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INTERVIEWING WITH PUBLIC INTEREST EMPLOYERS

Introduction

Congratulations on being invited to interview! Maybe you’re excited; maybe you’re nervous. Both are totally
normal feelings at this stage. The Public Interest Center is here to support you throughout the application
process, including with the interview.

The interview stage of an application process is a great sign: it means the employer likes what they are seeing
in your application, and now they want to get to know you and see what it would be like to work with you.
They’re not trying to jam you up; in fact, they want to like you. So, remember that this is an opportunity to
confirm the already-positive impressions the employer has about you.

In addition to reading the guidance below, make sure you prepare ahead of time by reviewing the employer’s
website and gaining familiarity with the office’s mission, work, structure, and current cases and initiatives.
To the extent that you are able to do so, we also recommend doing research on your interviewers, reading
up on their backgrounds and understanding what their roles are within the larger office. Finally, make an
appointment with your Public Interest Center adviser to conduct a practice interview. We are excited to help
you see this process all the way through.
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Interviewing Generally

Job interviews come in a variety of formats, each designed to assess different aspects of a candidate’s
qualifications and fit for a role. Common formats include:
e structured interviews, where candidates are asked a set of predetermined questions to ensure
consistency, comparability, and equity;
e unstructured interviews, which are more conversational and flexible, allowing for a free-flowing
discussion;
e panel interviews, where multiple people interview the candidate simultaneously;
e behavioral interviews that focus on past experiences and actions (discussed under Behavioral
Questions);

e technical interviews that evaluate specific skills or knowledge related to the job (discussed under
Performative Questions); and

e situational interviews that assess how candidates might handle hypothetical scenarios (discussed
under Performative Questions).

Each format offers unique insights and challenges, tailoring the evaluation process to different aspects of a
candidate’s suitability for the position.

Conversational vs. Structured Interviews

Conversational and structured job interviews differ primarily in their approach and format. In a
conversational interview, the interaction is more flexible and informal, resembling a dialogue where the
interviewer may ask open-ended questions and follow up based on the candidate’s responses. This style
allows for a more natural flow of conversation, enabling both the interviewer and candidate to explore
topics in depth and adapt the discussion based on the candidate’s responses. In contrast, a structured
interview is highly organized with a predetermined set of questions that are asked in a specific order to all
candidates. This approach ensures consistency and fairness, making it easier to compare responses across
different candidates, but it may offer less opportunity for spontaneous interaction or in-depth exploration of
a candidate’s unique experiences.

Panel Interviews

During a panel interview, it’s important to address each panelist directly while also maintaining a coherent
response that engages the entire group. Begin by making eye contact with the person who asked the
question, but also periodically shift your gaze to include other panel members, demonstrating respect for
everyone present. Be mindful of non-verbal cues from the panelists, as they can provide insight into their
level of interest or any follow-up questions they might have. Lastly, if a question touches on different
aspects that may interest various panelists, briefly acknowledge those perspectives in your answer to show
your awareness of the diverse interests of the panel.

Time Management

Managing your time effectively during a job interview is crucial to making a strong impression. When you
first schedule an interview, make note of how much time is allocated for that interview. If you only have 20
minutes, youll want to make sure that your answers allow enough time for the interviewer to get through all
of their questions. If you have 45 minutes or an hour, that’s helpful to know as well.




Updated: Summer 2025

Listen carefully to each question and take a moment to collect your thoughts to ensure your answers are
clear and concise. Aim to keep your responses focused on relevant experiences and skills, avoiding lengthy
explanations. If you’re given a set amount of time to answer, such as a few minutes per question, use it
wisely by structuring your responses with a clear beginning, middle, and end. Additionally, if you find
yourself going off track, gently steer your answer back to the question at hand. Lastly, be mindful of the
interviewer’s cues; if they seem to be moving on or cutting you off, wrap up your answer succinctly to
respect their schedule and maintain the flow of the interview.

