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The importance of follow-up questions in interviewing

I. Overview and Rationale


High school students need practice thinking on their feet, and they need to realize that deviating from the script is often necessary in an interview. Many times students turn in work that leaves many questions unanswered because they do not know what they are going to discover in the interview, and they do not believe it is possible to ask questions that have not been approved by the teacher. Teenagers may talk a lot with their friends, but they clam up when being interviewed.  Student journalists need to learn to probe further to discover the story and not simply accept the monosyllabic one-word answers that their interview subjects sometimes provide.

II. Goals for understanding

Students will understand the importance of follow-up questions.

Students will use follow-up questions when they interview.

III. Essential Questions

Why ask follow-up questions?

What makes a good follow-up question?

IV. Critical engagement questions

How can students learn to think on their feet in interviews?

How can students learn to ask good questions when they are busy writing down quotes during the interview?

V. Overview and timeline

      Activity 1: scripted interviews, one without follow-up questions and one with (20

      minutes/see attached for a sample)

Choose four students to perform the interviews, two for each interview. 

Start with Interview 1. After the interview, ask the class what the interviewer did right. Write those on the board. (There probably won’t be a lot to write.)

Have second pair perform the Interview 2, which has follow-up questions. Then, ask what worked in the interview.  After the interview, ask what the interviewer did right. Write those answers on the board. (This should yield better results.)

Lead a discussion on what a follow-up question is, why it is important, and how to ask a good follow-up question.  

Write on the board: When you’re curious, your readers are curious.  Discuss the importance of being curious about your story, and how that will translate into a great story.

If time permits, have students perform the second interview again. Ask the students what other follow-up questions they would have liked to have seen in the second interview.  Discuss the merits of those questions.

      Activity 2: Student practice (25 minutes/see attached) 

      Students will practice coming up with follow-up questions with their journalism peers

Hand out worksheet and explain that students will need to write down the follow-up questions that they come up with during the interview.

Give the students ten minutes to interview each other. After about five minutes, remind them that they need to switch. If they get silent too quickly remind them that they need to practice making up new questions as they go.  They need to think of more follow-up questions.

After they have done the interviews, ask them to look at their follow-up questions.  What do they have in common?  Was it hard?  Which questions worked? Which didn’t?  Lead a discussion on the practical matters of follow up questions. Are there some questions that you can always use? (eg. Can you tell me more about that? Why? What is the story behind that?) 

Collect the worksheet.  Find some gem quotes and questions to discuss with the students the next day.

VI. Assessment

Students will be assessed by the strength of their follow-up questions written during the in-class interview with a peer and the quality of the quotes generated from the follow-up questions.

VII. Materials

Sample script to be used as demonstration is included below.

Sample worksheet to practice generating follow-up questions is included below that.

Follow-up Questions

Script for students

Example interview #1

Q:  First of all, what is your name?

A:  My name is Kansas Jones.

Q:  What grade are you in?

A:  I am in 12th grade, but I am actually only twelve years old.

Q:  What is your favorite subject?

A:  I love biology  because dissecting the pig’s fetus is preparing me for medical school in about two years.

Q: What is your favorite color?

A: I love blue because it reminds me of my father whom I have not seen in two years.

Q: Thank you for your time.

A: You’re welcome.

Example #2

Q:  Hi, I have been assigned to write a student profile on someone on campus, and I would like to use you as a subject, would that be okay?  It will be published in The Clarion.
A:  That’s fine.

Q: What is your name?

A: Kansas Jones.

Q: Can you share the story of your name?

A: I was named Kansas Jones because my mother loved the Wizard of Oz and my father is from Kansas.  All of my siblings are named after states as well. My parents are a bit eccentric. They figure that, since their last name is Jones, it’s kind of funny to give all their kids names of states. I think they secretly hope we all grow up to be archaeologists.

Q: What grade are you in?

A: I am in 12th grade and I am twelve years old.

Q:  How did that happen?

A:  I grew up in Switzerland where I attended an accelerated school, so my academic level is more like that of a 12th grader.  I am the youngest person at this school, and I will be the youngest student at Harvard next year.

Q:  How does it feel to be so much younger than your peers?

A:  To be honest, it is quite frightening.  I am so much smaller than everyone, and I am interested in different activities.  Although I am smart, I still twelve.  I am frightened to hear peers talk about girlfriends and partying.  I am not ready for all that.  Sometimes, I wish I could be normal and go back to middle school where I can relate to people.

Q:  Why don’t you go back?

A:  It would be so boring hearing lessons I already understand.  Besides, my father worked so hard for my success, and I have not seen him in two years.

Q:  Why haven’t you seen him?

A:  He is working for the United Nations as well as NASA, and he has not had time to visit.  It makes me sad that work is more important than seeing me, but I understand.  He is working to make the world a better place for me.  He inspires me to work hard as well.  

Q:  Thank you for your time.  Is there anything you have to add?

A:  I may be young, but I still feel loneliness.  It’s not easy to be special.

Name___________________________

Generating Follow-up Questions

Student Practice

You are on assignment to tell the life story of a fellow student. Unfortunately, you know nothing about him/her before the interview. Now, you are about to interview him/her with a list of very basic questions, and you could only come up with five because you had eight essays due earlier today. Your only hope is to keep asking until you find the story. Below are your initial questions. Please use them as a guide, and then when you hit something interesting (or even if you don’t), ask another question guided by your curiosity to see what story you can get. Please write quotes on a separate sheet of paper and write any and all follow-up questions you come up with on this sheet of paper.  Both will be turned in after the activity. You are practicing thinking on your feet with curiosity as your guide.

1.  What is your name?

2. What grade are you in?

3. What is your favorite subject?

4. What extracurricular activities are you involved in?

5.  How do you spend your free time?


