
What Interviews Are Actually Testing For

A coding interview looks like a test of what you know. It's mostly a test of how you think. Those are
different skills, and confusing them is why so much interview prep goes to waste on the wrong thing.

Here's the gap: you can memorize the solution to "reverse a linked list" and still fail the interview,
because the interviewer wasn't scoring whether you produced the right answer. They were watching how you
got there - did you understand the problem before touching the keyboard, did you notice the edge case with
an empty list, did you explain your reasoning or type in silence until something worked. A memorized
answer delivered silently often scores worse than a struggled-through answer delivered out loud.

Signal versus noise

Most interviewers - not all, but most - are checking for a short list of things:


	Can you break a problem into steps? Not "do you know the trick," but do you have a process when you
don't immediately see the trick.

	Can you communicate while thinking? A teammate who mutters "I'm stuck" is more useful than one who
goes silent for ten minutes.

	Do you know when you're wrong? Catching your own bug beats never introducing one, because it proves
you check your work.

	Can you take a hint? If the interviewer nudges you and you adjust, that's a good sign. Interviews
aren't solo exams - real work involves someone pointing things out.



None of this requires you to have seen the exact problem before. That's the part that gets lost: the
question is a vehicle, not the point. Two candidates who both eventually solve the same array problem can
get very different scores based on process alone.

Why "know literally everything" is the wrong strategy

The instinct to grind hundreds of problems until you've "seen it all" comes from a reasonable fear - what if
they ask something I've never touched? But interview problems are drawn from a fairly small set of patterns
(two pointers, sliding window, BFS/DFS, basic DP, that kind of thing), and once you understand a pattern,
recognizing a new problem that fits it matters more than having solved that exact problem before.

Grinding five hundred problems without understanding the patterns underneath produces someone who
recognizes problems they've memorized and freezes on anything slightly different - which is precisely the
failure mode interviewers are trying to filter for. Depth on twenty to thirty problems, done slowly enough
to understand why each solution works, beats shallow exposure to five hundred.

There's also a ceiling on how much "knowing everything" helps. Interviewers calibrate difficulty to the
role. A mid-level backend interview is not trying to find out if you know a rare graph algorithm - it's
trying to find out if you can write correct, reasonably clean code under mild pressure. Overpreparing for
obscure algorithms while underpreparing for "explain your thinking clearly" is optimizing for the wrong
axis.

What a good process looks like

Calibration helps with nerves - knowing what's normal means you can tell whether a bad experience was you or
the process. Signs of a healthy interview:


	The interviewer tells you the format ahead of time (how many rounds, what each covers).

	Questions are relevant to the actual job, not a flex of how clever the interviewer is.

	You're allowed to ask clarifying questions without it counting against you.

	Feedback, even a rejection, gives you something - "we went with someone with more X experience," not
silence.

	The people you talk to seem like people you'd want to work with, not adversaries.



Signs of a bad one: trick questions with no real-world basis, interviewers who seem to be enjoying watching
you struggle, take-home assignments that would take a paid contractor a full week, or a black-box rejection
after five rounds with zero explanation. A bad interview process is weak evidence about your skill and
decent evidence about that company's engineering culture - it's data in both directions.
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The Coding Round Without the Panic

The moment the problem appears on the screen, the instinct is to start typing. Resist it. The candidates who
do best in coding interviews are the ones who treat the first two minutes as thinking time, not stalling
time.

Think out loud, even when it feels dumb

Silence is the biggest self-inflicted wound in a coding interview. An interviewer watching you type
wordlessly for ten minutes has no idea if you're brilliantly assembling a solution or completely lost until
you either finish or freeze. Either way, they're now guessing, and guessing tends to default pessimistic.

Narrate the boring stuff: "I'm going to start with a brute force approach so I have something working, then
see if I can improve it." "This smells like a hash map problem because I need fast lookups." "Let me trace
through the example by hand first." None of this needs to be profound. It needs to exist, so the interviewer
can follow your reasoning and correct you early if you're heading somewhere unproductive - which is a gift,
not a penalty. A wrong turn caught in minute two costs nothing. The same wrong turn discovered in minute
twenty costs the whole round.

Ask clarifying questions before you write a line

Real problems are ambiguous on purpose - interviewers want to see if you notice. "Find the duplicate in this
array" hides real questions: Can the array be empty? Are we optimizing for time or space? Is the input
sorted? Can there be negative numbers? Asking these isn't a stall tactic - it's the same due diligence
you'd want from a teammate before they touched production code on an ambiguous ticket.

Two or three sharp questions up front, then start. If you ask a fourth and the interviewer says "good
question, let's say no" - that's fine, keep moving. The point isn't to interrogate every possibility, it's
to show you question assumptions instead of charging at the first interpretation of a problem.

"I don't remember the exact syntax" is a fine thing to say

Nobody keeps every method name in their head, especially under pressure in a language they don't use daily.
Saying "I don't remember if it's .length or .length() here, I'll flag it and keep going" and writing
pseudocode-ish syntax around it loses you nothing. What loses you points is stopping cold because one detail
slipped your mind, or worse, confidently writing wrong syntax and refusing to flag the uncertainty.