Interview Questions

Your Elevator Pitch: Tell Me About Yourself (1-2 minutes)

Some employers may kick off the interview by asking you to tell them about yourself. The request may be
combined with a question about why you want to work for that specific employer (discussed further under
Motivation Questions below). Employers are looking for a concise statement that showcases your
experience, passion, and qualifications for the role. Try not to go into too much detail here as you don’t
want to duplicate your answers and experiences later in the interview. When answering, consider including:

e Where you’re from

e Your undergraduate experience and/or post-undergraduate experience (if relevant)

e Why you went to law school and/or experiences in law school related to the position

e What drew you to this area of law

e What excites you about this employer and position

In addition to “tell me about yourself,” we generally see four categories of questions being asked in
interviews by public interest employers: motivation questions, application questions, behavioral questions,

and performative questions.

Motivation Questions

Examples of Motivation Questions:
e Why did you go to law school?
e  Why public interest law?
e Why do you want to be a prosecutor/public defender/legal aid lawyetr/government lawyer?
e Why this area of law?
e Why do you want to work for us/this patticular office?

Motivation questions are questions we can easily anticipate and should always prepare for ahead of an
interview.

Moreover, one of the most important answers we might give in an interview is the answer to the “why do
you want to work for us?” question. At first blush, it’s easy to start talking about what you get out of the job
(e.g., the experience, the skills, the network, etc.), but what you get out of a job goes without saying. With
public interest jobs, everything is mission-based. Accordingly, we need to answer motivation questions in a
way that acknowledges the nature of this mission-based work.

When preparing your answer, think about it as if you are being asked “what is it that we do that attracts you
to our work, and what skills and experiences do you have that will enable you to contribute to that workr”
The more specific and compelling you can be, the better. Vague platitudes about an organization’s mission
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will not be as effective as an answer that demonstrates that you have done your homework and understand
what it is that you would be doing on a day-to-day basis to carry out the organization’s mission. You can
find an example of how specific we recommend you to be under our Sample Questions and Answers. So do
your research ahead of time and make an appointment with your Public Interest Center adviser to practice.

Application Questions

Examples of Application Questions:
e Tell me more about your time at [prior experience].
e What has been your favorite class in law school so far and why?
e What was the most challenging part of navigating the legal issue in your writing sample?

Applications questions are interview questions derived from the materials you submitted as part of your
application to the position. Your resume, cover letter, transcript, any essays or personal statements, and your
writing sample are all fair game for this category of interview questions.

That means before you head into any interview, you should reread everything you submitted as part of your
application to refresh your memory of what the employer has. Yes, that also includes rereading your writing
sample.

Although answers to this category of questions are generally shorter, your answers to application questions
should go beyond what you have written in your application materials. Remember the employer might have

these materials right in front of them, so there is no need to repeat things that they already know.

Behavioral Questions

Examples of Behavioral Interview Questions:
e Tell us about a time you had to navigate a conflict with a classmate or a colleague.
e Tell us about a time you overcame a challenge.
e Tell us about a time you made a mistake and how you handled it afterward.
e What are some of your greatest strengths?
e What are some of your greatest weaknesses?
e Tell us about a time you navigated a leadership dilemma.
o Note: this is a common question in interviews with the JAG Corps.
e Tell us about a time you confronted a moral or ethical dilemma.

o Note: this is a common question in interviews with prosecutors’ and public defenders’
offices.

Because we can anticipate major themes the interviewer might want to discuss, it is important to think of a
couple of examples to have in your back pocket ahead of the interview. How do we identify some good
examples? We reverse engineer the question.

When an employer asks you to discuss a time you navigated a conflict, the employer is not looking for
someone who avoids conflict at all costs. Rather, they are looking for someone who can engage in a difficult
conversation with someone in a polite and professional manner in order to achieve a common goal.
Similarly, when an employer asks you to describe your greatest weakness, that employer is not looking for
someone who is perfect and has no flaws. Instead, they are looking for someone who is humble, self-aware,
and always trying to improve themselves.
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Now that we know what the employer is looking for, we can think back to our life experiences and find the
little vignettes from our lives that best demonstrate these behaviors.

If you’re not sure whether the example you had in mind for a behavioral question is a good one, talk to us.
We'll be happy to help you figure out the examples that work best for potential questions you might get in
your interview.

Organizing your answer with the STAR Method:
e Situation

e Task
e Action
e Result

As you prepare to answer a behavioral question, remember that the most important part of your answer is
the Action. In other words, what you did, the conversations you had, the steps you took, etc., is the part you
want to spend most of your time on when giving an answer to the employer. Moreover, you are the hero of
your stoty, so take your credit when it comes to saying “I”” instead of “we.”

