visit the School
Finally, the ultimate school research opportunity is a visit to an individual
school campus. Most administrators welcome nonintrusive visits from teacher
candidates. Notice that we said “nonintrusive.” Keep in mind that the school’s
primary function is to educate students, and your visit should interfere as
little as possible with that function.

Call the school in advance and explain why you’d like to visit. Your evaluation
of the school begins with this phone call. Chances are you’ll talk with the
school secretary—usually a school’s “initial image.”
How were you received? How efficiently did the
person deal with your request?

Assuming you’re given permission to visit, be
sure to show up on time. You should dress
appropriately—as if you were coming for an
interview: no shorts and tank tops; no scuffed
tennis shoes sans socks. You get the idea.

As you drive up to the campus, check out its general appearance. Are the
grounds free of litter? Does the landscaping look good?

“Interviewers
appreciate an

interviewee who is
prepared.”

—Max Eggert inThe Perfect Interview
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Next, check out the building itself. Is the paint in good condition? Is there
litter or graffiti? Are the windows and doors clean? The age of the building
shouldn’t affect the learning going on inside its walls; in fact, an old building
that’s clean and well-maintained will almost always house an educational
program superior to that of a newer building that’s dirty and poorly main-
tained. The physical appearance of a school tells volumes about its students,
staff, and program.

As you enter the building, what do you see? Are signs posted giving clear
directions to the office, or are you greeted with blank walls and left to figure it
out for yourself? Go to the office immediately, by the way, because adminis-
trators don’t like strangers wandering around the campus.

As you enter the office, are you met with a warm greeting and a smile? Or do
you feel like you’re entering a war zone? Do you sense a cold, “What do you
want? Can’t you see we’re busy here?” attitude? In most cases, you’ll be
received with a warm greeting. School secretaries, we’ve found, are almost
always friendly and helpful.

At this time you’ll be given directions for your visit. You might have an
opportunity to visit briefly with the principal, or the secretary might direct
you to a particular classroom. If you visit a classroom, the general rule is to
enter without knocking. If the teacher is presenting a lesson or working with a
group of students, move to the back of the room and wait for the teacher to
come to you. If the teacher is not occupied with students when you enter,
approach him or her and introduce yourself. The teacher will then tell you
where to sit during your observation. It’s usually best to observe from the rear
of the classroom so that you don’t distract the students.

Try to talk with any staff members you
meet during your visit; they’ll help
you form an opinion of the school.
Visit the playground and the staff
room during breaks, and the
student dining area and faculty
lounge during lunch.

If you spend only three hours on
a campus (say, from 10 a.m. to
1 p.m.), you won’t know every-
thing about a school, but you’ll
know considerably more than most candidates for the
position.

“Talking to teachers in thedistrict (where I was to beinterviewed) got me headedin the right direction.”
—Middle-grade science teacher inNorth Dakota
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Before leaving the campus, check back at the office and thank those respon-
sible for your visit. You might also send a thank-you note later that day. This
is a classy touch that makes you stand out from other candidates.

Taking time to research a community and its schools won’t assure you a job;
however, it will enhance your chances of being offered a contract—and it just
might keep you from signing a contract you would regret later.

Network with Other Teacher Candidates
In chapter 2, we discussed networking as a process of making contacts and
establishing relationships as part of the job search. The kind of networking
we’re talking about here is the same concept, but on a much smaller scale. It
involves forming a network of a half-dozen or so of your teacher-candidate
friends. This cozy little group, in effect, becomes a support group as much as
a networking team, so it’s important to find people who share some basic
qualities with you, including these:

● They have a sense of humor.

● They’re seeking jobs close to the same grade level.

● They share common ideas about the job search.

● They buy into the philosophy of small-group networking.

Although it’s best to have at least five or six members, if you can find only
three or four who meet the criteria, go ahead and form a group. The group’s
closeness and compatibility are more important than the number of members.

Here are some ways you and the members of your network group can be
helpful to one another:

● You can share ideas and information about
job leads and job search tips.

● You can give and receive advice and con-
structive criticism. (Remember, this should
always be done in a good spirit.)

● You can encourage each other as much as
possible.

● You can do mock interviews and role playing, and respond to
hypotheticals and possible interview questions (more about these later in
this chapter).

Of those responding toour survey, 52 percentsaid they networked withother teacher candi-dates, sharing tips andlending support.
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● You can discuss strategies of the interview process, like these:
� Questions that candidates should ask during the interview
� Questions to avoid during the interview
� Body language
� Social skills
� Voice, grooming, and attire
� Attitude

As members of the group sign
teaching contracts, they should be
encouraged to stay with the group
as long as they can, offering sup-
port, encouragement, and con-
structive criticism, especially
during mock interviews.

One note of caution regarding
these networking groups:
Remember that your small
support group is only one part of your total networking
effort. Don’t let your cozy little group become so warm and comfortable that
you neglect your other job search efforts.

Later, we’ll talk about a couple ways to put your group to work, specifically as
you prepare for the interview itself. You’ll find suggestions for using a video
camera during your meetings, which will boost your confidence when it
comes time for real interviews. You’ll also see why we listed “a sense of humor”
as an absolute necessity for each member of the group. It should be fun, so
read on.

Prepare Responses to Possible Interview
Questions
When you walk into an interview room, you’ll have about 30 minutes to sell
yourself. During this brief time you might be asked only 8 or 10 questions.
Your responses to these questions are crucial. Because you don’t know which
questions will be asked, you need to be prepared for anything.

The fact that you were called for an interview—that you made the paper
cut—means that they like you so far. Now it’s up to you to impress them
with your excellent responses to their questions. Your responses should be

“Networking with otherteacher candidates led meto pursue job openings ofwhich I was originally
unaware.”

—Secondary social studiesteacher in New Jersey
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clear and concise; don’t ramble on and on. Make your point and go on! If
you’re asked a straightforward question, give a straightforward answer. On the
other hand, if you’re asked an open-ended question, always take it as a valu-
able opportunity to tell the interview panel what you want them to know.
This might be a good time to work in some of your special skills and talents
or to share something from your portfolio. Sell yourself!

As we gathered information for this book, we asked interviewers what ques-
tions they typically ask at the interview table. We also asked newly hired
teachers what questions they were asked during their interviews. We com-
bined these two lists, discarded any questions that related to isolated situa-
tions, and grouped the remaining questions into two categories: The top 21
questions asked during interviews, and other frequently asked questions.

The Top 21 Questions Asked During Interviews
Be prepared to respond to these questions, because you’ll undoubtedly hear
many of them during your interviews. Practice your responses with a friend or
in front of your networking group. Ask for their constructive criticism of your
answers and then polish your performance until you can respond in a natural
way without hesitation.

We have given you some help on this priority list of questions by offering
comments about What They’re Really Asking and Tips to help you prepare.

1.  What is your greatest strength as a teacher?

What They’re Really Asking
● How do you perceive your talents and abilities as a teacher?

● Will you be an asset to our school and our students?

Tips
● They’re crying for you to sell yourself here; don’t let them down.

● Have six or seven responses written and ready on a 3 × 5 card.

● Don’t blow smoke.

● Be “confidently humble.”

2.  What is your greatest weakness?

What They’re Really Asking
● How honest are you being with us and with yourself?

● How realistic are you?
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● What skeletons do you have in your “teaching closet” that we should
know about?

Tips
● Review the section in chapter 1 on ways to present a weakness as a

positive.

● Don’t sell yourself down the river with your response.

3.  What can you tell us about yourself?

What They’re Really Asking
● What makes you special?

● Why should we hire you?

● How organized and concise are you?

● How confident are you?

● What might you bring to our children?

● Who are you? Do we want you to work with our children?

Tips
● Use most of your response time selling yourself.

● Have several powerful selling points ready for this one.

● Give a brief, concise response in less than two minutes.

● This is an open-ended question, a chance for you to impress them.

● This is no time for humility, but don’t step over the line of arrogance,
either.

4.  What is your philosophy of classroom discipline?

What They’re Really Asking
● Do you have a plan?

● How will you implement your plan?

● Do you think this is important?

● Are you going to be able to control kids?

Tips
● Be ready to give an example of a discipline “ladder” or plan.

● Be prepared to tell why you like it, and give examples of how it’s worked
for you.
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● Discipline is one of the most important areas of concern in schools
today. Handle this subject well!

5.  What steps would you take with a student who is
disruptive in your classroom?

What They’re Really Asking
● Do you have a classroom discipline plan?

● Can you handle most discipline problems yourself, or will you send
students to the principal’s office at the drop of a hat?

● What is your general philosophy of classroom discipline?

Tips
● This question is similar to question 4; be ready to describe a discipline

plan and how you plan to implement it.

● Reaffirm your philosophy of discipline.

● Again, the subject of classroom discipline is a major concern for most
hiring panels.

