
Interviewing Tips  
Professor Laura Starecheski 
 

Basics 
 
      Before Leaving Home 
 

Double check that your equipment works, and that you have all of the components 
you need, including your cables, adapters, microphones, headphones, and extra 
minidisks, DAT tapes, flash cards, whatever medium you’re using. Bring extra 
batteries!  Record a test track—always—to make sure everything is working 
correctly. 

 
      When Arriving1 
 

A.  Choose a room. Look for the smallest room you can find.  Even if it’s the 
person’s bedroom, you’ll  get a better sound in a room that’s: 
  

1. Small 
     2. Full of stuff (preferably soft stuff) 
     3. Not full of appliances 
     4. No window to the street 
     5.  Ok to sit in (often this is a closet, so sometimes you have to sit on the floor or    
 stand if it’s a short interview) 
 
B.  Make the space yours.  
 
 1. Unplug appliances. 

2.  Rearrange things if necessary. (With your interviewee’s permission of course!)  
     3. If there are noises elsewhere in the building or house, see if you can quiet them.  
 Think of all the license that film and television folks take shaping their locations.  
 They wouldn’t be too shy to move furniture around to get the best shot—you 
 shouldn’t be too shy to alter the space if it means getting the best possible sound.   
     4. Down feel glued to your chair.  If there’s something happening, or something 
 to show or see, ask your interviewee to show you! Take a walk around the house 
 if it’s appropriate.  Ask them to show you their neighborhood.  If they’re talking 
 about something in their past, maybe they can show you a picture of it?  (See 
 Creating Scenes below for more on this.) 

 
       C.  Get comfortable.  
 
        1.  Get your equipment out.  Take your time setting it up.   

                                                
1 This assumes that you’ll be doing a sit-down interview.  There are plenty of situations where you’ll want to arrive with tape rolling, 
especially in documentary productions.  Adjust your plan accordingly.   



 2.  Once you’re sitting, you might have to sit quite close to your interviewee in 
order to mic them properly.  Tell them why you are doing this.  I like to explain 
things in the context of wanting to get the best possible recording of their voice, 
and wanting them to sound as clear as possible.  Even if they’re uncomfortable at 
first with how close you’re sitting, they will usually relax.   
3.  If you can’t tolerate sitting close to your interviewee, consider using a pistol 
grip or an extendable mic stand (fishbowl).   

 
      D. Equipment check. 
  
 Wear your headphones! Always! You will not be able to tell what your sound   
 quality is unless you can monitor it.  This is also a good way for you to know that 
 the recording is still going.   
  
  
     Getting Started 
 
 
      A. Before You Start Rolling Tape 
 

1. Set levels. Explain what you’re doing.  Ask the person a chatty, unobtrusive    
question like: What did you have for breakfast?  What was the last book/movie 
you read/saw? Tell me about it.  
 
2.  Explain your methods. Once levels are set and you’re rolling tape, there are a 
few things you can choose to explain:  

 
A. I won’t be talking much. I like to tell people, if applicable, that I don’t 
want my voice in the recording too much. So, when they’re talking, I’ll be 
nodding a lot and using facial expressions to let them know that I’m 
listening, but pretty much staying silent. This doesn’t mean I’m not 
listening! But I can’t respond verbally in the way I normally would.  
 
B. I might ask you to repeat things. Explain that you want to get the best 
possible sound and make sure that everything is clear to your listeners.  
This means that sometimes you might ask them to repeat things if they 
were unclear or if there was background noise.  Another way to make this 
happen without the cumbersome explanation is just to act as if you didn’t 
hear or understand what the interviewee said the first time.  They don’t 
have to be completely aware of all your technical constraints.  And, this 
will often get a more natural-sounding take.   
 
C. I need full sentences.  This one isn’t always a wise thing to bring up 
because it can confuse people and make them think too much before 
talking, or speak unnaturally. But, you also might want to ask your 
interviewee to try to respond in full sentences that reference your question.   



Like, if you ask, “What was the final game like?”, they should respond 
with a sentence that starts out, “The final game was…” instead of, “It 
was…”   
 
Why do you need to do this? Because it makes editing easier for you later. 
This way, you won’t have to have a lot of unattached ideas and sentences. 
This is especially important in non-narrated pieces.   

 
3. Turn off your cellphone.  Not just because it would be disruptive if it rang,     
but because cell phones can cause audible interference in your recording.  This 
sounds like a little buzz or ticking sound.  You should ask your interviewee to 
turn off their phone as well.  

 
 
B. After You Start Rolling Tape 
 

1.  Clear your broadcast / recording rights.  I often state, “This is Laura 
Starecheski recording for possible broadcast with Sally Smith on March 17, 
2007.”  If you aren’t getting written releases, which barely any producer does on a 
regular basis, it’s a good idea to get into this habit so you have some record of this 
informal contract.   

