Interview Skills and Strategies – 

Military Service Coordinator (MSC)
Instructor Lesson Plan

Time Required: 2.5 Hours
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	Lesson Description

	The information below provides the instructor with an overview of the lesson and the materials that are required to effectively present this instruction.

	TMS #
	1358200

	Prerequisites
	Prior to this lesson, the trainees must have completed VSR Challenge Training Phase I though III.

	target audience
	The target audience for Personal Interview Skills is Military Service Coordinator (MSC). 

Although this lesson is targeted to teach the MSC employee, it may be taught to other VA personnel as mandatory or refresher type training.

	Time Required
	2.5 hours

	Materials/
TRAINING AIDS
	Lesson materials:

· Interview Skills and Strategies PowerPoint Presentation

· Interview Skills and Strategies Trainee Handout Packet

· Interview Skills and Strategies Answer Key

	Training Area/Tools 
	The following are required to ensure the trainees are able to meet the lesson objectives: 

· Classroom or private area suitable for participatory discussions

· Seating, writing materials, and writing surfaces for trainee note taking and participation 

· Handouts, which include a practical exercise
· Large writing surface (easel pad, chalkboard, dry erase board, overhead projector, etc.) with appropriate writing materials

· Computer with PowerPoint software to present the lesson material
· Trainees require access to VA TMS to complete the assessment.


	Pre-Planning 


	· Become familiar with all training materials by reading the Instructor Lesson Plan while simultaneously reviewing the corresponding PowerPoint slides. This will provide you the opportunity to see the connection between the Lesson Plan and the slides, which will allow for a more structured presentation during the training session. 

· Become familiar with the content of the trainee handouts and their association to the Lesson Plan. 

· Practice is the best guarantee of providing a quality presentation. At a minimum, do a complete walkthrough of the presentation to practice coordination between this Lesson Plan, the trainee handouts, and the PowerPoint slides and ensure your timing is on track with the length of the lesson. 

· Ensure that there are copies of all handouts before the training session.

· When required, reserve the training room.

· Arrange for equipment such as flip charts, an overhead projector, and any other equipment (as needed).

· Talk to people in your office who are most familiar with this topic to collect experiences that you can include as examples in the lesson. 

· This lesson plan belongs to you. Feel free to highlight headings, key phrases, or other information to help the instruction flow smoothly. Feel free to add any notes or information that you need in the margins. 

	Training Day 


	· Arrive as early as possible to ensure access to the facility and computers. 

· Become familiar with the location of restrooms and other facilities that the trainees will require. 

· Test the computer and projector to ensure they are working properly. 

· Before class begins, open the PowerPoint presentation to the first slide. This will help to ensure the presentation is functioning properly. 

· Make sure that a whiteboard or flip chart and the associated markers are available.

· Provide a sign in sheet and at the conclusion of the session, ensure that all trainees sign in. 


	Introduction to Interview Skills and Strategies

	INSTRUCTOR INTRODUCTION
	Complete the following:

· Introduce yourself

· Orient learners to the facilities

· Ensure that all learners have the required handouts

	time required
	.25 hours

	Purpose of Lesson

Explain the following:
	This lesson is intended to improve trainee’s personal interview skills to help promote a positive outcome and experience for our visitors This lesson will contain discussions and exercises that will allow you to gain a better understanding of: 
· General Interview Skills

· Interview Strategies

	Lesson Objectives

Discuss the following:
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Handout 2
	In order to accomplish the purpose of this lesson, the MSC will be required to complete an assessment that covers the following lesson objectives: 

The MSC will be able to:  

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, differentiate positive and negative non-verbal communication, with 85% accuracy.

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify active listening techniques, with 85% accuracy.

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, differentiate open-ended and closed-ended questions, with 85% accuracy.
· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify strategies to manage strong emotions presented during an interview, with 85% accuracy.
· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify factors to consider when conducting an interview, with 85% accuracy.

	Explain the following:
	Each learning objective is covered in the associated topic. At the conclusion of the lesson, the learning objectives will be reviewed. 

	Motivation
	During the interview process the Veteran or Service member is the captive audience. You must keep them engaged and make the interview process all about them. One wrong gesture, statement, or expression could close them off and make them unreceptive to the information you are trying to present. This lesson will prepare the interviewer to identify how to keep the interviewee engaged and captivated.

