
13 ways to screw up a college
interview

13 ways to screw up a college interview can significantly harm an applicant's
chances of admission. College interviews are critical opportunities to
demonstrate personality, passion, and preparedness beyond written
applications. However, many students make avoidable mistakes that can leave a
poor impression on interviewers. From inadequate preparation to inappropriate
behavior, each misstep can undermine the goal of presenting oneself as a
strong candidate. This article explores common pitfalls and offers a detailed
look at thirteen specific ways to falter during a college interview.
Understanding these errors will help prospective students approach their
interviews with confidence and professionalism. Below is a clear outline of
the main topics covered in this guide.

Failing to Research the College

Arriving Late or Unprepared

Inappropriate Dress and Appearance

Demonstrating Poor Communication Skills

Failing to Provide Specific Examples

Being Overly Negative or Complaining

Failing to Ask Thoughtful Questions

Appearing Disinterested or Distracted

Overusing Clichés and Generic Answers

Discussing Controversial or Inappropriate Topics

Exaggerating or Providing Dishonest Information

Neglecting to Follow Up Post-Interview

Failing to Practice and Prepare Responses

Failing to Research the College

One of the most basic yet critical mistakes that can screw up a college
interview is neglecting to research the institution beforehand. Interviewers
expect candidates to have a working knowledge of the college’s programs,
culture, and values. Without this information, responses can seem vague or
uninformed, which signals a lack of genuine interest.



Why Research Matters

Researching the college shows initiative and enthusiasm. It allows candidates
to tailor their answers to align with the institution’s mission and highlight
how they would fit into the campus community. Additionally, knowing specifics
about academic programs or extracurricular opportunities can lead to more
engaging and relevant conversations.

Common Research Oversights

Typical oversights include not knowing the college’s location, failing to
mention particular majors or programs, and being unaware of recent news or
achievements. These gaps can diminish credibility and make it harder to
connect with the interviewer.

Arriving Late or Unprepared

Punctuality and preparedness are fundamental to a successful college
interview. Arriving late or without necessary materials immediately creates a
negative impression. It suggests poor time management and a lack of respect
for the interviewer's time.

Consequences of Tardiness

Being late can reduce the interview time, increase stress, and portray a
careless attitude. Interviewers may question the applicant’s reliability and
commitment, which are important qualities for college success.

Essential Preparation Items

Preparation includes bringing extra copies of resumes or application forms, a
list of questions, and any required documents. Being organized and ready
demonstrates professionalism and attention to detail.

Inappropriate Dress and Appearance

First impressions often rely heavily on appearance. Dressing inappropriately
for a college interview can distract from the content of the conversation and
negatively affect the interviewer’s perception.

Understanding Dress Codes

It is advisable to choose attire that is neat, clean, and conservative.
Business casual is typically appropriate unless otherwise specified. Avoid
overly casual clothing such as t-shirts, shorts, or sneakers, as well as
overly formal wear that may seem out of place.



Impact of Poor Grooming

Neglecting personal grooming, such as untidy hair or unkempt nails, can
suggest a lack of care and professionalism. Attention to appearance signals
respect for the interview process.

Demonstrating Poor Communication Skills

Effective communication is essential during a college interview. Fumbling
with words, speaking too softly or loudly, or failing to maintain eye contact
can hinder the ability to convey enthusiasm and confidence.

Common Communication Errors

Some candidates talk excessively without clear points, while others provide
monosyllabic answers. Both extremes limit meaningful dialogue. Interrupting
the interviewer or using slang and filler words can also detract from
professionalism.

Improving Communication

Practicing clear, articulate responses and active listening ensures a more
engaging and respectful interaction. Maintaining appropriate body language
and facial expressions reinforces verbal communication.

Failing to Provide Specific Examples

General or vague answers can make it difficult for interviewers to assess an
applicant’s true strengths and experiences. Specific examples from academic,
extracurricular, or personal contexts offer concrete evidence of skills and
character.

Why Specificity Matters

Detailed anecdotes demonstrate self-awareness and the ability to reflect on
experiences. They also help interviewers visualize how the candidate will
contribute to the campus environment.

