
13 ways to screw up your college
interview

13 ways to screw up your college interview can be surprisingly easy if
candidates are not fully prepared. A college interview is a critical part of
the admissions process, providing applicants an opportunity to showcase their
personality, achievements, and fit for the institution. However, many
prospective students inadvertently make mistakes that can negatively impact
their chances. This article outlines common pitfalls to avoid during your
college interview and offers insight into how these errors can affect your
candidacy. Understanding these missteps will help you navigate the interview
with confidence and professionalism. Below is a comprehensive overview of the
13 ways to screw up your college interview, followed by detailed explanations
of each.

Arriving Late or Unprepared

Poor Appearance and Body Language

Lack of Research About the College

Inadequate Answers to Common Questions

Overconfidence or Arrogance

Failing to Ask Questions

Negative Attitude or Complaining

Rambling or Lack of Focus

Excessive Use of Slang or Informal Language

Dishonesty or Exaggeration

Not Demonstrating Enthusiasm

Relying Solely on Your Resume

Ignoring Interview Etiquette

Arriving Late or Unprepared

One of the simplest yet most detrimental ways to screw up your college
interview is by arriving late or unprepared. Punctuality reflects respect for
the interviewer’s time and signals responsibility, traits highly valued by
admissions committees. Unpreparedness can manifest in many forms, such as
forgetting essential documents, not knowing the interview format, or lacking
a clear understanding of your own application materials.



Consequences of Tardiness

Arriving late creates a negative first impression and can cause the
interviewer to question your commitment and reliability. In some cases, it
may even lead to a shortened or canceled interview, significantly reducing
your opportunity to make a positive impact.

How to Prepare Effectively

Preparation entails reviewing your application, practicing responses to
likely questions, and planning your logistics to ensure timely arrival. Bring
copies of your resume, transcripts, and any other requested materials.
Arriving early allows time to compose yourself and review key points.

Poor Appearance and Body Language

Visual presentation and nonverbal communication are crucial components of a
successful college interview. Dressing inappropriately or exhibiting negative
body language can inadvertently communicate disinterest or unprofessionalism.

Dress Code Considerations

Wearing casual or sloppy clothing can undermine your credibility. Instead,
opt for neat, clean, and business-casual attire that aligns with the
college’s culture. This demonstrates that you take the interview seriously.

Body Language Signals

Slouching, avoiding eye contact, fidgeting, or crossing your arms can convey
nervousness or defensiveness. Maintaining good posture, smiling genuinely,
and making appropriate eye contact foster rapport and confidence.

Lack of Research About the College

Failing to demonstrate knowledge about the institution is a common way to
screw up your college interview. Interviewers want to see that applicants
have thoughtfully considered why they want to attend their school
specifically.

Importance of College-Specific Knowledge

Being uninformed about the college’s programs, values, or campus culture can
make your interest seem superficial or generic. This may lead the interviewer
to doubt your enthusiasm and fit for their community.



How to Conduct Effective Research

Review the college’s website, mission statement, recent news, and academic
offerings. Identify specific programs, extracurricular opportunities, or
faculty that align with your goals. Prepare to discuss how these aspects
appeal to you personally.

Inadequate Answers to Common Questions

Another way to screw up your college interview is by providing vague or
insufficient answers to common interview questions. These questions are
designed to assess your character, motivations, and suitability for the
college.

Common Interview Questions

“Tell me about yourself.”

“Why do you want to attend this college?”

“What are your strengths and weaknesses?”

“Describe a challenge you have overcome.”

“What are your academic and career goals?”

Strategies for Strong Responses

Answer questions thoughtfully and with specific examples. Avoid clichés and
rehearsed answers; instead, be authentic and reflective. Practice
articulating your thoughts clearly to convey insight and self-awareness.

Overconfidence or Arrogance

While confidence is important, excessive self-assurance or arrogance can
alienate interviewers. It may suggest a lack of humility or an inability to
collaborate, qualities that colleges typically avoid in prospective students.

Balancing Confidence and Humility

Express your accomplishments confidently, but acknowledge areas for growth
and learning. Show openness to feedback and a willingness to engage with
diverse perspectives.

Signs of Arrogance to Avoid



Interrupting the interviewer

Boasting without evidence

Dismissiveness of others’ opinions

Overemphasis on personal achievements

Failing to Ask Questions

Not asking questions at the end of the interview can signal disinterest or
lack of preparation. Interviewers expect candidates to engage actively by
posing thoughtful questions about the college or program.

Examples of Good Questions

“What opportunities for undergraduate research are available?”

“How does the college support student mental health?”

“Can you tell me about the campus culture?”

“What qualities do successful students here typically possess?”

Why Questions Matter

Asking questions demonstrates curiosity and initiative. It also allows you to
gather information to determine if the college is a good fit for your
academic and personal goals.

Negative Attitude or Complaining

Displaying a negative attitude or complaining during the interview can
severely damage your impression. Admissions officers seek students who
contribute positively to the campus community.

Examples of Negative Behaviors

Criticizing previous schools or teachers

Complaining about the application process

Expressing doubts about your own abilities



Maintaining a Positive Tone

Focus on constructive reflections and solutions rather than grievances.
Emphasize growth from challenges and express enthusiasm for future
opportunities.

Rambling or Lack of Focus

Providing long-winded or unfocused answers is another common way to screw up
your college interview. Rambling can obscure your main points and reduce the
impact of your responses.

Techniques for Concise Communication

Organize your thoughts before speaking. Use the STAR method (Situation, Task,
Action, Result) to structure responses to behavioral questions. Practice
summarizing key points clearly and succinctly.

Benefits of Focused Answers

Clear and concise answers help interviewers understand your message quickly
and appreciate your communication skills, which are critical in academic
settings.