	STAR Error code(s)
	The Systematic Technical Accuracy Review (STAR) Program reviews cases and considers them either “accurate” or “in error” for the purpose of measuring technical accuracy. The following are examples of errors called during the 2010 STAR review.

Please discuss any common errors related to this lesson with the trainees:

	References
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Handout 3
	Explain where these references are located in the workplace:
· Under Secretary of Defense Memorandum: Policy and Procedural Directive-Type Memorandum (DTM) for the Disability Evaluation System (DES) Pilot Program, dated November 21, 2007

· Under Secretary of Defense - Policy and Procedural Update for the Disability Evaluation System (DES) Pilot Program dated December 11, 2008

· Integrated Disability Evaluation System (IDES) Implementation Guide of July 2011


	Topic 1: General Interview Skills

	Introduction
	Military Service Coordinators (MSCs) interview Service members as they enter and exit the Integrated Disability Evaluation System (IDES). How MSCs conduct themselves during the interview is as important as the questions they will ask Service members. Skillfully applying interview skills will help put Service members at ease, which results in the accurate and efficient collection of information.

	Time Required
	1 hour

	OBJECTIVES/
Teaching Points
	Topic objectives:

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, differentiate positive and negative non-verbal communication, with 85% accuracy.

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify active listening techniques, with 85% accuracy.

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, differentiate open-ended and closed-ended questions, with 85% accuracy.
· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify strategies to manage strong emotions presented during an interview, with 85% accuracy. 
The following topic teaching points support the topic objectives: 

· Non-verbal Communication

· Active Listening

· Questioning

· Strong Emotions

	Non-verbal Communication
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Handout 4
	Non-verbal communication is the giving and receiving of information without the use of spoken words. It conveys both positive and negative messages:

Positive Cues

Negative Cues

Facial Language

· Smile

· Direct eye contact

· Head tilted

· Frown

· Eyebrow raised

· Eyes wandering

· Smirk

· Blank look

· Yawn

Body Language

· Stand tall 

· Face the visitor

· Open arms and hands

· Turn away from visitor

· Crossed arms in a defensive manner

· Shrug

Interviewers must be conscious of their non-verbal communication cues and understand the impact these cues can have on visitors. Studies have shown when positive non-verbal communication is used, customer satisfaction is higher. 

	Active Listening 
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Handout 4
	Hearing is not the same as listening. One of the most important interview skills is active listening. 

Active listening is defined as: clearly understanding, interpreting, and evaluating the message presented. 

	Requirements
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Handout 4
	Active listening requires both verbal and non-verbal communication cues. During an interview:

· Turn your focus to the visitor.

· Let the visitor talk; give him or her a minute to tell you what is needed.

· Listen carefully to what the visitor is saying. 

· Restate what you heard.

· Allow the visitor to correct or clarify the information.

Remember, a visitor who is being listened to is a visitor who feels important. This equates to good customer service.

	Check comprehension 
	Ask the trainees the following questions:

1. What are examples of positive and negative non-verbal communication?

Response:

Positive Cues

Negative Cues

· Smile

· Direct eye contact

· Head tilted 

· Stand tall 

· Face the visitor

· Open arms and hands

· Frown

· Eyebrow raised

· Eyes wandering

· Smirk

· Blank look

· Yawn 

· Turn away from visitor

· Crossed arms in a defensive manner

· Shrug

2. Why is it important to use positive non-verbal communication?

Response: Positive non-verbal communication leads to higher customer satisfaction.
3. What is the definition of active listening? 
Response: Active listening means clearly understanding, interpreting, and evaluating the message presented.

4. What are some active listening techniques that can be used during an interview?

Response: 

· Turn your focus to the visitor.

· Let the visitor talk; give him or her a minute to tell you what is needed.

· Listen carefully to what the visitor is saying. 

· Restate what you heard.

· Allow the visitor to correct or clarify the information.

	Types of Questions
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Handout 5
	As the interviewer, you will be asking the visitor many questions. How a question is phrased can greatly influence the level of detail you receive. 

Open-ended questions are questions that solicit additional information from the inquirer. 

Close-ended questions are questions that can be answered finitely by either “yes” or “no”.

