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What is interviewing?

· Asking questions, listening to the answers, recording those answers

· Structured communication

· Mainly verbal, but also nonverbal

· Resembles a conversation but is purposeful and usually “controlled” by the interviewer through the questions that are asked
· Has unity and continuity

· Ranges from unstructured to formalized and very structured

· Has a specific purpose

Why use interviews as a method of data collection?
· Good practice says use multiple methods of information.
· An interview may be the only way to get at certain information.
· The questions can be tailored to the individual or situation.
· Interviews are flexible – length can be varied, issues that may come up can be attended to.
· It is an opportunity to observe the interviewee – social skills, verbal ability, insight,  body language, defensiveness, willingness or resistance to cooperate.
· It is an opportunity to establish rapport.
· Interviews are more personal than questionnaires.
· An interview allows you to follow up on an answer or pursue a more in-depth discussion in a certain area.
What information might I collect through interviews?

· From parents,  staff and other adults
· Medical history, including current health issues and medications
· Developmental history

· Educational progress, including adjustment to school, grades, attendance, favorite subjects or activities, relationships with peers, problems and concerns, strengths and abilities
· Interests/activities/hobbies, both in and out of school
· Community involvement, concerns, issues

· From students

· Observations of the student during the interview

· Physical appearance

· Behavior, including attention span and activity level
· Interpersonal interactions, including attitude, affect, moods, social skills, reactions to being frustrated or successful

· Language,  including vocabulary, fluency, coherence

· Cognitive functioning 

· Information areas

· Peer relationships

· School – attitudes, likes/dislikes

· Hobbies/interests/favorites

· Personal life, including family background, activities outside of school (including jobs, leisure time activities, etc.)

· Concerns, issues

What are the disadvantages of interviews?

· They can be unreliable and inconsistent – interviews are subjective and the information is filtered through the individual’s perception, experiences, beliefs, etc.  
· Information is the respondent’s perception, which may or may not be accurate.
· The respondent may “clam up” or feel uncomfortable, and the interviewer then may not get the information s/he wants.
· Interviews are time consuming.

· Information can be missed as the interviewer is trying to keep up with note-taking.
Common Pitfalls 
· Structure of the interview
· Not allowing enough time -  don’t rush through the questions or cut off the respondent
· Lack of specificity in the questions – what exactly is being asked?
· Questions are too complex

· Sequence of questions is confusing
· Too many questions for the amount of time
· Respondents

· Give politically correct answers or answers they think are expected or desired
· Lack of understanding of the questions
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· Stressful experience or discomfort with the setting, interviewer, topic, etc.
· Individual genuinely doesn’t have an opinion or answer, or can’t recall
· Interviewer

· Characteristics or style – may have negative associations for the respondent
· Preferences and biases come across in the questions or discussion
· Preconceived notions or expected answers – guiding or directing the answer, answering for the respondent, trying to put words in his/her mouth
· Emotional intensity – can be frightening
· Recording errors, difficulty recalling precisely what was said, paraphrasing responses (which can change the meaning) 
Interview Hints

Open vs. closed questions

· Closed questions are “yes-no” questions or those with another forced choice answer.  Demographic information questions are usually closed questions (e.g., how old are you?  Where do you live?)  Use of closed questions limits discussion and details.  Questionnaires generally have closed questions.
· Open questions are designed to encourage discussion and get the respondent talking.  They begin with words such as

· [image: image4.wmf]How

· What are some examples

· Why

· Tell me about

· Describe

· When

Getting ready for an interview

· Ask yourself why you are doing this interview – what is your purpose or goal?
· Decide what information you need to get from the interview.

· Determine the questions you will ask.  Will you use open or closed questions, or a combination?  Which type is most likely to result in getting you the information you need?

· After the interview, review your notes as soon as possible.  Add any details or other information that will enable you to later recall what was discussed.  If you need clarification or additional information, follow up with the respondent(s).

· Apply the information to the purpose of the interview.  Use the information to develop any necessary written reports.

Be comfortable with silence

· Before you start, tell the person you are interviewing to be sure to ask if they don’t understand a question or want clarification.

· Allow the person you are interviewing some time to gather his/her thoughts, recall information, and so on.

