
 
Interview Skills 

 
Senior School Leaders 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A guide for school leaders on interview 
skills for senior promoted posts in schools 

 
                                 
 
                               www.hashtag-learning.co.uk 
  



Interview Techniques Senior Promoted Posts                    1                  https://www.hashtag-learning.co.uk 

Interview Technique    
 

 
Research shows that people can significantly enhance their chances of success at an employment 
interview by improving their interview technique.  Technique, however, covers much more than 
what happens during the selection interview – a successful outcome is often the result of effective 
planning and preparation. 
 
This guide is relevant for those applying for senior promoted posts (ie Headteacher and Depute 
Head) in schools and covers key elements of the interview process. 
 
 
Planning and preparation 
 
q Be clear about the details of the post, and find out about the school (or authority). 
q Ascertain whether you are required to bring anything to the interview, such as a folio of 

work or other documentation. 
q Look over your written application and what you have said about yourself. 
q Practising with a friend or colleague can help. 
q Plan your travel to the place of interview. 
 
 
What to wear? 
 
q Be yourself, but also be aware of the professional nature of the interview and how 

impressions can be formed by your appearance. 
q Research shows that darker colours are more powerful than lighter colours. 
q Avoid too much jewellery, make-up, or other distracters. 
 
 
Get there early 
 
q Make sure that you arrive in good time for the interview. 
q If you are early, spend some time looking over your interview planning notes. 
q Try to relax 
q Sometimes the interview process might begin with a guided tour of the school by a pupil 

(remember that pupils might be asked about their impressions of the various candidates). 
 
First impressions 
 
q The primacy effect suggests that once an interviewer has formed an impression of a 

candidate, it is often difficult to change that impression. Research shows that the early part 
of an interview is often critical, so it is important to make a positive first impression. 

 
A panel interview 
 
For senior promoted posts there will be more than one person on an interview panel.  It is often 
the case that one person asks the question, whilst the other people take notes.  When answering a 
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question, you should address the person who asked the question, but it’s important to engage with 
the others on the panel.  Don’t be put off by interviewers taking notes – they need to keep a 
record of the interview and how each candidate responds.   Candidates are entitled to ask for 
feedback after an interview and this is another reason for the panel members taking notes. 
 
Some golden rules 
 
q The Primacy principle says that once an interviewer 

has formed an impression of a candidate, it’s 
difficult to change that impression. Research shows 
that the early part of an interview is often critical, so 
it is important to make a positive first impression. 

q When you are listening to a question keep in mind 
that there is no right or wrong answer.  The purpose 
of a question is to give you the chance to put 
forward your views and to share your knowledge 
and experience.   

q When answering, be positive at all times.  Avoid 
making negative comments and never criticise a 
school or colleagues. 

q When answering, don’t forget to make regular 
reference to learners. 

 
 
Creating positive first impressions  
 
q Walk into the room in a confident, friendly and positive way.  A good firm and friendly 

handshake also creates a positive impression. 

q Although you may be nervous, remember to smile (smile rate is important). 

q Don’t cross your arms and legs – this suggests you are defensive and putting up barriers.  
Don’t slump in your chair – keep a straight back with good posture. Avoid gesticulating 
with your hands. 

q It is very important to look the interviewer in the eye - this conveys self-confidence and 
honesty. If you find it difficult to maintain eye contact, look at the interviewer’s ear.  If you 
are more than one metre away, the interviewer will never notice. 

q Lean slightly forward while replying to a question and nod occasionally when the 
interviewer is speaking to indicate a positive and confident response. 

q As you are listening to the question, try to establish in your mind what is required.  Are you 
being asked to provide an example of your practice, or give the panel information, or 
evaluate some aspect of your teaching?  Think about what might be the best example to 
draw upon from your experience. 

 
q Don’t feel that you have to start your answer the moment the questioner has stopped 

speaking.  Take a few seconds to gather your thoughts and remember the preparation you did 
in advance for this topic.  
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q Remember to breathe!  Then begin your 
answer in a positive, confident manner.  

q When answering, start by talking about your 
experience of the topic being raised.  Try to 
be analytical rather than descriptive.  The 
interviewer is more interested in what you 
achieved and the impact of this work, than 
hearing a description of a project or a 
lesson.  It’s good to give examples to 
illustrate your points. 

q Focus on YOUR role or contribution.  What was it you did, how did you go about it and what 
skills were you required to demonstrate? Make sure to highlight the outcome or impact.    

q Finish each question in a way that indicates that you have finished.  If you are able to do it, 
summing up key points briefly is an excellent technique. 

q A note of caution – a structured answer is good, but don’t present your answers as if they 
were memorised bullet points. 

q Monitor the length of your answers.  Avoid making your responses too short or too long.  
Don’t get sidetracked - stick to the question. 

q If you have no experience about a matter, acknowledge it and tell them instead how you 
might go about it. 