Reasoning through the algorithm is the deliverable. Exact syntax is a formality most interviewers will wave
past or gently correct. If you're visibly more worried about a missing semicolon than about whether the
logic is right, that reads as backward priorities - because it is.

When you get stuck

Getting stuck is not the failure state. Staying stuck silently is.


	Say it plainly. "I'm stuck - my current approach is O(n²) and I think there's a faster way, but I'm
not seeing it yet." This is information, not a confession.

	Go back to the example. Trace through the input by hand again. Stuckness often comes from having
drifted from the concrete case into abstract fog.

	State what you know is true. "I know the answer needs to track the running total somehow." Small
true statements rebuild momentum better than staring at the screen.

	Take the hint. If the interviewer offers one, take it and keep moving instead of treating it as a
loss. Using a hint well is still a good outcome.

	Fall back to brute force. A working, clearly-explained slow solution beats a broken fast one. Say so
explicitly: "I know this isn't optimal, but let me get something correct first."



The candidates who recover from a stuck moment calmly, out loud, usually score better than the ones who
never got stuck but also never explained anything.
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System Design and the Human Round

The rounds that don't involve a code editor feel like they don't "count" - like they're only checking if
you're a pleasant enough person to sit near. They count. They're evaluating skills that are harder to teach
than syntax and matter more once you're actually hired.

System design is still a test of reasoning

A system design conversation - "design a URL shortener," "design a notification system" - has no single
correct answer, which throws people who expect interviews to have one. The interviewer is watching whether
you can take a vague requirement and turn it into a concrete plan: what are the pieces, how do they talk to
each other, where does it break under load, what did you deliberately leave out and why.

Treat it like a conversation, not a presentation. State assumptions out loud ("I'll assume we need this to
handle about a million requests a day - tell me if that's off"), start with a rough version, then add
complexity only where the interviewer pushes. Beginners often reach for buzzwords - microservices,
sharding, a message queue - before establishing that the problem needs them. Naming a database and
explaining why it fits beats naming five technologies you can't justify.

"Tell me about a time" is not small talk

Behavioral questions feel like filler before the real interview, but they're measuring something coding
rounds can't: how you behave when something went wrong, how you handle disagreement, whether you take
ownership or point fingers. A vague answer ("we had a bug once and I fixed it") gives the interviewer
nothing. A specific one - what the situation was, what you specifically did, what happened, what you'd do
differently - gives them a real data point.

This is also where the earlier phases of working-as-a-developer skills show up in interview form. "Tell me
about a disagreement with a teammate" is really asking about the code-review instincts of staying curious
instead of defensive. "Tell me about a time you had to understand code you didn't write" is asking about
legacy-code instincts. Prepare two or three real stories ahead of time so you're not improvising under
pressure.

Good questions to ask them

The interview runs both directions. Asking sharp questions signals you're evaluating the job seriously, and
it gets you real information before you commit a year of your life to a team. Worth asking:


	Team structure: "How big is the team, and how is work split up?" Tells you if you'd be one of two
backend engineers or one of thirty.

	Code review norms: "What does code review look like here - fast and light, or slow and thorough?"
Ties directly to what makes review painful or pleasant day to day - see
Code Review Etiquette for what good review culture looks like from the
inside.

	On-call load: "Is there an on-call rotation, and what's a typical week like?" A vague or uncomfortable
answer here is worth noticing - see Your First On-Call for what a healthy
rotation looks like versus a burnout machine.

	How decisions get made: "When there's a technical disagreement, how does the team resolve it?"



Asking these isn't adversarial. A good interviewer will answer them plainly, because they want the fit to
work too.

Negotiating: the honest version

Negotiating offers feels like a confrontation. It's usually a short, low-drama conversation, and skipping it
almost always costs money for no benefit to anyone. A few grounded facts:


	Most initial offers have room. Not infinite room, but companies rarely open with their absolute
ceiling.

	You don't need a competing offer to ask. "Is there flexibility on the base salary?" is a normal
sentence that recruiters hear constantly and don't take personally.

	Silence and a plain ask both work. You can say "I was hoping for something closer to X" and then stop
talking. You don't need to justify it with a speech.

	Know your floor before the call, not during it. Deciding your minimum acceptable number under
pressure, live, on the phone, produces worse decisions than deciding it the night before.

	The worst realistic outcome is "no." Offers do not get pulled for asking politely. That fear is far
more common than the actual event.



You don't have to negotiate hard, or at all, if the offer already feels fair. But making the ask costs one
slightly uncomfortable sentence, and the alternative is wondering later if you left money on the table.

Looking back

This is the last guide in this category, so it's worth naming the through-line. Reading legacy code,
asking good questions, giving and receiving code review, surviving on-call, and now interviewing well - none
of these are things a computer science degree teaches, and none of them show up on a resume as a bullet
point. They're the difference between someone who can write correct code alone in a room and someone who's
actually good to work with.

Technical interviews try, imperfectly, to catch a glimpse of that second thing in a few hours with a
stranger. It's a rough proxy. But the instincts underneath it - staying calm under uncertainty, communicating
while you think, asking instead of assuming - are the same instincts that make the job itself easier once
you're through the door. That part isn't a performance for an interviewer. It's the work itself.
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