6.  What kind of classroom-management plan do you like
best? How would you implement it in your classroom?

What They’re Really Asking
● If we walk into your classroom, what will we see going on?

● How will your lessons be planned?

● Will your students be on task and challenged?

Tips
● You need to explain your management plan briefly, completely, and in

an organized way.

● Interview committees are not looking for a morgue setting; nor do they
want the center ring of a three-ring circus. They’re looking for an
intellectually stimulating, organized, respectful environment in which
students do well academically and socially.

● Explain how you’ll implement your plan in terms of behavior; recall
your teacher-education classes and your student-teaching experiences.

● You’ll almost certainly be asked a question similar to this because it’s a
critical area of importance in most school districts.
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7.  Why do you want to be a teacher?

What They’re Really Asking
● How dedicated are you?

● Do you have a passion for children and the teaching profession?

● How will our children benefit by having you as their teacher?

Tips
● If you have a passion for kids, this one should be easy. Don’t get carried

away, though; keep it simple and to the point.

● Stay away from a response like, “Most of my family members have been
teachers.” This won’t get you very far.

8.  Why do you want to teach in this district/school?

What They’re Really Asking
● Do you care where you teach?

● Did you take the time to research our district/school?

● Are you right for our schools and our children?

Tips
● This is a great PR question. If your school survey showed this district to

be high on your list, the answer will come easily. Without overdoing it,
tell them how great they are!

● Tell them that you do want to work for them!

9.  Why should we hire you for this position?

What They’re Really Asking
● Can you convince us that you’re the one?

● Can you sell your “product”?

● How much confidence do you have
in yourself?

“Don’t be shy
about blowing your

own horn.”
—Elementary computerteacher in Massachusetts
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Tips
● Be ready to make a powerful statement of your value to the school or

district.

● This is no time for humility, but don’t be arrogant, either.

10.  What are your goals in education? Where do you see
yourself five years from now? How does this position fit into
your career plans?

What They’re Really Asking
● Do you want to stay in one position for the long haul, or will you be

here a year and move on?

● Are you a stable person?

● Have you set goals for yourself?

● Have you given any thought to your future?

Tips
● They want another perspective on you.

● They might not want to hire someone who will be moving down the
road in a year or two.

● There’s nothing wrong with simply saying that you have one goal in
mind right now, and that is to become the best teacher possible.

11.  What would we see if we walked into your classroom?

What They’re Really Asking
● What is your philosophy of education?

● What kind of a teacher are you?

● Do you have a well-managed classroom?

● Are your students interacting with you and the other students?

Tips
● This is a good time for name-dropping. Show off your knowledge of new

and proven methods and trends (for example, grouping of students,
Cooperative Learning, and use of manipulatives and hands-on teaching
materials).
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● You might say: “You would see the students arranged in groups; a
pleasant atmosphere; a room that is comfortable and pleasing to the eye;
students who are under control, yet busy with a healthy amount of noise
going on; children learning in different modalities: visual, auditory, and
kinesthetic.”

● Avoid the tendency to go into too much detail. They might be interested
in the way you’ll arrange the students’ desks, but they don’t really want
to know what’s inside each desk.

12.  What are some trends, issues, and methodologies in
education that relate to your specific curriculum area or
grade level?

What They’re Really Asking
● Do you know what’s going on in education today?

● Do you have a passion for the profession of teaching?

Tips
● Read educational journals and periodicals regularly.

● Familiarize yourself with current trends and buzzwords in education.

● Talk with your peers and other educators in your field.

● Visit schools as often as you can to observe the latest teaching methods.

● Join a professional organization.

13.  What book are you currently reading or have you read
recently?

What They’re Really Asking
● Teachers should be avid readers; are you a reader?

● What are your interests?

● How well-rounded are you?

Tips
● This question is often asked, so be ready for it.

● If you’ve lost the recreational reading “bug” because of your hectic
schedule, take some time to read a variety of fiction, nonfiction, and
professional books.
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14.  What are some of your hobbies or leisure-time activities?

What They’re Really Asking
● How well-rounded are you?

● What do you do outside of school that would transfer positively into the
classroom?

Tips
● Here’s another opportunity to sell yourself; take advantage of questions

like these.

● Emphasize any of your hobbies or leisure-time activities that could carry
over to your classroom.

● The interview committee is trying to find out more about you, and they
know your life outside the classroom can tell them a lot. So don’t just
answer questions; respond to them.

15.  What special skills or talents will you bring to your
classroom?

What They’re Really Asking
● How well-rounded are you?

● Do you have a wide variety of interests and experiences that will make
you an exciting, stimulating teacher?

Tips
● Yes! This is your time to shine.

● Be prepared to state in an organized, succinct fashion any skills or talents
you’ll bring to their school, but be careful that you don’t overdo it.

16.  How would you involve the community in your
classroom?

What They’re Really Asking
● Are you willing to reach out and seek community expertise?

Tips
● Be familiar with this concept.

● Be prepared to give examples of community members visiting the
classroom, as well as local field trips you might have taken.
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17.  Would you be willing to teach at a different grade level
(elementary) or teach a different subject (secondary)?

What They’re Really Asking
● Are you flexible?

● Do you have enough confidence to consider other grade levels or subject
areas?

● How’s your attitude?

Tips
● You need to think about this possibility in advance. The committee

might have already found the right person for the advertised position,
and now they’re looking for someone who can adapt to their needs if
another position becomes available. Administrators like to have options,
and they’re always looking for teachers who are flexible and versatile.

● A positive response here might give you a leg up on your competition!

18.  Would you be willing to pursue an extra certificate or
credential?

What They’re Really Asking
● How is your attitude?

● How flexible are you?

● Are you a teacher who will increase our staffing options?

Tips
● School districts are frequently required to employ teachers who have

special credentials or certificates in order to qualify for special program
funds. If you have certain specialized credentials or certificates in addi-
tion to your basic teaching credential, you become more valuable to the
district.

● If all things are equal, the position will go to the candidate who is
willing to pursue one of these “extras.”

● This is a perfect time to tell the hiring panel “how important profes-
sional growth is to me.”
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19.  What is your philosophy of team teaching?

What They’re Really Asking
● Are you flexible?

● Do you work well with others?

● Do you have experience in team teaching?

● Do you know anything about the methodology of team teaching?

Tips
● Be prepared to talk about this concept in a favorable way.

● Share a few positive points in favor of team teaching, such as these:
� Team teaching is a powerful and efficient method for dealing with a

large number of students.
� It’s very effective for teachers to work together and share their ideas.
� You might say, “I haven’t had the opportunity to be involved in a

teaming situation yet, but I understand it can offer a more efficient
use of time in the classroom.” Or, “If teachers at my grade level
have determined that team teaching would better the learning
process of our students, I’m very willing to try it. I enjoy working
and sharing with other teachers, and I want the best for our kids.”

20.  What were you hoping we would ask you today, but
didn’t?

What They’re Really Asking
● Is there anything special about yourself that you want us to know?

Tips
● Speak up—sell yourself.

● This is a great opportunity to “show and tell” one more time, using
materials from your portfolio to convince them how valuable you’ll be to
their district. Go for it!

21.  Do you have any questions for us?

What They’re Really Asking
● Are you interested enough in our district to ask questions?

● How prepared are you to ask questions?

● Have you given this some thought?
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Tips
● See “Questions You Should Ask” in chapter 8.

● Be sure you have at least one question ready to ask, or have five or six
listed on a 3 × 5 card. The panel will be impressed that you came
prepared.

● Never say, “No, you’ve answered all my questions.”

Other Frequently Asked Questions
Read through this list of questions and decide how you’ll respond to each one
in an interview. Ask yourself, “What are they really asking?”

22. At what point do you involve
the principal in a discipline
matter?

23. What is your description of
an ideal teacher?

24. What are your plans for
professional growth?

25. If you were hired to teach
starting this September,
how would you go about
setting up your reading
program?

26. Do you prefer homogeneous or heterogeneous grouping? Why?

27. In which curriculum areas do you feel particularly strong?

28. Would you be willing to coach a sport, advise an organization, or assist
with extracurricular activities?

29. What experience do you have with this age group?

30. Do you see yourself as a “team player”?

31. How would you motivate a student who won’t even try?

32. Describe a time when a lesson was not going well; what did you do
about it?

33. How would you compare the Whole Language approach to reading to
a Phonics-based approach?

34. How would you implement Cooperative Grouping in your classroom?

35. What are some ways you would communicate with a parent regarding
a student’s progress?

“Have opinions aboutcurrent educational issuesbecause they will comeup in the interview.”
—K–12 P.E. teacher inCharlottesville, Virginia
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36. While in high school and
college, in which extra-
curricular activities did you
participate? Did you hold an
office?

