An Interview
Introduction:

Countless people make great sacrifices and work hard to make our communities and world a better place.  Getting to know one of these individuals through an interview can help you learn about your local government, important issues in your community, and how one person can make a difference.  

If you choose to fulfill the portfolio’s category 2 requirement by interviewing an official in your local community, a community activist, or other outstanding community member, you will need the enclosed directions and materials.

How to locate an interview subject:

1. There is only one stipulation about choosing an interview subject: You may not have a prior relationship with this person.  No parents or other relative, no parents of best friends, etc.  This project will be much more interesting and valuable if you make contact with someone new and interesting.  

2. So how do you find a subject?  You may consider calling your town hall, looking on the internet, and reading the local newspaper for ideas.  It is also a good idea to talk to friends and family who might be able to recommend someone, or to call a well-known organization associated with a cause in which you are interested.  For example, if you are concerned about animal rights, you might call a vet or a pound, and ask if they know of any activists available to be interviewed.

What to do once you have found an interview subject:

Before you call:

1. Realize that while it is uncomfortable to call someone out of the blue and ask them for an interview, people are usually flattered and eager to tell their stories.

2. You may find it helpful to write a short script, or role-play the call before placing it.  

Making the Call:

1. Plan to make your interview enough in the future to give yourself time to do write interview questions and mail a confirmation letter.  Three weeks should be sufficient.

2. Explain your assignment to the person.  Tell them what you’re interested in and why.

3. Ask the person for an hour or so of their time.

4. Set time day, time, and place for the interview.  Arrange to meet in a mutually suitable location that will be quiet and away from distractions.  Repeat this information to the person at the end of the conversation by saying something like, “So I will see you at 4:30 on Thursday, May 17, at the Pomfret library.”  That way, there is no doubt about what has been agreed upon.  THINK SAFETY!  Allow a parent or guardian, or even a friend to accompany you if you arrange to interview the subject in his/her home.  Let someone know where you are going and when you will return.  Trust your instincts.  If you do not feel comfortable with the subject, extricate yourself from the situation politely, but quickly; you can interview someone else later.  Be careful! 

5. Make sure to ask the person for directions to the interview locale if it is unfamiliar to you.  Once you have written it down, repeat it aloud to correct any mistakes.  

6. Once you make an appointment, keep it and be on time!

Further research your subject (knowledge will be reflected in your questions):

Your questions should reflect more than a mere general knowledge of the subject.  Once you have found someone to interview on that particular topic, you will need to learn about him/her and his/her causes to ask intelligent questions of your subject.  Do not move onto this step until you have found an interview subject.  As you read, keep a running list of questions that occur to you.  You can organize and modify them later.

Write interview questions:

1. Sequence your interview questions chronologically, beginning with biographical data of the subject.  This will put the subject at ease.  Save any sensitive questions until later in the interview when you have been able to develop a rapport with the subject.  

2. Create a basic list of questions around central themes (i.e. biographical information, recollection of a certain event, etc.).  Try to anticipate what follow-up questions you will need to ask around those themes.  Group the questions in order to lead your interviewee logically through the interview.

3. Remember, although the focus of the interview is the subject’s experiences as a congressperson or active community member, you will also want to get a feel for their entire life.  One interviewer suggests the following: The first series of questions should be directed at the interviewee's youth. A key question to consider is this: when growing up, who were the people you admired? Why did you admire them? How did they influence you? Can you remember moments or events when this person did something or said something that influenced you and affected the way you've conducted your life? If so, how? Can you give examples?  Other possible questions are these: What were the key moments of your life? When did you have to demonstrate physical courage? When did you have to demonstrate moral courage? What events determined the course of your life? What would you do differently? I always conclude an interview the same way: "Is there a question you would like to answer that I did not ask?" This gives the interviewee an opportunity to make a point that might have eluded your earlier questions. It also gives the interviewee a chance to summarize, or reach a conclusion, about his or her life.  (Platter Robinson)

4. Ask open-ended questions; not those that can be answered with a “yes” or “no.”

5. Don't ask leading questions. Don't ask a professor: "Don't you think students are better now than they were in 1960?" Rather, say: "How would you compare students today with those in 1960?" Then wait till s/he answers. Don't lead him/her into a specific response. 

