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THE ART OF ASKING THE RIGHT INTERVIEW QUESTION FOR PRESCHOOL TEACHER
CANDIDATES

Hiring a preschool teacher is one of the most consequential decisions a school director or hiring
committee can make. The early childhood years are a critical window for cognitive, social, and
emotional development, and the educator who guides children through this stage must possess a
rare combination of patience, creativity, knowledge, and warmth. The right interview question for
preschool  teacher  candidates  can mean the  difference between hiring  someone who simply  fills  a
vacancy and finding an educator who will truly transform young lives. In this comprehensive guide,
we  will  explore  the  most  effective  interview  questions,  what  to  look  for  in  responses,  and  how to
structure an interview that reveals the true character and capability of each candidate.

WHY INTERVIEW QUESTIONS MATTER SO MUCH IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

Teaching  preschool  is  fundamentally  different  from  teaching  any  other  grade  level.  The  work
requires not only academic knowledge but also a deep well  of  emotional intelligence, physical
stamina, and an almost intuitive understanding of how three- and four-year-olds think and feel. A
well-crafted interview question for preschool teacher applicants helps hiring teams move beyond the
resume to assess real-world skills. A candidate may have a degree in early childhood education and
years of experience, but the interview is where you discover whether they can handle a child in
crisis, communicate effectively with worried parents, or adapt a lesson plan on the fly when a class
of four-year-olds simply cannot sit still.
Moreover,  the interview process is a two-way street.  The questions you ask also signal to the
candidate  what  your  school  values.  When  you  ask  thoughtful,  scenario-based  questions,  you
demonstrate that your institution takes teaching seriously and that you understand the complexities
of the early childhood classroom.

CATEGORIES OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR PRESCHOOL TEACHERS

An effective interview draws from several categories of questions. No single type of question reveals
everything you need to know. By mixing behavioral questions, situational scenarios, philosophy-
based inquiries, and practical classroom management questions, you build a complete picture of the
candidate.  Below,  we break down each category  and provide  examples  of  a  strong interview
question for preschool teacher candidates in each area.

Behavioral Interview Questions
Behavioral questions ask candidates to reflect on past experiences. The theory is that past behavior
is the best predictor of future performance. When you ask a preschool teacher candidate to tell you
about a time they handled a difficult situation, you are inviting them to demonstrate their problem-
solving process and their ability to learn from experience.
Example  behavioral  interview  question  for  preschool  teacher  candidates:  "Can  you
describe a time when a child in your class was struggling with separation anxiety? How did you
handle it, and what was the outcome?"
In  a  strong  answer,  look  for  specific  details  rather  than  vague  generalities.  A  candidate  who  can
describe the child's behavior, the steps they took, and the eventual outcome shows that they are
reflective  and  thoughtful  in  their  practice.  They  should  also  mention  collaboration  with  parents  or
other staff members, since preschool teaching is rarely a solo endeavor.
Another strong behavioral question:  "Tell me about a lesson or activity that did not go as
planned. What did you learn from that experience?"
This question reveals humility and a growth mindset. The best preschool teachers are constantly
learning and adjusting. A candidate who blames the children or the materials for a failed lesson may
lack the flexibility that the job demands.

Situational and Scenario-Based Questions
Situational  questions present  a  hypothetical  challenge and ask the candidate how they would
respond.  These are  especially  valuable  for  newer  teachers  who may not  have extensive past
experiences to draw upon. A carefully designed scenario-based interview question for preschool
teacher applicants can reveal a candidate's values, priorities, and problem-solving style.
Example situational question: "Imagine you are leading a circle time activity, and one child is
repeatedly disrupting the group by shouting and standing up. Several other children are becoming
distracted. What would you do in that moment?"
Look for answers that balance the needs of the individual child with the needs of the group. A
candidate who immediately removes the child from the group may be too punitive. A candidate who
ignores the behavior may allow the disruption to escalate. The best answer often involves a calm,
consistent  classroom management  strategy  followed  by  a  private  conversation  with  the  child
afterward.
Another scenario to explore: "A parent comes to you upset because their child says they do not
like school. The parent is worried and asks what is going on in your classroom. How do you handle
that conversation?"
This question tests communication skills and emotional intelligence. A strong candidate will validate
the parent's concerns, avoid becoming defensive, and work collaboratively to understand the child's
perspective. They might suggest a plan to observe the child more closely or to check in with the
child at specific times during the day.

Philosophy and Approach Questions
Every preschool teacher has an educational philosophy, whether they have articulated it or not.
These questions help you understand the candidate's core beliefs about how young children learn
best. A thoughtful interview question for preschool teacher candidates in this category should be
open-ended and exploratory.
Example philosophy question:  "What is  your approach to play-based learning? How do you
balance child-directed play with teacher-directed instruction?"

The answer to this question reveals whether the candidate understands current best practices in
early childhood education. Research consistently supports play-based learning, but many teachers
struggle to articulate how they integrate academic goals into play. Look for candidates who can give
concrete examples of how they set up the classroom environment, observe children during play, and
extend learning through intentional interactions.
Another  philosophy  question:  "How  do  you  define  school  readiness,  and  what  is  your  role  in
preparing  children  for  kindergarten?"
This question often separates candidates who focus purely on academics from those who take a
more holistic view. The strongest answers acknowledge that kindergarten readiness includes social-
emotional skills, self-regulation, curiosity, and executive function, not just letter recognition and
counting.