37. How would you integrate
language arts across the
curriculum?

38. What community projects
or organizations have you
been involved with?

39. How would your best friend describe you?

40. How do you spend your spare time?

41. Who are some people who have had a great impact on your life?

42. What would you like to share about your student-teaching
experience?

43. What do you think are the critical skills required to be a successful
teacher?

44. Do you involve parents in your classroom? How?

45. What kind of principal would you like to work for?

46. What do you know about our school district?

47. How do you go about deciding what should be taught in your
classroom?

48. What provides you the greatest pleasure in teaching?

49. What is your philosophy and practice of the teacher’s role as a
“member of the school staff ”?

50. How would you go about grouping your students in mathematics?

51. What does Individualized Instruction mean to you?

52. Which evaluation techniques or testing procedures would you use to
determine student academic growth?

53. How effective is it to call parents for a conference when a problem has
developed with their son or daughter?

54. Describe a belief you hold about education. How would you imple-
ment it in the classroom?

55. What are some of the new teaching textbooks and materials being used
in your grade level or in your subject area?

“The most importantthing is that teachercandidates really know theirsubject areas.”
—Member of a panel thatinterviews teachers on the secondarylevel in Florida
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56. What is your philosophy
regarding the Thematic
Approach in teaching the
curriculum?

57. At which grade level do you
feel you would do the best
job?

58. Have you had any back
ground in designing
lesson plans with
Behavioral Objectives in your
teaching? How do you feel about them?

59. Are there any undesirable things about teaching that you can think of?

60. What is the worst thing that ever happened to you in the classroom?

61. Do you feel your job as a teacher goes beyond the three-o’clock bell?
How?

62. How much time, if any, would you be able to spend working on after-
school projects or programs?

63. What should the job of principal entail?

64. How would you handle varied reading abilities in the content areas?

65. An experienced teacher offers you the following advice: “When you
are teaching, be sure to command the respect of your students
immediately and everything will go well.” How do you feel about this?

66. How will you go about determining your students’ attitudes and
feelings toward your class?

67. What would you say to a parent who complains that your teaching is
irrelevant to his or her child’s needs?

68. What would you do with a student who is obviously gifted or talented
in a particular area?

69. What are some ways a student can show mastery of a concept?

70. What is meant by Diagnostic and Prescriptive Learning?

71. What are Negative Consequences and Positive Reinforcement, and the
effects of each?

72. What steps would you take to turn a habitually tardy student into a
punctual student?

73. How do you motivate students to develop self-discipline?

“During the interview beconfident, relaxed, profes-sional, knowledgeable, andwilling to work as partof a team.”
—Music teacher and departmentchair for a small school district inWashington
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74. What are some ways to let parents know about the positive things
going on in your classroom?

75. What would you tell a parent who complains that you don’t give his
or her child enough homework?

76. If we asked your closest teaching associate to tell us how well you get
along with children and adults, what would that person say?

77. How did you happen to choose your college major?

78. What kind of relationship should teachers develop with their students?

79. How would you establish and
maintain positive relation-
ships with students, parents,
staff, and others in the
community?

80. Briefly describe your phi-
losophy and practice of the
teacher’s role as a Director
of Learning.

81. What do you understand
the Inquiry Method to be
in the areas of science and
social science?

82. What is your attitude toward Individual versus Total Class discipline?

83. If you started teaching in the middle of the school year, how would
you get to know the students and their parents?

84. What do you think is wrong with education today? What is right?

85. If another teacher was habitually late relieving you on yard duty, what
would you do?

86. What do you believe is the major purpose of a teacher’s evaluation by a
principal?

87. What are some personality characteristics you find unbearable in
people?

88. If students constantly complained to you about another teacher, what
would you do?

89. If we were to contact your current supervisor or evaluator about your
student-teaching performance, what would that person say?

90. What professional association meetings have you attended within the
past year?

“This is not the time to betongue-tied. Decide whatyou can bring to the joband try to communicatethat in your interview.”
—An elementary school health andP.E. teacher in Charlottesville,Virginia
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91. How would you teach Critical Thinking to your students?

92. How would you use Authentic Assessment?

A Few Final Words of Advice
Here are a few final general tips to keep in mind while interviewing:

● Don’t let your responses sound “canned” or rehearsed; pause before
responding to a question, as if giving it serious thought.

● Keep your best skills and traits in mind as you respond to questions; be
ready to work them into the dialogue in a natural way.

● If you’re a new teacher and can’t respond to some of the panel’s questions
based on past classroom experience, emphasize your many job-related
skills that can be transferred to the classroom. Also let the panel see your
enthusiasm, motivation, and passion for children and for the teaching
profession.

A Word About Coaching
Many teacher candidates in our survey reported being asked whether they
would be willing to coach a sport in addition to teaching their regular classes.
Coaching isn’t for everyone, obviously, but if you have an interest in athletics
in general, or in one sport in particular, you should definitely consider
pursuing this “extra” for these reasons:

● If the district needs someone to coach a sport in addition to teaching a
regular single-subject curriculum, this could very well land you the
position. This is especially true in smaller schools.

● You would ordinarily be compensated for your coaching. An extra
$1,500 to $2,000 each year could be very attractive.

● Coaching can create special
contacts with kids. Most
coaches would agree that the
coach/athlete relationship can
be powerful and make a
lifelong, positive impact on a
young person’s life. Stepping
out of your role in the
classroom and onto the
playing field can break
down barriers that inhibit a
child’s trust of you.

“Be willing to coach, volunteerfor academic games andclubs. I got my job because Iwas willing to coach footballand track. It’s hard to findgood people to do
these things.”

—Secondary science teacher in Michigan
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● Coaching can be, and often is, a lot of fun. We have spent many hours
after school in the gym or on the playing field. If you’re considering
coaching as one more way to market yourself, don’t overlook the “fun
factor.”

Rehearse Role-Playing and Hypotheticals
Thirty-eight percent of the teacher candidates in our survey were asked to
role-play or respond to hypotheticals during their interviews; only 20 percent
of them had prepared for it ahead of time.

First, let’s look at the difference between role-playing and hypotheticals. In
dealing with a hypothetical, you must explain how you would handle a given
scenario the panel has set up for you. Here’s an example: “How would you
deal with an angry parent who comes into your classroom during a class
session and demands your immediate attention?”

In role-playing, you assume the role of the teacher and the interview panel
plays the “devil’s advocate,” such as a group of parents who want to confront
you over a particular issue. For example, you, as the teacher, must defend your
position on Whole Language versus Phonics-based reading. The hiring panel
will take the position of the parent group that opposes your view. This is play-
acting, and it takes most of us out of our comfort zone in a heartbeat. For this
reason, it’s important to rehearse role-playing with your friends. Our survey
shows that it’s not often required during an interview, but it does happen, so
you need to be prepared.

As you practice role-playing and
responding to hypotheticals, you
need to picture possible interview
settings. One setting would be a
one-on-one interview in which the
principal sits behind a desk and
you sit directly in front of it. If
an interview panel is conducting
the interview, panel members
usually sit at a large table and
you sit at a desk or smaller
table 10 to 15 feet in front of them.

The atmosphere of the interview can be formal or informal, depending on the
administrator or the makeup of the interview team. Most interviewers try to
promote a relaxed atmosphere in the hope that you’ll feel free to be yourself so
that they can see the “real you.”

Of the teacher candidatesin our survey, 38 percentreported being asked torole-play or respondto hypotheticals duringan interview, but only20 percent of them hadrehearsed ahead of time.
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It’s natural to be a little nervous during an interview, but to this we say,
“Trust us.” We can’t think of a single interview we’ve been involved in that was
an unpleasant experience. So as you prepare for your interviews, remember to
relax, be yourself, and enjoy the experience. Try to have a positive mind-set as
you practice role-playing and responding to hypotheticals.

Some Common Hypotheticals and Role-Playing
Scenarios
Here are some of the most common hypotheticals or role-playing scenarios
presented during interviews. You’d be asked to respond to each scenario:

● One of your students becomes disruptive.

● A student reveals some very personal concerns and then withdraws and
says nothing further.

● One of your students becomes violent.

● A parent becomes very angry during a parent-teacher conference.

● One of your students doesn’t respond to your discipline plan.

● Take a position on Whole Language or Phonics and defend it.

● You suspect a project turned in by a student was completed by someone
else.

● After you’ve given an assignment, you notice a student quietly crying.

● Two of your students are fighting.

● A student refuses to salute the flag or observe certain holidays.

● You observe a student cheating on a test during class.

● A student reveals a situation at home that makes you think she may be
the victim of some kind of abuse.

● You disagree with your principal’s method of handling a given situation.

● One of your students becomes belligerent and defies you.

● A student brings you some money, says he found it, and then wants to
know if he can have it later to keep.

● You feel your principal is not supporting you in a difficult situation.

● A student has an accident on the playground; he’s on the ground and
unable to move.
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This is by no means a complete list of the scenarios you may encounter
during an interview. One thing you can count on, however, is that a signifi-
cant number of scenarios will involve either a confrontational situation with a
parent or a discipline/behavior problem with a student.

