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What About Telephone Interviews?

Telephone interviews can be especially anxiety-inducing, because of the potential for getting a
"surprise call" at exactly the worst possible time, and because of the nature of telephone interaction
itself (it's hard to get clear feedback as to how you are doing compared to a face-to-face interview,
it's harder to listen on the phone than in person, and it's harder to really show who you are on
the phone).

Some of the literature suggests that the employer's perspective in a phone interview is one of
"Who do we cut?" -- that is, the employer is trying to reduce the number of people to give face-
to-face interviews and that their perspective is much more one of trying to eliminate people
quickly than of trying to figure out if you would be a good fit for the job.  In the language profession,
this probably is not the case.  Employers do, of course, need to figure out who the best interview
candidates would be (they may be paying for airfare, lodging, etc. for the best 3 candidates,
especially if it's an important tenure-track position), so they don't want to spend a lot of money
on someone who has no chance of fitting into their program.  Nevertheless, in most cases,
programs will approach it from the perspective of "Who do we really want to hire?", not "Who
do we want to eliminate?"  Think of it as an information-gathering interview, where the em-
ployer wants to find out as much as possible about you and how you would fit their program,
as well as how you would get along with their other faculty.  This kind of interview may even
be after an initial interview, when they've narrowed it down to you and one or two others, and
they're trying to figure out who is the very best.

What you need to do remains largely the same for a face-to-face interview -- focus on how you
fit the employer's needs, wants, and anxieties -- but there are a few additional things to keep in
mind for the phone interview.

1. HOW TO PREPARE
a.  Make an appointment, if possible.  Try to avoid the "surprise call" type of situation.
    If there is any possible way to do it, request that the phone interview be at a mutually
    convenient time, so you can be fully prepared.
b. What will you need to have at your fingertips?  At a minimum, you should
    have their job announcement, your CV and cover letter, a note pad and a few pens or
    pencils so you can make notes if need be.  You may also want to have several carefully
    selected teacher-portfolio items (lesson plans, etc.) handy to refer to if need be.
c.  Make yourself as comfortable as possible, whether that's at a desk with
    everything carefully laid out in front of you, or in a favorite chair, or standing, or
    whatever.  Being comfortable can help to reduce the anxiety that is inherent in a
    phone interview.



© 2002 by the Second Language Teaching & Curriculum Center (TiPPS) 2

d. Get rid of distractions.  If you have roommates, or family, make sure they won't
     be around, playing music or watching TV, asking you where you put the salt, or tugging
     at your legs asking you to play.  It's hard enough to listen to the interviewer(s) on the
     phone without distractions.  If it's a surprise call, ask to call them back in five minutes,
     or whenever would be a time that you would be free and able to focus completely on
    the interview (and then get rid of those distractions).
e.  Do a quick review, to remind yourself of what you have to offer, of what their
     needs appear to be, and to feel confident that you are ready to talk with them.

2. OTHER TIPS
a.  Appearance is still important!  The interviewers cannot see how you're dressed,
     what your facial expressions, gestures, and body language are, but they can make
     assumptions based on how you sound.  You want to sound professional, confident,
     cooperative, friendly, and enthusiastic.  Some people like to wear "interview clothes"
     when they do a phone interview, because it helps put them in the right frame of mind,
     which can help them to come across professional and enthusiastic.  Some try to
     remember to smile, too  -- when you're really smiling, something in your voice reflects
     it, and that's something that interviewers will pick up on.
b.  Speak clearly and succinctly about your past experiences and accomplishments,
     and how they relate to the program and the position you're interviewing for.  Don't be
     too brief, but also, since long phone calls can get expensive, don't give overly long "life
     story" types of answers.
c.  Listen carefully!  Remember that you don't have the benefit of seeing the inter
    viewer, so you have to rely on your listening skills more.  If you need clarification,
     please ask for it.
d.  Keep your answers positive and focused on the employer and how you can fit
     in with them.
e.  The interviewer probably is anxious, too.  Remember that phone interviews
    are probably almost as anxiety-ridden for the interviewers as they are for you.  The
    interviewers have to deal with the same constraints inherent in telephone interviews,
    and they are under pressure to make the right decision.  With this in mind, concentrate
    less on any feelings of anxiety you may have and think of how you can put them at
    ease -- again, the best way to do this is to be your real self and focus on how you would
    be a good fit in their program.