Because we want to get to the Action part of your answer sooner rather than later, you need to set the stage
for the Action part of your answer quickly. Accordingly, the Situation and Task parts of your answer should

be brief — think two or three sentences. You only need enough information to set the stage for your Action.

Finally, all good stories should have a happy ending. Conclude your answer with a single sentence or two for
the Result part of your answer by ending on a positive note.

Performative Questions

Performative interviewing may involve questions that resemble law school hypotheticals or being asked to
“perform” a written or spoken task, such as completing a writing assignment, giving a jury address, or
conducting a witness examination based on a set of facts.

We do not generally see this category of questions appearing in 1L summer internship interviews. We also
do not generally see this category of questions appearing outside of the criminal law context, but it does

happen.

We have seen hypotheticals from prosecutors’ offices include questions about search and seizure, a
recanting witness, shoddy police work, prosecutorial discretion, evidence admissibility, and more. We have
seen hypotheticals from public defenders’ offices about client counseling, client confidentiality, client loyalty,
and more. If you are a 2L, 3L, or an alum heading into an interview with a criminal office, and you anticipate
performative questions in an upcoming interview, make an appointment with your Public Interest Center
adviser and we would be happy to practice answering these types of questions with you.

If you are given a question that sounds like a law school hypothetical, try to remember to do a few things in
your answer:

e Spot any legal, ethical, or factual issues out loud, including the issues for which you have limited
information from the hypo. Even if you don’t know what the legal rule is, spotting the issue out
loud demonstrates that you have good instincts. Moreover, you might not know the severity or
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extent of an issue that you spot in the hypo, so by raising that issue out loud in your answer, you are
flagging for your interviewers that you correctly spotted the issue and the severity or extent of it
would inform your answer in real life. While you still need to give an answer based on the limited set
of facts you are given in the hypo, spotting those issues out loud serves as a sort of caveat for that
answetr.

e Recognize that you do not exist in a vacuum. In addition to spotting issues out loud, when you are
asked what you would do in a certain scenario, you can still explain how you would conduct
additional factual investigation or legal research before raising an issue with your supervisor and
making a recommendation for how to proceed. This also helps signal to your interviewer that you
recognize the importance of keeping your supervisor apprised of important issues that may come up
in your work.

If you anticipate receiving performative questions in an upcoming interview, or you would like to practice
performative interviewing just in case, please let your Public Interest Center adviser know and we would be

happy to help you prepare.

Sample Questions and Answers

Q: Tell me about yourself.

A: I grew up in Maryland, and both of my parents were teachers, who instilled in me the importance of public service. 1
went to college in Washington, DC, to study Political Science. While I was in college, I learned more about historically
disinvested communities and became more involved in social justice efforts. I also started volunteering with 1 egal Aid of DC,
where I got to conduct some legal research and draft memoranda. 1t was from that experience that I realized 1 wanted to become
an attorney and one who provided direct client services. I wanted a little more experience after college, so 1 spent two years with
Teach for America in Houston before enrolling at Northwestern Pritzker School of Law, but now I am excited to return to the
reason I came to law school in the first place: to work in a legal services organization.

Q: Why do you want to work for us at Legal Aid Chicago? (Motivation Question)

A: I came to law school to become a legal aid attorney, and I am especially excited to start doing that work in my new
home city of Chicago. 1 am especially excited about 1 egal Aid Chicago’s efforts to close the justice gap and make civil legal
assistance more accessible to everyone. For example, 1 saw 1.egal Aid Chicago’s recent involvement in the appellate case that
affirmed that police owe duties to victims of domestic violence. The conrt’s holding is a victory in terms of holding law enforcement
accountable and protecting 1 egal Aid Chicago’s clients. Additionally, the opportunity to work on matters that might change the
law for the better is really attractive to me. 1 have enjoyed my Communication and 1 egal Reasoning class in law school because
of the opportunity to draft an appellate brief and make an oral argument, so I am excited to bring those legal research and
writing skills to support the attorneys in their cases at 1 egal Aid Chicago.