Tip: It’s obvious that school districts place a tremendous emphasis
on discipline and classroom management. And you only have to
read the newspapers to see why. They want to feel confident that
you, as a new teacher, have a good, sound, fair method of class
management; you can’t wimp out in this area. So, before you go
into the interview, be sure you have a specific discipline plan in
mind. Review what you learned in your teacher training courses
and from your reading. You may also want to consider the solid,
practical ideas in our first book, The Unauthorized Teacher’s
Survival Guide. In chapter 7 of that book, we suggest many
discipline methods and ideas of our own, as well as those of
experts in the field.

Practicing with Your Networking Group
As we discussed earlier, it’s helpful to network with other teacher candidates as
you prepare for interviews. It’s especially helpful to rehearse your role-playing
and responses to hypotheticals with this group. Members of the group can tell
what scenarios have been presented during their past interviews and the group
can reenact them during your networking time together.

It’s also a good idea for someone in your networking group to throw in a real
ringer once in a while, such as this one, which was actually asked of one of our
survey participants:

Billie is passing around pamphlets denying the Holocaust. What do you do?

Wow! What do you do? We remember when the toughies would be some-
thing like, “Suzie has an eraser stuck up her nose,” or “Jason threw up in the
back of the bus.”

If you’re asked a really sticky question (like the preceding Holocaust question),
you can always tell the hiring panel that you would seek the advice of your
site administrator. And if the interview committee throws you a very difficult
hypothetical, remember that there could be several appropriate responses, and
what they might really want to know is how you think and react on the spot.

78



© JIST Works

Inside Secrets of Finding a Teaching Job ____________________________________________

128

That’s why it’s so important for you to practice role-playing and reacting to
hypotheticals before your first interview.

Videotape Mock Interviews
Now that you’ve prepared your responses to
interview questions and practiced role-playing
and responding to hypotheticals, it’s time to
videotape a mock interview. You will find this
to be the most valuable thing you can do in
preparation for the real thing.

Get together with some of your networking buddies and find yourselves a very
private room where you can get down to the serious business of videotaping
one another. We know this is an intimidating exercise for some people, but—
trust us on this one—you’ll be rewarded at the interview table. Participation
in mock interviews, especially if you can see yourself on videotape, will
improve your confidence level, your use of body language, your voice level and
speech patterns, and your ability to articulate responses clearly and concisely.

The Rules
Here are the ground rules:

● You’ll need one video camera, plus one videotape per person.

● Take turns being “it” while the rest of the group plays the part of the
interview panel, asking questions and presenting hypothetical scenarios
for you to respond to.

● After each candidate’s performance, replay the tape and immediately
participate in an open, honest, constructive critique. Make notes of the
problem areas you want to work on before your next videotaping session.

● Take turns until you’ve all had your 15 minutes of fame.

● Schedule another group taping session as soon as possible, preferably
within two weeks.

● Take your tape with you so that you can watch your performance once
more in the privacy of your home. Study the tape carefully and work on
your flaws before the next session.

“I hear and I forget.I see and I remember.I do and I understand.”
—Chinese proverb
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Schedule a third and final taping session to which everyone wears their
interview attire. By this time you’ll be familiar with our tips for sharpening
your personal appeal (listed in chapter 7) and be able to share some helpful
advice. This final session is a good time to present a mini-lesson in front of the
camera. Although only 6 percent of the teacher candidates in our survey said
they were asked to plan or present an impromptu mini-lesson during an
interview, it doesn’t hurt to be prepared, just in case.

Have fun with these mock interviews. Be
prepared to laugh and be laughed at in a
good-natured way. When we first discussed
these networking groups earlier in the
chapter, you might recall that a sense of
humor was listed as a necessary attribute
for each and every member; now you
know why. There’s no way to get through
these mock interview sessions without
cracking up at some point, but it’s all
part of the experience.

By the way, you might want to do two rounds of taping during the first
session, one round of questions and responses followed by a round of role-
playing and responding to hypotheticals. This way you won’t be constantly
shifting gears between the two interviewing styles.

It’s Painful, but Worth It
What is the value of all this? Why suffer through such an uncomfortable
exercise? Because there’s no way to really know how you come across during
an interview until you see yourself on videotape. This means laying your pride
aside and putting your ego on the line as you watch yourself make the mis-
takes we all make under the pressure of a camera and in front of our peers.

You might be surprised to see yourself as others see you: twirling a ring
around and around on your finger as you speak, saying “you know” every
other sentence, or crossing your arms in front of you when asked a question
(a nonverbal, defensive sign that you resent the question or dislike the inter-
viewer). However, by detecting these flaws ahead of time, you can make some
changes: to hold your hands still; to stop saying “you know”; and to replace
your negative, closed position with a warm, positive, open posture.

Of the teacher candidatesin our survey, 6 percentsaid they were asked toplan or present mini-lessons during theirinterviews.
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The value of these sessions is great, although you might not realize it until
you get to the interview table, where you’ll feel ready for just about anything.
We realize, of course, that you might be asked a few questions that are worded
differently than those listed earlier in this chapter. But the underlying motives
for the questions will be the same, and the confidence you gain through the
mock interviews will be immeasurable.

And here’s a special word of encouragement for
you, if you’re one of those people who say, “I just
don’t interview well,” or “I choke when I get to
the interview table.” You’ll find that by partici-
pating in these mock interviews, your fears will
dissipate substantially (although they probably
won’t disappear altogether). Just remember that
everyone who sits on a hiring panel expects to
see a certain amount of nervousness at the interview table. For that matter,
we’ve had several personnel directors, principals, and other members of
interview committees tell us that they get nervous or uncomfortable when
conducting an interview.

So, don’t let the butterflies in your stomach make your head spin, too! By
participating in mock interview sessions; accepting the friendly critique of
your networking peers; and continuing to practice, practice, practice; you’ll
reduce those butterflies considerably and be able to walk into any job inter-
view with confidence.

“Practice your
interviews!”

—A member of aninterview committee for arural school district
in Idaho
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CHAPTER 7

Sharpening
Your Personal Appeal

Your interviews are drawing near, and you’re probably feeling pretty confident
after all those mock interview sessions and role-playing rehearsals. That’s

good, because what you say during the interview is crucial. There’s something else
to consider, however, and that is what you don’t say. This is known as the silent
language or subtext. Subtext is a powerful force that can contradict what you say;
likewise, it can reinforce your statements.

Your subtext is revealed through your posture, eye contact, subtle gestures, the
sound of your voice, the rhythm of your speech, your handshake, your dress, your
facial expressions, and your personal grooming. This silent language is so dynamic
that it can actually alter the hiring panel’s perception of you.

To give you a graphic illustration, observe any court trial and you’ll notice that
the defense attorney has altered the defendant’s subtext to sway the jury. If a man
has been accused of rape, for example, you can be sure he will appear in court
wearing a beautifully tailored, conservative business suit, a pressed white shirt,
and a “sincere” tie. His hair will be cut and styled, his fingernails will be clean
and trimmed, and his nose stud will be stuffed into one of his pockets. He’ll also
appear to be relaxed and confident, from his posture to his eye contact. The result
of all this manipulation, his attorney hopes, is that at least one person on the jury
will say, “He sure doesn’t look like a rapist!”

In fact, many studies have concluded that any attrac-
tive, well-dressed defendant is favored by the jury
because they are perceived as less likely to be guilty.

Or there is the example of a girl who attended a
large city high school. She ran with a gang of girls
she called “punks,” who all spiked their hair, wore
blue lipstick, and pierced their tongues. None of them was doing
well in school. The girl wondered whether her grades would improve if she
changed her image, so she took some drastic measures. Not only did she do away

You have only onechance to make afirst impression.
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with the hair spikes, blue lipstick, and tongue jewelry, but she toned down her
wardrobe. Bingo! Her grades began to improve. Her efforts changed her image
not only in the eyes of her teachers, but in her own eyes as well. Smart girl!

Our purpose in this chapter is to make you aware of the subtle messages conveyed
by your silent language, especially as they relate to your job interviews. You want
members of hiring panels to like you at “first glance,” from the moment you enter
the room. Studies have shown, in fact, that your first impression will be a lasting
impression: How you are perceived during that first 10 seconds is what people
remember!

Dress and Grooming
Men should dress conservatively, in a business suit or
a coordinated sport jacket and slacks. You should
always wear a tie, but nothing faddish or novel.

Women should wear a conservative suit or a dress,
preferably with a classic line. A coat dress or one
with a jacket is a good choice. Avoid anything
that’s too frilly, trendy, or “cute.” Don’t wear a
pantsuit, because it might give the impression that you’re not taking the
interview seriously. (You’ll have plenty of chances to wear them after you’re hired.)
Also, avoid miniskirts and blouses that are frilly, off-the-shoulder, or low-cut.

