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our advisory board and from students who use our services. I have also posted the position on the 
campus student employment site. 

 

Success in Grinnell’s Program 
 

One of the things we have found successful it to create a table display (couple of display 
boards) with pictures of the TCs working and socializing.  They are bright and colorful and then 
we set up a table in the foyer to the dining hall during the lunch and dinner hours.  As students 
are in line for food, they walk by the table and can see or talk to the staff.  We create little 
business cards with candy attached and hand them out.  The cards have the application URL on 
them.   

I heard last year a student said “it is the coolest job on campus.”  I was very proud.  We try to 
make it cool.  You can still be professional while having a dynamic, fun environment to work in.  
This is part of our success story.  It is a learning-focused environment as well as a community.  
Students want to work for us.   
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learn fast. 
9. You mean the written application? Ours is not particularly strong (one of the things I'm hoping to 

improve on.) We basically ask questions about experience, and interest in the job. 
10. Describe the customer service skills you have used in previous jobs or service organization 

positions? 
Customer Service is an essential component of the position we are hiring. Some applicants 
provide good examples. If we can hire someone who has already learned customer service skills 
in a previous position, it's a real bonus for us. 

11. We really need to rework our application...it is very outdated. 
 
From the student employment website we only ask the following: "Briefly describe why you should 
be selected for this position. Also, include any special skills or qualifications you would like the 
hiring supervisor to consider. 
 
Our application asks them to rate themselves on hardware and software. We use a scale from No 
Use - Daily Use. We ask them to list versions they are familiar with and whether they are seflf-
taught or attended classes to learn. 

12. What is an IP number? 
How do you find it in a Windows XP system? 
We support the campus network and want people who already know networkng basics. 
 
Are you available for a minimum of 12 hours per week? 
Are you available for three semesters until graduation? 
We want people who can work long enough to make the training investment worthwhile. 

13. - what is your current GPA - less than 3.0 is a caution but not critical 
- how many units are you taking this semester/next semester? Over 16 is a caution but not critical. 
Over 19 is critical 
- working for ITS is like taking on an additional 3 unit class - can you commit to this? - attempt to 
determine if student can handle the commitment 
- you must be able to work a minimum of 10 hours a week in minimum 2 hour blocks - having 
students scheduled for less than 2 hours at a time does not allow the student to work effectively in 
my opinion 

14. What was the last book they read? 
 
How would they handle specific situations.. 

15. Have you had customer service experience? Face-to-face? phone? email? 
Please provide examples of technology troubleshooting you have done in the past. 
How many hours a week would you like to work. 
Please list any formal technology training (or certifications) you have had. 
 
(Did not have time to elaborate on "why" on all these) 

16. 1) Describe the computing equipment you own and/or use on a regular basis. 
 
This question usually identifies the very technical candidates from the rest by virtue of the amount 
of HW specifics they include for their personal machines. 

17. expected graduation date because of the amount of training necessary 
18. Tell us about... 

 
I like to use statements that allow the student to give a detailed explanation or anecdote of their 
previous experience. This allows us to gauge their communication skills as well as it gives them a 
chance to give us detail that might not come out if they are nervous during the interview. 
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Applications@Grinnell College 
We have an online application for our Student Technology Consultants.  The first page is a 
description of the job and expectations for training.  If students can’t participate in training, then 
they don’t need to apply.  Once they read through the application information, there is a link to 
the actual application.  http://tcdb.grinnell.edu/apply/ 

We accept applications at the beginning of fall and spring semesters.  I want to hire for attrition 
only, so we hire approximately as many students that are graduating in the spring and divide 
that into two training sessions.  For example, if I need to hire 25 students and the first round of 
interviews comes up with 15 students, then our goal is to hire 10-12 in the spring semester. 

Scoring the Applications 
The demographic information is not included on the application.  Each one is automatically 
assigned a number and the applications are scored by 4-6 students.  The main goal is that the 
scoring has to be consistent, someone can’t only score part of the applications, they have to do 
them all so that we have consistent numbers. 
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Q. Think of a time when your manager gave you feedback regarding a performance issue and you 
became defensive. What happened? 
-Good to hear about how someone deals with conflict with a superior and how they take criticism. 
 
Q. Tell me about a time when you had to say "No" to a customer because what they wanted was 
against company policy. How did you handle the situation? 
-At times there are unhappy customers and customers that make requests that cannot be met. It's 
good to know how someone handles situations like this. 

8. This is my favorite interview question, and I usually ask it like this almost verbatim: "This question 
is a bit of a generalization, but we'll go with it for the sake of the question. Students who want IT 
jobs tend towards one of two types. One type is super geeky, and does this stuff anyway because 
everyone knocks on their door when their computer breaks at 3 am, so they figure, hey, might as 
well get paid for it. The other type knows nothing about computers, but they know how to talk to 
people - they've done customer service work, and they want this job because they want to learn 
about computers. Now, everyone is somewhere in between those two extremes. Where do you 
think you fall, and do you think one of the other is a better fit for this type of job?" 
 
