ENTRY POINT! Guide to Telephone Interviews for Internships

Developed by the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) and funded by IBM Global Workforce Diversity, this guide is designed to help students prepare for a telephone interview for internships and/or co-ops.  It is based on the experiences of AAAS Entry Point student interns and IBM managers and should prove helpful for anyone participating in a telephone interview.  This guide is not intended to replace the advice you may receive from a Career or Disability Student Services counselor, but rather, should be used as an additional resource.
I. Introduction

When you apply for a full-time position, you may or may not be called for an interview.  If you are interviewed, it would likely be face-to-face, for an hour or even all day.  When you apply for a summer internship, however, the employer may request a telephone interview.

This “Entry Point! Guide to Telephone Interviews for Internships” is composed of six sections:

I. Introduction
II. Interview Preparation
· Research
· Traditional Interviews
· Behavioral Interviews
· Other Types of Interviews
· Skills and Abilities
· Questions
III. Scheduling the Interview
· Checklist
· Accommodations
IV. The Phone Interview
V. After the Interview
VI. Disclosure
VII. Conclusion
Appendix A – Common Interview Questions
Appendix B – Sample Thank-you Letter
II. Interview Preparation

There are four key steps in preparing for a telephone interview:
A.  Research the company or agency;

B.  Know what employers are looking for;
C.  Anticipate interview questions and prepare answers; and
D.  Prepare questions you have about the company and internship.

For anyone who may need an accommodation during a phone interview, see Section III –“Scheduling the Interview.”

A.  Research the Company or Agency

Spend some time finding out about the company or agency, and the skills they are seeking for the internship.  This will help you project interest and enthusiasm to the interviewer; and it will help you develop relevant questions to ask during the interview.  There are several sources you can use:

· Look at the company or agency website.  It is probably the best source of information about the organization, culture, products, services, and geographic locations.

· Check the Career Services Office (CSO) on your campus for recruitment brochures and other information.
· Talk to current or past employees or interns, if you know them.  They can be a valuable resource into the day to day experience of working for the company.  Make sure to use good judgment in determining how accurate and relevant the information is.

· USAJOBS (www.usajobs.gov) is a great resource for information about most federal agencies.  Search for position vacancies related to your major, review the detailed information for the types of tasks involved and expectations for that type of work.  Use this information to anticipate the types of specific questions you might be asked during the interview.  See “Other Types of Phone Interviews” below for more information.

B.  What Are Employers Looking For?

It is important to know the knowledge, skills, and abilities that are highly desired in interns.  They include:

· Adaptability; Flexibility

· Communication

· Creative Problem Solving

· Drive to Achieve

· Passion and Enthusiasm

· Taking Ownership

· Teamwork and Collaboration

· Working with Diverse Groups

· Trustworthiness

· Interest in Company or Agency

· Leadership

· Handling Conflict

· Initiative

· Time Management Skills

· Handling Pressure 

Many of these skills and abilities come from previous work experience.  If you do not have a work history, you can use other experiences and projects during the interview.  Some possibilities include:

· Class Projects and Assignments

· Team Sports

· Volunteering or Community Service

· Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, etc.

· Fraternity/Sorority Organizations

· Religious Youth Groups

· Student Leadership Positions in Clubs or Student Government

· Residence Hall or Other College Activities

· Tutoring

C.  Anticipate Interview Questions and Prepare Answers

Two types of interviews are commonly used when screening candidates for employment: Traditional and Behavioral.  Other types of interviews are also discussed in this guide.  Many managers start out with questions from the traditional interview and then move on to the situational questions found in the behavioral interview.

Spend some time anticipating questions you may encounter and think of ways you might answer them.  This way you will feel more confident and prepared and will appear thoughtful and intelligent.


Traditional Interviews
Traditional interviews tend to be broad-based and generic.  You may be asked about classes you are taking, previous jobs, computer skills, personal interests, and your career goals; both long and short term.

The following is a list of five questions you might encounter.  A complete list can be found in Appendix A.