Examples of Strong Responses

Instead of saying, “I’m a hard worker,” a candidate might describe a
particular project or challenge that required dedication and perseverance.
These narratives are more memorable and convincing.

Being Overly Negative or Complaining

Expressing negativity about past experiences, teachers, or schools can create



a poor impression. Interviewers seek candidates who display resilience,
positivity, and a constructive attitude.

Impact of Negativity

Complaining suggests a lack of maturity and an inability to handle challenges
gracefully. It can raise concerns about how the applicant will adapt to
college life’s demands.

Strategies to Stay Positive

Focus on lessons learned from difficult situations and emphasize growth.
Reframe challenges as opportunities and maintain an optimistic tone
throughout the interview.

Failing to Ask Thoughtful Questions

Interviews are two-way conversations. Not asking questions can signal
disinterest or a lack of preparation. Thoughtful questions demonstrate
curiosity and genuine enthusiasm for the college.

Examples of Good Questions

What opportunities exist for undergraduate research in my field of
interest?

How does the college support student mental health and wellness?

Can you describe the campus culture and student community?

Why Questions Matter

Questions allow candidates to gather information to determine if the college
is a good fit. They also help establish rapport and show engagement.

Appearing Disinterested or Distracted

Body language and attentiveness play large roles in interview success.
Looking around the room, checking a phone, or giving short, uninterested
answers can quickly derail the conversation.

Signs of Disinterest

Slouching, yawning, avoiding eye contact, and fidgeting suggest boredom or
disrespect. These behaviors decrease the likelihood of a positive outcome.



How to Stay Engaged

Maintain eye contact, nod appropriately, and respond enthusiastically.
Prepare mentally to focus completely on the interviewer and topic at hand.

Overusing Clichés and Generic Answers

Relying on overused phrases like “I’m a people person” or “I want to make a
difference” without elaboration can make responses blend into a sea of
similar applicants.

The Problem with Clichés

They lack originality and fail to provide insight into the candidate’s unique
qualities. Interviewers seek authenticity and individuality.

How to Avoid Generic Responses

Personalize answers by including specific details, motivations, and
reflections. Show genuine passion and distinctiveness in every response.

Discussing Controversial or Inappropriate
Topics

Bringing up sensitive subjects such as politics, religion, or divisive social
issues without context can create discomfort or conflict during an interview.

Risks of Inappropriate Topics

Such discussions may alienate interviewers or overshadow the applicant’s
qualifications. The college interview is not the appropriate setting for
heated debates or personal beliefs.

Guidelines for Topic Selection

Stick to topics relevant to academics, interests, goals, and the college
experience. Keep the tone respectful and professional at all times.

Exaggerating or Providing Dishonest Information

Integrity is paramount in college admissions. Fabricating achievements or
embellishing details to impress can lead to serious consequences if
discovered.



Consequences of Dishonesty

Colleges may rescind offers of admission if dishonesty is uncovered. It also
damages the applicant’s reputation and trustworthiness.

Encouraging Honesty

Focus on genuine strengths and experiences. Authenticity is more compelling
than exaggeration and fosters credibility.

Neglecting to Follow Up Post-Interview

Failing to send a thank-you note or email after the interview can miss an
opportunity to reinforce interest and professionalism.

Importance of Follow-Up

A brief, courteous thank-you message shows appreciation for the interviewer’s
time and reiterates enthusiasm for the college. It helps keep the applicant
top of mind.

Effective Follow-Up Tips

Send the message within 24-48 hours after the interview.

Personalize the note by referencing specific discussion points.

Keep it concise and polite.

Failing to Practice and Prepare Responses

Going into an interview without rehearsing answers to common questions often
results in rambling, awkward pauses, or missed opportunities to highlight
strengths.

Benefits of Preparation

Practicing responses increases confidence, fluency, and coherence. It helps
applicants present their qualifications in a structured and compelling
manner.

Preparation Techniques

Conduct mock interviews with counselors or mentors.



Prepare answers to frequently asked questions about goals, challenges,
and achievements.

