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Regardless of how thoroughly you prepare for an interview, how much you want the position and how perfect you know you would be in the role, occasionally the interview will not go well and further consideration of your candidacy will not be forthcoming.  It is a hard reality, but it does not have to be an unproductive experience.  In fact, you may learn more from an interview that did not go well than one in which everything seemed to fall in place.

Obviously, there are many potential reasons why interviews may or may not go well.  Some of the factors you can control.  Other elements you will not be able to influence..  In fact, some factors that play a role in determining the success or failure of an interview may have nothing to do with you.

For example, it may be that you remind board members of someone with whom they had a bad experience.  Or, you may have chosen language that has been used by others in negative and unhelpful ways.  Occasionally, boards and other interview teams develop a mood during interviews that are almost impossible for candidates to overcome.  These are factors over which you have no control.  Attempting to understand or dissect them will not only be unproductive, they can leave your confidence shaken and your next interview tentative and unconvincing.  If you suspect that one or more of these factors are involved, let the experience go and put it behind you.

There will be other interviews and other opportunities to avoid repetition of the error.  The best course of action is to figure out the cause and identify what you have learned from the experience.   Let’s explore some common interviewing missteps and what you can do to avoid them.

Failing to answer the question

One of the most common interviewing missteps is failing to answer the question asked.  It may be that you initially misunderstood the intent of the questions, rambled in your response or failed to be specific enough to make your point.  If any of these response errors were at play, consider these strategies.  

Misunderstanding 

Resist formulating your answer until you completely hear the question and understand its meaning. Asking for the question to be repeated is fine as long as it does not become a habit. Even if your answer comes a little slower, you will be better off than providing an answer that makes it appear that you were not listening. Trust yourself to be able to formulate a response once you know the question. 

Rambling 

If a rambling response or failure to make your point was the problem, practice with a trusted colleague formulating and presenting answers with focus and purpose.  Think, “What is the key point I want to make?” and state it first.  You can follow with details in support of your response.  Next consider providing a brief example or short story to support your key point.  This step makes your point more memorable and can offer an insight into you as a person.   

Nervousness and nervous habits

Another common interviewing misstep is to allow nervousness and nervous habits to interfere with your ability to think clearly and provide a clear picture of what you have to offer. Like most skills, good practice can build the confidence and behaviors necessary to overcome evidence of nervousness.  In addition, when preparing for interviews, take time to review your professional portfolio if you have one.  Spend some time recalling your professional successes, when you have been most proud of and satisfied with your work and the difference you made.  Also, reflect on experiences that seem to typify your work, relationships and contributions.  Bringing this information to mind in close time proximity to the interview can build confidence and give you easier access to the information to support your answers, even when the pressure is on.

Making assumptions about what the board wants 

Still another interviewing challenge is falling into the trap of thinking you know what the board wants and trying to prove you are the person.  Certainly, your research should include collection of information regarding current challenges facing the board and organization, a general profile of the organization and recent events of significance.  If a search profile is available, become familiar with its contents.  However, resist making too many assumptions about what is needed and sought by the board. Assuming that what has been written is all there is to know can be a mistake.  Current challenges may look different to board members than they look to you. Equally important, resist attempting to present yourself as someone you are not based on these assumptions.  Often school boards discover what they really want during the interview process because they see it in a candidate. The secret to avoiding this trap is collecting all of the information you can, but realize that what you know is at best part of the picture and then be yourself.  

If you do have an unsuccessful interview, don’t despair.  Your reflection on the interview can give you clues or outright insights regarding what you did wrong.  Resist the temptation to “beat yourself up.” and learn what you can so the avoidance of those things, as well as the points above, will lead to your future success

