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Every year job candidates and search committees gather to participate in a crucial stage of the 
hiring process: the convention interview. These brief meetings allow committees and candidates 
to learn more about each other’s needs, styles, and ambitions. Although the format of the 
convention interview has by now become remarkably standardized—generally, the interviews 
last about thirty minutes in which candidates are asked questions about their research and 
teaching and are offered a chance to ask questions of their own--this process is a relatively recent 
innovation.  A generation ago, the Old Boy system predominated: jobs were frequently filled 
through private networks without ever being publicly advertised.  Civil rights activists and 
feminists objected to this system and the result was a more professional placement system 
intended to be more open, inclusive, and democratic.  With jobs publicly advertised, search 
committees faced the challenge of sifting through dozens of applications.  Interviews at the 
annual convention provide an efficient, professional forum for relatively large numbers of 
meetings between committees and candidates: often committees interview a dozen or more 
candidates in a few days.   
 
Although this system was designed to make the hiring process more fair and more inclusive, it is 
not always easy.  For everyone involved, the process is often exhausting.  The process is also 
frequently intimidating.  Candidates come face to face with distinguished colleagues and rub 
shoulders with other candidates.  Senior colleagues wonder how their careers might have turned 
out if they had faced the challenges of this new, competitive process.  These are some of 
inevitable costs of a more fair and open placement system.  Too often, however, candidates 
arrive at the convention unsure about how to present themselves and leave frustrated with their 
own performances.  This is unfortunate, because everyone involved wants each interview to be 
successful.1  Candidates want to present their qualifications effectively; committees want to 
leave the convention with the strongest possible roster of candidates for further consideration.  
Fortunately, there is a good deal candidates can do ahead of time to prepare themselves to 
communicate effectively and dynamically.  For many, advance preparation helps them feel less 
anxious and more in control of their performances. And this can help both candidates and 
committees engage in more honest, revealing, and productive exchanges. 
 
Here, we’ll try to suggest a few practical strategies that we hope can help candidates prepare 
themselves to give more effective, dynamic interviews.  
 
As an interviewee, your basic challenge is to communicate effectively. To do so, you need to  

                                         
1  A very useful analysis of the process of interviewing is Linda Gordon, “Successful 

Interviewing,” Perspectives, November 1989. 
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1) discover how the committee is thinking about the position and what they are looking for in 
candidates 
2) anticipate how they’ll evaluate your qualifications; and  
3) learn how to present your qualifications so that the committee can understand and appreciate 
them.  
 
Preparing Early  
 
Since you’re an historian, it may seem obvious to begin with some research. If you research well, 
you will know a good deal about what the interview committee is looking for. This knowledge 
will help you evaluate whether you really want the position, raise questions for further inquiry, 
and help you explain how your qualifications and interests may meet their needs. 
 
Presumably, you read the job advertisement carefully and learned a bit about the institution 
before you wrote your cover letter—so you knew what field they were looking for and whether 
theirs is a department primarily focused on teaching or research, etc.  But your research begins in 
earnest when a representative from the school calls to arrange an interview.  
 
Your impulse may be to set up an appointment as quickly as possible and hang up.  Don’t.  Seize 
this opportunity to solicit further information from the chair of the search committee. While you 
are still on the line with the chair, ask if she has time to answer a question or two.  Very likely, 
she’ll say yes.  You will want to determine basic information about the interview: who will be 
present, how long will it last, where it will take place.  You should find out if there are particular 
questions you should be prepared to discuss with them.  All of this is basic information that the 
search committee should provide to all candidates at this point—it is only fair to give all 
candidates the same information and informing candidates about what to expect from the 
interview will make the exchange more useful for all parties involved.  Committee 
representatives ought to share such information--but if they forget, you need to ask for it. 
 
