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PART TWO: FINDING OUT STUDE:NTS' E:NTRY LE:VE:LS & PRE:CONCE:PTIONS 

THROUGH STRUCTURE:D INTE:RVIE:WS 

Excerpted and adapted from Stepans, J.I., Saigo, B. W., and Ebert, C. (1999). Changing the Classroom 
from Within: Partnership, Collegiality, Constructivism, 2nd ed. St. Cloud, MN: Saiwood Publications. 
Pages 104-116. Please use this citation to reference the material in this Appendix. 

SummarH ot interviewing 

Individual, structured interviews of randomly selected students prior to lesson 
development on a topic reveal what students understand about a topic as well as specific 
difficulties or confusion. Done correctly, interviews provide a representative sample of 
the class level of understanding or confusion that exists about a topic prior to instruction; 
thus, they can help teachers plan appropriately targeted learning experiences. 

Individual interviewing is more effective and more inclusive than group 
brainstorming processes, casual questioning, and paper-and-pencil assessments because 
it allows individual students to explain in their own words, without the social pressure of 
a group environment and without coerced or directed responses. It provides the teacher 
with information that cannot be obtained by other methods, including not only what 
students bring to the classroom but also whether or not the teacher is asking appropriate 
questions and understanding student responses. 

Good interviewing requires careful preparation in advance, keeping in mind 
purposes, method of selection, environment, questions and follow-up probes, and uses. 
Do not try to do an "off-the-cuff" interview-design an interview, then try it out on a 
colleague, friend, or family member to see if your questions are appropriate and useful. 

The primary consideration for individual interviews is for the student to feel 
comfortable in expressing her/his own ideas in his/her own words, without a feeling that 
this is a testing situation-that you genuinely want to know what the student thinks, not 
what you want or expect the student to think, know, say, or do. 

Purposes of interviewing, as used in this book, are to: (1) identify learners' ideas 
and bel iefs about different concepts; (2) recognize the diversity of children's 
explanations; (3) share examples of learners' explanations; ( 4) identify and discuss 
contributing factors to learners ' confusion or misconceptions; and (5) provide 
recommendations based on what is learned from the students in order to facilitate their 
construction of a valid concept. 

Consider audio-taping so you will remember and not miss important information or 
subtle clues that could help you understand what the students are thinking. Be sure you 
understand the correct protocols for protecting the children you interview as provided by 
Federal guidelines . Put the child at ease by asking permission, explaining the reason for 
the tape recorder. Assure the child the recording will not be used in a way the child 
could be identified or embarrassed, then hold to your promise. You do not have the right 
to play the tape publicly if the child's voice or name could be recognized unless you have 
signed permission from the child and a legal guardian. 

Attempt to get a representative sample of student ideas, as by choosing every 5th 

student from the class roster, or two each randomly chosen from a group of "higher
performing" and "lower-performing" students. Interview different samples of students 
throughout the year. Usually, it is enough to interview two or three students. Do the 
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interviews a week or so before instruction on a topic so you can use the results in 
designing lessons on the topic. 

Conduct the interviews with individual students away from other adults and students, 
and particularly not in the presence of parents. Sometimes this may be a matter of 
sitting down at a small table in the hallway and talking quietly. 

Some characteristics of a good interview environment are listed below. 

• It should be non-threatening and risk-free. 

• The interview should occur where other students or teachers can't readily 
eavesdrop. 

• It should be quiet and relatively free of distractions. 

• It also should be a place where the child can draw if that is required, or examine 
or manipulate physical objects. 

• Keep it informal, friendly, and neutral. It is a conversation, not an interrogation. 

• Establish the feeling of a dialogue in which you and the student are working 
together to explore a topic from the student's perspective. 

• Be non-judgmental. You are not searching for correct and incorrect responses. 

• Keep it non-instructional. 

Clearly identify the topic that is going to be taught in the near future, then clarify 
your own thoughts about it. Specifically, 

(1) Identify what concepts about the topic you are going to teach. 

(2) Identify which concepts you think may not be appropriate for the level of 
the learners in your own class (textbooks and curriculum guides are not the 
authorities on your own students). 

(3) Explicitly identify any underlying concepts, prerequisite ideas, and skills 
students must understand and be able to do to learn what you would teach. If you 
simply assume student levels of experience and understanding, you could be wrong. 

It takes time, practice, and feedback to become a good interviewer. It takes time to 
learn: 

• How to design and ask questions; 

• How to initiate interviews; 

• What questions to ask and how to start questioning; 

• How to ask follow-up questions; and 

• How to respond to what students say, especially when their responses seem to 
be off the wall, or if students don't want to respond or say "I don't know." 
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Key points to keep in mind: 

• When designing the interview, concentrate on a single topic or concept associated 
with the topic. 

• Summarize the key points you wish to explore. 

• Design key questions covering the points in your summary. 

• Make the questions as clear and straightforward as possible. Clarity is essential. 
Avoid asking compound questions. 

• Anticipate follow-up questions. You want to learn not only what the student 
thinks, but also his/her explanation for that belief. 

• It is essential that interview questions elicit students' own explanations of their 
prior conceptions. Don't put words into their mouths. 

• Questions must be open-ended and not provide other words to choose from. 
Written assessment tends to include vocabulary that prejudices students' 
explanations. By contrast, open-ended interview questions encourage 
spontaneous and personal explanations rather than those limited to the use of a 
certain vocabulary. 

Further, do not instruct, revise, or correct what the student says. This is NOT a 
" teachable moment. " Anything the student says is to be accepted because it is what he 
or she believes and that is its value to you. You must resist the temptation to: 

• Impose adult logic on the child to make sense of her/his explanations. 