 
 
 
In Tray Exercise 
 
For senior posts, especially at short leet there may be a requirement to carry out an In-Tray 
exercise, or make a presentation about a key aspect of the school’s work.  These are usually 
before a formal interview.  An in-tray exercise can take many forms but generally the candidate 
is given a set of variables or decisions to make.  The key here is to show how you can make 
logical and clear judgments, to prioritise future actions and to communicate decisions clearly. 
 
 
Prepared Question/Making a Presentation 
 
For promoted posts in education, especially at short leet, there may be a requirement to make 
a presentation about a key aspect of the role for which you have applied.  These are usually at 
the beginning of a panel interview. 
 
Sometimes candidates are asked to arrive early for the interview and are given 20-30 minutes 
to consider a question with the requirement to present a response to the panel.  Alternatively, 
candidates may be given a few days to consider a question with the requirement to present a 
response to the panel. 
 
In most interviews the presentation should be no more than 10 minutes long.  Do not exceed 
this time allocation.  Practice making the presentation in advance and time yourself to ensure 
that you can say thing things you want to in 10 minutes. 
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Keep things simple.  Avoid using PowerPoint, but it can be helpful to prepare a one-page paper 
in advance to distribute at the interview, giving a copy to each member of the interview panel.  
This might be in the form of a diagram, or bullet points or a short summary of key points. Avoid 
long paragraphs or extended text. 
 
Another approach is to use prompt cards.  Have what you want to say in bullet or note form on 
small cards and you can refer to these as you work through your presentation.  Don’t however, 
read from the cards – they are only aids to memory. 
 
The principles of primacy apply to a presentation since this usually occurs at the start of an 
interview.  It is important that you deliver your presentation with confidence, energy and some 
passion for what you are talking about.  Some people prefer to stand up to make a 
presentation, although there is no expectation that you do so.   
 
When putting together your presentation remember that you are aiming to get across your 
ideas, vision, strategy, approach, and to indicate what you think are the key elements of the 
topic or question. You should be making strong statements that underpin your views and 
beliefs, and backing them up with examples from your own experience.  Try to draw some clear 
conclusions and summarise your central points at the end.   
 
The panel may want to ask you some questions arising from your presentation or clarify some 
points of detail.  In most cases, however, the panel simply proceeds to the interview questions. 
 
 
Interview Questions 

 
The following sections provide advice about responding to interview questions and exemplify some 
of the common questions that are asked of candidates applying for senior promoted posts in 
schools.  At long leet, there tends to be 4 broad segments to the interview:  
 
• Questions that occur early in the interview 
• Questions asked during the middle of the interview 
• Questions asked towards the end of the interview 
• An invitation for the candidate to ask a question 

 
Early Interview Questions 
 
The early questions tend to be general and designed to put the applicant at their ease.  Do not 
underestimate the importance of a positive and strong response to such questions. 
 

1. What leadership skills and qualities would you bring to this school? 

2. Tell us about an initiative you have led in your current establishment that was successful.  
What was your leadership role?  What was the impact of this work? 

3. Effective communication skills are essential in school leaders.  Give an example of where 
you have demonstrated strong communication skills ?  

4. Effective teamwork is essential in a school.  Describe how you work with others in a team?  
Perhaps some collaborative work you have undertaken? 
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Middle Interview Questions 
 
The panel will then ask questions that enable candidates to convey their knowledge, skills and 
experience in relation to the advertised post.  Since the position will be part of the school’s 
management team, the focus is on leadership. 
 
5 Raising levels of attainment and achievement is one of the key aims of schools.  Tell us 

about some of the approaches you have taken to raising attainment in your own 
establishment.   What was the impact of this work? 

6 There is now much greater expectation that schools know their own strengths and areas 
for development.  Tell us how you have gone about evaluating the effectiveness of learning 
and teaching in your current post. 

7 It is important for senior managers in schools to achieve a balance between providing 
support for staff, but also ensuring at the same time that they are challenged.  How have 
you been able to demonstrate support AND challenge in your current role? 