Even after the basic questions of who, where and how long have been answered, you may find it 
useful to press on and solicit more information about how the committee is thinking about the 
advertised position.  Sometimes a position advertised is very open (“seeking an historian of 
modern America”) or includes unusual options (“seeking an historian of women in 20th-Century 
Europe or politics in colonial Africa”).  In that case, it might be revealing to ask how the 
department decided to cast the net that way.  In any case, it is often helpful to ask a very general 
question about the role the advertised position will fill in the department.  Chairs always have an 
answer.  They’ve spent months repeating this answer to colleagues and administrators to justify 
the job search. Their response can reveal much about the department’s previous experiences and 
future ambitions.  (Perhaps we should emphasize that we are talking here about open dialogue 
with representatives of search committees, not gossip pursued through back channels; in our 
experience, such gossip is almost always distracting, inaccurate, or harmful in other ways.  So 
resist that temptation!)  When speaking with representatives of the search committee, listen 
carefully.  Take notes. 
 
After this foray into oral history, turn to written sources for some basic facts.  What kinds of 
students attend the school?  How big is it?  What kind of town is it located in? Look for answers 



Interviewing Strategies    Draft: 27 July 2005        3 

in commercial college-guidebooks designed for high school students.  They often also give you 
insight into recent accomplishments and controversies.  Another important resource is the 
American Association of University Professor’s list of institutions censured for patterns of 
discriminatory hiring or promotion practices. 2 
 
You also want to know about the History Department specifically: How big is the department?  
What is the structure of the undergraduate major?  Do they have a graduate program and what 
degrees does it offer? Look for answers in course catalogues, the AHA Guide to History 
Departments, or on the World Wide Web. Also, check out the publications of members of the 
search committee, department chair, or faculty in your field.  What kind of work do they do? Do 
you share common interests?  Write down what you learn. Keep a file for each school. 
 
Anticipating what they’ll ask 
 
Once you know something about the school, you’ll want to know what they’ll ask. Fortunately, 
the convention interview tends to be extremely conventional. Three basic questions form the 
backbone of almost every interview. 
 1. Tell us about your dissertation/current project? 
 2. Tell us about teaching?  

3. Do you have any questions?   
Naturally, there are variations on the three basic questions and all sorts of follow-ups. A good set 
of examples is available on the World Wide Web.3  
 
We believe that the crucial first step in interview preparation is to do what you can to anticipate 
the specific questions you are likely to face.   And then work on figuring out how to answer 
them. 
  
Departments often feel that it is enough for them to organize mock interviews with faculty panels 
close to the time of the actual convention.  Such trial by fire can help in some circumstances—
for instance, if a candidate starts out with strong skills and self-confidence.  But, generally, we 
believe departments should begin earlier and do more to inform candidates what to expect from 
the various phases of the job market, help them develop basic skills, and prepare them for 
specific interviews.  
 
Fortunately, we also believe that candidates don’t have to rely on their departments: some of the 
most valuable interview prep can be done alone or with peers.  We advise all candidates to begin 
by compiling a list of questions then can reasonably anticipate—including both the Three Basic 
Questions identified above and more specific questions related to their research interests and 
teaching experiences.  Then, we suggest that candidates write out or outline scripts of possible 
responses.  This is what talking heads on radio and television do to prepare for interviews—and 

                                         
2  The American Association of University Professors’s list of currently censured 

administrations can be found on their website: http://www.aaup.org/Com-
a/censurealpha.htm 

3  Mary Corbin Sies, “Academic Job Interview Questions,” at 
http://otal.umd.edu/~sies/jobquess.html  
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they do it because it calms their nerves, helps keep them from being thrown off guard, and 
improves their ability to frame responses cogently. 
 
In addition, working with a partner who is also going through convention interviews can be a 
huge help in rehearsing for the actual interview. Don't worry if your partner is from a different 
field: most of your interview committee is likely to be from outside your field.  Practice 
answering questions for a while, then switch positions and pitch questions for a while. Reversing 
roles is revealing. You get to feel what it’s like to ask questions and listen to answers. This 
experience will convince you that not all answers are created equal.  
 
So why are some answers better than others are? 
 