Classroom Management and Discipline
Questions
Discipline in a preschool setting looks very different from discipline in older grades. The goal is not
punishment but guidance. A candidate's approach to classroom management is one of the most
important things to assess, and a well-framed interview question for preschool teacher candidates
can reveal whether they use developmentally appropriate practices.
Example classroom management question:  "What does positive guidance look like in your
classroom? Can you give an example of how you would help a child who is hitting or biting?"
Look for answers that focus on teaching alternative behaviors rather than simply stopping the
unwanted  behavior.  A  candidate  who  mentions  techniques  like  redirection,  offering  choices,  using
calm  voices,  and  teaching  emotional  vocabulary  is  demonstrating  a  strong  foundation  in
developmentally appropriate practice. Be wary of candidates who emphasize time-outs, removal of
privileges, or other punitive measures, as these are less effective with very young children.
An additional management question: "How do you establish classroom routines at the beginning
of the school year, and why are routines important?"
Routines provide security for young children. A candidate who understands this and can describe a
specific process for teaching routines step by step is likely to create a calm, predictable classroom
environment where children feel safe to learn and explore.

Questions About Family Engagement and
Communication
Preschool teachers work not only with children but also with families. The ability to build trusting
relationships with parents and caregivers is essential. An effective interview question for preschool
teacher candidates should explore their approach to family engagement.
Example family engagement question: "How do you build partnerships with families who come
from different cultural backgrounds or who speak a language other than English at home?"
This question tests cultural competence and a willingness to adapt. The best answers show respect
for diversity and a proactive approach to learning about each family's unique strengths and needs.
Look for candidates who mention using translation tools, learning a few key phrases in the family's
language, inviting families to share their traditions, and communicating in multiple formats.
Another communication question: "How do you handle a situation where you have concerns
about a child's development and need to discuss those concerns with the family?"
This is a delicate and emotionally charged conversation. A strong candidate will approach it with
empathy, focusing on specific observations rather than labels, offering resources and support,  and
framing the conversation as a partnership in the child's best interest.

RED FLAGS TO WATCH FOR IN RESPONSES

While it is important to know what you are looking for, it is equally important to recognize warning
signs. Certain patterns in a candidate's answers should give you pause. If a candidate consistently
blames children or families for challenges, that is a major red flag. Similarly, if  a candidate cannot
give  specific  examples  and  relies  entirely  on  general  statements,  they  may  lack  real  classroom
experience  or  the  ability  to  reflect  on  their  practice.
Another red flag is rigidity. A candidate who insists there is only one right way to teach or manage
behavior may struggle to adapt to the unique children and families in your program. The best
preschool teachers are flexible and responsive, adjusting their approach based on the needs of each
child and each situation.
Also pay attention to how the candidate speaks about children. Do they use respectful language that
acknowledges children as capable individuals? Or do they speak about children in dismissive or
demeaning terms? The language a teacher uses reveals their underlying beliefs.

HOW TO STRUCTURE THE INTERVIEW FOR MAXIMUM INSIGHT

The structure of the interview itself matters. A typical interview question for preschool teacher
candidates should not be delivered in isolation but as part of a thoughtful sequence. Start with a few
warm, open-ended questions to help the candidate relax. Then move into behavioral and situational
questions that require deeper thinking. Leave time for the candidate to ask their own questions, as
this reveals what they care about and whether they have done their research on your school.
Consider including a practical component, such as a brief teaching demonstration or a chance to
observe the candidate interacting with children during a classroom visit. Watching a candidate in
action is worth more than hours of conversation. If a classroom visit is not possible, ask scenario-
based questions that require the candidate to simulate their approach.
Finally, involve other team members in the interview process. A lead teacher, an assistant teacher,
and even a parent representative can offer different perspectives on a candidate's fit. When multiple
people  listen for  what  matters  in  an interview question for  preschool  teacher  candidates,  the
decision is stronger and more collaborative.
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SAMPLE COMPREHENSIVE INTERVIEW QUESTION SET

To help you get started, here is a set of questions that covers the key areas we have discussed. You
do  not  need  to  ask  all  of  these,  but  selecting  five  to  eight  questions  from this  list  will  give  you  a
thorough understanding of any candidate:

Tell us about your experience working with children aged three to five. What drew you to this1.
age group?
Describe a time when you adapted your teaching approach to meet the needs of a specific2.
child. What did you do and why?
How do you handle a child who is experiencing a strong emotional outburst, such as a3.
tantrum? Walk us through your process.
What role do observation and documentation play in your teaching practice? How do you use4.
what you observe to plan your curriculum?
How do you create an inclusive classroom environment where all children feel welcome and5.
valued?
Tell us about a time when you disagreed with a colleague or a parent about a child's needs.6.
How did you handle that situation?
What professional development experiences have been most influential in your growth as a7.

preschool teacher?
If you walked into your classroom tomorrow and found that the children were unusually8.
restless and unfocused, what would you do?

Each of these questions can be followed by probing follow-ups such as, "Can you tell me more about
that?" or "What were you thinking in that moment?" These follow-ups encourage candidates to go
deeper and reveal more about their thought process.

PREPARING CANDIDATES FOR SUCCESS

While the focus is often on evaluating candidates, a good interview also sets candidates up to show
their best selves. Share information about your program's philosophy and daily schedule before the
interview so candidates can prepare thoughtful answers. Let them know if there will be a teaching
demonstration or a written component. When candidates feel prepared, they are more likely to give
answers that truly reflect their abilities.
It is also important to remember that interviews are stressful. Some excellent teachers are not
naturally  strong interviewees.  They may be shy,  nervous,  or  not  accustomed to talking about
themselves. Give candidates grace and patience, and try to create a conversational atmosphere
rather than an interrogational one. The best interview question for preschool teacher candidates is
one that invites genuine conversation, not a rehearsed monologue