8 Describe a training or CPD event you have undertaken recently and tell us about its impact 
on your work? 

 
9 In recent years there has been significant change in the professional development and 

learning of teachers.  How have you led or supported the career long professional 
development of staff in your current establishment? 

 
10 How have you promoted pupil voice in your current establishment?  In what ways did this 

work improve the educational outcomes for learners? 
 
11 Monitoring and tracking of learner progress is a key strategic role for school managers.   

What is your experience of this and how can you demonstrate that such intervention was 
effective? 

 
12 Strategic planning is a key strategic role of school leaders.  Tell us how you have gone 

about planning a significant project or initiative in your current role. 

13 Working in close partnership with parents is vital for any school.  Tell us about some of the 
things you have done to foster effective partnerships with parents.  What were the 
outcomes? 

14 Effective partnership working with external agencies is important for a school.  Tell us 
about some of the things you have done to foster effective partnerships with external 
agencies.  What were the outcomes? 

15 School managers sometimes have to address issues arising from the underperformance of 
staff.   Can you tell us about a situation where you have worked with a colleague who has 
been experiencing difficulties in their work?  In particular, tell us about how you helped 
that person address their problems and how you supported them in moving forward. 

 
 
Closing Questions 
 

16 Joining a management team in a busy school will present a number of challenges.  One of 
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these will be getting to know colleagues in a short space of time and establishing good 
relationships.  Tell us how you would go about this.   

17 Imagine that you have been in post here for 6 months.  What would you expect to have 
achieved on behalf of the various stakeholders of the school?  

18 You obviously have a lot of strengths and personal qualities.  Which do you consider to be 
your most significant strength?    

19 Everyone has aspects of their work that need improvement.  Having considered the post 
you are applying for, what do you consider to be the area you need to work on most, and 
why? 

20 Tell us why you are the best candidate for this post? 
 
 
If Things Go Wrong 
 

q If you feel that an answer is not going well, ask for help, eg: 

“Is my answer addressing the kind of things that you were 
looking for?”  . . . . or   

“I realise my answer is a little unstructured , could you remind 
me of the question please?” 

q If you really have messed up an answer, try not to let it affect 
the rest of your interview.  Success or failure in an interview 
rarely rests on one answer.  You have knocked down a hurdle 
but you can still complete the course in front of your 
competitors. 

q Never acknowledge that your answer was poor.  
 
 
Finishing an Interview 
 
The Recency Principle refers to impressions formed towards the end of an interview.  The 
closure of the interview is important because the final impression is one that lingers. 
 
q There is no need to ask questions, even if offered the opportunity. If you do, however, ask 2 

questions at most.  Avoid questions that are too low level or operational. 
 
q Decide whether there are key aspects about yourself that you haven’t managed to raise 

with the interview panel (maybe because the questions have not allowed you to bring these 
up).  Instead of asking questions, use this as an opportunity to tell the interviewer about any 
important skills or experiences that were not highlighted. 

 
q One of the most powerful ways to finish is to make a short statement about yourself, eg, 

your belief that you could bring a lot to the post and confirm your strong interest in the 
vacancy.   This takes a bit of courage, but with practice beforehand practice you can use this 
approach to make a strong closing impression on the interview panel. 

 



Interview Techniques Senior Promoted Posts                    7                  https://www.hashtag-learning.co.uk 

 
At the End of the Interview 
 
q Thank the interview panel for their time. 

q Shake hands with everyone. 

q Make sure your body language remains positive. 

q Keep smiling and being friendly. 

 
Reflecting Afterwards 
 
q When outside, summarise and record the questions you were asked and what you said in 

response. 
 
q What seemed to go well? 
 
q What did you learn from the experience? 
 
q What might you do differently next time?  
 
 
When you Know the Outcome 
 
q If unsuccessful, seek feedback from the Head Teacher or person who chaired the interview 

panel.  You are entitled to feedback. 
 
q What were the positives from the interview? 
 
q What were the key messages about what you need to work on next time? 
 
q If you have been successful, start to plan for making a positive start in your new role. 
 
 
Dealing with Disappointment 
 
Being unsuccessful in an interview can be difficult to deal with.  Some people take it very 
personally and see it as a rejection, particularly if they feel that they had a strong interview.  It 
can knock a person’s self esteem and even make them less likely to apply for another job.  
Some people dwell on the negatives rather than looking at the positive aspects of the process, 
such as getting an interview in the first place when there might have been a lot of competition. 
 
Don’t give up.  Believe in yourself and make sure that you are even better next time! 
 
 
 
 
 
 


