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 Networking and forming relationships within the work place is an important part of the 

employment process, and informational interviews are a great way to get this networking started. 

More than that, they can give prospective employees the opportunity to learn about a particular 

profession or position on a more personal and firsthand basis. While doing research on a 

company or position can tell you a good deal of background and surface information, there is 

nothing better than being able to hear about it from someone who works in that environment on a 

daily basis. This was the case with the two informational interviews I conducted. Both of them 

proved to be helpful and insightful, not to mention comforting in the fact that I allowed myself to 

form new and exciting relationships.  

The first informational interview I conducted was with a woman named Cassandra 

Mahaney who is the Volunteer Coordinator for the Rape and Domestic Violence Center 

(RDVIC) here in Morgantown. Our paths crossed last spring at the annual Take Back the Night 

rally at the university, and she was one of the first names that came to mind when this 

assignment was mentioned. I have wanted to work with the organization for some time now, and 

I figured it could not hurt to start with her. 

 When I first contacted Ms. Mahaney, we scheduled a time to meet at her office where we 

could talk in a private setting. However, she had to take an extended medical leave for two 

weeks, and our meeting was unable to happen as scheduled. However, I was still able to ask her 

a number of questions about her work via an email interview. Though I know this was a much 

less traditional and desirable way to conduct the interview, I could not turn down her request to 

go forward with it; I wanted greatly to hear what she had to say about her position. Therefore, I 

prepared for her an initial list of eight questions and sent them out to her. 



 To start off the interview, I asked Ms. Mahaney what she does on a typical day at 

RDVIC. After all, when understanding a job or position, it is those everyday occurrences that 

really shape the work one would be doing. The biggest thing she does is to go out and teach 

lessons to various groups about sexual and dating violence, as well as bullying. In this way Ms. 

Mahaney is very much the extended arm of the organization that reaches out the community with 

education and prevention programs. She also spends her days working the meet the needs of 

current volunteers at the center, as well as developing ways to recruit new volunteers. 

 I also asked Ms. Mahaney what training or education was needed for her type of work, as 

well as the personal qualities and attributes she thinks make someone in her field the most 

successful. The only education she said was required is a bachelor’s degree in a “human-services 

related field,” which I believe can be many things, including Communication Studies. She 

personally is a graduate from the Women’s and Gender Studies Department here at WVU. 

Furthermore, she said the most important qualities to have in her position are patience, 

compassion, and wisdom. However, she did not elaborate on her word choice, so I can only 

speculate as to why those three things are most important. Even so, they do make sense based on 

the sensitive nature of the work done by the center. 

 The next question I had for Ms. Mahaney was about the most satisfying and challenging 

parts of her job. I felt this was an important question to ask because I can imagine there are both 

many good and bad parts about working with assault survivors. As far as the most satisfying part 

of her job, she said this: “Knowing that what I do makes a real difference in the lives of people 

who need assistance and knowing that I’ve provided compassion and honesty to those who don’t 

usually receive those gifts in their daily lives.” I truly appreciated this answer, because those are 

the sorts of reasons I want to work with the center in the first place. Additionally, Ms. Mahaney 



said the hardest part of her job is keeping her personal life separate from the trauma of the people 

she comes into contact with. That, too, is a concern I would have. I react emotionally to many 

situations, some more than others, so it would be interesting to see how I would handle myself in 

this case. 

 Ms. Mahaney told me that this separation from the trauma of others is also one of the 

most important pieces of advice she would give to someone pursuing a career in her field. I can 

see now that, even though it may be a challenge to do so, those who manage to make that 

separation get to experience something that seems extremely rewarding. I can only imagine how 

it would feel to look at a survivor to whom I have given my assistance and dedication, and I 

don’t know that I can think of anything that would feel better. The fact that Ms. Mahaney said 

she wouldn’t change a thing about her career choice really affirmed that idea for me, as well, and 

I still hope to have a hand in the organization someday. 

 The last few questions I had for Ms. Mahaney were about my resume and experience. 

She actually told me that our educational backgrounds are similar, which is very reassuring 

because she got where she is with a degree that I will have come the end of May. She also told 

me that she was impressed with my resume and wouldn’t change anything. However, she did 

remind me that without a Master’s of Social Work or similar degree, I wouldn’t be able to do any 

actual counseling, which was a bit disheartening, but good to know nonetheless. If nothing else, 

that fact makes me think more about pursuing a graduate degree. 

 Overall I feel I really benefitted from this interview with Ms. Mahaney. She knows a lot 

about her organization and would be one of the first contacts I would need if and when I want to 

volunteer with RDVIC’s hotline. After all, answering calls and communicating with those in 

need would be the first step in the organization for me, no matter what direction I chose to point 



myself in after that. Even so, the interview was not nearly as satisfying or me as it could have 

been. Firstly, the inability for us to meet face to face really made it one sided and sort of shallow 

as far as the exchange of information went. While she answered all of my questions, there was 

less opportunity to expand on what she had to say or even to veer a little off the beaten path 

based on her answers. Also, despite the fact that I was able to ask a few follow up questions, it 

would have seemed much more personal had we not been using email. Nonetheless, I feel quite 

satisfied with the information she provided me with. She gave me the name of the coordinator 

for RDVIC as another potential contact within the organization, and I will be seeing Ms. 