6. Make your questions short and easy to understand.  Several questions within a question will be confusing for the subject to answer.

7. Ask concrete questions. Avoid jargon or theoretical concepts the interviewee doesn't understand. Ask interviewees about specific experiences they've had on specific dates, or about specific people or events, that will jog their memories. 

8. Your interview questions must be submitted at least 5 days prior to the interview for review.  I will give you suggestions and you will have the opportunity to revise them before I grade them.  See the attached rubric.

Prepare for the interview:

1. Bring a pen and pad to jot down reminders for follow-up questions. 

2. Dress appropriately so as not to affect the interview's success. Dress so as to put the interviewee at ease--not too formal--and not so casual that s/he will think that you take the interview lightly. 

3. Obtain from me an envelope and rubric to bring to the interview.  Rubrics that are not returned to me in the sealed envelope I provide, will not receive credit.  

Also keep the following guidelines in mind as you conduct your interview:

1. Establish rapport with the interviewee and answer questions about the interview project and the process before you begin the interview.  

2. Let the interviewee know at the beginning that s/he can refuse to answer a question without offending you. 

3. Speak clearly at a slow pace. The interviewee will follow your lead.  

4. Ask one question at a time. 

5. Be honest about being confused.  There is no shame in admitting that you don’t understand and asking the subject to explain again.

6. Watch for clues that the interviewee wants to expand on a topic. Let him/her know that you want to hear it. Say, "would you like to tell me more about that?" 

7. Don't sound judgmental or disrespectful and don't disagree with the interviewee's beliefs. 

8. Watch for body language or verbal clues that the interviewee is hostile to a question.  Don't alienate the interviewee by pressing for information s/he doesn't want to give. Watch your responses to an interviewee's remarks. 

9. Treat interviewees with courtesy and gratitude for sharing their ideas with you.  If the interview is going well, you do not need to stick to the hour deadline, but you do need to ask permission to go beyond the hour mark.

10. After the interview, take time to thank the person and chat about what's transpired.  Sometimes the most important information comes in these relaxed moments at the end.

11. Have the subject fill out the interview rubric, sign the form, and seal the envelope.

Send the subject a confirmation letter:  

Use the following format for a personal-business letter exactly, changing the content as necessary.  Make sure your letter is approved by me before mailing it.  
The standard parts of a personal-business letter are as follows:

Date Line: The month, day, and year.

Inside Address: The name and address of the business or person to whom the letter is being sent.

Salutation: A greeting—such as Dear Ms. Corley—followed by a colon.

Body: The message of the letter.

Complimentary Closing: A phrase—such as Sincerely—followed by a comma.

Signature: Hand-written on the letter with black or blue ink.

Writer’s Identification: The writer’s keyed name and address

To format a personal-business letter:

1. Use standard-size paper (8.5 X 11 inches) and 1-inch side margins.

2. Key in the date at the top.

3. Key the inside address 4 lines below the date at the left margin.

4. Key the salutation, followed by a colon, a double space below the inside address at the left margin.

5. Begin the body a double space below the salutation.  Single-space paragraphs, but double–space between them.

6. Begin the complimentary closing, followed by a comma, a double space below the body.

7. Key the writer’s identification 4 lines below the complimentary closing.

Rubric for Interview Questions

10 Points

	 10-9 Points
	It is clear from the questions that much additional research has been conducted.  Adequate preliminary knowledge about the interviewee has clearly shaped and focused questioning.  Several preliminary and biographical questions are asked.  All questions are sequenced in a logical order designed to make the interviewee comfortable.  All questions are open-ended, concrete, and easy to understand.



	    8

Points
	It is clear from the questions that some additional research has been conducted.  Some preliminary knowledge about the interviewee has shaped and focused questioning.  Some preliminary and biographical questions are asked.  Most questions are sequenced in a logical order designed to make the interviewee comfortable.  Most questions are open-ended, concrete, and easy to understand.



	  7-6 Points
	It is not clear from the questions that much additional research has been conducted.  Little preliminary knowledge about the interviewee has shaped and focused questioning.  Few preliminary and biographical questions are asked.  Few questions are sequenced in a logical order designed to make the interviewee comfortable.  Some questions are open-ended, concrete, and easy to understand.