· Don’t feel you have to jump in and keep talking if there is a period of silence.  If it seems to go on too long, however, consider a prompt (e.g.,  “is there something I can clarify for you?” or “does that apply to your child?”).
Taking notes

· Don’t try to write down information verbatim

· Develop your own shorthand and abbreviations
· Review your notes as soon after the interview as possible so that you can recall details, spell out your abbreviations and shorthand, etc.
When interviewing students
Advantages

· Get child’s perspective

· Chance to observe the child one-to-one

· First step to establishing rapport

· May be the only way to get some information

Guidelines

· Prepare the environment.
· Use open-ended questions.
· Be careful with “why” questions – may be interpreted as an accusation or test.
· Limit the length of the questions and the length of the interview.
· Give the child time to think and respond.
What if the student isn’t cooperative?

· Take your time.
· Start out with casual conversation before you get to the serious issues.
· Use silence – wait for an answer rather than rushing ahead.
· [image: image5.wmf]Use the time to observe the student – how does she/he behave?  Is it passive resistance (e.g., sitting silently,  ignoring the interviewer) or active resistance (e.g., leaving the room, saying  something such as “no” or “stop bugging me”)?  What is the student’s posture, body language, facial expressions, demeanor, etc.?

When interviewing parents
Advantages

· Establish rapport

· Get background and family history including stressors,  residents in the home, usual discipline, rules and expectations

· Descriptive information about the child
· Reveal degree of distress child is causing parents; coping strategies of the parents
· Reveal information about parent-child relationship, and relationship of the child with other family members, caregivers, neighbors, etc.
· Help focus parent perceptions on specific events that impact the child

· Opportunity for parent to ask questions, vent frustration, etc.

Guidelines

· If you’re going to have parents complete a rating scale, have them do so before the interview – it will help structure the interview, and also provide an opportunity to follow up on answers, get additional information, or suggest some additional topics.
· Avoid value judgments (e.g., “Do you have problems with your child?”  Instead, consider “What household rules do you have for your child?” or “Describe what your child typically does when he/she comes home at the end of the day.”)

When interviewing staff 

Advantages

· Get information on school history, performance – details of issues and problems
· Information on how the classroom functions in general:  expectations, physical set-up, class size, curriculum, etc.

· Get viewpoints on possible interventions – feasibility, things previously attempted, effectiveness, effect on rest of the class, amount of time taken, etc.

· Define current strengths, issues and concerns
· Identify hidden agendas

· Identify antecedents and consequences

· Brainstorm options and alternatives

Guidelines


· Be sure to get information on the student’s successes, strengths, likes, etc.

· Get specifics – when and where do concerns occur?  what specifically does the student do or say (or not do and not say)?   what precedes the situation and what follows it?
Sources:

Boreson, Lynn.  Educational Evaluation of Emotional Behavioral Disability (EBD).  2002.  Available online at dpi.wi.gov/sped/pdf/ebdguide.pdf 

McConaughty, Stephanie H. in Behavioral Approach to Assessment of Youth with Emotional/Behavioral Disorders, 2nd edition.  Michael J. Breen and Craig R. Fiedler, ed.  Chapter 4:  Interviewing Children, Parents and Teachers.  2003.   Pro-Ed, Inc., Austin, TX. 

Merrell, Kenneth W. Assessment of Behavioral, Social, & Emotional Problems:  Direct & Objective Methods for Use with Children and Adolescents.  Chapter 5:  Interviewing Techniques. 1994.  Longman Publishing Group, White Plains, NY.  
“Interviews as Data Collection Tools”.  Downloaded 7/05 from www.cemca.org/books/chap10.htm
“The Learning Zone:  Interviews.”  Downloaded 7/05 from www.ergonomics4schools.com/lzone/interviews.htm 
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Sample Student Interview Questions

The questions below are only intended as suggestions; use may vary with the age of the student and the reason for the referral.  This is not an all-inclusive list but may help you to get started or suggest areas to cover.
School:

· How do you like school?

· How are you doing in school?

· What do you like best/least about school?

· What courses do you like best/least?

· Do you know why you are being tested? How do you feel about it?

· How many different schools have you attended since you started school?

· Are you generally able to do the schoolwork?

· What do you think you need to do to be more successful in school?

· Tell me about the last really good day you had at school. What made it successful?

· Are you involved in any extracurricular activities at school?

· How would you feel about getting extra help at school?

· How did your last report card look? How do you feel about that?

· How do you ask for help in school if you feel you need it?

· If you could change anything about school, what would you change?

· What was your best year in school? Your worst?

· Is it hard for you to pay attention in classes?

· If I gave you two sets of directions (one in writing and one out loud), which would be easier for you to follow?

