INTERVIEW PACK AND SCORECARD
Fire Alarm / Sprinkler Designer
Fire Protection
	Candidate
	
	Date
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	Requisition
	
	Location
	


WHAT THIS SEAT IS
Produces the drawings and hydraulic calculations that the installation is built from and the AHJ approves: head layout and spacing, pipe sizing, remote-area calculations, device placement and riser diagrams. The design decides whether the job is buildable and whether it passes.
HOW TO USE THIS
Ask the questions as written. They are technical rather than behavioural because a commercial trades hire fails on what the person can do, not on how they describe themselves, and because a question about a real piece of equipment cannot be answered from an interview-prep article.
Score against what a strong answer contains, which is printed under every question, rather than against how fluently the candidate speaks. That line is the difference between a scorecard and a feeling. Where a follow-up is given, ask it: it is chosen to separate someone who has done the work from someone who has read about it.
Write what the candidate actually said in the Said box, not your impression of it. You will be comparing notes with someone who was not in the room, and an impression does not survive that conversation.
RATING SCALE
	
	What it means

	1
	No evidence in the interview

	2
	Some evidence, not enough for the seat

	3
	Clear evidence, meets the seat

	4
	Strong evidence, beyond the seat


THE MISTAKE THIS SEAT INVITES
	Hiring on CAD or HydraCAD fluency. The software is learnable; knowing which calculation to run and which AHJ will question it is not.


TECHNICAL QUESTIONS (16)
	Q1
	How do you choose the remote area for a hydraulic calculation?

	Strong
	Picks the area that is hydraulically most demanding rather than the one furthest away, which is not always the same thing - elevation, pipe routing and the shape of the area all matter. Shapes the area as the standard requires rather than as a convenient rectangle, and checks more than one candidate area when the system is irregular. Can explain why they chose that area to a reviewer, and has calculated a second one to prove it. The weak answer is the corner of the drawing.

	Then
	When is the furthest area not the worst area?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q2
	An AHJ rejects your head spacing in a sloped-ceiling area. What is the likely reason?

	Strong
	Looks at the rules that change with slope before arguing: the spacing measured along the slope rather than in plan, the distance to the peak, deflector distance below a sloped surface, and whether the ceiling is treated as sloped at all at that pitch. Also checks obstruction rules and whether the area should have been calculated differently. Goes back with the standard's section and a revised layout rather than a defence, and asks the reviewer which reading they are applying.

	Then
	Which dimension do people most often measure in plan when it should be along the slope?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q3
	What do you check on a fire flow test before you design to it?

	Strong
	Checks that the test is recent, who performed it, which hydrants were used, their elevations relative to the building, and whether static, residual and flow were actually measured rather than estimated. Applies a safety margin because a test is one moment on one day, and asks the water authority about planned changes and seasonal variation. Will ask for a new test rather than design to a figure they cannot stand behind, and records the basis on the drawing.

	Then
	How old is too old for a flow test, and what margin do you apply?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q4
	How do you run a hydraulic calculation, and what do you do when it does not pass?

	Strong
	Builds the model to match what will actually be installed - real pipe lengths, fittings, elevations and the correct C factor - rather than a tidy version, and checks the input before chasing the output. When it does not pass, works through the real options in order of cost: pipe sizing, routing, head selection and K factor, area shape, then a pump or a tank. Says plainly when the honest answer is that the supply is inadequate rather than massaging the model until it passes.

	Then
	What have you changed in a model to make it pass that you later regretted?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q5
	The reflected ceiling plan conflicts with your head layout. What is your process?

	Strong
	Finds out which drawing is current before moving anything, because the ceiling plan is often newer than the sprinkler layout. Re-lays the heads to suit the ceiling as long as spacing, obstruction and coverage rules still hold, and takes it back to the architect when they cannot. Issues the revision rather than letting the fitter resolve it in the field. Keeps the hydraulic calculation in step with the relocation, which is the step that gets skipped.

	Then
	What do you recalculate after moving heads for a ceiling change?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q6
	How do you decide between a wet, dry or pre-action system?

	Strong
	Starts with the hazard and the environment rather than preference: temperature and whether the space can freeze, what the water would damage if a head opened accidentally, how quickly water has to arrive, and what the occupancy and the owner's insurer require. Knows the trade-offs - dry systems deliver more slowly and corrode, pre-action adds detection and complexity and needs maintenance the owner may not do. Recommends the simplest system that meets the need.

	Then
	When have you talked an owner out of a pre-action system?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q7
	Walk me through a plan submittal to an AHJ you have not dealt with before.

	Strong
	Rings them before drawing rather than after: finds out which edition of the standard and which local amendments apply, what they want submitted, in what format, how many sets, what calculations and data sheets, and what their review time is. Submits a complete package the first time with the assumptions stated and the basis of design on the cover sheet. Treats the reviewer as somebody to work with and responds to comments point by point in writing.

	Then
	What local amendment has caught you out?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q8
	What coordination do you do with mechanical and electrical before you issue?

	Strong
	Works in the coordinated model or at least the overlaid drawings before issuing, not after: duct runs, cable tray, lighting, structure and ceiling, and the plenum space available at the tightest point. Agrees elevations and who has priority in the congested areas. Checks the obstructions that change head placement and the ones that only appear once equipment is selected. Issues a drawing the fitter can build rather than one they have to solve.

	Then
	Where in a typical building do you expect your mains to lose the argument?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q9
	How do you handle a storage occupancy where the commodity classification is unclear?