	    5

Points and Less
	It is not clear from the questions that additional research has been conducted.  No preliminary knowledge about the interviewee has shaped and focused questioning.  No preliminary and biographical questions are asked.  Questions are in a random order and may make the interviewee uncomfortable.  Few questions are open-ended, concrete, and easy to understand.


Comments:

Rubric for Interview

70 Points

Directions:  Please rate the interviewer on each of the following criteria in the space provided.  Please use the rating scale below:

5 = Excellent

4 = Good

3 = Inconsistent

2 = Fair

1 = Poor

0 = Not Observable
	The student arrived on-time to the interview.


	__________



	The student has formulated appropriate written questions.
	__________

	
	

	The questions demonstrate the student’s desire for quality information.
	__________

	
	

	The student phrased questions clearly.
	__________

	
	

	The questions reflect the student’s investigation of the interviewee prior to the interview.     
	__________

	
	

	The student asked appropriate follow-up questions to gain further information.
	__________


	The student allowed appropriate time for response.
	__________


Please Continue On Back

	
	

	
	

	The student has dressed appropriately for interview.
	__________

	
	

	The student has used appropriate language.
	__________

	
	

	The student established and maintained eye contact.
	__________

	
	

	The student maintained an appropriate demeanor during the interview (courteous, appropriate body language, attitude reflects positively on the Academy and individual).
	__________

	
	

	The student did not interrupt.
	__________

	
	

	The student kept the interview moving forward.
	__________

	
	

	The student generated a comfortable atmosphere.
	__________

	
	


Thank you for your cooperation,  

Signature __________________________________________________

Phone Number _____________________________________________

Position    _________________________________________________

Date         ____________________

Please seal the provided envelope and 

return rubric to the Interviewer

Send the subject a thank you letter:  

Use the following format for a personal-business letter exactly, changing the content as necessary to make it as personal as possible.  Your letter should be warm and sincere.  Make sure your letter is approved by me before mailing it.  
The standard parts of a personal-business letter are as follows:

Date Line: The month, day, and year.

Inside Address: The name and address of the business or person to whom the letter is being sent.

Salutation: A greeting—such as Dear Ms. Corley—followed by a colon.

Body: The message of the letter.

Complimentary Closing: A phrase—such as Sincerely—followed by a comma.

Signature: Hand-written on the letter with black or blue ink.

Writer’s Identification: The writer’s keyed name and address

To format a personal-business letter:

1. Use standard-size paper (8.5 X 11 inches) and 1-inch side margins.

2. Key in the date at the top.

3. Key the inside address 4 lines below the date at the left margin.

4. Key the salutation, followed by a colon, a double space below the inside address at the left margin.

5. Begin the body a double space below the salutation.  Single-space paragraphs, but double–space between them.

8. Begin the complimentary closing, followed by a comma, a double space below the body.

9. Key the writer’s identification 4 lines below the complimentary closing.
(











April 28, 2003








Representative Smith


000 Time Street


Civicsville, CT  06000





Dear Representative Smith:





Thank you for agreeing to meet with me at the Civicsville Library on Tuesday, May 8 at 3:30 p.m.  I look forward to speaking with you about your experiences as a representative in the Connecticut General Assembly.





I appreciate your time and consideration.





Sincerely,








Joe Academy Student


Woodstock Academy


57 Academy Road


Woodstock, CT  06281








SAMPLE CONFIRMATION LETTER


USE YOUR OWN WORDS
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Joe Academy Student
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May 11, 2003








Jane Civics 


000 Time Street


Civicsville, CT  06000





Dear Ms. Mrs. Mr. Civics:





Thank you for meeting with me on Tuesday, May 8.  I learned a lot about how one person can make a difference in a community from my time with you.  I particularly enjoyed hearing about the protests you have attended.  Your accomplishments have made Civicsville a better town for everyone.  





I hope that I can call you should further questions arise on this matter.  Again, I thank you for your time and consideration.





Sincerely,








Sue Academy Student


Woodstock Academy


57 Academy Road


Woodstock, CT  06281





SAMPLE THANK YOU LETTER


USE YOUR OWN WORDS
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Sue Academy Student