Colors
Avoid bright colors or extremes. For men, dark blue and charcoal gray project a
subtext of strength and competence. Black is considered too formal for a teaching
interview; and tan should be avoided because it doesn’t project confidence. Light
gray is a possibility, depending on your coloring. A classic navy blazer with dark-
gray slacks is always a safe choice.

Men’s shirts should be white, light gray, or blue. The tie should be tastefully
muted in stripes, pin-dots, or a paisley. Be aware of your own coloring and choose
a tie that gives you a feeling of self-confidence.

If you wear suspenders or braces, they should match the color of your tie (al-
though they should be completely covered by your jacket).

The most important thing is that you select something that makes you feel good
about yourself. If you feel good about yourself and you like the way you look, this
image will be projected to the hiring panel.

“Dress as if you wereseeking a promotion
or a raise.”

—Instructional coordinatorand member of the interviewpanel for a suburban schooldistrict in Virginia
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Women can choose from a range of conservative colors. If you’re undecided, you
can’t go wrong with navy blue. Feeling good about yourself is the most important
factor, so try on several outfits before the interview and then choose the one that
creates the strongest self-image.

Shoes
Be sure your shoes are shined and in good repair. Don’t wear shoes with run-
down heels or a worn, “cracked” look. Be sure your shoes go with your dress or
suit. And don’t let your shoes “dress you down.” By that we mean that the style of
your shoes should be as dressy as the clothes you’re wearing. A pair of sandals, for
example, would destroy the classic look of a conservative business suit.

Jewelry
Go easy on the jewelry. For men, a ring and a wristwatch are plenty. Women
should wear conservative gold, silver, or pearl earrings; avoid anything dangling
or faddish. One ring on each hand is fine, plus a bracelet and a watch.

If you wear an earring or a stud in your nose, lip, cheek, or tongue, you might
want to think about removing it for the interview. What you wear and where you
wear it is up to you, of course, but you might want to give this some thought.

Cleanliness
Your body should be squeaky clean and odor-free, and your clothes should be
clean as well. Don’t wear anything to the interview that has a spot or a stain
(including sweat stains).

Before the interview, examine your clothes carefully in a strong light; if you have
the slightest doubt about whether a spot will show, have the garment laundered
or dry-cleaned. Also look for any tears or moth holes that should be mended.

This is all just common sense, of course, but it’s amazing how many stories we’ve
heard of candidates who wore crumpled, soiled clothing to interviews. One
interviewer told us about a woman who came to the interview wearing a dress
that had both armpits torn out—not a great first impression!

Men’s fingernails should be trimmed and clean. Women should trim their nails to
a conservative length, at least for the interview, and wear a neutral color of nail
polish. Avoid bright reds, bright pinks, greens, blues, blacks, and nail art.

Hair
Men should have their hair cut or trimmed before the interview, including beards
or mustaches. Facial hair is fine, but keep it groomed.
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Women should wear their hair in a conservative style and make sure it’s clean and
shiny. If you have very long hair, it might be a good idea to tie it back or pull it
up onto your head for the interview. Most image experts advise against wearing
long hair down over a business suit.

Makeup
Women should use makeup conservatively for the interview. Avoid too much
eyeliner, mascara, and blusher, and wear lipstick in a pink, coral, or red—
something that coordinates with your outfit. Stay away from blues, greens, blacks,
and purples.

Body Language
In the course of our surveys, we had a very interesting interview with a behavioral
specialist who sits on interview committees for a suburban school district in New
Hampshire. Her insight is enormously valuable because it applies her expertise as
a behavioral specialist to the field of education. When asked what she learned
from a teacher candidate’s body language during interviews, she answered this
way:

I look for body language that demonstrates self-confidence. I want strong eye
contact, a firm handshake, and open posture. I look for movement that indicates
uneasiness when new information is presented. I like it when I am able to read
the applicant’s reaction to information I present. Often, when job duties or
responsibilities are presented, the candidate’s mouth is saying “yes,” but the body
language clearly indicates that he or she
is not receptive to the job. This helps
in screening out some candidates.

I also like to see how the body
responds under pressure. The body
language at the interview will give
me insight as to what I can expect
in the future. In addition, a
friendly smile is always welcome.
After all, they will be working
with children and we don’t want
the children to be frightened.

Eye Contact
We communicate with one another in many ways, but none is more important
than eye contact. Eyes hold a world of emotions that are easily read.

“The more nervous and ‘fidgety’applicant will almost never getthe job. Those who appear atease, comfortable, and relaxed willalways come out on top.”
—Director of bands and music curriculumand member of the interview committeefor a rural school district in Texas
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When you’re responding to a question during an interview, maintain eye contact
with the members of the panel. Don’t focus in on only one of the interviewers,
but look from one to another. Direct eye contact implies honesty and sincerity.
On the other hand, if your eyes are darting around the room as you speak, you
take on a “shifty-eyed” look, which implies dishonesty. And whatever you do,
don’t stare at the ceiling because that will send the message that you’re bored.

Maintain direct eye contact with each panel member who is speaking, as well.
This shows that you’re interested and attentive to what the person is saying.

If you’re one of those people who finds it difficult to look someone straight in the
eye, talk to the person’s eyebrows—no one will ever know the difference.

Facial Expressions
Did you know that your facial expressions can cause physiological reactions in
your body? This was proven in a study by a team of psychologists at Clark
University in Worcester, Massachusetts. If your face is screwed up tight with a
look of anxiety, you’ll feel anxious. Likewise, if you concentrate on relaxing the
muscles in your face, your body will react by relaxing all over. It’s a cause-and-
effect thing, with one feeding off the other.

Other facial expressions to avoid are
frowns, “tight” lips, and squinted eyes;
these all convey distrust or dislike for
what is being said.

The bottom line is that you should
work on keeping your facial expres-
sions pleasant and relaxed, always
ready for a smile when appropriate.
A smile is a wonderful thing. An
honest, sincere smile can convey
enthusiasm, confidence, and control,
even if you feel anything but enthusiastic, confident, or in control of the
situation. It will also go a long way toward masking your nervousness and
insecurities, and will put the interviewer at ease. A smile says, “I like you,”
“I agree with you,” and “I’m happy and comfortable to be here.”

The Handshake
There are three kinds of handshakes: limp, firm, and vice-grip. Obviously, a firm
handshake is what you want to work on.

“Making eye contact is impor-tant. Also, how a personstands or walks can give hintsto possible strengths orweaknesses.”
—Instructional coordinator andmember of the interview committee fora suburban school district in Virginia
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A limp handshake evokes many subtexts, none of them good: disinterest, insecu-
rity, weakness, and nervousness. And the old-fashioned Victorian handshake that
extends only the fingers is the most distasteful of all because it says, “I don’t really
want to touch you because I don’t trust you.”

A bone-crushing handshake, on the other hand, evokes a subtext of aggression
and wanting to take control.

A proper handshake is one in which you extend
your entire hand, grasp the hand of the other
person “skin-to-skin,” give it one firm shake, and
then let go. Be sure to return the same amount of
pressure as you’re given; and don’t hang on too
long, or you’ll give the impression that you’re
“taking over.”

If shaking hands is awkward for you, now is the time to develop a firm, impres-
sive grip. To do this, you’ll need to practice. Your small networking group (see
chapter 6) is a good place to start because all of you are in the same predicament,
and you can all use the practice. If you make it a habit to shake hands with one
another every time you get together, you’ll eventually feel comfortable with it. At
that point you’ll be ready to graduate to the next step, which is to look the person
in the eye and call him or her by name as you shake hands.

Keep practicing until it becomes second nature.

“I can feel the twinkleof his eye in his
handshake.”

—Helen Keller, after beingintroduced to Mark Twain

“I usually look for someone who seemsrelaxed in the shoulders. Constantshifting or crossing and uncrossinglegs can be distracting. I wouldn’t holdit against someone, but if my choicewas between someone who fidgeted alot and someone who at least appearedcollected, it would be no contest.”—8th-grade teacher and member of the hiringcommittee for a suburban district in Illinois
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Posture
As you walk into the interview room, stand straight with your head held high;
this shows that you’re confident and happy to be there. On the other hand, if you
enter the room slowly, with a shuffle and a lowered head, you give just the
opposite impression.

The ideal posture during an interview is to sit up, lean forward with arms open,
make eye contact, and smile, if appropriate. This is known as an “affirmative
posture.” A “negative posture” is one in which the interviewee slouches down in
the chair, head down, arms crossed tightly at the waist, making no eye contact.

If an interviewer leans back as you’re speaking, do the same. This indicates you
might be coming on just a little too strong. But be ready to lean forward again if
you suddenly feel excited or passionate about something that’s being said, or as
soon as the interviewer leans forward and resumes an affirmative posture.