• Reword or rephrase student responses, or suggest a revised idea, as by saying 
"Then what you mean is ... " 

• Correct, clarify, or give clues. Avoid prompting and leading questions. 

• React physically or verbally in a way that would cause the child to know he/she 
has given a satisfactory or unsatisfactory response. For example, avoid reactive 
eye or facial movements and saying such things as "That's good." "Not quite." 
"Why don't you try again. " 

Perform a reflective evaluation of yourself as an interviewer. 

• Are my questions clear? 

• Do I wait long enough for students to respond? 

• Is this a safe situation for the students? 

• Are my follow-up questions appropriate? 

• How do I know if the student has difficulty with the words that I use, instead of 
the concept itself? 

• Am I embarrassing the student? 

• Am I being honest about the purpose of interviewing? 

• How do I use the results? 

• What have I learned from and about my students? 

• What have I learned about myself? 

• What am I learning about curriculum and teaching? 
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Be patient with yourself as you develop your interviewing skills. Remember that 
practice will improve them. Some sample interviews are included in the Appendices of 
Changing the Classroom from Within. 

Preparing to interview 

ldentit_ying the topic 

Select a topic that's going to be taught in the near future; for example, magnets, 
weather, plants, simple circuits, multiplication, division, and volume. Then clarify your 
thoughts about the topic. 

First, identify what concepts about the topic you are going to teach. 

Second, identify which concepts you think may not be appropriate for the level of the 
learners in your class. 

Third, explicitly identify any underlying concepts the students must understand to 
learn what you would teach and that you may be assuming they already know. Your 
assumptions could be erroneous! 

Designing ke_y 9uestions 

Using the topics and key points, design key questions that will help you get at 
students' ideas about the topic. Think of 5-10 key questions to elicit natural responses. 
For example, some key questions related to electricity and circuits that could be asked of 
4th graders might be: 

• What can you tell me about electricity? 

• What does it take to make electricity? 

• What are sources of electricity? 

• How is the electricity that we get in our houses the same as or different from the 
electricity that a flashlight uses? 

• What are some of the words you associate with electricity? Have you seen a 
battery? What can you tell me about a battery? What does it take to get 
electricity from a battery? 

• What does it mean to you when we say parallel circuit, or series circuit? How are 
they different? 

• What does it take to have a series circuit? A parallel circuit? 

Questions can be based on the anticipated criteria. For instance, ask questions about 
relationships between components (the battery, the wire, and the bulb) such as: "What is 
the role of the wire when you hook it to the battery?" Or, if showing an apparatus, ask 
"Why is it important that the parts are hooked together the way they are here?" With 
your questions, you want to find out how the student links cause and effect in regard to a 
phenomenon or the student's understanding of the relationship between component parts 
of a system. 
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cfi:ective follow-up questions 

We use follow-up questions based on what the students tell us to clarify what they 
are saying without asking leading questions. For example, if the student says, 
"Electricity in a battery is in the form of chemicals," we may ask "What can you tell me 
about those chemicals?" or "How do the chemicals make electricity?" A follow-up 
response can also be in the form of a statement, such as "Explain to me what you mean 
when you say .. . " or "Please draw a picture to show what you mean." 

How do we anal_yze information we get trom interviews? 

In reviewing the information, look for patterns of thinking, both of individual views 
and of the group. Responses of individuals may differ, but collectively they may 
converge on an idea; for example, where 3rd graders are in their understanding of 
weather. The interviews will give you an idea of the diversity of beliefs held by students 
in the class and their range of understanding of the concept. 

Many WyTRIAD teachers find interviewing to be interesting and effective and make it 
part of their regular professional repertoire. The value compounds, in that it may take 
two or three years of interviews and looking at the literature and materials to get a fairly 
comprehensive grasp of what students know and think about a concept. The knowledge 
gained from year-to-year is useful not only in designing curriculum but also in justifying 
change. 

How do we appl_y the information we get trom interviewing students? 

Information from interviews is useful at all stages of teaching a topic, from planning 
lessons through assessing learning. 

• Interviewing helps us to identify an appropriate starting point. Rather than 
making a false assumption and looking to the textbook for leadership on the 
instructional level for a topic, we create our own assumptions based on the 
students' reality as reflected in the interviews. 

• In our teaching of concepts we can refer to students' ideas, difficulties, and 
developmental levels that are revealed by interviews and adjust what we are 
doing. We can know to use alternative instruction and activities to help students 
construct a better understanding of the concepts. 

• Information from interviews gives us a pre-instructional snapshot or profile of 
student ideas against which to compare assessments during and at the end of an 
experience or topic. It provides a baseline. 

• We use interviews to judge the appropriateness of the curriculum rather than 
using the curriculum to judge the appropriateness of the students' understanding. 

• The ability to explain and expand a response in an interview allows the student to 
reveal reasoning patterns and connections (or lack thereof). Instances in which the 
student links cause and effect, recognizes relationships among phenomena and 
between component parts of a system, and uses additional examples and 
metaphors are important data. 

• Interviews can be used to evaluate the appropriateness of the curriculum and the 
textbooks. 

• Interviews can be used as a basis for selecting and integrating various 
instructional strategies. 
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• Interviews help to increase awareness on the part of the students and the 
teacher, giving all of them a better sense of their own beliefs in regard to the 
concept. This is a direct benefit to the student in understanding his/her own 
learning. 

• Interviews can help to measure whether or not conceptual change has occurred 
by comparing students' views before and after the instructional experience. 

• Interviews can be a valuable assessment tool. Paper-and-pencil tests and other 
traditional forms of assessment primarily provide information that will tell us 
whether the student is "right" or "wrong" regarding the specific question that is 
asked. Interviews, on the other hand, give us an insight into what the learner is 
really thinking about a concept. 
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