Interview Guidelines

Conducting an interview is just like having a conversation, except an interview is a conversation

with a specific purpose. Every interview is different and unpredictable, but they should not be

hard, especially if you prepare for them.

Before the Interview

• Identify the subject. Who do you want to interview and how will you get in touch with this

person? Be sure that this person matches your assignment and can provide answers you can use.

• Research the subject. If you know a little about the person you are interviewing before you

meet him, you can ask better, more specific questions. Learn more about the subject's

background if possible.

• Brainstorm questions. Before you sit down and talk to someone, think about the purpose of the

interview. What you want to know and what questions you might ask to get this information?

Ask concrete, precise questions that begin with the W words – When, Where, What and Why.

Avoid questions that are overly vague or only yield a yes or no answer. Rather than ask one long,

complex question that will confuse the subject, ask many simpler questions that cover the same

content. (See below for a list of suggested questions for this specific assignment.)

• Make contact. Introduce yourself and briefly explain the purpose of the interview. Request an

appointment. Arrange to meet in a place the subject knows; you want the person to feel

comfortable speaking with you and open up. Avoid settings that are noisy or distracting.

Remember to dress nicely to the interview and to be on time.

During the Interview

• Create rapport. Search for common ground and connect with the person. Use eye contact and

body language to show you are interested in what your subject has to say. Start with easy

questions to warm up and put the subject at ease. Don't be intimated; your interview subject is

just another person.

• Ask questions. Talking to an interview subject is often different from talking to your friends.

Be polite and avoid using lots of "like"s or "um"s. Try to speak clearly and be direct.

• Listen carefully. Do not judge your subject or take sides. Do not make assumptions. Feel free

to paraphrase the respondent's comments to make sure you understand what is being said. Be

sure you get the details and chronology right. Do not put words in people's mouths or think you

know what they will say.

• Ask more questions. People will often provide answers that make you think of more questions.

It is OK to probe into answers and ask follow-up questions. If you do not understand the

response, ask for clarification. Stop the subject when you have questions because you might

forget the question if you wait.

• Take notes. Notes should reflect the words and phrases of the respondent; do not put everything

into your own words. It is OK to ask someone to repeat something so you can be sure your notes

are accurate.

• Observe. Watch the person you are interviewing and take note if the subject seems

uncomfortable. Try asking the same question in a few different ways if the subject has trouble

responding. Be sensitive to how this person might be feeling, and slow the interview down if

needed. Try to help them and be supportive.

• Stay focused. You should not talk very much about yourself because you are the person

interviewing them. If your subject wanders off topic and starts rambling, ask your question again

and refocus the interview.

• Say thank you. Be sure to thank the person for meeting with you. Sometimes it is good to get a

phone number if you think of more questions later or want to double check a fact.

Suggested Questions

• Where were you born or where did you grow up?

• When did you leave your home and why? Were there many people from your home country or

city who were leaving around this time for the same reasons?

• What was the journey like? Who were your travel companions? What route did you take?

• What did you do your first day in a new city? How did you feel?

• What was it like moving to a new city, state or country? When you arrived, was it easy or

difficult to adjust? How did your family find work and a place to live? What are some things that

helped make the transition easier? What are some challenges you faced?

• What are some ways you connect with your hometown or homeland in the U.S.? Are there

people from your old home who settled close to where you live now? Do you think this is good

or bad, and why?

• What do you like most about being in the U.S. or in this city? How do you think your life

would be different if you had stayed in your hometown?

• What is the same between your own home and new one? What is different? Please think about

climate, landscape, living conditions, etc.?