 
  2. Get an I.D.  Make sure you start by having your interviewee introduce 
 themselves. I usually ask people to state their names and where they live, or 
 where we are.  “I’m Sally and I’m from Brooklyn.” Or, “I’m Sally, and we’re at 
 the Taos University Particle Accelerator Test Station.”  I always have people do 
 this at the beginning AND the end of an interview, so that I have two takes.  
 Usually, the later take sounds warmer and more relaxed.   

 
C.  Ask Away—Until Something Goes Wrong.  
 
 1.  Don’t be afraid to stop the tape if you need to!  If you have technical 
 problems, or you need a break, or your interviewee does, go ahead and stop.  
 Often this can relax both of you, especially during long interviews.  
  
 2.  Don’t make someone talk for too long before offering them a break—I think 
 45 minutes is a reasonable amount of time to talk, but most people can’t go much 
 beyond that without getting tired (and some people can’t talk nearly that long).  If 
 you are doing a long session, incorporate breaks.    
 
 
Rules and Tricks 
 
A. Good Practices 
 
 1. Eye Contact. Yes! A lot of it! 



  
 2. Silences.  Silence is your friend. You must restrain yourself—don’t fill every 
 silence with a question or comment.  Give your interviewee the time to respond.  
 Often,  people fall silent when they are nervous about something they are about to 
 reveal.  If you jump in with another question, you’ll never know what they were 
 about to say.  
 

3.  Mic your questions.  Always try to mic your questions, whether you are 
planning a narrated or a non-narrated piece.  If you will be using narration, an 
interaction between you and your interviewee can make for a nice break from the 
narrator-tape-narrator-tape monotony.  If not, hearing your interactions with your 
interviewee can help provide context for what’s happening.   

 
B. Special Tricks 
 
 1.  Use the bathroom first thing when you arrive.  Nope, this isn’t meant to 
 protect you against getting antsy during a long interview.  I learned this trick from 
 Bruce Shapiro, an investigative reporter.  He thinks that it humanizes you in the 
 eyes of your subject, and makes them feel more relaxed.  This theory hasn’t 
 been formally tested but I often use this trick anyway.  
 

2. Ask the question, “Is there anything I forgot to ask?” at the end of your 
interview.  (You can also say, “Is there anything else you want to add?”)  This 
allows interviewees to say what they’ve really wanted to say the whole time. I 
often slip my headphones off at this point, but keep recording, and get the most 
casual but sincere-sounding tape of the whole interview. 

 
Creating Scenes 
 
This is really something you should be planning before you arrive at your interview, 
because it will have a huge effect on the way your story sounds.  As valuable as sit-
down interviews are, it makes for more exciting tape if you can manage to do 
something with  your interviewee.  Think about what makes a space “audible”—get 
your interviewee to show you something in the room, in their home or in their office.  
Get them to describe any photos they might show you.  Walk around with them.  If 
every sound on the radio and in film and television were recorded in a studio, things 
would get boring pretty fast.   
 
This also can help break the monotony of having every voice in a piece recorded 
closely, and quietly.  Think about how having some voices and actions recorded off-
mic might add texture to your tape. Documentarian Stephen Erickson told me that to 
him, American public radio sounds like sometimes like a movie where every single 
shot is a close-up.  Variety can work in your favor.   
 



And, don’t worry more than necessary about noises happening, and tape interruptions, 
they can sometimes be used naturally in your story-telling if you’re creative in how 
you use your tape.  
 
 

Questions 
 
What kinds of questions make for an interesting interview?  What kinds don’t work?  
We’ve all heard about the danger of “leading” or “closed” questions.  What does this 
mean?   
 
Steer clear of any questions that can be answered with a yes or a no.  If you ask, “Do you 
like being a musician?” your interviewee can only say “yes” or “no.”  This doesn’t make 
for very interesting listening, for you or for your audience.  If you ask, “Why do you play 
music?” your interviewee will have a lot more to say.   
 
I like to ask questions that give people a chance to reflect on their lives, and tell stories, 
for instance, “How did you learn to play the guitar?  Why did you decide to learn?  Do 
you remember the first time you played guitar?  Do you remember the first song you 
learned?  What did it feel like to play that song?”  The simplest way to keep this in mind 
during an interview is to ask questions beginning with how and why. 
 
Follow-up questions are also very important, and they’re simple to use.  All this means 
is that you are responding to what your interviewee is actually saying, instead of jumping 
in with the next (possibly unrelated) question on your list.  The best follow-up questions 
are simple and open-ended, like:  
 
- Could you tell me more about that?  
- Could you describe that more?  
- Why did you do that?  
- Can you remember what that looked/felt/tasted/sounded/smelled like?     

 
Follow-up questions can help you get more stories and details from your interviewee, 
and that’s going to give you a lot more interesting tape to work with.   
 
Good luck!  

 
 
 


