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Interviewing Children

Successful interviewing is a skill that has the potential to provide important and often unique information about children that cannot be gleaned from other sources. To ensure that the information obtained is as valid and reliable as possible, careful attention must be paid to the instrumentals of interviewing, such as the setting and the process – that is, establishing rapport with the child.

While interviewing is a basic skill in many fields of study involving children, there are remarkably few guidelines available regarding the conduct of interviews. 

The Macquarie Dictionary defines ‘interview’ as ‘a meeting of persons face to face, the conversation of a writer or reporter with a person or persons from whom material for a news or feature story or other writing is sought’. There are a number of definitions of an interview in the child development literature, but the general consensus is that it differs from a conversation in that an interview is more narrowly focused on the interviewee’s experience.

These are some guidelines for interviewing children:
1. Decide beforehand where you are going to interview the child. The child needs to feel safe and secure, especially if they do not know you. 

2. Decide why you are interviewing the child. Is it to establish rapport? Is it to elicit information from the child’s point of view? Is this information for research or to assist the child?

3. Plan what you want from the interview and some general questions you might ask, but also be prepared to be flexible and follow the child’s conversation.

4. Explain who you are and why you are talking with them.

5. Establish rapport, usually by playing a game with the child first.

6. Don’t over-question. We do not do this to adults with whom we have a conversation. 

7. When questioning use open questions such as: What happened? Why? Where? How? and Tell me about it.

8. Don’t worry if you don’t ask the ‘right’ questions. If you have established rapport with the child, they will talk anyway.

9. Use short sentences and appropriate vocabulary and language for the age of the child.

10. Paraphrase what the child says so they know you are listening – listen more than talk.

11. Always have something for the child to do while talking – for example, drawing, clay, Lego if they wish to. Boys sometimes prefer to walk and talk, rather than sitting down opposite you.

12. Always show the child respect and allow them to tell their story.

The web site provides a great deal of further information regarding the effective conduct of interviews with children and adolescents.

Activity
Talk to a child for 30 minutes without asking any questions. How? Try to appropriately self-disclose and think about how you talk with adults. Record your conversation (with the child’s permission) to see how many questions you actually asked. This activity will teach you how to interact and talk WITH a child not TO the child.
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