
Interviewing Tips 
 

 
General Guidelines 
 
 

1.   Before going out on your interview, prepare yourself.  Do your homework / research.  It 
doesn’t matter if your story is big or little, your job is to find out as much as possible about your 
person/event before the interview and prepare of list of questions. This is the “leg work.” For 
instance, you would never ask a coach, “What is your W-L record?”  You should know that.  
 
 
 
 

2.  Write it ALL down.  Always take your reporter’s notebook. ALWAYS.  
Write down what people say. You may have to develop your own sort of 
shorthand.  You won’t have time to write full sentences. Immediately after 
your interview, if you cannot write the story right away, set aside 20-30 
minutes to go over and transcribe your notes. This is critical.  That chicken 
scratch in which you wrote down partial quotes and phrases will still make 
sense and you must flesh out what you wrote.  If you wait, you will forget 
what you wrote and your own notes won’t make any sense to you.  This is a 
set-up for misquoting people and getting  
the facts wrong.  Don’t do it.   The best bet is to write the story as soon as possible because the 
information will be clearer to you and easier for you to check information.  
 
 
 
 

3.  Don’t be afraid to ask your interviewee to repeat an answer or to further explain what he said.  
If you don’t understand what he said, how are you going to write a 15-inch story?  Check and 
double-check to avoid misinterpretations, misrepresentations, misquoting.  
 
 
 
 

4.  Establish a rapport with the source.  Start off with some preliminaries. Ease into the 
interview.  Re-state the reason why you are interviewing them, clarify the spelling of names and 
job titles.  If you need other info, like how many years they’ve been teaching, etc., ask those 
questions now. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



the Interview 
 

 

 
 Be prompt! Do not keep an interviewee waiting.  If 7:30 a.m. is the only time 

your source can talk with you, that is when you will meet with her.  If the 
coach says he only has a few minutes after football practice to speak with you, 
find out when that is and be early.  You don’t want to miss your chance. Also, 
if you get there early, you can watch some of the practice. Always a good 
thing.  Who knows what else you might see or find out?  

 
 

 Always identify yourself and the organization you represent. People need to know they are talking to you 
as a reporter and a source, not a teacher and a student.  Not to do so would be misleading.  

 
 State the purpose of the interview, about how long it will take, and how the material will be used.  “I’d like 

to ask you a few questions about the cost of cafeteria food.  The Prowler is doing a story on how the 
economy is affecting students here in Fayette County.  This should only take about 20-25 minutes.” 

 
 Don’t waste time. Keep the interview as short a possible but make sure you ask all your questions.  
 
 Ask specific and short questions:  “Why are you against off-campus lunch?”  But avoid “yes” and “no” 

questions:  “Are you for off-campus lunch?” 
 
 Also ask questions that allow the source to give thorough answers that help explain the situation.  Having a 

majority of short-answer questions will make for a boring story.  
 
 Use silent moments to encourage your person to reply.  Don’t feel the need to fill the “dead air”.  Just keep 

looking at them, encouragingly, like you are waiting for more.  Most times, they will feel the need to keep 
talking. People hate pauses in a conversation and often will keep talking to fill them.  

 
 Give the source plenty of time to reply and don’t interrupt.  Also, be observant – of your source, of your 

surroundings.  
 

 Give the source a chance to clarify complicated or vague answers. Don’t hesitate to ask follow-up 
questions.  Every so often, summarize what the source said for clarification.  

 
 Don’t be so caught up in your list of questions that you don’t react to something they said and ask questions 

about that new information.   
 
 Never argue with your source.  Remain neutral.  Remember, your opinion doesn’t count!  You are here to 

get the facts and report them.  
 
 If a source asks to read your story before it is published, respectfully decline, but offer to talk with your 

adviser about the possibility.  Generally speaking, we do not do this, but there may be stories that are 
complicated, sensitive or confusing that we might invite the source to read it to avoid any errors or 
misunderstandings.  

 
 Do not offer to use a source off the record unless there is NO other alternative. Should you agree to use 

what a source says as “background only” or “off the record” information, honor that promise.  We will talk 
more about this later.  

 
 “No comment” is a valid answer.  Of course, you want to try to get your source to come off of that, but if 

that is all he or she wants to say, you have your answer. It shows the reader you did your part.  You tried to 
get that person’s comments and he or she declined.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Story / Interview Checklist  
 

√  Did you research your interviewee? 
√  Did you develop several key questions to guide the interview? 
√  Did you establish a rapport with the interviewee?  
√  Did you state your questions in a conversational manner? 
√  Did the interviewee understand your questions? 
√  Did you use tact in helping your interviewee to stick to the subject? 
√  Did you conclude your interview tactfully at the appropriate time? 
√  Did you thank your interviewee for his time?  

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Types of Leads You Might Use 
 

1.   Summary lead:  Summarizes major points of the event / interview.  Basic news lead –  who, what, when, where,  
      why and how.  
 

2.   Salient-idea lead: contains the main idea of the event / interview. 
 

3.   Feature lead: usually presented in a narrative style.  Supplies background for main idea. 
 

4.   Word-picture lead:  Presents colorful visual image of the interviewee. 
 

5.   Figure-of-speech lead: presents a clever, thought-provoking idea or question.  (Question leads are used ever so  
      sparingly!)   
 

6.   Thought-provoking question lead:  Self explanatory.  Use sparingly.  Must be really,  really good.  
 

7.   Main-idea lead: when one idea is clearly superior to the others. 
 

Straight News  Story Checklist  
 

  1.   All important facts are summarized in the lead. The lead is often presented in only one 
sentence or in a paragraph of 25 words or less.  
 

  2.   The story body consists of facts that amplify or add to the lead. Usually these facts 
answer questions that come naturally to the reader’s mind after reading the lead. 
 

  3.   Within the body of the story, facts are arranged in descending order of importance, least 
important facts coming last.  This is the inverted pyramid style of writing.  

 
 

 
 

 

Feature Articles Checklist  
 

  1.   Has the topic been thoroughly researched? 

  2.   Is the story interesting and entertaining? 

  3.   Does the story have one main idea? 

  4.   Does the story have a lead, a body and a conclusion?  

  5.   Is the story written clearly? 

  6.   Is the lead designed to draw in or entice the reader? Is it different from a  
        straight news lead? 
 

 7.   Does the story have unity? Has it been developed with coherence and  
        emphasis? 
 

 8.   Does diction reflect freshness and originality?  Have all clichés and  
        redundancies been deleted/re-written? 
 

 9.   Is the sentence structure varied? 

10.   Does the conclusion neatly wrap up the story?  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 