This is one of the last questions I ask, usually. I like this question because it lets me gauge 
whether their perception of their own skills matches what has come across in the interview 
previously (i.e., if they think they know a lot about tech but clearly don't know what they think they 
know.) I also like it because their answer to the second part lets me see if they understand just 
how crucial customer service is to the work they're doing. It's basically the ideal question for me to 
figure out a student's ego and how they might fit into a team-based work environment. 

9. What is your impression of what the Lab Assistant job entails? 
Students who do not work out often fall into 2 categories: someone who thought the job was easier 
then expected and would only have to show up, and someone who thought the job was more 
technical and not so operational and focused on customer service. If they know what to expect, 
they are more likely to be a successful long-term employee. 

10. I do not handle the actual interview process with student workers. I allow the ALS Manger to do 
that. 

11. We do a pre-interview questionnaire to select students to go onto a phone interview. In the phone 
interview they are asked to do some tasks they would handle as first level phone support. They 
are told to call us at an agreed upon time and have a computer available for use. They are asked 
to discover several IT information items just as if were on the job. Example: What outage 
happened on November 9th? 
 
From this we see how easily they can search for information and how clearly they can 
communicate with customers on the phone. 

12. what is your favorite "It was broken and I fixed it" story? - Anyone who is motivated to figure out 
how something works and how to fix it when it breaks has at least one of these... if not, this has 
been a pretty good indication this student is not going to enjoy or succeed at this job 

13. Why did you leave your last job? 
14. What hobbies or activities do you like to do outside of technology support? (often can find out if the 

person has social skills, variety of interests, knows how to speak to adults or other age groups, 
likes to help others or is more egocentric in personality) 
Why did you choose the major you are in? (similar to above, you get some ideas of if they are 
people-centric, technology-centric, or other). 

15. Can you describe a time when you had to deal with a difficult customer and how you addressed 
the situation?  
 
This question for whatever reason has yielded a wide range of answers from "I've never had to 
deal with a difficult customer" to mini dissertations on customer service that never address a 
personal experience or how they handled the situation. Some answers have been very honest with 
instances where they utterly failed to address the situation properly but then they explain what 
they learned from that. With the range of answers its often hard to compare applicants on 



SIGUCCS Webinar 2010-Hiring Student Staff Page 7 
 

customer service skill levels off this question but it gives a good insight into the person 
themselves. 

16. if they have previous computing support experience 
17. Performance question, such as "lead this blindfolded person to the computer and have them open 

Microsoft Word." We do this to assess the ability for giving clear directions, receiving feedback 
from the "user" and then redirecting as necessary. We look for tone, clear information, language, 
etc. 

 
18. 

What interests you most about working here? This question gives us perspective on their 
expectations for the job ("this job will give me time to do my homework"), their desire to learn ("I 
want to learn more about computers/multimedia, etc."), and their overall enthusiasm for the work 
that we do. 
 
Can you tell me about a time recently where you had great customer service and what made it a 
pleasurable experience? This question gets them thinking about customer service in a way they 
may not have thought about it before. Customer service being the most important aspect of our 
work (not the technology!). After they answer, we often take this to a broader conversation of why 
was that such a great experience, how can we provide great customer service in our labs, etc. etc. 

19. We want to be able to know if the student is actually interested in learning and understanding the 
job. We don't expect the students to know the job skills but we want to know they WANT to learn the 
skills. 
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5. * Hiring students that are reliable, have attention to detail, and will learn quickly. 

* Hiring students that won't graduate at the same time. 
 Train/evaluate those things that are important to you.  Evaluate their reliability by having them 

follow instructions/policies for training.  Have your training include problem solving/attention to 
detail techniques.  As far as them graduating at the same time, good luck!  We only hire first and 
second year students, so they will work for us for 3-4 years hopefully, but one year 1/3 of my 
workforce graduated.  We know it is a dynamic workforce and have to modify our policies and 
attitudes to reflect this. 
 

6. Finding bright, motivated intelligent students with a passion for service. We often need to make 
trade-offs; we'll hire a highly motivated and service-oriented student with fewer technical skills, and 
coach them heavily for those technical skills. 

  
I think this is all you can do, hire those that are mostly qualified, be open about the skills you want 
them to work on and train them.  
  

7. Getting a student who has both "people skills" as well as the technical skills. 
  

Create interview questions that will bring these things out.  Know what you are looking for in 
advance, have more than one person in the interview, other student workers or student 
supervisors, and try to determine the most qualified students. 
 

8. Recruiting is the biggest challenge -- getting a big enough pool of applicants that we can pick and 
choose from the ones who are the best fit, and still meet our staffing needs. We're particularly 
challenged in finding candidates with specialized skills - for example, multimedia or video 
experience. 
 
Also, onboarding students -- not sure if that's relevant to the webinar topic, but I'm also interested 
in making the process between hiring --> end of their first month as smooth and wonderful as I 
possibly can. 

