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  In one of our department’s place-
ment committee meetings, Professor 
Ira Sukrungruang giggled and said, 
“Interviewing is seriously the most 
fun part of the whole job search pro-
cess.” I stared at him, sure he was jok-
ing. 
  But in fact, I flew home from my 
MLA interview experience agreeing 
with him: the actual process of inter-
viewing, of sitting around and talking 
about myself with friendly colleagues, 
was actually sort of fun. (Crazy, 
right?) And that was just one of the 
misconceptions I had about the pro-
cess: 
Misconception: Face-to-face in-
terviews are pretty much like 
phone or Skype interviews.  
  I came to the MLA convention hav-
ing completed a mock interview with 
the placement committee (which you 
shall not skip) and some real inter-
views via phone and Skype, so I 
thought I had a pretty good idea of 
how interviews went. Those pre-MLA 
interviews felt pretty formulaic: 
search committee members would 
take turns filing through a list of ques-
tions, which I would answer, and then 
I would ask them questions, which 
they would answer.  
  But at my four MLA interviews, we 
were clearly having conversations—
and I’m far better at having conversa-
tions than answering questions. With 
one school, we happily bantered about 
ways that we had used technology in 
the classroom, and with another, we 
spoke quite a bit about the changing 
nature of composing with sources. 
These felt more like conference con-
versations than being put on the spot. 
It was much easier than hiding behind 
a phone or talking at a screen. 
Misconception: Interviewing at 
MLA is so intense that there’s no 
time for anything else.  
  I found that a bit of self-pampering 
was worth it, and it calmed my nerves. 
One night I went to see Mission Im-
possible 4, and another night I spent 
far more on sushi than I usually would 

have. If I had said, “I must cram for 
interviews ALL THE TIME,” I think 
I would have performed less well. 
Misconception: Walking be-
tween hotels in a frigid North-
ern city will ruin EVERY-
THING.  
  I was seriously worried about going 
to Seattle in January and trying to 
look professional at the same time. I 
bought a jaunty hat, ear warmers, 
and a scarf just for the trip, and I 
packed an umbrella even though I 
was told everyone would laugh at 
me. But the weather was fine. That’s 
partly because it was unseasonably 
pleasant, but I think I would have 
survived even if it hadn’t been. My 
hotel was only a couple blocks from 
the ones where I interviewed, so 
even in a blizzard I could have gotten 
to the lobby a few minutes early to 
dry off, breathe, and chillax.  
Misconception: Finding hotel 
rooms isn’t that hard; it’s just a 
hotel room, right?  
  All four of my interviewers gave me 
the same instructions: get to the ho-
tel and ask the front desk to call up 
to the room, and then we’ll tell you 
the room number. For me, this was 
actually the most stressful part. Be-
fore my first interview, I showed up 
to a packed lobby of wide-eyed job-
seekers taking every chair and avoid-
ing eye contact with each other, and 
I suddenly felt unsure of whom to 
talk to, or when to call up. (How ear-
ly is too early?) That pre-interview 
uncertainty was so awkward that 
when I returned to my hotel room, I 
sent emails to my remaining inter-
viewers, asking (exceptionally polite-
ly) if they would please tell me the 
room number in advance. All three 
complied, but one seemed to imply 
they would still like to be called on 
the hotel phone—so with them, I 
went ahead and called from the lob-
by. For the other two, I walked to the 
hotel knowing I had one less thing to 
worry about and hopped straight 
into the elevator. 

Misconception: It’s likely that 
I’ll be asked awkward, illegal, or 
mean-spirited questions by dis-
interested, grouchy interview-
ers.  
  I’ve read so much about the varieties 
of crazy I should be prepared for, but 
I never saw it. In fact, the people-part 
of the experience was something like 
teaching: before the first day, I’m 
nervous about the sheer difficulty of 
meeting people, and then after the 
first day, I love my students as if I had 
grown them in my own little cabbage 
patch. Most interviews went the same 
way: I was impressed by the friendli-
ness and genuine attempts to put me 
at ease. The one exception was at an 
end-of-the-day interview where it was 
almost instantly apparent that I was 
the wrong fit, and I felt like everyone 
was giving me a confused “Huh?” 
look the whole time—but they were 
still nice. The most unexpected ques-
tion I got was, “Is Peter Elbow still 
relevant today?”—which isn’t that 
weird, in the scheme of things. 
Misconception: The amount of 
time waiting to hear back from 
schools is predictable.      
  This has been the most frustrating 
part of the whole process. At this 
stage, I haven’t heard a yes or no from 
any of the schools I’ve interviewed 
with (though one sent a very classy, 
“You’re not getting a campus visit, but 
we’re keeping you officially in the 
running”—which I read as, “This is 
pretty much a no, but it’s safest legal-
ly if we don’t say no right now”). I’ve 
been told this can be for all sorts of 
reasons: often simple slowness, but 
also often because schools can get in 
trouble if they start saying no to some 
candidates before the contract is 
signed with another. Whatever the 
reasons, it means I rely on the Aca-
demic Jobs Wiki a lot, where people 
report if and when they hear from a 
school.  
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