Making answers stronger 
 
To communicate effectively in interviews, target what you’re saying to your listeners and 
respond dynamically. Many candidates assume that the point of interviews is to show how smart 
they are. In reality, a committee wouldn’t have asked you to interview if they hadn’t already 
found your credentials impressive and your written work interesting. The convention interview is 
more like a ritual of courtship. An interview does not simply establish qualifications and assets. 
It helps each party explore complicated emotions, try out interactive relationships, and learn 
more about what kind of role you might play if you were to join their department. 
 
For these reasons, effective answers honor three basic principles. 
 
1. Keep it short. 
 
All answers should be short, short, short.  Why? Because long answers are boring. They also 
don’t take advantage of the special opportunities that the live interview presents. Imagine you’ve 
asked your friend about his thesis and he’s now in his seventh sentence of explanation.  Are you 
still really listening?  No. Either you’ve zoned out or you’ve thought of some intriguing 
questions you want to ask.  If your friend doesn’t stop soon, you will feel either bored or 
frustrated. Don’t let interviewers feel that way.  Instead, keep it short so the committee members 
can remain engaged—and have time to ask their questions.  During your practice interviews, 
have your colleague time your answers so you develop your own internal clock.  If you are 
nervous, the tendency might be to talk longer.  But if you have practiced, you'll do better.   
 
The best reason to be short is to listen to the questions. If you keep your answers short and allow 
interviewers to ask more questions, you will quickly discover what aspects of your project they 
find most interesting--or what concerns they might have.  That gives you the opportunity to 
address what matters most to them.  And then you'll have a good interesting conversation with 
engaged colleagues.   
 
So what is short?  Five sentences--or one minute—is a good target. 
 
2.  Organize your thoughts  
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Begin strong with a topic sentence and structure your answers logically. A clear order helps your 
audience follow your train of thought. It also emphasizes your poise and coherence.  
 
The simplest way to organize answers is with a numbered list: “I consider two major questions in 
this project.  First, … Second, ….”  Another approach is to think in narrative terms.  “I got 
interested in the project because … then I encountered … and decided ….”  The format of a 
mini-story about your intellectual development can add personal interest and keep the 
interviewers’ attention focused on the crucial point.   
 
Before responding to a question, you might want to pause for a moment to reflect. Or begin your 
response with a moderate, indirect compliment, like “I’m glad you asked that ….”  As your 
mouth delivers the compliment, your mind has a few seconds to plan an organized response. In 
addition, committee members spend a good deal of energy thinking up what to ask candidates. 
Appreciating that fact reveals that you are courteous and collegial.  However, you don’t want to 
over-do it or appear condescending, so you might want to avoid judgments (like “Good 
question!”) and say something more like, “Yes, you’re right: that’s an issue that I really 
struggled with ….” 
 
3.  Emphasize your goals. 
 
Whenever possible, explain why you made the professional choices you’ve made. What you’ve 
done in your research or in teaching may be relevant, but much more interesting and important is 
why. How you define your goals and alternatives provide a much better sense of your qualities of 
mind and future potential. Strategic answers might begin: “I decided to focus on … because I 
wanted to …,” or “I taught this course this way in order to ….”  
 
Emphasizing goals can redeem even disastrous experiences. “In this case, I was trying to 
accomplish … and I went about it this way …  The result was not so good so in the future my 
strategy would be ….” Even if you didn’t succeed in the past, you can show that you had good 
intentions, are flexible, and will continue to strive for excellence. 
 
Mastering the basic questions 
 
In practice, how do these principles help you answer questions? Let’s return to the three basic 
questions and outline some strategies. 
 
Question 1: Tell us about your dissertation.    
 
First, you need to briefly tell them what your dissertation is about--the subject matter, approach, 
and argument. Even if they did read your file carefully, they won’t remember your project 
clearly.  So, the most important function of this response is simply to remind them who you are, 
what you’re working on, and why they thought you were interesting enough to interview in the 
first place.  Indeed, your answer here may well be very similar to the paragraph on research that 
one would find in a well-composed application letter.  Like a cover letter, this response needs to 
very briefly give non-specialists in your field a clear sense of what your topic is, what significant 
problem you’re grappling with, and what approach you’re taking.  The answer must also contain 
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a clear why-you-should-care statement.  Use a phrase like “I argue.”  (To be clear: by “briefly” 
we suggest no more than two minutes—consider the fact that this paragraph takes less than one 
minute to read aloud.) 
 
