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Thumb twiddling, nail biting and 
other nervous gestures often make an 
appearance during the ultimate make-it-
or-break-it situation — a job interview. 
Prepping speeches about strengths and 
weaknesses is important, but one bit 
of information is usually left unstudied 
 — reading habits. “What is the last book 
you read?” stumps many interviewees. 
Don Malson, director of career services 

at Columbia College, says interviewers 
ask this question to see who knows 
what’s going on in the world and in their 
professional field. Sharing recent reads 
might land you a dream job, but if Harry 
Potter or I Hope They Serve Beer in Hell are 
the only books on your nightstand, these 
tips can help you learn how to respond so 
you can nail the interview and land the job.

+ Samantha Sonderen 

Don’t panic
Graduate papers and part-time jobs have 
a relationship with leisure reading like 
Whitney had with Bobby. You might not 
have time to sit down and read a book 
in time for an interview. Have no fear. 
According to Barbie Banks, program 
coordinator of Adult Enrichment 
Programs at the Columbia Area Career 
Center, you should tell your interviewer 
that you haven’t had a chance to read 
lately, but name a specific book you plan to 
read. Employers will appreciate someone 
honest with a desire to learn; they do not 
expect a reading machine.

Read interesting, relevant material
When you have time, put down the 
textbook, and pick up a book that is 
intellectual and has mass appeal. “Books 
like Freakonomics are relatable,” says 
Amanda Nell, senior coordinator at MU 
Career Center, because they cover a wide 
variety of topics including cheating, crime, 
parenting and sports. Although the book 
might not relate specifically to all job 
fields, it can show interviewers that you 
are well-rounded in your interests. Picking 
an additional book that relates to your 
specific job area can show you are engaged 
in the field you want to enter.

Don’t pre-interview cram
Although some people get buried in books, 
others would rather bury themselves 
before picking one up. According to Nell, 
reading of any type — whether it’s a 
book or an article online — even once a 
week can be helpful. She describes how 
to explain a read-in-progress without 

dedicating hours to it. “You can get the big 
takeaway from just going on Amazon and 
reading the book descriptions,” Nell says. 
If you use this strategy, explaining why 
you chose which book is key. “Pick a time 
every day or every other day, even for 10 
minutes at a time, to look up something 
you enjoy,” Malson says. 

Pursue other reading channels
“If you’re not a big book reader, that’s 
OK,” Nell says. “Just say, ‘I tend to read 
more online articles’ or ‘I’m a big blog 
person.’” She suggests reading online 
as long as you use credible sources of 
information. Signing up for and reading 
a company’s e-newsletter can also be 
beneficial.

Learn while reading
Just having an answer to the book question 
will not cut it. What really makes a 
great impression on interviewers is the 
explanation of why you picked the book 
and how the material is relevant. Elizabeth 
Baiocchi-Wagner, visiting assistant 
professor of communication at MU, says 
people should read so that they can speak 
more intellectually about a topic. “It is 
about conveying passion to an employer.”
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