Question Type

Information

Example

Close-ended
· Require only short or single word answers

· Are easy to answer

· Provide factual information

· Keep control of conversation 

Did you go to the game on Saturday?
Open-ended

· Allow for full, meaningful answers 

· Require thought before responding

· Provide information containing opinions and feelings

· Give control of the conversation 

What did you do last Saturday?


	Paraphrasing

Handout 5
	To paraphrase means to restate a message in order to clarify the original statement. During an interview, paraphrasing is useful to assure the visitor that you have heard him/her and understand what was said. This allows the visitor to correct the statement or move on to a new message.

Open-ended questioning and paraphrasing work well together when trying to gather information from a visitor.

	DISCUSSION
	Read each statement below to the trainees. Ask trainees to determine whether each statement is an open- or close-ended question.

· Why don’t you tell me more about the accident? (Open)

· And so that was how it happened? (Closed)

· Who told you that your claim was denied? (Open)

· Did a VA employee tell you your claim was denied? (Closed)

	Check comprehension
	Ask trainees the following questions:

1. What are the components of close-ended questions? 

Response: 

· Require only short or single word answers

· Are easy to answer

· Provide factual information

· Keep control of the conversation

2. What are the components of open-ended questions? 

Response:

· Allow for full, meaningful answers 

· Require thought before responding

· Provide information containing opinions and feelings

· Give control of the conversation

	Strong Emotions
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Handout 5 - 6
	Acknowledging visitors’ feelings is an important component of customer service and, in turn, is part of the interview process. 

If a visitor is displaying strong feelings or emotions, deal with those first. Demonstrate you are listening and that you understand what is being said. 

Remember, understanding is NOT the same as agreement. You may be able to understand the visitor’s feelings and yet still disagree with what is being said.

Use the following strategies to deal with strong feelings or emotions:

Strategy

Approach

Empathize
· Defined as “mentally entering into the feeling and spirit of a person. The capacity for participation in another person’s feelings or ideas.”
· Concentrate on the visitor.
· Block out distractions.
· Acknowledge what is being said.
· Restate the problem or question.
Ask questions

· Ask open-ended questions when possible.
· Allow the visitor to share thoughts and details.

· Ask questions that uncover the who, what, where, why, when, and how of the situation.
Give feedback
· Giving feedback validates feelings.
· Do not make excuses. Give suggestions instead. 
· Try to sound sincere. Avoid making the visitor feel patronized. 
· Use expressions like: 
“I can hear your frustration” 
“It sounds like you have had a really difficult time.”
· DO NOT use, “I know how you feel.”
Summarize the problem
· Thank the visitor for the interview and opportunity to be of assistance.

· Apologize for any inconvenience, if appropriate.

· Follow up on specific actions, if promised.


	Threatening Behavior
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Handout 7
	On rare occasions, a visitor showing strong emotions may become unruly or physically threatening. 

Under no circumstances should you physically engage with a visitor. If you feel that a visitor is displaying threatening behavior, immediately contact your facility security personnel for assistance.

Visitors display negative behavior for many reasons. Some disgruntled visitors may feel:

· Expectations which were not met.

· VA did not (or are not) listening to them.

· Like a victim and no one cares.

Other disgruntled visitors may be: 

· Told one thing by a VA employee and told something else by another.

· Kept waiting too long.

· Promised something by VA that was not delivered. 
· Acted upon something VA told them and VA was wrong.

· Tired, stressed, or frustrated with the process.

· Already upset at someone or something else not related to VA.

	NOTE(S)
	Know the security procedures currently in place at your office.

	Non-verbal Signs
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Handout 7
	Non-verbal signs of possible threatening behavior:
· Flared nostrils

· Clenched fists

· Red face

· Tense body posture

· Tight lips

· Agitated or loud voice

· Wide open eyes

	Actions
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Handout 8
	When dealing with an unruly visitor, be sure your actions do not negatively influence the visitor’s behavior. Keep your verbal and non-verbal communication positive.

