
Step 4: Preparation 
 
TIPS ON WRITING THE INTERVIEW 
- Ask questions that can’t be answered with a yes or no response. You want them to tell 
stories, give you a clear picture of what life was like. You want to hear their version of life. 
Generate Some Questions to get you started. 

 

- Focus in on your topic, but don’t narrow it too much. It may be that the most interesting 
things you learn about lunch are the cafeteria food fights and learning who belonged to 
what clique. Ask subjects to tell you their memories. 

 

- Don’t “lead them on.” If you can’t imagine what people did in their leisure time before 
computer and video games, don’t ask how boring life was. Ask what they did for fun, or 
when they weren’t with friends. 

 

- Remember the journalists’ questions: who, what, when, where, why. Remember your 
five senses: see, hear, smell, touch, and taste, plus emotions. 

 

- Review your list of questions: do they form a coherent overview of the topic? Will you 
get a complete story? 

 
 
TIPS ON READYING YOUR EQUIPMENT 
- If you can, record your interview on videotape or audio tape. This allows you to 
concentrate on the questions and answers instead of taking notes. It also allows you to 
capture your interviewees’ exact words, voice inflections and facial expressions. This adds 
to the richness of your documentary. Download Video Tools and Tips for suggestions. 

 

- If you can’t record the interview, get several team members to serve as recorder – to go 
with you on the interview and write down everything that is said. Seat them behind or 
otherwise out of sight of the interviewee so they won’t distract him. 

 

- As interviewer, you are a key part of the equipment. Know your interview questions and 
feel comfortable asking them. Keep eye contact with the person you are interviewing. 
Don’t refer constantly to your notes. 

 

-- The person with the video / audio recorder needs to know the equipment well -- how to 
adjust the volume, move the microphone smoothly back and forth between interviewer 
and interviewee, how to stop and start the tape. Wear headphones to hear exactly what is 
being recorded. Use a mic separate from the video recorder if possible. If loud noises 
muffle a key part of the interview, do a retake rather than lose the story. 

 

- Practice! Hold mock interviews. Take turns acting the role of the interviewee. Ask others 
to critique your style. Review the video and brainstorm how to enhance the shots. 

 
 
TIPS ON WHAT TO BRING 
- Two copies of the consent and release form per person to be interviewed, and pen with 
black ink. Download a Sample Form. You may want to include a URL or address where 
your interviewee could see or request a copy of the final product if interested. 

http://www1.cyfernet.org/act-CYFAR/mom/04-08-Family-History/pdfs/SomeQuestions.pdf
http://www1.cyfernet.org/act-CYFAR/mom/04-08-Family-History/pdfs/VideoTools-Tips.pdf
http://www1.cyfernet.org/act-CYFAR/mom/04-08-Family-History/pdfs/4hrelease-08.pdf


- Drinking water – just in case your throat gets dry from talking. 
 

- The interview, your question list. 
 

- Video recorder, microphone, headphones, extra batteries, tapes, etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
TIPS ON SETTING UP 
- Using your sampling strategy, contact potential interviewees to ask if they are willing to 
participate. Some people may hesitate or say that they don’t remember much or have 
much to say. Encourage them -- tell them the interview will be fun and that everyone has 
experiences that are worth sharing. 

 

- Agree on a time and place to meet and do the interview. Make sure that it is a place that 
is relatively quiet (no traffic noise, music, phones, dogs barking, people talking in the 
background). Make sure that you have good lighting but no glare. 

 

- Give your subject an idea of the kinds of questions you will be asking so he can start 
thinking and remembering. Let him know if you will be video taping the interview. 

 

- Suggest that he brings photos, news clippings, scrapbooks or other items to help bring 
his story to life. 