Q: Tell us more about your experience with Teach for America. (Application Question)

A: During my time with Teach for America in Houston, I was assigned to a classroom with students from a variety of
backgrounds, which required me to adapt my teaching methods to meet the diverse needs of my students. I implemented
innovative lesson plans and used different techniques to engage students and address their unique learning styles. This experience
honed my communication skills. Additionally, working in a high-need area tanght me the importance of resilience and creativity
in overcoming obstacles. Overall, my time with Teach for America deepened my commitment to educational equity and provided
me with valuable skills in problem-solving and leadership that I continue to apply in law school.
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Q: What is your greatest weakness? (Behavioral Question)

A: In a previous role, I was responsible for a piece of a complex: project with tight deadlines. 1 struggled with a technical
wssue that I was hesitant to seek assistance on, thinking I should resolve it on my own. This delay affected the project timeline
and added unnecessary stress. I realized that I didn’t ask for belp because I was worried about what my colleagues wonld think.
I have now come to understand that asking for help is more important than my pride, especially when other people are conunting
on me. 1've since made a conscions effort to be more open about seeking guidance when needed. I've adopted a more collaborative
approach, regularly checking in with colleagnes and leveraging their expertise. This shift has not only improved my efficiency but
also fostered better teammork and knowledge sharing.

Your Turn to Ask Questions

We generally recommend preparing between three and five questions for your interviewer for when it’s your
turn to ask questions. Don’t blow this step off. This part of your interview also counts toward the
impression you are making with the employer, so it’s important to have thoughtful questions ready to go.

When we say thoughtful questions, we want to hear questions that are better than “what should I expect to
do as an intern?” and “what does a typical day look like for you?” For that first question, you should already
have a sense from the internship description. Instead, consider reframing your question to be something like
“In addition to legal research and writing, will there be opportunities for interns to sit in on court
appearances and case team meetings?” This demonstrates that you know what your role entails but you’re
also interested in getting more involved in what the office has going on. As for the “typical day” question,
most attorneys will tell you that there is no “typical day,” so they might find that question difficult to
answer. Instead of asking about one’s typical day, consider asking about the rough makeup of the attorney’s
docket or assignments. The answer to that question will give you better insight into the variety of work the
attorneys have and the opportunities you might have to participate in that work.

Here are some questions you can consider asking, but use your judgment to think about some of your own:
e In addition to legal research and writing, will there be opportunities for interns to sit in on court
appearances and case team meetings?

e What is the approximate breakdown of your workload in terms of the types of cases or assighments?

e Will I be assigned to a single attorney to support, or will I be supporting multiple attorneys in the
office?

¢ Do the attorneys have individual caseloads or projects, or do they work on teams?

e I noticed that your organization engages in [x, y, z types of issues, cases, or projects|. Are there
opportunities to engage in [that type of work?]

e What sort of mentorship can I expect to receive as an intern with your office?

e Does the office hold in-house training programs that interns can attend?

e (For criminal offices) How would you describe the office’s relationship with the bench?

e (For public defenders’ offices) How would you describe the office’s relationship with the
prosecutor’s office?

e (For prosecutors’ offices) How would you describe the office’s relationship with the public
defender’s office? With the private defense bar?

e (As your last question, if it hasn’t been answered) What should I anticipate in terms of timing for
next steps?

When it is your turn to ask questions, we are not just gathering information; this is an opportunity to
impress your interviewer by demonstrating how much research you have done.
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If time is tight, consider ranking your questions in order of importance so that you can be sure to get your
most important questions answered.

Finally, if your interviewer has not already given you the answer to this question, we generally recommend
asking “what should I anticipate in terms of timing for next steps?” as your last question. This question is
actually two questions in one: in addition to getting a rough idea of when you might hear back from this
employer, you will also find out whether this is a multi-stage process. Generally interviewing for 1L summer
involves a single interview, but as you get further into your law school career, you might see interview
processes that involve more than one round of interviews.

