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Interviewing break out

Prof. Sig Gissler of Columbia University
Another language is becoming important, especially Spanish.

Easier to interview at the same level as a person. Sit down with them.

Don’t talk yourself out of stories.

Be the ingratiating beggar.

Children and adolescents are good translators.

As you’re reporting, say, what is this adding up to?

“A lot of people are saying this. Do you agree?”

Interviewing:

State of Mind

Project, prepare and practice

State of mind – cultivate a real “can do” philosophy.


Adopt – ‘nearly everyone has a story to tell, and nearly everyone can be interviewed if you can figure it out.’


Your challenge – entering strangers’ lives.



Ask them questions that you have no natural right to ask them.


Receptivity is on your side.


Seem eager to listen.

Project, prepare and practice

Establish a goal to create a rapport with your subjects.

You can’t be a phony.

Project a joyful entitlement.

I love this, and I know I can do it.

Project your own humanity.

Project a tone of honest inquiry.

Be a pilgrim.

Project who you are.

Prepare:

Find out “What do I want to know, and who can help me?”

Homework

Nothing wrecks interviews faster than meager preparation.

Use the newspaper library or lexus nexus.

For a profile – do it in a place that will provide insights into the person.


-talk to other people first

Write your questions down, but then field test them.

Breaking news, jot down a few follup questions.

In a feature story, you want to get to the motivation for things.

Practice – talk to strangers

Everybody is a potential source

You are never off duty.

Foot soldiers of the first amendment.

1. break the ice and establish a rapport.

2. where are you from? I’m from the Midwest.

3. examine the pictures in an office and ask about them.

4. use formalities and “Mr.”

5. explain your mission and general goal.

6. come across as putting down roots in an area. Don’t be a drive by reporter.

7. don’t overdo it.

The notebook.

Use your judgment.

Keep notebook out of sight until you need it.

If you are uncomfortable, you will not be effective, which is read as disrespect.

Pull it out and explain yourself.

Once it’s out, keep writing, so every word is important.

Ask them to slow down.

“That was really great, can I go over that with you again?”

Long sitdowns work well with a legal pad.

Have your hello and goodbye questions in mind beforehand.

Three or four really crucial questions.

Ask when the person is most relaxed. 

Be persistent. You may have to ask a question several ways.

Many, many avenues to explore.

Keep questions simple.

Ask one question at a time.

“What does that mean?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Why do you do things that way?”

People will lie to you, and you can tell.

Don’t confront them immediately, just keep pecking.

Eventually, you may get them to “clarify” themselves.

Don’t accept generalities.

Press for details and concrete examples.

Silence can be powerful.

Peel the onion to get through generalities.

“Do you ever go out to dinner together?”

“Do your children play together?”

You’ll hear code words a lot of the time.

Push for evidence.

Techniques – the humble question


“This is gonna sound really stupid, but why do you have green hair?”


Attribution of belligerence to others


“You probably know that some people think you’re crazy. What would you say to that?”

On your beat, schmooze the little people, secretaries, guards, clerks, etc.

Be a collector of people.

Ask questions that people can answer, then break it down into smaller pieces.

Ask them to describe what they saw “and then what happened?”

The more you give about yourself, the more you can get from people.

Sometimes, somebody who is reluctant to speak day one, come back a few days later.

Almost nothing is wasted in journalism.

A good journalist can do any story.

Don’t get in the habit of cutting corners.

Listen – investigative listening.

Let people talk and don’t dread the silence.

Look for oblique messages.

If interviewee strays, let him or her go.

Jot down what they look like and what the setting looks like.

Telling the tale. A detail that tells you about the person.

This can very easily be overdone.

Be attuned to the details.

If you don’t know something, admit it and use it to your advantage.

Misplaced reportorial arrogance can be a downfall.

A good last question: “is there something that I’m missing?”

Ask for at least three more sources.

Who else can I talk to?

Get phone numbers. 

Say thank you.

Send copies of the stories to your sources.

Taping – many find it clumsy and chilling.

Problem of transcribing.

For short bursts, they can be handy.

When interviewing a controversial figure, you should tape if there’s a chance you could be challenged.

Speed writing – develop your technique.

Take down any key phrases.

Paraphrase – more grace, less space.

Use the tool that fits the task. Work on taking notes.
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