Children in Context: Interviewing Techniques

In research with children, as in all research, the particular method chosen should be appropriate for the kinds of questions being posed, individuals involved, and the social and cultural context (Scott, 2000).  In this sense, researchers may choose a traditional research method, such as interviewing, and adapt it to fit the context of children in a particular target group.  In reaching children in their context, researchers will need to address issues of ethics, language use, literacy, and stages of cognitive and social development.   

While a traditional sit down interview may be difficult to conduct with children because of their attention span and other development concerns, researchers will find that a modified interview practice works well with children age seven and older.  

Researchers will want to consider the physical place of the interview since it is likely to influence the way children respond.  In Research with Children, Martin Woodhead wrote that during an experience studying preschool children, the children appeared extremely uncomfortable during the testing.  Later, he discovered he was attempting to observe children in a room usually used for time-outs.  Researchers should also consider a children’s routine when interviewing children.  They will want to avoid interviewing children during recess or during active parts of their day.  Instead, they will want to talk to children during down times such as a classroom reading time.

Researchers should be aware of the authority position adults hold with children.  Younger children and adolescents tend to respond to adult questioning whether they know the answer or have an opinion on the issue (Scott, 2000).  They are also used to having their opinions ignored by adults and not being consulted on matters which directly affect them.  Questions should be clear in communicating that it is the child’s views that are wanted.   Interviewers should avoid leading questions and give explicit and comprehensible instructions at the start of the interview.

Children need more leeway and tend to ask for more guidance then adults especially if they are unsure of what a question means.  If a child asks for clarification, researchers will want to paraphrase the question instead of giving the standard “whatever it means to you response.”  For children under eleven, visual stimuli, such as pictures, video, or computer assisted interviewing, can be helpful during interviews.  Visual representations reduce the reliance on verbal questions, give the children something concrete to focus on, and sustain children’s attention (Graue & Walsh, 1998).  

These interviewing techniques are from research from a variety of social science fields and these researchers continue to evaluate the best way to gather data about children.  
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