· What is the main reason you do your schoolwork?

· What is the main reason you attend school?

· When/where do you do your homework?

· Who are you most likely to ask for help?

· Do you feel comfortable asking for help?

· What are your general feelings about school?

· What causes you to get upset? Frustrated? To give up?

· What do you think are your strengths in school? Areas you need to work on?

· What subjects do you think you need to more of? What would you like to have more of?

Home:

· Who do you live with? 

· How long have you lived at your current address? 

· What extended family do you have?

· What about brothers and sisters?

· (If the student doesn’t live with both parents)

· How often do you see your (absent) parent(s)?

· How do you feel about that?

· How do you get along with your parents? Siblings? Others in the household?

· How do your parents feel about the difficulties you’ve been having in school?

· What rules do you have to follow at home? Do you have a curfew? Chores or expectations?

· Do you think your parents are fair with you?

· What kinds of things does your family do together?

· Describe a typical evening for you once you get home from school.

· Do you have a specific place to do homework at home? Are there certain times you are expected to do schoolwork?

· How do you like to spend your spare time at home?

Personal/social:

· Are you in good health?

· Are you taking any medications?

· When do you go to bed at night? Do you sleep well? Do you feel like you get enough sleep?

· Are you a morning person or a night person?

· Are you supposed to wear glasses?

· Are you satisfied with the way your life is going now?

· Have you ever been in trouble with the law? When? How?

· Do you ever drink alcohol or use illegal drugs? How often? How much?

· Who is someone you really look up to? Why?

· What makes you angry or upset?

· What makes you happy or feel good about yourself?

· What do you do well?

· Do you have any hobbies or special interests?

· Are you involved in any outside activities like youth groups, church, sports, scouts, etc.?

· Do you have many friends?

· What do you look for in a friend?

· What do you and your friends like to do together?

· Do you have more or fewer friends now than you used to?

· Where is your favorite place to be?

· What are your favorite foods? Colors? Music and musical groups? TV shows?

· Do you and friends talk about personal issues?

· Do you have a boyfriend/girlfriend? Have you in the past? What happened to end it?

· What do you look for in a boyfriend/girlfriend?

Future:

· What do you want to do when you grow up/finish school?

· Do you know what it takes to do that?

· How do you see yourself in 5 years? 10 years?

· Have you ever had a job? How long? Where? Doing what? Why did you leave? Did you enjoy it while you were there? What didn’t you like about it?

· Do you have a job now?  How long?  Where?  Doing what?  How do you feel about your job?
· What do you do with the money you earn?

· What kinds of jobs have you thought about for the future?

· Do you plan to go on to school? Where? For what?

· When you finish high school, where will you live?

· Do you want to stay in this town? This area?

· Do you know what kinds of accommodations you might need if you go on to school?

· How would you like to spend your leisure time?

· Do you see yourself getting married? Having children?

Sample Parent Interview Questions

The questions below are only intended as suggestions; use may vary with the age of the student and the reason for the interview.  This is not an all-inclusive list but may help you to get started or suggest areas to cover.
· What does your child do well at home?

· What are your child’s best times of the day? Worst?

· Does your child do homework? Do you have to remind him/her? Sit with him/her?

· Does your child ask for help with homework?

· What was your child’s best year? Worst?

· Do you feel your child needs extra help at school? For what?

· What are your impressions of the school/class in which your child is placed? What do you think works well for your child in school? What seems to not work as well?

· Do you understand the reason for the referral?

· Who are the members of your household?

· How is your child’s general health?

· What about his/her sleep habits? Eating habits?

· Is the child on medication? For what?

· Has he/she been on medication in the past?

· Is there a history of ear infections? Allergies? Other chronic health issues?

· Is your child supposed to wear glasses?

· How does your child get along with siblings? Other family members?

· What household rules do you expect your child to follow?

· Does he/she have regular household chores? Does he/she need reminders?

· How do you discipline your child? How does he/she respond to discipline?

· Does your child have friends in the neighborhood?

· Is your child invited to other children’s homes/yards to play?

· How does your child behave with a babysitter? In day care? In preschool?

· What kinds of activities do you do as a family?

· What are your child’s favorite toys? Games? Activities? Sports?

· How long can your child watch television? Sit at the table? Listen to stories? Play without adult supervision?

· Describe a typical evening for your child once he/she gets home from school.

· What are your child’s favorite foods? Is he/she a fussy eater?

· What have you found that’s rewarding to your child?