Mahaney in person later this month at this year’s Take Back the Night rally here at WVU. While 

I know the interview could have been better, I do not regret choosing this woman as an 

interviewee. 

 The second informational interview I conducted was with a woman named Sera Mathew. 

She is a graduate assistant in the Women’s and Gender Studies Department here at WVU. Much 

like with Ms. Mahaney, I crossed paths with Sera for the first time when she did a guest teaching 

spot in the Introduction to Women’s Studies class for which I was a teaching assistant last 

Spring. I really liked her attitude and passion for the material, so when I was brainstorming ideas 

for people to interview, I could not help but think of her. I managed to get into contact with her 

through another student in the Women’s and Gender Studies Department, and she was quite 

eager to meet with me and tell me a little bit about what it is like to be a GTA. At first it was 

very difficult to find a time that worked out for both of us. After all, she is a student as well, so 

we had to work around our course loads, her teaching times, and my work nights. Even so, after 

much planning and rescheduling we managed to meet over coffee one morning at the Blue 



Moose Café. The setting created a very comfortable space where we could talk with little 

concern of being interrupted. 

 The first question I asked Ms. Mathew, as was the case with Ms. Mahaney, was about 

what she does on a typical day as a GTA, specifically on a teaching day. She told me that she 

teaches on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and those days start pretty early because there is a lot of 

preparation she has to do for her classes. Not only does she have to finalize her lecture and 

activity plans, but she also needs to ensure that she has kept up with grading and has assignments 

to return to her students. Ms. Mathew actually specifically tries to limit her teaching 

responsibilities to just those two days, because she still has evening classes to take and a 

doctorate program to finish. 

 In fact, when I asked Ms. Mathew if it was difficult to balance both commitments, she 

didn’t hesitate to tell me that it is. While I really appreciated her honesty, that was a little 

intimidating to hear right off the bat. Even though she said the balancing act feels more natural 

with each passing semester, there is still some upkeep that needs to be done in order to keep the 

material current. She said, “It’s very easy to kind of rest on what you did last semester, 

but…things change so much every semester, and the conversations are so different every 

semester, that I don’t necessarily want to rest on that.” Though I can imagine how much more 

challenging that aspect of teaching must be, I appreciate the fact that Ms. Mathew puts in that 

extra bit of effort with the material, and I would hope to implement the same sort of technique if 

I were to teach. 

Next I wanted to hear about whether or not she encounters any challenges with the fact 

that the students in her classes are more often than not first year students, the majority of whom 

are taking the course to fulfill a GEC requirement. After all, Introduction to Women’s Studies 



has a reputation for being an easy A with no tests and very little homework. Because of this, 

many people take it whether or not they have any real interest in the material. Ms. Mathew said it 

is a very interesting thing dealing with this sort of population, because these days most first-year 

college students have never experienced what it is like to live without, and a lot of feminist 

pedagogy is about just that. This can create a certain degree of resistance because the importance 

of understanding the background and basis for the knowledge that the course provides can be lost 

on the students. Even so, this is a challenge that Ms. Mathew seems very willing to stand up to 

and meet head on. 

As we moved on with the interview, I asked what she thought were some personal 

qualities and abilities one should have to be a successful teacher of Women’s and Gender 

Studies. The biggest suggestion Ms. Mathew had was to avoid generalizing. Though this, too, 

can sometimes be a challenge, it is crucial to keeping a cohesive and supportive environment in 

the classroom. One thing that we learn within the department and with our study of feminist and 

gender theory is that no two peoples’ experiences are the same. If instructors are able to keep this 

in mind, the experience can be much more satisfying both for them and for their students. I got a 

little dose of this last semester during my time as a TA. When you are placed in that role of 

authority, it is detrimental to keep your personal opinions and biases apart from the information 

you are divulging to your students. 

Next I asked Ms. Mathew what the most satisfying and challenging things are about her 

job as a teacher, and the two are pretty closely related for her. She said the most satisfying part is 

when students really get the material she is presenting to them. Of course she doesn’t go into 

these classes thinking she is going to change someone’s complete worldview, but having any 

impact on the way they process and understand their own experiences after learning the material 



in class makes her feel pretty good. Conversely, one of the biggest challenges she faces comes 

about when people don’t get it. You have to try and get students from point A to point B without 

allowing your judgment to get in the way, even when their lack of understanding may be 

frustrating. She said you have to be mindful of your students’ choices and how those might affect 

their ability to wrap their head around the information. I can testify to this challenge as well, 

because I would often feel frustration when my students last semester could not or would not 

make the connections needed to fully deconstruct the material they were being presented with. 