1. Tell me about yourself.

2. What are your strengths?

3. What is your greatest weakness?  Or, in what area do you need the most improvement?

4. Where do you expect to be/What do you expect to be doing in five years?

5. Why do you want to work here?

One difficult question to answer in traditional interviews is “what is your greatest weakness?”  There are several schools of thought on answering this question.  The most common method is to turn a “weakness” into a strength.  Talk about an actual challenge and how you have overcome it.  Use an example that might be related to something that might be useful to the company or agency.

Behavioral Interviews
Behavioral interviews are used to predict how you might respond to a future situation based on your past behavior.  The interviewer may start off asking about a situation where you had to defend a position to others.  Good answers to these types of questions usually consist of four parts:

1. Briefly describe the situation where the behavior took place.

2. Briefly describe the concrete steps you took to handle the situation or resolve the problem.  Don’t generalize.  Be specific and concise.

3. Explain the results.  Demonstrate to the interviewer that you understand the implications of your actions, the resulting outcome, and why it happened this way.
4. Don’t ignore the failures.  An interviewer will want to hear about situations that didn’t turn out as hoped.  We all have experiences we wish we could “do over.”  What an interviewer will want to know is how would you do it over?

In the behavioral interview, you need to be specific and concrete.  The interviewer may be evaluating your answers against a standard profile of desired behaviors deemed important to success in the company or agency.  A list of common situations used in behavioral interviews can be found in Appendix A.

Other Types of Telephone Interviews

Although most interviewers may ask questions similar to the examples discussed above, the interviewer may also ask questions about your knowledge, skills, and abilities as they directly relate to the internship position.  Therefore, your pre-interview research on the company or agency will better help you prepare for such mission or task oriented questions.  

For example, if the office where the internship is being offered is responsible for creating and maintaining web sites, the interviewer may ask questions related to your ability to understand and program in one of the common web development languages (e.g., HTML, Javascript, etc.), or your ability to use common commercial software to develop or edit web pages (e.g., Dreamweaver).  Or, if the internship task is to work in a fisheries laboratory, and you have taken biology laboratory in school, you may be asked to describe the process you would go through to prepare a sample for testing.  The key is for you to understand as best you can what types of activities you may be doing in the internship and then to anticipate questions specific to that type of work.

D.  Prepare Questions to Ask During the Interview

At some point during the interview you may be asked if you have any questions.  It is important to have your questions ready as this demonstrates a serious interest in working for the company or agency.  Good questions also demonstrate your communication skills.



You may only have the opportunity to ask two or three questions during the interview.  Here are some suggestions:

1. What are the department’s top priorities and how are they measured?

2. Since an internship is so short, is there any preparation that can be done ahead of time to help me learn and contribute more quickly?
3. Have you had an intern in this position before?  What made that person successful?
4. What qualities are you looking for in a candidate who fills this internship?

*  Remember: Don’t go on the offensive.  Don’t ask questions that may make the interviewer feel challenged or interrogated.

There are also questions you should not ask during the telephone interview.  For the most part, these are to be held until you have been selected for and offered the internship.  In many cases, the interviewer may not have the answer.

1. What is the salary?

Internship salaries are generally non-negotiable.  Salaries may be based on a formula or a set amount depending on the company or agency.

2. If I do well, will I be offered a full time job?

The interviewer is not interviewing you for a permanent job.  This is a legitimate type of question to ask at the end of the internship, after a manager or mentor has observed your performance.

3. How do I get reimbursed for traveling or relocation?
This question will be answered by the Human Resources department or by the AAAS/Entry Point coordinator.

4. Where should I stay?  Do you have housing?
AAAS, the agency, company coordinator, or the Human Resources department will give you this information once you are offered a position.

III. Scheduling the Interview

The request for a telephone interview can come in many ways: a call or email from a secretary or administrative assistant asking to schedule a time; a call or email directly from the interviewer asking to set up time; or a call that asks if you are available now.

If you receive a call directly from the interviewer who asks “can you talk now?” you need to be prepared with a response.  Being mentally prepared for the interview is important.  You need to make sure you have your notes, your resume and the questions you want to ask.  Handle this situation with enthusiasm, but buy yourself some time to prepare.  It is reasonable to say something like, “I would very much like to talk to you about the intern position.  May I call you back in 30 minutes?  What number should I call?”