Nonverbal Communication

In-Person Interviews

In-person interviewing might be anxiety-inducing for some. In addition to nailing the answers to the types
of questions we discussed above, practicing nonverbal communication can help you come out on top. And
remember: your interview begins as soon as you enter the building, and you’ll want to treat everyone you
meet with respect, whether it’s the hiring manager or the administrative assistant.

e Suit up! Regardless of how any of us feel about it, this industry is still quite traditional and
conservative in terms of its expectations about our appearance. Even the most progressive
nonprofits” attorneys will break out their dark suits for court appearances. Unless the employer
explicitly states that suits are not expected for interviews, we recommend wearing a suit out of an
abundance of caution. Even if it’s not what you expect to wear on a day-to-day basis at the office,
wearing a suit may still be expected for your interview. If you need help identifying the right clothing
for your interview, please contact your Public Interest adviser, and we would be happy to help you
make a decision about what to wear. Did you know that the Law School offers the NLaw
Professional Closet? This resource is designed to assist students who are facing financial
constraints or need professional attire for events such as interviews, networking events, or other
occasions requiring professional dress. We also have an NLaw Pantry that supports students
experiencing hygiene insecurity within our community. To access these resources or for more
information, please contact Candace Bergeron lenard to arrange a meeting. Rest assured that all
appointment details are kept confidential.

e Eye contact is a crucial form of nonverbal communication during an interview that can convey many
meanings, including engagement, interest, and confidence. It can also help establish a connection
and build a rapport with the interview, in addition to making your words more memorable. If eye
contact is something you struggle with, just know that the proper length of time for moments of eye
contact is around two to four seconds. That’s it! Less eye contact might go unnoticed, and more
than that may make the interviewer uncomfortable.

e Facial expressions, such as a sincere smile when greeting someone, are incredibly important for
interviewing in person. People tend to trust facial expressions because most of them are automatic
and involuntary. Accordingly, facial expressions reinforce what we’re saying. A smile conveys good
will and suggests that you like the person with whom you are speaking and that you are pleasant to
work with. At the same time, we want to try to avoid facial expressions that are associated with
negative emotions. Even if you hear something disappointing in your interview, try to not grimace
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or otherwise signal your displeasure. Just make a mental (or physical) note of it, as it may help you
make an informed decision about the role later on.

e Like facial expressions, our body language can reinforce the things we are saying in our interviews.
In our post-Covid wortld, not everyone is comfortable shaking hands with a stranger. Additionally,
some cultures do not allow for physical contact, including handshakes, between individuals of
different sexes. That is okay; just be polite about it. If you do shake hands, do it standing up and
keep it firm (but not too firm), dry, and brief (between two and four shakes). Once you are seated
for your interview, remember your posture. One the one hand, slouching can translate as a lack of
energy and confidence, and on the other hand, being too stiff can make you appear uncomfortable
or unfriendly. Make sure you are sitting up straight with your shoulders back and a slight forward
bend from your hip to signal your engagement with the conversation. Additionally, be mindful of
your hands. It’s okay to talk with your hands if that is normal for you but try not to over-gesticulate.
If you struggle with using your hands so much that it can be distracting, try anchoring one hand
down on the table or on your thigh, which will cut down the amount of movement from your hands
by half. When you are not speaking, rest your hands on the table or desk in front of you, and avoid
fidgeting.

¢ Don’t walk into your interview empty handed. When attending an interview in person, you should
bring a folder or padfolio with extra copies of your application materials, a notepad, and a pen.
When the interviewer gives you important information about the position, you can and should be
jotting down notes for yourself. It’s also okay to already have a few notes on your notepad from
before the start of the interview, such as bullet point reminders for questions you plan to ask at the
end of the interview. Walking in with the aforementioned materials signals that you showed up
prepared for the interview and will show up prepared for this job.

Video Teleconference (VIC) Interviews

VTC interviews make use of technology platforms, such as Zoom, Webex, Google Meet, etc., in place of in-
person interviews. This is especially helpful for public interest employers that have limited resources because
it allows them to interview amazing candidates across the country.

