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Skills Building Interview Assignment

Four skills are essential for most types of interviews: (1) asking well-designed primary questions, (2) listening carefully to answers to detect clues or problems, (3) asking carefully crafted probing questions into clues for valuable information or to resolve problems with answers, and (4) being patient and persistent until you have the information needed.  These skills require development and refinement before you can apply them successfully in informational, employment, performance, persuasive, counseling, or health care interviews. 


This assignment is designed so that you cannot merely ask a series of questions and close the interview after you have reached your last question.  You are not provided with enough information to develop such a highly scheduled interview.  One case consisting of two-to-three pages of facts and testimony from a variety of sources will be used each day of this assignment.  Only the interviewee will know all of the information; interviewers for each day will know only the information provided in the brief paragraphs listed later in this assignment.  At the beginning of each class period, interviewers for the day will leave the room.  One interviewer will enter at a time, conduct a complete interview (opening, body, and closing), and return to his or her place in the classroom.  The class will have the opportunity to observe different approaches to getting the same body of facts and testimony, some more successful than others.


This assignment is not designed to place you in a “real life” interview setting but to teach you fundamental interviewing skills: asking primary questions, listening, asking probing questions, and being persistent in questioning until you have the information you need.  You must learn how to listen, ask questions to probe into apparent clues, obtain complete answers, encourage interviewees to continue answers, obtain all important information in an area, get beyond superficial answers, clarify vague answers, check perceived inaccuracies, and be certain you have obtained and interpreted information accurately.  Once you have sharpened your listening and probing skills, you will be better prepared for later interview assignments that are more "real life," particularly the employment interviews.


You will find this assignment challenging and frustrating because you must rely so heavily on questions created on the spot.  Be patient and persistent; do not be too anxious to get on to your next topic or primary question.  Be sure to return to your plan of attack or schedule after probing or delving into an important but unplanned area.  Do not get side-tracked.  After completing your interview, you will be surprised how successful you can be in difficult interview situations if you ask good open-ended questions, listen insightfully, ask appropriate probing questions, and remain patient and persistent. 

Instructor's note: 

Emphasize the importance of this skills building assignment for subsequent class and real life interviews.  Otherwise, some students will dismiss it as a waste of time because it is not "realistic" or relevant to their fields of study.  Point to how the skills necessary for successful interviews in this assignment are highly realistic and essential for later assignments and real life interviews of all types.

General instructions for this assignment:

1.
Prepare a moderately scheduled interview: major primary questions and anticipated questions.  You may bring your written question schedule with you to the interview, but remember that you will not be able to rely solely on a prepared list of questions.

2.
The interviews will be _____ minutes long.

Instructor's note: 

We have found that the optimal time for this assignment is 6-7 minutes, plus time for openings and closings.  If interviews are much shorter, students get frustrated because they feel pressured for time; if the interviews are much longer, the assignment uses too much class time and many students run out of questions and become frustrated.

3.
Openings should be brief but adequate for the situation.  Be sure to involve the interviewee rather than give a monologue.  Assume that you have made an appointment with the interviewee.

4. 
Your goal is to obtain as much vital information as possible in the limited time allowed.  You will be graded on how well you conduct the interview, not on how much information you attain.

5.
The interviewee will be honest and helpful but reticent.  For example, the interviewee will answer bipolar questions with a yes or no or by picking one option given.  Open-ended questions will be answered with a sentence or two.  The intent is to make you ask carefully crafted primary questions that avoid common question pitfalls, probe insightfully into answers, and be patient and persistent in getting the information you need.

Instructor's note: 

Many instructors play the role of interviewee and tape record interviews. Some will ask friends or other instructors to play the role of interviewee so they can listen and observe without taking part in the interview.  Instructors and non-students are better able to recall and control information, maintain the proper degree of reticence, help interviewers when they seem unable to think of their next questions, and react similarly during several interviews using the same case.  Instructors can also make the assignment fun by interjecting humorous comments and answers.  This breaks the tension of the first assignment.  Student interviewees tend to give too much information, regardless of questions asked, and are reluctant to give a fellow student a difficult time in a graded assignment. Recorded interviews (audio or video) allow instructors to prepare more insightful and accurate critiques.

6.
Interviewees are not involved in the case in any manner.  They are merely sources of facts and testimony you need, so do not waste time trying to discover how and why interviewees have the information.

7.
Each interview will be worth _____ points.

Instructor's note:  

This is a very difficult first assignment, so be cautious when assigning total points.  A student may become demoralized by losing a large number of points on this first and very difficult interview and complain that it was too unrealistic and unfair.  Keep the emphasis on skills building.  Assign at least twenty-five to fifty points, however, so students will take the assignment seriously and you can distinguish among excellent, above average, average, below average, and poor interviews.

Instructions for interviewers:

1.
Construct an interview guide of topic areas you think will be important for your case.  Place ones you think will be most important early in the guide so you will be able to cover these in the time allotted.  Consider strategic sequences such as chronological order, problem-solution, cause-effect, and spatial sequence.

2.
Prepare a moderate schedule of questions from your guide, but remember that you must be flexible and adaptive, just as you will in most interview situations.

3.
Listen carefully to each answer.  Do not start thinking about your next primary question until you have all of the information you need from this primary question.  Detect important clues.

4.  
Be patient!  Stick with a topic until you have gotten all important and relevant information from the interviewee.  If you probe onto a sidetrack for a brief time, do not let this diversion keep you from getting back on the main track.  Caution: do not decide too quickly that information you are receiving is unimportant or irrelevant.  See where a line of questioning is going before you abandon it.