This will give you time to gather together your notes, show that you are serious about the opportunity for an interview, and make sure you have a private place to conduct the call.
Some things to remember:

· Offer a range of times that will work for you.  Be specific so the interviewer has some times and days to choose from.

· Immediately write down the agreed upon time and date.
· Get a phone number even if the interviewer will call you.  You want to be prepared just in case.

· Confirm the time zone.  Do not assume the caller knows your time zone.  The internships are located in four time zones.

· Choose a time where you will have privacy and can be comfortable.  Don’t do an interview from your car or bicycle or in the middle of the cafeteria.  Since cell phones are notorious for dropping calls or being “noisy,” use a land line phone instead.

· Dress for success.  Even though the interview is over the phone, dressing as if meeting in person will help you to feel more professional.
· Make sure you get the name of the interviewer and e-mail address.

· Show Enthusiasm.  Let the interviewer know that you are excited about the internship and look forward to learning more about the opportunity.
If you need an accommodation for a telephone interview, make sure you explain this to the scheduler to make sure it is in place before the interview.  Sometimes, the manager or scheduler with whom you will be speaking may not be familiar with the technology you need or options that are available.  Options can include TDD, a relay service, instant messaging, VRS, or an interpreter.  It will help if you can indicate specifically what you need and what you are used to using.  If you sense a hesitation or confusion, offer to arrange it with the AAAS Entry Point! program coordinator.  Contact AAAS/Entry Point! and they will work with their liaison at the company or agency to have the accommodation available.  Information on Disclosure can be found in Section VI.

IV. The Telephone Interview

You have now prepared for the interview.  You researched the company, know how to answer the tough questions, and know what you want to ask.  Final preparation steps should include having the following on hand for the actual interview:

· Your resume for reference;

· Name of the person you will be talking to, your notes and questions; and

· Pen and paper or another note-taking system to record notes, new information, phone numbers and names.

At the conclusion of the interview, thank the interviewer for the opportunity to learn more about the company and the internship.  If you feel good about the company and internship, share this with the interviewer.  You might say, “This sounds like a really good match for me, and I feel I could make a contribution while learning more about the work your company does.”  And finally, make sure you have a complete mailing or email address of the interviewer so that you can send a thank-you letter.


[image: image1]
V.  After the Interview

After you hang up, take a few minutes and make some notes – something you may have learned about the company, specific skills or expectations that the interviewer stressed, and something you wish you had clarified.  Write a thank-you letter – an email is acceptable following telephone interviews (see Appendix B for a sample thank-you letter).

VI. Disclosure

The decision to disclose a disability is always optional.  Your disability is secondary to describing your talents and experiences.  If you decide to disclose, briefly describe your disability and discuss how you will manage it while performing your job.  If you disclose during an interview, the interviewer may not ask any follow up questions as this is a sensitive area in employment consideration.  If your disability is visible, you can put the interviewer at ease by talking about your disability in a comfortable and matter-of-fact way.  Framing your disability as an asset will help the interviewer to do the same.
The decision to disclose is your choice.  Students with disabilities often subtlety disclose by listing their involvement with disability organizations and volunteer work as mentors or tutors to other students with disabilities on their resume. These experiences often reflect leadership experience.
If you require assistive technology or other accommodations on the job, make sure to let your employer know as soon as possible after you have received and accepted an offer of an internship.  Time in the internship is limited, and you do not want to waste time at the worksite waiting for assistive technology or other accommodation that could have been procured ahead of time.  Disclosing any necessary accommodations, after you have received and accepted the offer, will make the transition to an internship easier and more comfortable for you and the company. You will then be able to focus on contributing your skills and talents to an exciting new job.

VII. Conclusion
If you are still unsure of how you might answer questions, or want to rehearse, contact the AAAS Entry Point recruiter, your department advisor, a mentor, or one of the most valuable resources available to college students – Career Services Office.  If you have concerns or questions about disclosing, we recommend you contact one of the Entry Point coordinators to discuss your needs.
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Appendix A

Common Traditional and Behavioral Interview Questions

Many students have already experienced a combination of interview techniques.  Some managers start out with traditional questions (tell me about your self, strengths, weaknesses, favorite classes, etc.) and then move on to situational questions.  It is best to be prepared for both types of interview questions.
Traditional Interviews
1. Tell me about yourself.