  
Hopefully you can get some marketing ideas from the webinar and other participants that will help 
in recruiting and getting the word out about the jobs.  We train the specialized skills.  We normally 
have several students that like to work with video.  We train some basic digital video skills during 
our 8 week program, from that we often get students who want to continue with those skills and 
we provide more extensive training for those interested.  They work as Digital Media Specialists 
and assist students with academic projects.  I think by introducing them to some basics, students 
find out that they like that type of work and want to learn more.   
 
The next webinar will be about training  
 

9. We have 1200-1500 applicants every year, and hire about 100 students. Evaluating all the 
applicants fairly and effectively is a lot of work. 

  
Can you develop or use something online to help screen? Use your best student workers to help 
with interviewing/screening.  Our student staff  tend to be harder on their peers than I am.  
  

10. Finding student with good technical ability. 
  

I am not sure that you can always know this because they may rate themselves good at 
something technical when they don’t know much about it, but with a combination of asking the 
right questions and some assessment of skills, you have a better chance.  I don’t think there is an 
easy answer to this.  Many students who are those others go to for computer help are good ones 
to hire, advertise is such a way to attract the right ones. 
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11. Currently our hourly wages are not competitive enough to pull in some of the best candidates. Our 

'perks' aren't attractive enough to make up for it. We rely heavily on this being a great resume 
builder for technical positions. 

  
I have no control on wages, and so I have made the job fun, a community of staff and emphasize 
the “help you in getting a real job” side of things.  I also create a portfolio of all of their certifications 
and reference letter to take with them when they graduate.  Many of our grads have gotten great 
jobs and that helps market us as well.   
 

12. Getting team players 
  

I think this is probably something you can screen in the interview process, but you also have to 
create a team.  You have to have a great team structure in place that people can become a part of 
and feel welcome. 
 

13. Finding someone with the balance of people skills and technical skills who is either a first or 
second year student. I generally do not hire juniors or seniors. 
It is not always easy to gage this during a 30 minute interview. 

  
Advertise only for first/second year, don’t accept applications from others.  Advertise to the 
incoming students and during orientation so that you are marketing to the ones you want.  I am not 
sure there is a good balance that can be determined in the interview.  You need to ask the right 
questions so that you get the information you want, don’t use standard interview stuff and then if 
they are the right person, train/evaluate them.  we do not tell the new student staff that they will be 
actually “hired” until they complete training, it is like the usual “probationary period”.  We have the 
right not to hire them if the training process and their evaluations don’t work out. 
 

14. My biggest challenge this semester has been the time commitment for me towards interviewing 
and training of student staff. 

  
Use your student staff to help in this process, scoring applications, interviewing, etc.  if you don’t 
have student supervisors/leaders, then invite your best ones to help.  They know what to look for 
in the applicants.  Determine as a group what questions will be asked and then let them help 
evaluate the applicants.  I don’t sit in on any interviews anymore. 
 

15. Finding qualified students with a customer service attitude 
  

I think this is something that can be trained, especially when you compare their own experiences 
in good/bad service, how to apply that attitude toward their service, role playing.  I use the FISH 
training video which is easy to apply and fun, we do some listening/giving instruction games, role 
playing, etc.   
 

16. Finding students who are both dependable and consistent.  
Creating an environment where student staff can both learn (skills they take with them when they 
graduate) and provide a service to the University (accomplish the work that we need done). 

  
I think that the learning aspect of this is important, as that is what helps make the job interesting.  I 
have found that most, not all of the student staff, want to learn more skills and contribute in other 
ways.  Having them be part of planning committees, training, mentoring, etc. all help them get more 
involved and I think, more interested in the success of the job and their colleagues. 
 

17. Apathy. Students who have no experience and/or apparent interest apply but this is just another 
application they have filled out. We ask applicants what about the job posting compelled them to 
apply and one actually answered, "I'm just looking for a job." 
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I think that if you can create an online application that fits the job you are looking for, ask them 
detailed questions regarding their experience and attitudes, you can probably weed out those who 
are just “looking for any old job” and get more qualified applicants.  Let the other students help you 
go through applications as well, and even interview.  They are great judges of good staff since they 
are the ones doing the job. 

18. I think my biggest challenge is my own inexperience at hiring STUDENTS. I have hired employees, 
but I am not as comfortable interviewing and selected people with limited work experience. 

 It is the same, don’t treat it differently.  You are just creating a dynamic workforce, knowing that they 
will only give you 2-3 years rather than 10-15 years.  Look at this as a learning experience for them, 
but a way that you can utilize their talents while they are here.  The more experience and training 
you can give them for the “real world,”  the better they will benefit from the job.  Know what you are 
looking for, though and be open and clear about the expectations of the job.  Use your good 
students to mentor others so that the knowledge and attitudes get passed on.  Create a great 
infrastructure so that the staff can come and go, but the infrastructure can handle it. 

 

 

Thank you for participating in the webinar on Student hiring…I hope you were able to get some 
good ideas that might be transformed to fit your situation.  We will be doing another webcast in 
February on training student staff, so look for the invitation. 

 

Please feel free to contact me for any questions or info: 

 

Karen McRitchie 

mcritchi@grinnell.edu 

 