Review personal application materials thoroughly.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

Common mistakes include being unprepared, arriving late, dressing
inappropriately, giving vague answers, and not asking questions.

How can being late affect my college interview?

Arriving late can create a negative first impression, suggesting poor time
management and lack of respect for the interviewer's time.

Why is it important to research the college before
the interview?

Researching the college shows genuine interest, helps you tailor your
answers, and allows you to ask insightful questions, demonstrating
preparedness.

What kind of behavior can 'screw up' a college
interview?

Behaviors such as being rude, interrupting the interviewer, appearing
disinterested, or using inappropriate language can negatively impact the
interview.

Is it bad to talk negatively about past teachers or
schools in an interview?

Yes, speaking negatively about past experiences can make you seem
unprofessional and disrespectful, which can harm your chances.

How can I avoid giving vague or generic answers
during a college interview?

Prepare specific examples and stories that highlight your skills,
achievements, and personality to provide clear and memorable responses.

Why should I avoid exaggerating or lying in a college
interview?

Dishonesty can be easily detected and can lead to rejection or rescinding of
admission offers if discovered later.



Can inappropriate dress affect my college interview
outcome?

Yes, dressing too casually or inappropriately can give the impression that
you are not taking the interview seriously.

How important is body language in a college
interview?

Positive body language, such as maintaining eye contact, smiling, and sitting
up straight, helps convey confidence and engagement.

What should I do if I don’t know the answer to a
question during the interview?

It's better to be honest and say you don’t know, but express willingness to
learn, rather than guessing or making up an answer.

Additional Resources
1. 10 Common College Interview Mistakes and How to Avoid Them
This book dives into the most frequent errors students make during college
interviews, from poor preparation to inappropriate attire. It offers
practical advice and strategies to help applicants present their best selves.
Readers will learn how to anticipate questions and communicate confidently,
increasing their chances of admission success.

2. The Art of the College Interview: What Not to Do
Focusing on pitfalls in college interviews, this guide reveals the subtle
missteps that can cost applicants their dream school. It provides real-life
examples and expert tips to help students avoid common traps. The book also
emphasizes the importance of authenticity and thoughtful responses.

3. 13 Ways to Blow Your College Interview: Lessons Learned
A candid exploration of the mistakes that can derail a college interview,
this book offers a humorous yet insightful look at what not to do. It
highlights stories from students who faltered and what they learned from the
experience. The author provides actionable advice to help future applicants
steer clear of similar errors.

4. Mastering the College Interview: Avoiding the Rookie Mistakes
Designed for first-time interviewees, this book breaks down the interview
process and identifies rookie errors that can undermine an applicant's
chances. It covers everything from body language to answering difficult
questions. The goal is to empower students to approach interviews with
confidence and poise.

5. College Interview Fails: How to Turn Mistakes into Opportunities
This book encourages students to learn from their interview mistakes and use
them as stepping stones to success. It offers strategies for reflecting on
poor performances and improving for future opportunities. The author shares
techniques to build resilience and refine interview skills.

6. Interviewing for College: The Do’s and Don’ts
A comprehensive guide outlining essential dos and don’ts for college



interviews, this book simplifies complex advice into easy-to-follow tips. It
covers preparation, communication, and follow-up etiquette. Students will
find valuable insights to help them make a positive impression.

7. How NOT to Interview for College: Common Pitfalls and Solutions
This title highlights typical mistakes candidates make and provides practical
solutions to overcome them. It addresses issues such as overconfidence,
under-preparation, and misreading the interviewer’s signals. The book serves
as a corrective resource to boost interview performance.

8. The College Interview Survival Guide: Avoiding Critical Errors
Offering a step-by-step approach, this guide prepares students to navigate
college interviews smoothly by avoiding critical errors. It includes tips on
research, mindset, and effective communication techniques. The book aims to
reduce anxiety and increase interview success rates.

9. From Awkward to Awesome: Fixing College Interview Blunders
This book transforms embarrassing college interview moments into learning
experiences. It features stories of common blunders and how students
recovered or could have improved. Readers will gain confidence through
practical advice and encouragement for future interviews.
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