5.
Listen for clues that suggest important bits of information or areas to probe that you did not think about during your preparation stage.  Be ready to abandon parts of your schedule that prove irrelevant or unimportant.

6.
Take working notes during the interview to aid your questioning and memory.

Instructions for interviewees:

1.
Know your case thoroughly so you can give information accurately without hesitation.

2.
Listen carefully to each question so you can respond appropriately.

3.
Do not volunteer information; make the interviewer ask for it.

4.
Answer bipolar and yes (no) questions exactly as they are asked, with a yes or no or few words.  Answer only one part of double-barreled questions.  Answer the last question of open-to-closed switch questions.  Give a sentence or two to open questions.  Your job is to make the interviewee aware of question pitfalls and probe into answers.

5.
Drop an occasional clue to see if the interviewer will pick it up and probe effectively.

The following cases will be used for this assignment: numbers _______________________________

Case #1 - John T. Johnson was stopped and arrested in a Chicago park.  There has been a hearing, and Johnson has brought charges against the arresting officers.  You are interested in this case because it happened in your neighborhood and have decided to interview a person who attended the hearing and knows the facts and testimony given thus far.  You will relate your findings to the Garfield Neighborhood Association.

Case #2 - Jane Manly is suing Virginia Packman for negligence that caused a painful injury.  A preliminary court hearing has been held, and the case is now scheduled for a jury trial.  You are a pre-law student interested in negligence cases and have contacted a person who knows the facts and testimony.

Case #3 - Arthur Nichols is suing William Parry for damages, costs, and lost income.  You are a sociology student interested in neighborhood conflicts and have discovered a person who has collected facts and testimony on the Nichols-Parry case.

Case #4 - Giulo Giordano has been accused of cheating at Brier University.  A hearing has been held but no decision has been made.  You are a student interested in student rights and have located a person who attended the hearing and knows the facts of the case and testimony given.

Case #5 - Several years ago a natural disaster struck a Boy Scout camp near Elizabeth, Tennessee.  Local residents have recently written to the Baker Hero Fund Commission urging that Rex Ingram be awarded its silver medal for his actions during the disaster.  The Baker Commission has sent you to Elizabeth to interview a person who has the facts and statements from residents.

Case #6 - Marian Williams has had her teaching contract terminated in mid-year by the Oak Park school board.  You are a student interested in labor and management disputes and have driven to Oak Park to interview a person who knows the facts and testimony available at this time.

Case #7 - William McCollum, a farmer in Smithfield, North Dakota, has died and left an estate.  His children are contesting the will.  You seem to be in a similar situation and have decided to interview a person who knows the family background and heard witnesses at a recent hearing.

Case #8 - Jessie Gustavson and her aunt were stopped as they were leaving a restaurant, and Jessie has decided to sue the restaurant.  An initial hearing has been held.  You are a student in 
restaurant and hotel management and would like to write a paper on this case.  You will interview a person who can relate the facts and testimony.

Case #9 - Several years ago Mathew Harvey was shot and killed outside of his home in Westfield, Alabama.  A trial was held but no convictions were ever made.  You are a history student who would like to write a student honors paper on this case and trial.  You have located a former resident of Westfield who attended all sessions of the trial and knows a great deal about the case.

Case #10 - After a wild chase through New York City, police managed to stop a taxi reported to be carrying bandits who held up a company.  Patrolman Dempsey shot and killed the driver as he emerged from the taxi.  Dempsey is now being accused of manslaughter, and a hearing has been held.  You are a reporter for the student newspaper and have decided to interview a person who attended the hearing and knows the facts and testimony given.

Skills Building Interview Critique: Form A








Name __________________________

Opening





1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____

Conducting the interview


Primary questions



1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____


Avoidance of question pitfalls

1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____


Probing questions



1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____


Patience & persistence


1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____


Focus on critical areas


1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____

Structured approach


1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____

Closing





1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____

Communication skills



1 2 3 4 5 x ____ = ____







         Total points ______







Comments







Grading scale: 1 poor, 2 below average, 3 average, 4 above average, 5 excellent

Instructor's note: 

The scale for critique forms translates as follows: 1 poor = totally unacceptable level of performance, 2 below average = below an acceptable level, major changes needed, 3 average = acceptable effort, considerable room for improvement, 4 above average = a solid effort, minor changes needed, 5 excellent = no improvement needed.  

This critique form is designed for ease of identifying various levels of achievement and satisfaction of the basic interviewing skills introduced in the first unit of the interviewing course.  While it is standardized, this form allows considerable flexibility in identification of principles met or unmet, points for each part of the interview, total points for the assignment, and space for written comments.  If, for instance, you want the opening to be worth five possible points, you can circle a number (or place a slash mark between numbers for a half point) and then multiply it by one, two, or three for weighting and point distribution.  If you want "probing questions" to be worth ten or fifteen points, for example, you merely multiply the marked number by two or three.

Skills Building Interview Critique: Form B





Interviewer_______________________

Opening: greeting, rapport building, orientation,  

techniques, involvement of the interviewee










Points ____

Overall structure: moderately scheduled, flexible, adaptive










Points ____

Use of questions: primary questions, probing questions, 

avoidance of common question pitfalls










Points ____

Conducting the interview: stress on important data, patience 

and persistence, note taking, use of time










Points ____

Communication skills: verbal, nonverbal, listening










Points ____

Closing: future appointment if necessary, ends on 

a positive note, involvement of the interviewee










Points ____









Total Points ________
IM | 1