Do…

Don’t…

Listen closely

Interrupt the visitor

Maintain direct eye contact

Gaze elsewhere or visually wander

Adopt a positive body posture, voice tone, and facial expression

Show indifference

Gently probe for information

Display an impatient or condescending tone or demeanor

Eliminate possible distractions

Take things personally

Remain patient and firm

Allow the visitor to take control of the conversation



	Check comprehension 
	Ask trainees the following questions:

1. “Understanding a message is NOT the same as agreement.” True or false? Explain your answer.
Response: True. You may be able to understand the visitor’s feelings and yet still disagree with what's being said.
2. What strategies can you use to deal with visitors showing strong emotion?
Response:
· Empathize

· Ask questions

· Give feedback

· Summarize the problem
3. What should you do if a visitor becomes unruly or physically threatening?
Response: Immediately contact your facility security personnel for assistance. DO NOT physically engage with the visitor. Remember to keep your verbal and non-verbal communication positive!

	Exercise


Handout 12 -13
	Refer trainees to Attachment A: Personal Interview Skills Review Exercise in the trainee packet handout.

· Allow 20 minutes for the  trainees to complete the exercise individually. 
· Review and discuss answers to reinforce trainee understanding.


	Topic 2: Interview Strategies

	Introduction
	Military Service Coordinators (MSCs) need to apply specific interview strategies when conducting an interview. Such strategies include:

· Setting the tone

· Following general guidelines

· Avoiding common mistakes

· Providing accurate information

· Keeping realistic expectations

· Closing the interview

Use of such strategies can positively affect the outcome of the interview.

	Time Required
	.5 hours

	OBJECTIVES/
Teaching Points
	Topic objective:

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify strategies to consider when conducting an interview, with 85% accuracy.
The following topic teaching points support the topic objectives: 

· Conduct the Interview

	Conduct the Interview
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Handout 9
	When conducting an interview, the MSC needs to be aware of specific interview strategies and implement them when appropriate:

· Set the tone

· Follow general guidelines

· Avoid common mistakes

· Provide accurate information

· Keep realistic expectations

· Close the interview

	NOTE
	Details related to the initial interview or exit interview can be found in the Initial Interview and Exit Interview lessons.

	Set the Tone
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Handout 9
	Before conducting an interview, consider the following factors to help set the tone:

Factor

Additional Information

Location

· Conduct interviews in calm, quiet locations.

· Interviews held in noisy office spaces, where the interviewer continuously gets up to retrieve forms or supply items, sends the message: “I do not really care about you.”
Introduction/

Greeting

· Maintain direct eye contact with the visitor. 
· Make your introduction open and pleasant.
· Conveys your interest in the visitor’s reason to visit.
· Shows you are receptive to helping.
Body Language

· Keep a strong posture.
· Maintain positive facial expressions.
· Be attentive to the visitor and what he/she has to say. 
· Shows the visitor you care.


	General Guidelines 
Slide 14 - 15

Handout 9 - 10
	As you prepare for and conduct interviews, always strive for success:

· Take pride in doing a professional job.

· Take pride in serving our Nation’s Veterans, Service members, and their families.

· Show sensitivity and support to our visitors.

· Conform to accepted practices of honesty, integrity, and good human relations.

During the interview, be sure to:
· Begin the interview as promptly as possible.

· Control the interview; avoid prolonged and irrelevant discussions not pertinent to the interview.

· Be courteous, objective, and empathetic to the visitor.

· Provide thorough and accurate information to answer any questions.

· Gather sufficient information to correctly answer questions, and discuss any issues indicating potential eligibility for a benefit.

· Complete all appropriate forms neatly and accurately.

· Do not allow interruptions.

· Discuss any related VA or non-VA benefits with the visitor.

· Ensure compliance with the Identification Protocol for EVERY interview.

	Common Mistakes
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Handout 10
	As the interview progresses, be sure to avoid the following mistakes:

· Over talking

· Under listening

· Making decisions for the person being interviewed

· Acting like a psychologist or clinical counselor when you are not

· Failing to keep confidential the information obtained during the interview 

· Prying into the personal life of the individual you are assisting

	Accurate Information 
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Handout 10
	During the interview, be sure to provide accurate information:

· Avoid jargon:

· RO

· VACOLS

· MAP-D

· SHARE
· Use appropriate language.

· Give information at the speaking level of your visitor.

· Give information that is technically correct. 

· Make sure it is understood correctly.

· Match vocabulary level, speed, and sentence length to that of your visitor.

· Do not speak over the visitor’s level of understanding.

· Do not condescend.

	Realistic Expectations
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Handout 11
	Keep realistic expectations for yourself:

· It is okay to not know everything. 

