
manners

College Interview Etiquette
By Christine Chen

Dear IVIs. Chen,
My son will be graduating from high
school this year. He has several interviews
lined up with a few of the colleges he
would like to attend. I have been trying
to help him prepare for these interviews.
One thing I feel he needs to work on is
greeting others. I have been stressing the
importance of looking at others in the
eyes and shaking hands when he greets
those who will be interviewing him. He
seems to think this is silly. He tells me
I am old-fashioned and he doesn't see
the importance of first impressions. Am
I wrong in encouraging him to practice
greeting others? If he should work on
this, please share how he should conduct
the greeting?

—Charlene

DearCharlene,
You are absolutely correct. First impressions
are formed in the first five seconds of a greet-
ing. Now is the time for your son to practice,
practice, practice. He should practice until
these skills come naturally.

Studies show that Americans expect
three things when being greeted—a smile,
eye contact, and a firm handshake. Sounds
pretty simple, doesn't it? Actually, if a per-
son has not practiced greetings, these very
simple steps can seem quite overwhelming
when a person is going into an interview
and already feeling a bit nervous. However,
these three non-verbal expressions make a
world of difference.

Let's start with the smile. A smile is the
universal body language that sends a positive
impression. And, it's so easy! Did you know
that it only takes 14 facial muscles to smile
and 72 facial muscles to frown? It's just easier
to smile. This fact might make one wonder
why we don't see more smiles than we do.

The next step is a little harder—eye con-
tact. Making eye contact can feel uncom-
fortable for some people. However, it is very
important to practice this. Eye contact tells
the other person you are interested in them.

It tells them you care about what is being
said. If you have ever experienced speaking
with another person who is looking over his
shoulder, down at his feet, or at another per-
son, you will understand the importance of
eye contact.

The last step is the handshake. Shaking
hands comes from a wonderful tradition that
began during Roman times. The right hand
was extended to show that a person came
in peace and was not carrying a weapon. A
good handshake sends a lasting impression.
We have all experienced unpleasant hand-
shakes. There is the bone crusher. The per-
son that gives this type of handshake gives
the impression that he is bossy, insecure, or
angry. The opposite of the bone crusher is
the fingertip handshake. You know the one
I'm talking about—the one that makes you
wonder if the person was really happy to
meet you. A good hand shake is one that is
web-to-web. If you hold out your hand, you
will see a web between your thumb and in-
dex finger. Your web should touch the other
person's web. Not only should your hand-
shake be web-to-web, but it should be firm.

This is a handshake that sends the message of
confidence.

Now it's time to discuss the verbal skills.
Let's say that your son is walking into the
interviewer's office. He should smile, make
eye contact, extend his hand and say, "Hello,
Mr. Jones, I'm Scott. It's so nice to meet you."
Also, remind your son to use a strong, clear
voice. You may want to practice this several
times with your son. Practice until he feels
confident. At the end of the interview, he
should once again smile, make eye contact,
extend his hand and say, "Goodbye, Mr.
Jones. It was nice to meet you."

Lastly, encourage your son to send a thank
you note to each person who interviewed
him. This note should be handwritten on
nice stationary expressing appreciation for
the interviewer's time. You can be sure he will
stand out in the crowd with this simple ges-
ture. ©

Christine Chen is the founder and director of Mod-
ern Manners. Is there something about manners
that you've been too embarrassed to ask? Contact her
at modernmanners@erols.com, and she might use
your question in a future column.
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