	Strong
	Does not guess downward. Asks for what is actually stored, how it is packaged, how high, on what kind of rack, and what the owner intends to store in future, then classifies to the worst case they can be told about and states that basis clearly on the drawings. Explains to the owner that the classification drives the system and that changing the stored commodity later is a design change. Involves the insurer, who usually has a view and sometimes the deciding one.

	Then
	What do you put on the drawing to protect yourself when the commodity changes later?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q10
	What is your approach to designing for a ceiling obstruction you cannot move?

	Strong
	Applies the obstruction rules rather than eyeballing clearance: the three-dimensional distance, the width of the obstruction and the allowed deflector position, and whether a head below is required. Chooses the solution that is maintainable - relocating, adding a head, or a different head type - rather than the one that is cheapest to draw. Shows the obstruction on the drawing so the fitter and the inspector can both see what was accounted for.

	Then
	When does an obstruction mean an extra head rather than a relocated one?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q11
	How do you design a system you will be able to inspect and maintain?

	Strong
	Puts the valves, the inspector's test connection, the drains and the gauges where somebody can reach them without a lift and without entering a tenant's space, and shows them on the drawing rather than leaving them to the fitter. Thinks about where the water from the test goes. Allows access to the dry valve, the air compressor and the backflow for annual work. Says that a system nobody can test is a system that will not be tested.

	Then
	Where does the water from the inspector's test connection go on your designs?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q12
	What is your process when the available water supply will not support the design?

	Strong
	Confirms the supply data first, then works through the options with their real costs and consequences: larger pipe, a different head with a lower demand, reducing the design area if the occupancy allows, a fire pump, a tank, or a service upgrade with the water authority. Presents them to the owner with the maintenance and space implications rather than defaulting to a pump. Tells the owner early, because this changes the budget and sometimes the building.

	Then
	What do you tell an owner who does not want to hear that they need a pump?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q13
	How do you document assumptions so the installer does not have to guess?

	Strong
	Puts the basis of design on the drawings: the standard and edition, the occupancy and commodity classification, the design density and area, the water supply used and its date, head types and temperature ratings, and anything the design depends on that could change. Notes what was coordinated and what was not. Says that an assumption left in the designer's head becomes a field decision made by whoever is standing there on the day.

	Then
	What assumption has come back on you because it was not written down?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q14
	What is your approach to a retrofit where no record drawings exist?

	Strong
	Surveys rather than assumes: walks the building, measures, traces the existing mains and valves, records head types, temperature ratings and pipe sizes, and finds out what is hidden above ceilings before designing anything. Flow-tests the supply. States clearly what was not accessible and carries it as a risk. Prices and programmes the survey as real work rather than absorbing it, because this is where retrofits go wrong.

	Then
	What do you do about the areas you could not get into?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q15
	How do you handle a value engineering request that reduces protection?

	Strong
	Separates what is genuinely a saving from what is a reduction below the standard, and says plainly which is which. Will find savings in routing, pipe sizing, head selection and sequencing. Will not sign a design that does not comply, and puts a refusal in writing with the reason rather than letting it become ambiguous. Knows the design carries their stamp and their licence, and that an owner's pressure does not transfer that.

	Then
	Tell me about a saving you refused and what you offered instead.

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



	Q16
	What do you do when the AHJ requires something the standard does not?

	Strong
	Asks for the requirement in writing with its basis - a local amendment, an adopted ordinance, or the authority's discretion - and reads it rather than disputing from memory. Complies where it is a legitimate local requirement and the owner is told the cost. Where it appears to be preference, discusses it with the reviewer, offers an equivalency with supporting data, and escalates politely only if that fails. Keeps the relationship, because they will meet again.

	Then
	When did you successfully change a reviewer's mind, and how?

	Said
	


	Score
	1   [  ]      2   [  ]      3   [  ]      4   [  ]



STRONG-CANDIDATE SIGNALS
Rate these from the whole conversation and the resume rather than from one answer.
	Signal
	Evidence
	Score

	Hydraulic calculation described as judgement about the remote area, not as software output
	
	1 [ ]  2 [ ]  3 [ ]  4 [ ]

	Has had designs rejected by an AHJ and can say why and what changed
	
	1 [ ]  2 [ ]  3 [ ]  4 [ ]

	Coordinates with ductwork and structure before issuing, not after
	
	1 [ ]  2 [ ]  3 [ ]  4 [ ]


VERIFY BEFORE AN OFFER
Not after. A credential taken on trust at offer is the most expensive thing on this page.
	Credential
	Status
	Verify with
	Done

	NICET Level III Certification in Water-Based Systems Layout
	Required
	NICET certification verification lookup by certification number
	[    ]

	NICET Level III Certification in Fire Alarm Systems
	Required
	NICET certification verification lookup by certification number
	[    ]

	State Fire Protection Designer or Contractor Registration
	Where the state requires it
	State fire marshal or licensing board license lookup
	[    ]

	Certified Fire Protection Specialist, NFPA
	Preferred
	NFPA certification directory
	[    ]

	Professional Engineer, Fire Protection
	Preferred
	State board of professional engineers license lookup
	[    ]

	OSHA 10-Hour Construction for jobsite visits
	Preferred
	Card copy plus OSHA Outreach trainer verification
	[    ]


DECISION
	Total score
	          out of 76



	[    ]
	Hire. The evidence is on the page.

	[    ]
	Hire with reservations. Name them, and name what would close them in the first ninety days.

	[    ]
	Do not hire.



	Reason
	





	Interviewer
	Date
	Hiring manager
	Date

	
	
	
	


Two notes on reading the total. There is no pass mark here: where the line sits depends on the market you are hiring in and how long the seat has been open, and a threshold we invented would be worse than the judgement you already have. But a 1 on any question that matters for the seat is usually a no whatever the total says, because the total can hide it.