2. What personal strengths would you bring to the internship?

3. What is your greatest personal challenge or weakness?
4. What do you expect to be doing in five years?

5. Describe any previous jobs and what have you learned from them.
6. What skills and experiences make you a good candidate for this internship? Why should you be hired over another candidate?

7. How would someone you have worked with or one of your classmates describe you?

8. What classes do you enjoy most? Least? Why?

9. How do you think your education will help you in this assignment?
10. Why do you want to work for us?  What do you hope to learn from this assignment?
Behavioral Interviews
Describe to me a time where:
1. You were part of a team and someone on the team needed to be encouraged to increase their contribution to the team effort.  Briefly describe the situation and your role in helping the person to improve their performance.
2. A particularly difficult problem was challenging you.  What steps did you take to analyze the problem and to overcome the challenge?  What was the outcome?

3. You demonstrated taking initiative in a manner that positively served your team or organization.  What happened?  What role did you play?

4. You felt you had the best approach to a project or problem, but others didn’t agree.  What did you do?  How did you go about trying to convince them?  What was the outcome?

5. You were working on a project or assignment and something equally important came up.  What did you do?

6. You demonstrated significant creativity.

Appendix B

Sample Thank-You Letter*



123 State Street 










Akron, Ohio 12345










(999) 555-1234

March 3, 2007

Mr. J. A. Smith

Project Manager

IBM Corporation

3 Battery Street

San Francisco, CA 94111

Dear Mr. Smith,


Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you about the summer internship as a programmer with IBM.  This internship sounds very exciting, and after talking with you I find myself even more enthusiastic about utilizing my education in a programming opportunity working with you and your team.  The projects you mentioned during the interview are a wonderful match with the classes I have been taking.   I am confident I can make a significant contribution to the team.


It was a pleasure talking with you yesterday.  Should you have any additional questions or need additional information, please don’t hesitate contacting me at home or through email.  Again, thank you for your time and your consideration of my application.  I look forward to hearing from you soon.










Sincerely,



Joan Campbell 

*  For phone interviews, thank-you letters may be sent via email.

“In several interviews I have done, the students don’t seem prepared.  They sound as if they are surprised at the kinds of questions I ask…With all the internet information available I find that amazing.”	


-  IBM Manager








Things to Keep in Mind for Telephone Interviews





You may have less than 30 minutes to convince someone you are the right person for the internship.





Preparing for an interview does not mean memorizing answers.  It does mean knowing what the company or agency does, anticipating potential questions, and thinking about your answers.





Interviewers are trying to find out at least four things about you:





Do you have the knowledge, skills and ability to do the internship?


Are you motivated to excel in the internship?


Can you get the job done?  Will you know when you need help and how to ask for it?


Will you fit within the organization?  Can you work on their team?








“There have been several interviews where the student never gave me the impression they wanted the internship.  There was no enthusiasm, no excitement about how their education would fit into what we are doing, and they never said anything in the end about being interested.  I felt like they were doing the interview because someone told them they had to.”





-  IBM Manager





“…there are others whose eyes light up and their voice gets excited when they have a chance to talk about what they are working toward.  They are the ones I want…they are passionate about their choice, and we want passion in this business!”


-    IBM Manager





“I assumed the manager I talked to knew I had a disability.  I figured because I told the Entry Point person about it, they passed it on.  I found out that isn’t true.  They don’t tell IBM about a disability; it is up to you to tell them. So if you need any assistive technology or accommodation you should tell them ahead so it is ready when you show up.  I told the manager what I needed and it was no big deal to him.  He was more interested in my skills than my disability.”


-   IBM Student Intern





"My best advice to others seeking an internship is to make sure you have a list of questions you want answered and know what you want to get out of the internship.  I emphasized that doing actual programming was important to me, and my IBM manager made sure that happened.  I love what I am doing.  Other interns I have met don't seem as pleased with their assignment because they didn't ask enough questions about what they would be doing day to day." 


-  IBM Student Intern
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