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THE INTERVIEW: LEARNING HOW TO As

i i i f the informant—

1 i from the point of view o
Idworkers listen and record stories _ 1an
fci fl?;ci)r own. Letting people speak for themselves by telling about their lives
eems an eas .cnou h principle to follow. But in fact, there are some important
see Yy & d listening to responses. Those strategjes

strategies for both asking quest‘ions an B i o listen
are part of interviewing—learning to ask and learning to listen.
P you must be both structured

iewing i ironi diction:
Interviewing involves an ironic contrad : 1 :
and flexible at the same time. While it’s critical to prepare for an interview with

a list of planned questions to guide your taI.k, it is equally important to follow
your informant’s lead. Sometimes the best interviews come from a comment,
a story, an artifact, or a phrase you couldn’t have anticipated. The energy that

drives a good interview—for both you and your informant—comes from

expecting the unexpected. ; _ ” .
It’s happened to both of us as interviewers. As part of a two-year project,

Elizabeth conducted in-depth interviews with Anna, a college student who was

a dancer. Anna identified with the modern dancers at the university and also was

interested in animal rights, organic foods, and ecological causes. She wore a

necklace that Elizabeth thought served as a spiritual talisman or represented a

political affiliation. When she asked Anna about it, she learned that the neck-

lace actually held the key to Anna’s apartment—a much less dramatic answer
than Elizabeth anticipated. Anna claimed that she didn’t trust herself to keep
her key anywhere but around her neck, and that information provided a clue to
her temperament that Elizabeth wouldn't have known if she hadn’t asked and
had persisted in her own speculations.

In a shorter project, Bonnie interviewed Ken, a school superintendent, over

a period of eight months. As Ken discussed his beliefs about education, Bonnie
connected his ideas with the writings of progressivist philosopher John Dewey.
At the time, she was reading educational philosophy herself and was greatly
influenced by Dewey’s ideas. To her, Ken seemed to be a contemporary incarna-
tion of Dewey. Eventually, toward the end of their interviews, Bonnie asked Ken
which of Dewey’s works had been the most important to him. “Dewey?” he
asked, “John Dewey? Never exactly got around to reading him.”
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Tell me the story behind that interesting item '

Describe a typical day in your life. :

How would you describe yourself to yourse; .

How would you describe yourself to others:

When thinking of questions to ask an informanf, make your mform_ant your
teacher. You want to learn about his or her expertise, knowledge, beliefs, and
worldview. An interview can begin with a focus on almost any topic, as long as it
involves the informant’s point of view.
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Using a Cultural Artifact in an Interview

Purpose
This exercise mirrors the process of conducting interviews over time with an

informant. It emphasizes working with the informant’s perspective, making
extensive and accurate observations, speculating and theorizing, confirming
and disconfirming ideas, writing up notes, listening well, sharing ideas collabo-

ratively, and reflecting on your data.
To introduce interviewing in our courses, we use an artifact exchange. This

exercise allows people to investigate the meaning of an object from another
person’s point of view. It follows the model we used when we interviewed our
friend Danling in Chapter 6 about silk and silkworms. (see p. 326). This interview
focuses on a concrete object, an artifact rather than language connotations.

Action
Choose a partner from among your colleagues. You will act as both interviewer

and informant. Select an interesting artifact that your partner is either wearing
or carrying: a key chain, a piece of jewelry, an item of clothing. Both partners
should be sure the artifact is one the owner feels comfortable talking about. If,
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ording your informant’s responses, read your
4, Thgon’ze. Think of a mgtaphor that describes the object. How does the
a_rtnfact reflect somethnr)g you know about the informant? Could you
find background material about the artifact? Where would you look?
.HOW does the artifact relate to history or culture? If, for example, your
informant wears earrings made of spoons, you might research spoon
making, spoon collecting,

_ . or the introduction of the spoon in polite
society. Maybe this person had a famous cook in the family, played the
spoons as a folk instrument, or used these as baby spoons in childhood.

5. Write. In several paragraphs about the observations, the interview, and
your theories, create a written account of the artifact and its relation-
ship to your informant. Give a draft to your informant for a response.

6. Exchange. The informant writes a response to your written account,
detailing what was interesting and surprising. At this point, the informant
can point out what you didn‘t notice, say, or ask that might be important
to a further understanding of the artifact. You will want to exchange your
responses again, explaining what you learned from the first exchange.

7. Reflect. Write about what you learned about yourself as an interviewer.
What are your strengths? Your weaknesses? What assumptions or pre-
conceptions did you find that you had that interfered with your inter-
viewing skills? How might you change this?

8. Change roles and repeat this process.
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