· When you give your child a command, how often do you need to repeat yourself?

· Do you have any concerns about your child’s behavior? About his/her progress in school?

· What do you think is getting in the way of your child’s progress in school?

· Has your child been in trouble with the law? Involved with any outside agencies? 

· Do you have any concerns about your child using alcohol or other drugs?

· Do you notice any unusual behaviors from your child? Excessive tantrums? Self-abuse? Aggression or violence? Ritualistic behaviors? Excessive fears?

· Can you leave your child at home alone? For how long?

· Is your child trustworthy?

· How does your child prefer to spend his/her spare time?

· How would you characterize your child’s friends?

· What are your long-term goals for your child?

· Would you describe your child as a leader or as a follower?

· Does your child have a job?

· How does your child get spending money? Earn extra money?

· How does your child respond to affection?

Sample Teacher Interview Questions

In addition to teachers who currently work with the student, consider interviewing teachers who worked with the child last year, and also other school personnel who regularly interact with the child. This may include the principal, guidance counselor, school nurse, school social worker, school psychologist, office staff, lunchroom and playground supervisors, teacher aides, bus drivers, and so on. The questions below are only intended as suggestions; use may vary with the age of the student and the reason for the interview.  This is not an all-inclusive list but may help you to get started or suggest areas to cover.
· What does the student do well? What are his/her best subjects?

· When are the student’s best and worst times of the day?

· In what subject areas is the student consistently good or consistently having problems academically and/or behaviorally?

· What specific behaviors does the student exhibit that concern you? How do you respond when this happens? What does the student do? What do other students do?

· How does the student get along socially?

· How do peers react to the student?

· What is the student’s academic functioning level?

· Does the student instigate problems, or does the student react to others?

· On what kinds of assignments does the student generally finish assigned work?

· Does the student come to class with needed materials?

· Is the student generally on time?

· Does the student participate in classroom discussions? 

· Does the student pay attention in class? Is he/she easily distracted? Does the student need prompting to get back on task? What typically distracts him/her?

· How does the student get to school?

· How long is the student on a bus? Problems?

· What have been your interactions with the parents? How do they respond to contacts from you?

· What alternatives or interventions have you tried with this student? What has happened?

· How do you get the student to respond appropriately?

· What is the student’s general daily mood?

· Are there any health/medical issues you are aware of? Medications? Glasses?

· How does the student react to criticism? To failure? To correction? To frustration? To new skills or task demands? To discipline?

· Is the student trustworthy?

· Does the student appear to daydream excessively?

· Is the student more introverted or more extroverted?

· If the student has free time in class, what does he/she generally do?

· Is the student able to play with other students in small groups? Individually? In large groups?

· Is the student a leader or a follower?

· Do you have concerns that the student may be using alcohol or other drugs?

· Does the student fall asleep in class? Complain of being tired?

· Does the student complain of being hungry?

· How is the student’s hygiene?

· Does the student generally have age-appropriate skills?

· Is the student able to work independently? In small groups? In large groups?

· Is the student able to complete daily schoolwork? Homework assignments? Long-term assignments?

· What subjects or activities does the student appear to enjoy? Do well in? Dislike?

· Is the student frequently tardy or absent?

· With whom does the student live?

· What are your impressions of the family situation?

· What does the student say he/she does outside of school?

· Does the student have a job?

· Has the student been involved with the police?

· Has the student been involved with outside counseling or other agency services?

· How is the student’s attention span? Memory? Motivation?

· Does the student complete tasks in an orderly way? In a timely manner?

· Is the student able to follow directions?

· Does the student seek excessive attention? From you? From peers?

· class clown

· seeks excessive praise

· disrupts others

· pouts excessively

· swears excessively

· embellishes stories

· How does the student react to authority figures? 

· Does the student frequently deny responsibility for behavior?

· Is the student overly compulsive? Needs specific routines or order of events? Repeats certain acts over and over?

· Does the student make inappropriate noises?

· Is the student excessively jealous? Possessive? Fearful?

· How does the student problem solve?

· What are the student’s work habits? Does he/she engage in self talk? Read aloud to self? Follow the line of print with his/her finger? Use manipulatives or hash marks in math? Is the student organized?

· Is the student currently receiving any special education or related services? Is the student part of any alternative programming such as at-risk or Chapter 1? Does the student have a 504 plan?

· Does the student show remorse or guilt?

· Is the student able to delay rewards? Is the student able to connect behavior to consequences or rewards that are not immediate?
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