These challenging aspects of Ms. Mathew’s position relate closely to the advice she said 

she would give to someone looking to follow the same track as herself. The first piece of advice 

she gave me was to read a lot. While there are a few general foundational concepts that stay the 

same with feminist theory and pedagogy, it is a relatively new field that is constantly changing as 

the world changes, so making the effort to stay up to date can be very important. She also 

suggested that teachers should pay attention to their interests and find the best way to teach their 

material. If there is a particular teaching style someone likes most, they should bank off of those 

things and use them to better connect with their students. Above all else, though, Ms. Mathew 

said she advises teachers in this subject to keep an open mind about the world and the many 

differing opinions that they may encounter, either from students or other instructors. Further, she 

says it is important to do the best you can to not be critical of those opinions that are different 

from your own. I feel this, too, is of special importance when you are in a position of authority 

like teaching. When filling that role, you have a great deal of influence over the way your 

students are processing not only things from your class but from their everyday lives, and that 

authority should never be taken advantage of by putting someone down or telling them they are 

wrong just because they believe something different from you. 



She also gave me some advice that was a little more specific to my situation. I explained 

to her a little about what I would to accomplish like over the course of my remaining time at 

WVU, especially about my hopeful internship opportunity with the Caritas House. She said the 

best thing for me to do as I figure out what I want to do with my future is to figure out the 

specific population I want to work with. If it is children, teenagers, men, women, people in the 

LGBT community, or someone else entirely, it is important to make that discovery. Once that 

decision has been made, she suggested I find some jobs that I could see myself doing for five or 

ten years and look at the degrees I would need in order to make them happen. This resonates a 

little with my interview with Ms. Mahaney, because she told me of a further degree I would need 

if I wanted to become a counselor. Even more, Ms. Mathew suggested that I put myself out there 

and start doing small things with different populations, such as volunteering once a week at a 

health clinic or Planned Parenthood. Until I work with a population, I can never be truly sure 

whether or not I would be happy working with them for any lengthy period of time. This is one 

of the best pieces of advice that Ms. Mathew gave me, because it allowed me to start forming 

small plans for myself in terms of deciding where I would like to end up in the coming months or 

over the course of the next several years. 

From this point of the interview on, the format became much less formal. I was no longer 

so much asking Ms. Mathew questions as just talking back and forth about her experiences and 

what I could do to get myself active in the community and potential work force. She gave me 

some insight on working with the Caritas House based on experiences of other students she has 

had, as well as told me about other organizations that may interest me, such as WV Free, Health 

Rite, and the Center for Civic Engagement. We also talked about my resume and how simply 

dedicating a small amount of my time to volunteering for any number of these organizations 



could really give me a leg up when looking for work in the non-profit sector. Furthermore, she 

proposed that I look into a graduate degree in public health, which is what she did her master’s 

study in. From what I can tell she made that connection because I posed an interest in working 

with the Caritas House. While the program does sound very interesting, I’m not sure it is what I 

am looking for. Even so, she gave me a lot of things to think about in terms of whether or not to 

continue my education or take some time to enter the work force. She actually took some time 

off between her undergraduate education and her entrance into a master’s program, and she said 

that is one thing she would change if she could go back and do things over. As of now I plan on 

following the same path, so I cannot help but wonder if she told me that to make me think about 

the pros and cons of the different choices I have in front of me. 

Overall, I truly enjoyed this interview with Ms. Mathew. She gave me a wonderful 

insight into the world of teaching for a Women’s and Gender Studies instructor. If I were to 

pursue a career in teaching, this subject is absolutely the one I would want to focus on. However, 

I walked away from the interaction not necessarily feeling better about the coming months 

leading up to graduation. While she gave me a lot of options to consider, I mostly felt even more 

overwhelmed than I had when I walked into that café, which is saying quite a lot. Despite that 

uneasiness, though, I definitely do not regret speaking with her. If nothing else she gave me a 

great variety of ideas for places I can go to get experience and things I can do to improve my 

involvement in the community. 

This interview activity proved to be extremely enriching for me. As graduation looms 

ever closer, I am forced to face the fact that I have a great deal to figure out when that time 

comes. While I was uneasy about the prospect of speaking with relative strangers about their 

professions and experiences, I came to see that informational interviews can really be helpful for 



getting new ideas and making new contacts. This networking will undoubtedly prove to be 

beneficial for me over the coming months when I start becoming more active with organizations 

in the area, and is nice to know that I have two supportive, reliable relationships to fall back on if 

I find myself having a rough time adapting. 

  



Contact Information for Interviewees 

Cassandra Mahaney 

Volunteer Coordinator for the Rape and Domestic Violence Information Center – 

preventviolence.rdvic@gmail.com 

Sera Mathew 

Doctoral Student and GTA in the Women’s and Gender Studies Department at West 

Virginia University – seraannmathew@gmail.com 
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