Hand Gestures
Hand gestures have a subtext all their own. Here are some common gestures you
should avoid during a job interview:

● Stroking your chin

● Twisting your ear

● Scratching yourself—anywhere

● Biting your nails

● Cracking your knuckles

● Pushing back your cuticles as you
speak

● Jingling anything (keys, coins, and
so on)

● Unwinding paper clips

● Fidgeting with or tapping a pen or
pencil

● Playing with your rings, bracelet,
earrings, or necklace

● Picking up anything and laying it
back down

● Grooming yourself in any way (for
example, smoothing your clothing
or picking lint off your sleeve)

● Smoothing your hair back

● Rubbing your eye

● Tugging at your collar

● Straightening or smoothing the
knot in your tie

● Placing one hand on the back of
your neck

● Crossing and uncrossing your
fingers

● Fingering your throat

● Leaning back and placing both
hands behind your head

● Clasping and unclasping your
fingers

● Holding your fingers in front of
your mouth

● Wringing your hands
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These gestures are distracting and
annoying, and they send dozens of
different negative messages: nervous-
ness, doubt, distaste, or the indication
that you might be lying. One way to
control your hands, of course, is to
keep them tightly clasped together
throughout the interview, but that
isn’t the best idea either, although it
is a solution in extreme cases. The
best thing is to let your hands fall
naturally on the arms of the chair, or on the table if you’re leaning
forward, or (best of all) hold a pen in one hand, poised over your notepad.

Head Gestures
Head gestures are telling as well. A nod of the head sends a positive subtext: “Yes,
I agree with what you’re saying,” or “I like you.” A shake of the head, on the
other hand, gives the impression that you don’t like the person, or you don’t like
what is being said. Be careful that you don’t nod your head constantly, however,
or you’ll send a senseless subtext. Wait until you agree with something that’s being
said and then nod. The head nod is very effective if used with discretion.

Feet and Leg Gestures
Here are some feet and leg gestures to avoid during an interview:

● Shuffling your feet back and forth

● Shuffling your foot in and out of a shoe

● Tapping a foot

● Swinging a crossed leg back and forth

● Crossing and uncrossing your legs

If you’re sitting at a table during the
interview, feet and leg gestures aren’t
nearly as obvious as your hand and
head gestures. Be aware of them,
however, and try to keep your feet
and legs still.

“What I learn from aninterviewee’s body language iswhether he or she reallyseems interested in theposition or not.”
—Science chair, mentor teacher, andmember of the interview committee for arural school district in NorthernCalifornia

“We look for energy andenthusiasm. Are they smiling?Do they appear to have asense of humor? Are theynervous? Do they wiggle intheir seat?”
—A physics teacher and acting sciencedepartment chair in Western New York
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Voice and Speech
You’ll be doing a lot of talking during your interview, so it’s important that you
have a pleasant, well-modulated voice. When you’re being interviewed for a job,
there’s a natural tendency for your pitch to get higher and higher; so make a
concerted effort to lower your voice to a richly modulated tone. Then raise your
voice off and on to make a point, always returning to the lower pitch. Whatever
you do, don’t speak in a monotone.

Speed of Speech
Nervousness not only causes your
pitch to rise, it causes “fast talk,” too.
The more nervous you are, the faster
you’ll talk. Rushing your words will
reveal insecurity with your answers,
embarrassment, awkwardness, or a
message that you “just want to get
this interview over with as soon as
possible.” Conversely, someone
who speaks slowly conveys con-
fidence, sincerity, and a feeling of
being comfortable with the interview.

Patterns of Speech
Everyone has a certain cadence or pattern to their speech, punctuated with
pauses, which are often effective, or with annoying fillers, which are not. Com-
mon fillers include phrases like, “You know,” “Uhhh,” “I mean,” and clearing of
the throat. Chances are you use fillers when you speak and don’t even realize it.
The only way you’ll know for sure is to listen to yourself on an audio- or video-
tape; you’ll probably be surprised at all the fillers. Try to eliminate them as much
as possible before you start interviewing. Ask your family, friends, and the
members of your networking group to point them out if they sneak in without
you realizing it.

Use the information in this chapter to sharpen your personal appeal. Of course,
you won’t know what needs sharpening until you see yourself as others see you,
and this is where your networking group comes in. Use the videotaped mock
interviews (see chapter 6) to scrutinize your dress, grooming, body language, and
voice patterns. When you’re aware of your flaws, it won’t be difficult to correct
them.

“An interviewee’s body language tellsme how comfortable he is, whatreally excites him, if he is unsure ofhimself. A person who knows whathe’s talking about and is excitedabout it leans forward, smiles more,and makes eye contact.”
—A member of an interview committee foran inner-city school district in Detroit
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“Tell yourself that you arethe best applicant and thengo with confidence to theinterview feeling prepared tobe their next new hire!”
—Science chair, mentor teacher, andmember of the interview committee fora rural district in Northern California

CHAPTER 8

Your Conduct During the
Interview

We could compare the job search to running a 1,500-meter race…four laps
around the track. By the end of the first lap you’ve located the job open-

ings; by the end of lap two you’ve completed the paperwork; and if you survive
the third lap of the race, you’ve made the paper cut and you’re ready for that final
gut-wrenching lap: the interview itself.

If you’re one of eight contestants in the race, your chances of winning the
gold medal depend on one final thing—how you conduct yourself during the
interview.

A Positive Attitude Is the Key
Walk through any bookstore and you’ll see dozens of books on the impact of a
positive attitude, including the ever-popular The Power of Positive Thinking, by
Norman Vincent Peale. Countless motivational speakers have touted the virtues
of a positive attitude for decades. There’s a reason for this: Your attitude is the key
to your success.

Jack Nicklaus in his book Golf My Way
(New York: Simon and Schuster,
1998) even tells us that positive
imaging can improve your golf game.
For example, if you picture your ball
lying 250 yards off the tee, right in
the center of the fairway, it’s much
more likely to happen than if you
scold yourself with negative talk,
such as, “Don’t lift your head” or
“Don’t top the ball.” This kind of
talk, in fact, produces exactly the result you didn’t
want, because it’s the last thought you have before hitting the golf ball.
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So, the key is to have a positive attitude, always expecting the best to happen. But
how can this help you during your job interview? Well, what works in golf also
works in life. If you picture yourself doing well and being chosen to fill the
position, it’s more likely to happen.

Most candidates enter the interview room feeling like they’re going on trial—as if
the interview panel will sit in judgment of how they perform. If there’s a table
between the candidate and the panel—which there usually is—it creates an even
greater barrier. However, the truth of the matter is this:

You are not on trial!

● The table that sits between you is only a perceived barrier.

● The panel wants to help you.

● They want you to sell yourself.

● They want you to be the one they hire.

You see, they’re on your side; it’s not an adversarial situation. They want to find a
terrific teacher to fill the vacancy, and they hope you’re the one.

As you sit in the lobby waiting for your turn to be
interviewed, remember that you must make a great
first impression—there are no second chances.
Think of how you feel sitting in an audience when
an entertainer or comedian steps on stage; it takes
only 10 seconds to know whether or not you like
the person.

It’s the same way with a job interview. You have to make them like you in
the first 10 seconds—no retakes, no do-overs. So visualize yourself doing just
that, and then, as your name is called and you walk into the interview room,
stand straight, hold your head high, shake hands, and smile as you look each
panel member straight in the eye.

Questions You Should Ask
At some point during the interview, you’ll be expected to ask questions of your
own. Often, interviewees take a somewhat defensive role, merely listening and
responding to the questions asked by the panel. Depending on how comfortable
you are, you might not feel like breaking in with a question of your own. Then
again, depending on how things are going, you might feel at ease to ask a ques-
tion at any point.

“Speak from yourheart…your love forchildren will come
through.”

—High school specialeducation teacher in
Wisconsin
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In either case, you definitely want to
have questions prepared beforehand. If
your questions are not answered in the
course of the interview, be sure to ask
them before you conclude. Typically,
toward the end of the interview, the
panel will ask whether you have any
questions. At this point an answer
such as, “No, I think you’ve
answered them all” or “No, I can’t
think of anything” is not going to
look good. They expect you to be curious about
things, and if you’ve thought this out in advance, it will impress them.

Don’t rely on memory for these important questions. Practice asking them out
loud before the day of the interview and then jot them down on a 3 × 5 card and
bring the card with you to the interview. The interview panel will be impressed
that you put some forethought into the interview process.

Before getting into examples of
questions you might want to ask, we
want to caution you on being too
aggressive with your questioning.
Keep in mind that you are the
interviewee. Yes it’s true, you are
interviewing them, too. You want to
find out whether the job is a good
fit. And using your mission
statement as a guide, there are
certain things you must learn
about the position, the school, the
district, and so on. But remember to ask your questions in such a way that you
don’t give the impression you’re “taking over” the interview.

Also, there are certain kinds of questions we recommend avoiding; these we’ll talk
about a little later in this chapter.