Excessive Use of Slang or Informal Language

Using slang, jargon, or overly casual language during a college interview can
undermine your professionalism. Admissions officers expect applicants to
communicate respectfully and clearly.

Appropriate Language Use

Maintain a formal but conversational tone. Avoid text speak, colloquialisms,
and filler words such as “like” or “you know.” This demonstrates maturity and
respect for the interview context.

Impact of Language on Impression

Proper language usage reflects your ability to adapt to academic environments
and engage effectively with professors and peers.

Dishonesty or Exaggeration

Honesty is paramount during college interviews. Attempting to exaggerate
achievements or fabricate experiences can be easily uncovered and damage your
credibility.



Risks of Dishonesty

Admissions committees value integrity and authenticity. Dishonesty can result
in immediate disqualification or rescinded admissions offers if discovered
later.

Presenting Yourself Authentically

Highlight genuine accomplishments and be transparent about challenges.
Authenticity builds trust and allows interviewers to see your true potential.

Not Demonstrating Enthusiasm

Lack of enthusiasm or passion for the college or your chosen field of study
can be a major red flag. Admissions officers want to admit students who are
motivated and eager to contribute.

Ways to Show Genuine Interest

Discuss specific programs or professors you admire

Share personal stories related to your academic passions

Express excitement about potential campus involvement

Consequences of Indifference

Appearing indifferent may lead the interviewer to question your commitment
and likelihood of enrolling if admitted.

Relying Solely on Your Resume

Using the interview as a mere recitation of your resume is a common misstep.
The interview is an opportunity to expand on your experiences and reveal your
personality beyond the written application.

How to Go Beyond the Resume

Provide context for your achievements, discuss lessons learned, and
articulate your motivations. This depth helps interviewers understand who you
are as a person and student.

Examples of Expanding Responses

Describing a project’s challenges and your problem-solving approach



Explaining how extracurricular activities shaped your skills

Sharing insights gained from volunteer experiences

Ignoring Interview Etiquette

Failing to adhere to basic interview etiquette can detract from your
professionalism. Etiquette encompasses manners, communication style, and
respect for the interviewer’s role.

Key Etiquette Guidelines

Greet the interviewer with a firm handshake and smile

Turn off or silence electronic devices

Listen attentively without interrupting

Thank the interviewer at the end of the session

Impact of Proper Etiquette

Following etiquette norms conveys respect, maturity, and readiness for the
college environment, enhancing your overall impression.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some common mistakes to avoid during a
college interview?

Common mistakes include being unprepared, arriving late, dressing
inappropriately, speaking negatively about others, and failing to ask
questions.

How can being unprepared screw up your college
interview?

Being unprepared can make you appear uninterested or careless. It’s important
to research the college, understand the program, and practice answering
common interview questions.

Why is arriving late to a college interview a major
error?

Arriving late shows a lack of respect for the interviewer’s time and can



create a negative first impression, potentially harming your chances of
admission.

In what ways can poor body language affect your
college interview?

Poor body language, like avoiding eye contact, slouching, or fidgeting, can
make you seem nervous, disinterested, or unconfident, which can negatively
impact the interviewer’s perception of you.

How can asking inappropriate questions during a
college interview harm your chances?

Asking inappropriate or irrelevant questions may show a lack of preparation
or maturity, making the interviewer doubt your fit for the college
environment.

Additional Resources
1. Mastering the College Interview: Dos and Don’ts for Success
This book provides a comprehensive guide to navigating college interviews
with confidence and poise. It covers common pitfalls to avoid, effective
communication strategies, and tips on presenting your best self. Readers will
learn how to make a lasting positive impression on interviewers.

2. Interviewing for College: What Not to Do
Focused on the mistakes that can derail a college interview, this book
highlights common errors and how to avoid them. It includes real-life
examples of interview blunders and practical advice on turning potential
negatives into positives. Perfect for students preparing to face their
admissions panel.

3. The College Interview Survival Guide
This guide equips students with the skills needed to navigate the often
stressful college interview process. It breaks down what interviewers are
looking for and how to prepare thoughtful responses. The book also addresses
how to handle unexpected questions and recover from slip-ups.

4. 13 Ways to Nail Your College Interview
A positive companion to "13 Ways to Screw Up Your College Interview," this
book focuses on strategies to succeed. It explores effective storytelling,
body language, and etiquette to impress admissions officers. Students will
find actionable tips to boost their confidence and performance.

5. College Admissions Interview Mistakes: How to Avoid Them
An insightful resource detailing frequent mistakes applicants make during
college interviews. The book offers advice on managing nerves, avoiding
clichés, and staying authentic. It is designed to help students present
themselves honestly and compellingly.

6. From Nervous to Noteworthy: A Student’s Guide to College Interviews
This book transforms the intimidating college interview experience into an
opportunity for personal growth. It includes exercises to build self-
awareness and communication skills. Readers will gain tools to express their
passions and goals clearly to interviewers.



7. What They Don’t Tell You About College Interviews
Delving into lesser-known aspects of college interviews, this book reveals
insider tips and common misconceptions. It uncovers subtle behaviors and
responses that can influence an interviewer’s perception. This guide helps
students prepare beyond the typical interview questions.

8. How to Flub Your College Interview (And What to Learn From It)
A candid look at interview mistakes and how to turn failures into learning
experiences. The book shares anecdotes from students who stumbled but
ultimately succeeded in college admissions. It encourages resilience and
reflection as key components of interview preparation.

9. Standing Out in Your College Interview: Avoiding Common Pitfalls
This book focuses on differentiating yourself by steering clear of overused
answers and awkward moments. It offers strategies for authentic self-
presentation and managing difficult questions. Students will learn how to
create a memorable and positive interview experience.
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