
Guide to interviewing 

 

These adults in the clips speak so freely about their childhoods because the school 

students interviewing them (aged 11 to 15) had devised good questions that enabled 

them to talk.  

Choosing the right questions is very important: they need to be open questions that 

make people give a long answer that tells a story. They should not be closed 

questions that can be answered in one word or phrase. 

‘What was the first school you went to?’ is closed  

‘Tell me about your first day at school and how you felt’ is open.  

Be careful about your body language. Greet, move, sit and talk in ways that put 

people at their ease. Not too formal, but not too relaxed either. 

Do  

 greet the interviewee warmly, offer refreshment and chat informally before 

starting 

 speak clearly 

 always look the interviewee in the eyes and respond to what they say with 

smiles, nods etc to show you are listening 

 thank the interviewee at the end 

Don’t 

 slouch in your seat, chew or do distracting things like checking your phone 

 ask questions that the interviewee has already answered – it will show you 

weren’t listening 

Begin by practising in threes. A is the interviewer, B the person being interviewed, 

and C .  A asks B some questions about their early life. C then comments on A’s 

interviewing skills. How effective were the questions at getting B talking? How was 

A’s body language? Was A listening carefully to what B said? Then rotate the roles: B 

interviews C and A observes. And so on. 

Plan your questions carefully 

Decide what topics you want to ask about for your project. (We chose arrival in 

Leyton, childhood, working lives and how Leyton has changed as some of our topics). 

Make a list of open questions designed to get people talking about your topic. Not 



too many questions: you can always ask follow up questions that respond to what 

the person has said. 

When you are confident as an interviewer and have one or two questions ready, film 

a practice interview with an adult you know well: a teacher, perhaps. Play the film 

back to see the strengths and weaknesses in your interviewing technique. 

Finally, with the help of your teacher, carry out an interview with an older person in 

your community. If you film it or make an audio recording, make sure the adult signs 

a form allowing you to use it. The interviews you and your fellow students carry out 

can become resources for further study. 

 


