EDUC 600: Basic Interviewing Tips

What is an interview?


• “purposeful conversation” that helps us describe and understand a person,


group, activity, process, or phenomenon

• we talk a little, they talk a lot; listen and learn from them as the “experts”  

What are we looking for in interviews besides additional facts and info?


• deep, thoughtful responses from one person’s perspective


• detailed, vivid responses


• stories, examples, insights 

What kinds of questions are helpful? (for both main questions and probes)

• first brainstorm list of main subtopics you want to cover; then prioritize


• most questions should be open-ended (how or why questions), not yes/no; 

   limited number of short, factual background info questions


• beware of wording that may bias the answer (no “Isn’t it true that . . .)

Question prompts to get more deep, thoughtful or detailed responses:


How would you describe . . .? [this is good for perceptions]


What are the steps involved in that? Can you walk me through them?

How do you feel about . . .? or What was it like for you when . . . ?


Some people say ___. Do you agree? To what extent does it fit your experience?


Hypothetical scenario: What if . . . . What should happen next?


Open-ended question: Tell me more about . . .


Can you tell me about a time that happened ? (or about a problem with …)

How should questions be ordered?

1.easy, comfortable factual information questions first


2. broad questions about topic for sense of their perspective (Tell me about . . .)


3. gradually more in-depth, probing questions 


4. most difficult or uncomfortable questions once rapport established


5. lighter questions, clarifications ( move toward closing and THANKS 

More on Interview Etiquette
• Set up interview at time and place convenient to interviewee; have ready a quick, general explanation of your project; phone/FAX reminder 2-3 days ahead; be on time.

• Take notes on main points, key quotes. Tape record as back-up but know your machine; make sure record/play buttons both down; watch for when tape side ends. 

• Use prepared list of questions to guide interview but adapt as needed to each person. 

• Ask questions in terms they can easily understand (especially parents, students). 

• Show that you are paying attention, interested, and understand what they say.

• Listen carefully; try not to interrupt; don’t assume you know what they are going to say or know what they mean. Allow for pauses so the person can think or elaborate.

• Follow up when things are not clear; ask them to clarify/elaborate on responses.

• At the end, ask if there is anything they want to add or ask. Thank them and send a thank you note.

Piloting Protocols

Review interview questions for:

• connections to RQs, subQs

• qualitative, open-ended

• overall clarity 

• appropriate for interviewees


- calls on their knowledge, exp.


- appropriate language level
• no multiple questions

• no jargon

• no built-in assumptions, bias

• red flags, sensitive points/wording
If time: 
    - probing for detail & depth
    - logical order, stages of int.