The interviewers will follow up with questions about the aspects of your research they find 
interesting.  Organize your answers in terms of the choices you’ve made and the strategies 
you’ve employed. Be prepared with brief examples, cases, and stories that are both interesting 
and revealing of what is distinctive about your work.  Always be open to links between your 
topic and other fields of study, since few interviewers will be experts in your field.  
 
When talking about research goals, explain how your topic contributes broadly to your field. 
Both claim your own ideas as your own and show self-awareness of your place in a broader 
historical discourse. Be careful, though, to keep historiographical discussions short. Let the 
interviewers reveal their level of interest with follow-up questions.  
 
Question 2: Tell us about teaching.   
 
Here you benefit from having learned more about what they need.  Let them know you’ve looked 
at their offerings on line or in their catalogue. It shows you’ve prepared for the interview in a 
businesslike manner. 
 
One strategy is to make a general statement about how you can reinforce and complement their 
offerings, and then turn the question back on them and ask more about what they see as your role 
in the department.   
 
As the discussion develops, you will want to focus on teaching experiences you’ve had (as a 
student or instructor) and how these helped you develop your own teaching style. Emphasize the 
practical demands of teaching in goal-oriented terms:  “If the class had over a hundred students, I 
would ….”  When discussing individual courses, point out your strategic priorities: “In the 
survey, I would emphasize the theme . . . in order to . . .”  
 
Question 3: Do you have any questions? 
 
Resist the temptation to say no and bolt. You might think, “I know this is a great job, what else 
do I need to know?” But even if you think you have heard enough, ask something. Your 
interviewers need you to question them. Your questions will remind them that you are a potential 
colleague, that you are mature enough to envision yourself as an actual colleague, and that you 
have it in your power to decline the job if offered.  
 
The best questions show insight into the nature of the institution and its special advantages and 
challenges. Some basic questions can be adapted to pretty much any school:  “How do you 
balance the requirements of teaching and research?”  “How does the school’s mission affect the 
teaching of history?” Other questions can draw on research you’ve done.  If they have a new 
president, budget crisis, or religious mission, ask for their thoughts and personal experiences. 
 
If you go into an interview with a repertoire of potential questions in mind, you can figure out 
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which ones will work best by paying attention to things they say that seem unexpected, unusual, 
or unnecessary. For example, if they let it slip that locals call their university the state “zoo,” ask 
them how they feel about that reputation. Your goal is to communicate with them, so if they give 
you clues about their concerns, take heed. 
 
Sailing through troubled water 
 
1. If you begin to feel defensive, think, “you’re right.” 
 
Sometimes interviewers will ask you questions that make you feel defensive. Your impulse may 
be to evade the question, blame others, or affect an attitude of mastery.  Don’t.  Defensive 
behavior implies that you are insecure, narrow-minded, and prideful.  Fortunately, nothing is 
more disarming than candid agreement.  
 
When you get an aggressive or off-the-wall question, don’t answer until you can begin with the 
words “you’re right.”4  Find some point of agreement. Sometimes you can just express respect 
for the concern and stop right there.  In other cases, you’ll want to elaborate by showing that you 
understand the problem, that you’ve thought about how to fix it, and that solving it has helped 
you become a better historian.  Remember, sometimes, interviewers ask such questions just to 
see how poised you will be in responding.   
 
Unfortunately, off-the-wall questions can also come from interviewers who find themselves too 
disorganized or too tired to come up with cogent lines of inquiry.  Of course, interviewers have a 
professional responsibility to prepare and plan adequately to avoid such situations. It may help to 
remember that such behavior it is almost never personal; so don’t take it as a sign that the 
committee is uninterested in you.  Remember that while it is hard to be the interviewee, it is also 
hard to be the interviewer!  In any case, you will want to respond tactfully—and with some 
specific information or thought that they can follow up on.  
 