Ask Questions That Showcase Your Talents
Back to the questions you’ll want to ask: There’s a little twist that can work for
you just as well as it works for the interview panel. We mentioned in chapter 6
that interviewers’ questions often have underlying purposes. For example, when

“Don’t be afraid to ask ques-tions. Prepare some, even on acard, so that you appear tobe well-prepared.”
—8th-grade teacher and member ofthe hiring committee for asuburban district in Illinois

“Jot down any questionsthat come to mind duringthe interview itself.”
—8th-grade teacher and memberof the hiring committee for asuburban district in Illinois
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they ask, “What are your strengths and weaknesses?” or “Tell us about yourself,”
what they really want to know is, “Why should we hire you?” Well, there’s no
reason your questions can’t have an underlying purpose as well: that is, to show-
case your talents. Here are a few examples of questions you might ask:

● I’ve had some experience working on a school yearbook, and I really
enjoyed working with the students. Do you have a yearbook?

● I’ve always considered myself a team player and feel it’s important and more
productive when staff members can put their heads together. Do the
teachers at this school plan or work on projects together?

● I have experience in choral music and theater production and would like to
be involved in that in some way. Does your school offer any music or drama
for the kids or the community?

The underlying purpose of these questions is to show that you have talents that
can be of benefit to the school and the community. They also demonstrate that
you are an enthusiastic team player, willing to give more time and energy than
any of the other candidates the panel is interviewing.

There are other questions you can ask that might impress the panel. These
questions demonstrate your knowledge, enthusiasm, and interest. When we asked
interview panel members what questions they felt teacher candidates should ask
during an interview, we got these suggestions:

1. In what ways do the parents get involved with the school?

2. What kinds of cross-cultural activities do you offer to the kids and the
community (assuming an ethnic diversity exists)?

3. What new innovations or programs has the school or the district imple-
mented (for your grade level or subject area)?

4. Does the school or district have a general discipline plan (for example,
Canter & Canter, Assertive Discipline)?

5. Does the school or district have a mentor-teacher program?

6. Are the classrooms self-contained or departmentalized?

7. Is there team teaching?

8. Do you offer professional growth opportunities for new teachers?

9. What are the strengths of this school/district?

10. How do administrators offer teacher support if the need arises?

11. How would you characterize school morale?

12. When will you be notifying candidates of your hiring decisions?
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This is not an exhaustive list; it’s meant to suggest some ideas for you to consider.
Some might not seem important or applicable to you, but because they were
suggested by members of hiring panels, we think they should be given some
weight.

Direct Your Questions Appropriately
One great piece of advice came from a school
principal we interviewed, who said that the teacher
candidate should never address a specific member of
the panel. For example, you should never ask, “Ms.
Johnson, what is your district’s policy regarding
bilingual education?”

This is a mistake for several reasons. First,
Ms. Johnson might not know about the policy, or there might not be a
specific policy. Also, Ms. Johnson might not agree with the district’s philosophy
of bilingual education, which could result in a very awkward moment for every-
one. The results of this kind of questioning leave Ms. Johnson looking bad and
feeling embarrassed, which means the candidate scores badly.

If you think a question is legitimate, you should ask it, of course; but direct it to
the entire committee. One word of advice: Always ask sincere questions that are
important to you. If your questions impress the interview committee or give you a
chance to tell them something more about yourself, that’s simply an added bonus.

The important thing to remember is this: You should come prepared with a few
well-thought-out questions; that will impress the interview panel.

Questions to Avoid
Just as important as the questions you ask are those you don’t. There are some
questions you should simply avoid asking. Most of these are fairly obvious. But,
according to our hiring panel contacts throughout the United States, a few words
should be mentioned here about indiscreet, inappropriate questions. Then there
are those questions that are not necessarily indiscreet or inappropriate, but that,
in a subtle way, can put you on thin ice and work against you.

Before we list the questions to avoid, however, let us mention one caveat that
applies to your whole demeanor, including your questions of the hiring panel: the
matter of attitude. If your attitude is perceived as even slightly questionable, it
probably will undo all the positives you’ve worked so hard to develop and com-
municate. We don’t want you to mess up a good thing because of a slip of the
tongue or an indiscretion. So avoid any question that makes your attitude

“Don’t ever ask a directquestion of a certainindividual sitting on thehiring panel. It puts theperson on the spot.”
—California school administratorand member of the hiring panel
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suspect. If there’s something you think you really must ask and you’re unsure how
it will be taken, use your own judgment; but conventional wisdom would say—
“forget it.” Or reword it so that the attitude factor is taken out of the mix. You
get the point.

Sometimes it’s not so much the question itself, but something in the inflection or
tone of your voice or in your body language that might tip your hand in the
minds of the panel and work against you. You get only one shot at this stuff, so
choose your words and your tone carefully.

With that sermonette preached, let’s move on to a list of questions or topics we
think should be avoided. Most of them have come from principals, mentor
teachers, curriculum personnel, and others who sit on hiring panels in their
districts.

The most obvious topics to avoid are at the top of the list:

l. Anything related to salary

2. Benefits (School office personnel, your teacher association representative,
or a teacher handbook can fill you in on this subject.)

3. School hours (This information can be obtained from the school secretary
or by asking other teachers. Most schools have a standard school day: start
at 8:30 or 9 a.m.; dismiss at 3 or 3:30 p.m.)

4. Time off for personal family consideration (Don’t ask the members of
the panel; get a copy of the school’s teacher handbook.)

5. Breakdown of ethnicity of the community (An exception is, of course, if
you’re a bilingual teacher and this information is necessary.)

6. Anything remotely sexist

7. Any question that could be interpreted to mean that you’re not totally
committed to the teaching profession (For example, “Do you expect
your teachers to take work home often?”)

8. Over-stressing concerns regarding discipline (Don’t ask question after
question about discipline-related issues.)

9. Any questions that pertain to the religious, political, or socioeconomic
breakdown of the community (You get into touchy areas here, and the
chances are too great that your questions will be misread. This information
is available through other sources.)

10. Questions regarding the “bargaining unit” (You’re talking to the wrong
folks if you bring up unions or teachers’ associations here.)
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11. Extracurricular responsibilities (Don’t ask anything that might cause the
panel to question your work ethic or attitude.)

12. Prospects of transferring to another grade level or department (Wait
until you’re hired; then pursue this concern at the appropriate time.)

37 Ways to Turn Off an Interview
Committee
We asked every interviewer who took part in our survey 20 or so questions,
including this one: “What is the biggest turn-off during an interview?” Some of
the answers were what we expected to hear, but others were quite surprising. Here
are the answers we got.

1.  Inappropriate Clothing/Dress
Women will never go wrong wearing a nice dress or suit; men should wear slacks
and a sport jacket or a business suit, depending on the school district, always with
a tie. We were shocked at the number of times “unshined shoes” cropped up.
Don’t just dust them off—shine them!

2.  Giving Pat, Canned, or Insincere Answers
Interview committees can read these like a book. We suggest you practice pausing
at least a second or two before responding to any question. This gives the impres-
sion that you are thoughtful, relaxed, and poised. Practice responding to the
sample questions listed in chapter 6 until your answers sound as natural and
unrehearsed as possible. Finally, be honest.

3.  Poor Communication of Ideas
One cause for this is a lack of practice at responding to possible panel questions.
Even if you have thought out a response in advance, you might still be unable to
articulate it clearly. Again, we suggest practice, practice, practice.

4.  Blaming Students for Their Failure to Do Well
It’s hard to imagine that teachers would blame students for their lack of success
when one of their jobs is to motivate students. The school and teacher can and do
make a difference. Don’t be an “elitist-defeatist.”
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5.  Not Knowing When to Close or to Stop Talking
Often, the more you ramble on, the more you paint yourself into a corner. By
rambling on and on, you reveal one of the following:

● You don’t really know the answer, but with enough tries you hope to
stumble upon it.

● You’re unable to express yourself succinctly.

Hiring committees are seldom interested in
soliloquies. They appreciate a brief, concise, well-
articulated response.

6.  Chewing Gum or Smoking
During the Interview
While this is hard to believe, interviewers tell us it does happen.
Gum chewing might be an oversight; ditch your gum before you leave home.
Two thoughts about smoking:

● If you can’t make it through an interview without a smoke, how are you
going to teach for hours at a time?

● If teachers are role models, what example are you setting for students when
you smoke?

7.  An Attitude That Is Too Relaxed and Informal
It’s good to be relaxed, but familiarity can be overdone and work against you. You
don’t want to appear disinterested in the questions or disrespectful to the panel
members.

8.  Answers That Are Too Defensive or Aggressive
Either of these creates an awkward, uncomfortable interview. Interviews are not
meant to be confrontational. Don’t come to the interview with an “attitude.”

9.  Dangling Earrings or Long, Brightly Painted
Fingernails
We found that many interviewers aren’t crazy about either one of these. In one
case, a teacher with long, painted nails was being interviewed for a kindergarten
position. None of the panel members could picture her working with 5- or
6-year-olds, so they hired someone else. As far as earrings go, you might opt
for a pair of conservative gold or silver studs instead.