· Admit you do not know, but be committed to find the answer. 

· DO NOT guess the answer.

Remember, unrealistic expectations can lead to visitor dissatisfaction.

	Close the Interview
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Handout 11
	When closing the interview, keep the following in mind:

· Summarize what has been agreed to by both you and your visitor.

· Clarify that no outstanding issues remain.

· Use non-verbal communication to indicate the interview is over.

· Stack papers

· Stand up

· Offer hand for a handshake

· Use finishing statements, such as:

· “Thank you for coming. I will take care of your claim.”

· “I appreciate you taking the time to come in, and am pleased we were able to resolve your problem.”

· See the visitor out by saying, “Thank you” and “Good-bye.”

	Check comprehension 
	Ask the trainees the following questions:

1. What are three factors that help set the tone of the interview?

Response: Location, introduction/greeting, and body language
2. What message are you sending when you conduct an interview in a noisy office space?

Response: “I do not really care about you.”
3. “What are common mistakes to avoid when conducting an interview?”

Response:

· Over talking

· Under listening

· Making decisions for the person being interviewed

· Acting like a psychologist or clinical counselor 

· Failing to keep information confidential

· Prying into the visitor’s personal life
4. In order to provide accurate information, avoid using __________.

Response: Jargon
5. What should you do if you do not know the answer to a question?

Response:

· Admit you do not know the answer

· Commit to the visitor that you will find the answer 

· NEVER guess the answer

6. What are some non-verbal communication cues you can use to signal the end of the interview?

Response:

· Stack papers

· Stand up


	Practical Exercise

	Time Required
	.5 hours

	EXERCISE

Handout 14 - 16
	Refer trainees to the Practical Exercise in the trainee packet handout.

Instructions: 

Part I

1. Instruct trainees to find a partner. 
2. One trainee will serve as interviewer and the other as the visitor. 
3. Privately, instruct the group of interviewers to present the following: 
· Negative verbal communication cues
· See Table 

· Close-ended questions
· To force the interview to conclude quickly
· Unacceptable location, introduction/greeting/body language
· To set a negative tone
4. Privately, instruct the group of visitors to respond to all negative verbal communication cues as they would in real life. 
5. Allow 10 minutes for the trainees to complete Part I. This time can be adjusted as required. 
6. Observe trainees as they conduct this exercise, make notes of their actions/reactions.
7. Review and discuss actions/reactions to reinforce trainee understanding. Cite examples that you observed in the classroom. 

Part II

1. Instruct trainees to switch roles. 
2. Privately, instruct the group of interviewers to present the following: 
· Acceptable location, introduction/greeting/body language
· To set a positive tone
· Positive verbal communication cues
· See Table 

· Open-ended questions
· Strategic open-ended questions to elicit additional information when required. 
3. Privately, instruct the group of visitors to respond to all positive verbal communication cues as they would in real life. 
4. Allow 10 minutes for the trainees to complete Part II. 
5. Review and discuss answers to reinforce trainee understanding. Cite examples that you observed in the classroom. 

· Conducting an interview

· General guidelines

· Closing the interview

In each review, emphasize specifics related to:

· Non-verbal communication

· Active listening

· Types of questions

· Strong emotions

Ask if there are any questions about the information presented in the exercise, and then proceed to the Review.


	Lesson Review, Assessment, and Wrap-up

	Introduction

Discuss the following:
	The Personal Interview Skills lesson is complete. 

Review each lesson objective and ask the trainees for any questions or comments.

	Time Required
	.25 hours 

	Lesson Objectives
	You have completed the Personal Interview Skills lesson. 

The trainee should be able to:  

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, differentiate positive and negative non-verbal communication, with 85% accuracy.

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify active listening techniques, with 85% accuracy.

· Given the trainee handout packet and references, differentiate open-ended and closed-ended questions, with 85% accuracy.
· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify strategies to manage strong emotions presented during an interview, with 85% accuracy.
· Given the trainee handout packet and references, identify factors to consider when conducting an interview, with 85% accuracy.

	Assessment 
	The assessment will allow the participants to demonstrate their understanding of the information presented in this lesson.

Remind the trainees that they will not receive credit for this lesson until the Level 1 and Level 2 assessments have been completed in the TMS. 
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