Always be honest, but positive. Your goal is to show yourself secure enough to engage in 
academic give and take. 
 
2.  If you really don’t want to answer the question, don’t.  
 
Interviewers can ask you questions that seem awkward, inappropriate, or downright 
unprofessional. Both when we've been on the job market and when we've been interviewing for 
our own institutions, we’ve been shocked by how frequently search committees seek to discover 
information about candidates' religious affiliation, sexuality, marital status, parental plans, etc. 
Such lines of inquiry are in many cases illegal (state laws vary), and in other cases violate 
standards set by the AHA and other professional associations.  In any case, such questions are 

                                         
4  This strategy is one of the many useful ideas adapted from a popular manual of cognitive 

behavior psychology: David Burns, The Feeling Good Handbook, Rev. ed. (New York, 
1999), particularly chapters 16, “How to Give a Dynamic Interview When You’re Scared 
Stiff,” and chapter 19, “Five Secrets of Intimate Communication.”  This book is an excellent 
resource for job candidates preparing for convention interviews and campus visits. 
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irrelevant to your qualifications for the job.  You don’t have to answer them. You have several 
options. 
 
One option is to paraphrase the question to let them hear what it sounds like.  They may 
recognize the problem and take the opportunity to change the subject. 
 
Another option is to decline to respond. Say you don’t feel comfortable addressing that topic at 
the moment; suggest another topic you would like to discuss. One example: They ask you what 
your partner does for a living. You don’t have to answer such unprofessional questions.  Instead, 
explain that you’d like to postpone discussions about the logistics of accepting the job, and that 
right now you’d like to hear more about the job so you can see whether you’ll be able to make a 
contribution.  
 
Of course, there is another option--which is to answer the question.  Indeed, some candidates 
volunteer information that a committee could not appropriately solicit when they think that it will 
be well received.  Here, we advise caution: such inappropriate disclosures can backfire and they 
call your professionalism into question. 
 
3.  If you don’t understand the question or its implications, bounce it back. 
 
Sometimes a question seems pointless or just plain incomprehensible.  Answering the question at 
this stage would be reckless: you simply don’t have the information to respond meaningfully.  So 
ask for it.  When in doubt, paraphrase the question first so the interviewer can confirm or clarify 
it.  Say, “So, you’re basically asking ….”  When you sense that the questioner has an ulterior 
motive, try to flush that out.  For example, say: “Could you tell me what makes you ask that?” 
This can elicit responses like: “Well, this small point seems important to me because it raises the 
broader issue of ….”  Now you’re ready to respond.   
 
Parting words 
 
O.K., you have made it through the interview.  One of the interviewers has graciously announced 
that they are out of time and has explained the schedule for the next stage of their search. Again, 
you may have the urge to stand up, shake hands, and leave.  Don’t worry: now you can and 
indeed should.   
 
As you get up to leave, you may want to hand them a “party favor.” Something new, something 
they haven’t seen, something that will remind them of you. A teaching portfolio, an appropriate 
syllabus, or a published article can highlight your strengths or redress your weaknesses.  For 
instance, if you have little experience in the classroom, you might prepare a syllabus to 
emphasize your ability to succeed as a teacher.  Let the party favor symbolize whatever you want 
to be remembered for.   
 
Once the door closes, you may feel like taking stock.  What did you do well?  What could be 
improved next time?  Or you may begin to fret about whether there will be a next time.  Will 
they call you back for a campus visit?  If they do, you’re already well prepared: everything 
you’ve done before and at the convention will help you on campus.  



Interviewing Strategies    Draft: 27 July 2005        9 

 
In any case, right now, you can pat yourself on the back.  The next move may be theirs.  But for 
now, you’ve done your job. 
 
Speaking of doing your job: soon enough you will very likely find that one responsibility of your 
new position is serving on search committees.  When you step up to this role, we hope that you’ll 
think back to your own experiences on the job market.  We hope you’ll remember the important 
obligations you have not only to your department but also to the profession and to the candidates.  
And, in that spirit, we hope that you’ll do what you can to make the process more fair, more 
professional, and more humane.  
 


