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Learning objectives for today

By the end of the workshop, you will:

1. Understand how to write phenomenal 
interview questions.

2. Have practiced composing interview 
questions.

3. Have participated in some student-
centered learning activities (and have 
identified these methods so you can use 
them in your own teaching).



Good questions = good data

 GIGO

 So what do we mean by “good data”?

 Write for one minute: What is good 
interview data?



Are any of you composers? 

Writing good interview 
questions is like writing music.



What do you already know 
about writing good interview 
questions?

Answer these True-False Questions and 
Choose the Best Question to check your 
knowledge.



Guideline  1 for Composing 
Interview Questions
Good interview questions answer 
your Research Question(s).

All of your interview questions should help you 
answer your Research Question(s). 
If they don’t, toss these questions

Content Validity

Content validity = how relevant and useful is each 
question to measuring the concept you are 
studying?



Example of content validity

See  Pre-test  page 2   Set 6

Concept you are studying:  causes of high 
school students’ truancy

Which of the 3 interview questions is most 
relevant to causes of truancy?



Guideline 2 for Composing 
Interview Questions

Open versus closed questions.

Side 2, Set 2  What is the difference 
between these 2 questions?



Let’s bring up our 
actors !!



Story from Notes from The Hyena’s Belly, a memoir of growing up in Jijiga 

during the time of Haile Selassie and then the Derg.   Author:  Nega 

Mezlekia (2000) p. 317  

A European adventurer had gone astray in the Nile 

Delta. Fatigued from walking in the desert for many, 

many days and burned by the unforgiving African sun, 

the young man sought solace in the Nile River. But he 

had the presence of mind not to jump in the river 

before finding out about the condition of the water.  He 

consulted a shepherd boy sitting on a boulder.

European:   “Are there any sharks in this part of the 

river?”

Shepherd:   “No”



The European took off his clothes and dipped 

into the refreshing water. He swam, carefully 

avoiding the tree trunks and bushes carried by 

the majestic Nile. The shepherd boy threw the 

stranger a glance from time to time as he 

brushed his teeth with the chewed end of a 

twig. Completely refreshed, the European 

came out of the water. While drying himself 

with his shirt, he decided to unload what had 

been weighing heavily on his mind for quite 

awhile. He casually walked up to the shepherd, 

interrupting the boy’s daydreams.



European:   “Excuse me, how can you 

be so sure that there are no sharks in 

the river?”  

The shepherd boy answered, 

radiating generations of wisdom:

Shepherd (say this line slowly because 

it is the punch line):  “Simple, there are 

no sharks where there are so many 

crocodiles.”



Moral of this story?

 This traveler was lucky. His closed 
question could have resulted in being 
snapped up by a crocodile. He needed 
more information that an open question 
can provide.



Guideline 3 for 
Composing Interview 

Questions

Include questions from each of these 
categories:
•Experiences (sometimes called

Grand Tour Questions).
•Attitudes/opinions
•Feelings/emotions
•Knowledge (be careful with these)
• See Set 5



Guideline 4 for Composing 
Interview Questions

Ask just about one idea at a time.

Set 1 

a. How has your peer-led learning group 
improved students’ participation, 
engagement and motivation?

b. What effect has the group had on your 
motivation to learn the course material?



Guideline 5 for Composing 
Interview Questions

 Broad questions versus specific scenarios?

 Set 3 (about peer-led learning) 

Another example:

 a. Why did you start skipping school?

 b. I’d like you to think back in time to 
when you first started skipping school. 
How were you feeling about school then?



Guideline 6 for Composing 
Interview Questions

 Impersonal, logical questions or
 Conversational, personal questions?
Example:  
What are the positives and negatives of being 

part of the academic staff in your 
department?

Or
So what’s it like to be a teacher in the  

department of psychology?



But sometimes your question 
might be too sensitive or 
personal.

 Set 4

If your interviewee, seems to hesitate: Back off 
from making question so personal:

a. Why does your father beat you?
b. Some kids in your school get beaten by their 

parents.  Why do they get beaten?
c. Sometimes parents beat their children. 

What do you think that’s about?



Composing interview questions 
(your time to practice)

Let’s pretend we are a team of researchers 
addressing the problem of university 
students dropping out of school. The 
Ministry of Education and World Bank 
have provided a large grant to study the 
causes of dropping out and to identify 
best practices to retain students. 



Our research project

 Our team’s part of  this mega- study is to 
understand what variables account for 
some staying in school and others 
dropping out.

 Research Question 1: What are the 
experiences, both positive and negative, 
of first generation students when they 
come to Bahir Dar University?



Your task

1. Write three good interview questions that 
help you answer the Research Question?

2. Then put your questions in the order you 
will ask them.

3. Share your questions with a partner. Give 
each other feedback about your interview 
questions.

4. Then choose the best question of the six 
and write it on the flip chart.

5. Evaluate the questions as a whole group.



Guidelines for Interview Questions

 1. Make sure your Interview Qs answer 
your Research Question.

 2.Choose open questions over closed. 
(Remember the traveler who almost got 
eaten by crocodiles when he asked closed. 

 3. Use diverse questions. Ask about 
experiences, opinions and attitudes. But.

avoid knowledge questions.

 4. Ask about only one topic at a time.

 5. Ask specific questions rather than 
broad, abstract questions.

 6. Choose conversational questions rather 
than impersonal, logical ones.



Processing this workshop

 What teaching methods did Jeanette use to 
promote active learning, a.k.a. student 
centered learning? How might you apply 
these same methods to your own teaching?

 Pre-test (what is its value?)
 One minute write
 Scenario and RQ to use to develop interview 

questions.
 Write, pair, share – evaluate everyone’s 

interview questions and choose best one to 
share.



To contact me:
Jeanette Coufal   
jcoufal@gmail.com

mailto:jcoufal@gmail.com