Just like for in-person interviews, suit up, even if it’s just for your top half that will be visible on camera. If
you have questions about what to wear, please reach out to your Public Interest Center adviser. In addition
to much of the advice for in-person interviews above, including about eye contact and facial expressions, we
have to concern ourselves with camera angles, sound, lighting, and background when conducting VIC
interviews.

e When it comes to your camera angle, there might be little you can do about where your camera is on
your computer. We can still try to move the computer and ourselves for ideal positioning. First, try
to place the camera at roughly eye level or slightly above eye level. You can use books or a box to
raise your device to achieve this angle. If your camera is too low, the employer might see the ceiling
as your background, or you might be looking down at the camera, which can create an awkward
angle. Second, center the camera in line with the middle of your face so that you care centered in the
window, and position the camera directly in front of your eyes, as if you are making eye contact with
the camera. Finally, position the camera about 25 inches away, or at arm’s length. Being too close
can be unflattering, but if you are too far away, you might look small, and it may be hard to hear
you.
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e Test your speaker and microphone before your interview to make sure both are in working order.
Also make sure you’re not hearing an echo. If you can’t use your computer’s speakers, you may use
small headphones so long as they aren’t distracting for the person interviewing you. If you are using
Bluetooth headphones, make sure you have recently charged them and connected them to your
device before you sign into the interview platform.

e This may be obvious, but make sure you are either in a well-lit room or there is a light shining on
you from behind where the camera is. If you are backlit, it will be hard for the employer to see you,
and you will appear to be a shadowy figure on their screen. If you are near a window, beware of
glare or the shadows created by blinds. It might take some shifting of your position and your
computer or camera, but the right lighting can make a big difference.

¢ Finally, when it comes to your background, use your judgment. If you are taking the interview
somewhere at home, make sure you have tidied up the space that is visible on camera. This also
includes making your bed if it’s visible behind you. You do not need to have a white wall behind you
cither. We generally want some visual interest in our background so long as it’s not distracting. And
when in doubt, use the blur feature to blur your background.

Phone Interviews

When conducting a phone interview, make sure you are somewhere private, with good cell service or Wi-Fi
and with little to no ambient noise.

Phone interviews can be quite challenging. You miss out on a lot of visual cues you might take for granted
in in-person or VI'C interviews. You also run the risk of accidentally interrupting your interviewer, which
can be awkward. To avoid the risk of interrupting your interviewer, consider taking a breath at the end of
each of their statements before you speak up. In addition to having a moment to organize your thoughts
before you answer, you are also ensuring that you are not going to accidentally interrupt them in the event
they hadn’t finished speaking.

Even though your interviewer won’t be able to see your face, consider smiling when you speak. It’s a trick
that telemarketers use, and it actually works. Even though the interviewer cannot see your friendly face, they
will be able to hear it in your voice when you smile.

Additional Resources

In addition to this Guide, the Public Interest Center has additional resources to help you navigate the
application and interview process, including Interview Data, Thank-You Notes, and Following Up with

employers.

Interview Data

After your interview, please complete the anonymous Public Interest Interview Survey. The Public Interest
Center aggregates this information about interviews with various employers so we can better support
students in the future. We will also publish the updated data on a regular basis so students can better
anticipate what questions might be coming their way. You will be able to find this data linked on the Public
Interest Employment Resources page on Career Space.
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Thank-You Notes

Send a short thank-you note via email within 24-48 hours after your interview. If you have your
interviewer’s email address, you can send it directly. If you only have the email address of the person who
organized the interview, email them to thank them for taking care of the logistics of the interview and ask
them to pass your note along to your interviewer(s). You can find our advice and a sample thank-you note
here.

Following Up

If some time has passed after you interviewed, and the approximate date by which you expected to hear
back has come and gone, it may be time to follow up. If you’re not sure when or how to follow up with the
employer, please review our guidance here.

Handling Inappropriate or Discriminatory Interview Questions

Any references to the classes protected by Northwestern’s nondiscrimination policy (which all employers,
except the military, have signed) are illegal. If you are asked any illegal questions or any inappropriate or
offensive questions, please let your career adviser know as soon as possible.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the interview is one of the most critical parts of the application process. Not only does the
employer get the opportunity to see who you are as a person, in addition to what they saw (and liked) on
paper, you also have the opportunity to get a better feel for what it would be like to work for this employer.
That knowledge may be important if you are weighing multiple offers or if you’re not sure of what direction
you would like your career to take. Even if you decide to go in a different direction, making positive
impressions with employers when interviewing with them can serve you well in terms of your professional
reputation and broader legal network in the future.

The Public Interest Center is here to help you put your best foot forward throughout the application
process, including the interview phase. In addition to reading the guidance above and conducting research
ahead of your appointment, make an appointment with your Public Interest Center adviser to
conduct a practice interview. We are excited to help you see this process all the way through.
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