“Strange how muchyou’ve got to know,before you know howlittle you know.”
—Author unknown
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10.  Being a Know-It-All
Don’t go by the old expression, “If you’ve got it, flaunt it!” Your responses will
reveal your command of the subject matter. Trying to unduly impress the inter-
view committee with boundless knowledge, giving the impression that you’re an
expert on all educational topics, will just turn them off. “Selling yourself ” has its
limits—don’t carry on ad nauseam. The committee can tell the difference between
a phony and the real thing. A little knowledge can be dangerous, so play it safe.

11.  Indications That You Think Your Methods and
Philosophies Are the Only Ones
This is closely related to number 10, and the same advice applies: Watch it, or
you’ll appear arrogant. Don’t insult the panel: They’ve been around much longer
than you have. You must have opinions and some understanding of teaching
methods, but remember: You’re just getting started in this profession.

12.  Lack of Membership in Professional
Organizations
Memberships in professional organizations are very impressive. They show you
have interest, enthusiasm, and professionalism. Most professional organizations
are there to help you; get acquainted with them. (We’ve included a list of such
organizations in the appendix.) Be prepared to drop a few names, if possible. This
is definitely an opportunity to give yourself a leg up; take advantage of it.

13.  Candidates Who Think They Have Finished
Learning Because They’re Out of School
This kind of attitude displays inflexibility. Learning should be a lifelong mission
for everyone—especially those in the teaching profession. This attitude also calls
your work ethic into question.

14.  Bragging; Going Beyond Reasonable Selling
of Yourself; Flaunting Yourself
Again, if you’re good, you don’t have to prove it through arrogance or a haughty
manner. Rest assured, the interview committee knows the difference between
confidence and an overbearing, obnoxious “sales job.”

15.  Badmouthing
Don’t criticize or badmouth another school, district, or person, including a
previous employer. This has never helped anyone get a job—in any profession.
Everything you say might be true, but it doesn’t help your cause. The committee
will simply assume you’ll badmouth their school if they hire you.
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16.  Not Knowing Current Educational Trends,
Methods, and Issues
Being new to the profession, you won’t be expected to know all the new and
current things going on, but you should definitely know the “hottest” ones. Be
prepared to mention the latest educational buzzwords on occasion. A “clueless
look” in response to a question will be a red flag to the committee.

17.  No Knowledge of the School or Community
Do your homework: Know something about the basic demographics of the
school and the community (see chapter 6).

18.  Displaying Stupidity in Questions Asked and
Responses Given
Never ask questions about salary and benefits. And avoid asking questions that
reveal you know nothing at all about the school district or the community. If
you’re asked a question and you know absolutely nothing about the subject, don’t
wing it; it’s better to say you don’t know the answer than to insult the committee
by blowing smoke.

19.  Poor Grammar
Is your grammar adequate? If your best friend won’t tell you, ask someone else—
someone who’ll be completely honest. If colloquial family or regional grammar
problems crop up in your speech, you need to be aware of and correct them. Poor
grammar can be a real handicap.

20.  Poor Personal Hygiene
If that smell wasn’t there before you arrived, and if it disappears when you leave,
you’re in big trouble. Poor personal hygiene is inexcusable. Most people are
offended by it. We can’t imagine a candidate coming to an interview with bad
breath or body odor, yet it happens. Don’t be one of these losers. You’ll never get
that job—count on it.

21.  Lackluster Performance
If a member of the committee checks your vital signs at any time during the
interview, assume you’re not doing well. Be upbeat and positive. A little nervous-
ness is normal, but put that adrenaline to good use. Schools need intelligent,
dynamic teachers. Present that image.
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22.  Negative Body Language
As we discussed in chapter 7, negative body language can include everything from
a closed position to poor eye contact, slouching, a defensive posture, or a scowl.
Sit in a relaxed, comfortable fashion. Make eye contact with the person asking the
question; then make eye contact with the rest of the members of the panel as you
answer the question. Be pleasant and sincere.

23.  Being Unprepared
In addition to being prepared to answer the panel’s questions, bring your portfo-
lio to the interview, along with 3 × 5 cards that have questions to ask at the end
of the interview. Also bring a pen and note paper, preferably affixed inside a
manila folder. And plan to arrive at least 10 minutes early for your interview.

24.  No Questions for the Interview Panel
If you’re really interested in working at a particular school, you should have some
specific, intelligent questions to ask about that school. Your questions will show
the panel that you’re interested in knowing more and will give them a chance to
brag a little—definitely good PR.

25.  Negativity by the Candidate
Interview panels do not enjoy interviewing negative candidates, and negative
candidates almost never get the jobs. Schools are looking for positive, upbeat
teachers. Avoid negativity.

26.  Body Piercing
If you normally wear a ring or a stud in your tongue, lip, nose, or eyebrow, you
might want to remove it before an interview. Although this is a fashionable trend
and you’re certainly entitled to pierce your body if you want to, you should be
aware that, at least in our survey, body piercing is often a major turn-off to
interviewers.

27.  Inflexibility
Because teachers work in an environment with so many variables, they must be
flexible. Schedules change, interruptions happen, equipment fails, employees
don’t show, children get sick—the list is endless. If you appear to be a team player
who isn’t easily flustered, you’ll have a much better chance of being hired.
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28.  Lack of Self-Confidence
It’s natural to feel apprehensive and a little short on confidence in a stressful,
unfamiliar setting; and interviews certainly fall into that category. To overcome
this, we suggest you come to the interview as prepared as possible. Spend time in
advance rehearsing your responses to questions you might be asked, and practice
role-playing a few mock interviews (see chapter 6). These exercises will help you
feel more confident during the interview.

If your self-confidence is still a little shaky when you arrive for the interview, you
can usually give the impression of confidence by replacing your anxious frown
with a sincere smile.

29.  Tardiness
To land a job, you need every advantage—and the last time we checked, tardiness
wasn’t one of them. First impressions are lasting impressions; being late makes a
bad first impression.

We suggest that you arrive early enough to visit the restroom and check your
appearance. (You never know—you might have a piece of spinach hanging from a
tooth, smudged eye shadow, or something unbuttoned.) Remember, tardiness is a
form of rudeness. Don’t be rude.

30.  Playing Politics
Members of an interview committee act collectively. Even if you know a member
of the committee—or you know someone who knows someone who knows
someone on the committee—you must not skirt the process by trying to influ-
ence an individual panel member. This puts that person in an awkward position
and might well backfire on you. Go through the process like everyone else and
avoid the temptation to make political contacts to better your cause.

31.  Haughty, Arrogant, or Superior Manner
To mask insecurity, some people act haughty, arrogant, or superior; others are
haughty, arrogant, and think they’re superior. Whichever the case, such behavior
will count as a strike against you. You need to be a bit humble in this situation,
even though you are trying to sell yourself. Remember: You don’t have a job—
they do.
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32.  More Interest in the Compensation Package
Than the Kids
Unless the interview committee brings it up, never ask about salary or fringe
benefits. These are public knowledge and readily available by other means.

33.  “Not My Job” Syndrome
You’re interviewing for a position that has certain expectations. If you make it a
point to tell the committee which duties you would rather not perform, they’ll be
relieved to hear about them—so that they can hire someone else. Hiring panels
are looking for workers, not shirkers.

34.  Telling the Committee What You Think They
Want to Hear
If you’re so desperate for a job that your answers reflect only what you think they
want to hear, rather than what you really feel, you might end up with a job you’re
unhappy with; and the district ends up with an employee they wish they hadn’t
hired.

35.  Not Sticking to the Subject
When answering questions, be concise; resist the temptation to impress the panel
with your wealth of college knowledge. Stick to the subject and don’t say any-
thing that doesn’t improve upon the silence.

36.  Lack of Passion for Kids and Teaching
Teaching is not just a job—it’s a way of life. When you talk to the interview
committee, they should see someone who’s excited about the profession. Your
body language should show it; your words should tell it; your eyes should flash it.
Good teachers are usually good performers, too. Show some passion!

37.  Poor Social Skills
Review the “don’ts” from chapter 7, including poor eye contact, “dressing down,”
and covering your mouth as you speak. Work on a firm, steady handshake.
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At the End of the Interview
In this chapter we’ve given you lots of “do’s” and “don’ts.” Be aware of the latter,
but don’t dwell on them. Emphasize instead the “do’s” and remember: You’re a
strong candidate or you wouldn’t have made it this far.

If you run this final lap in style—if your attitude is great, your questions appro-
priate, and your responses impressive and tactful, you’re sure to win the race.

Finally, at the conclusion of your interview, stand, smile, thank the panel for the
opportunity to interview, and walk confidently from the room with visions of the
gold medal that will surely be yours when the race results are posted.

You might think you’re done now, but you’re not. You still need to follow up
after the interview to help clinch the job. See chapter 9 for hints on doing this
effectively.
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