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Research Paper: Step Two

Initial Interview(s) 

Reading assignment:  The Criminal Justice Student Writer’s Manual, p. 168-173.

You are going to do several interviews of criminal justice professionals from the agency of your choice. Although you are not doing a Case Study as presented in the text, the process for conducting the interview, and the planning of the questions for the preliminary interviews as described o pages 172-173 is appropriate for your research paper.  Keep in mind that you are examining this agency or program in terms of correctional issues, programs, or policies, so be sure to include one or two open-ended questions to guide the interview in this direction.

Do not presume that the first person you speak to at an agency will be the best source of information.  When you contact the agency, make clear what issue you wish to discuss, and the information you are seeking. That way you won’t waste anyone’s time on an ineffective interview 

Once you have contacted the appropriate person to interview, arrange to meet with that person for 20-30 minutes to conduct the interview.  Before the interview, be sure to review the questions you intend to ask, to ensure that they are clear and not too long or complicated.  You should have no more than 5-6 questions, two on the person and their background, three or four on the history of the agency or program being discussed and your topic.

To conduct these interviews, you may use a tape-recorder (with the permission of your interviewees), or take notes.  Have your questions neatly typed out.

Your first couple of questions should be about your interviewees’ career and educational background in order to establish their level of expertise and knowledge of this agency.  

The rest of the questions will be regarding a correctional issue or policy and how it is addressed by their agency or program.  When you plan your questions, make sure that they are open-ended and do not elicit a simple “yes” or “no” response.  (For example:  “Do you believe in the death penalty?” will not encourage a thoughtful response.  A better question would be “What is your opinion of the death penalty?”)  If you are having trouble developing appropriate questions, see your instructor for guidance.

Your final question should be “Is there anything else that you think I should know about this issue?” which will give your interviewee the opportunity to share information you overlooked that may be closely related to your topic and may provide perspective on the subject or thesis.

One final note on the interview process: You are a very busy student, and it was probably difficult for you to squeeze in the time for this interview.  It was equally difficult for your interviewee to make the time to talk to you, so be sure to let them know how much you appreciate their time and expertise.  (You may be getting back to one of these “preliminary interviewees” with additional questions, so be sure to leave each interviewee with a positive impression of you.) 

The Initial Interview Write Up

When you write the report on these preliminary interviews, focus on your topic. The write up will be an assessment of the interview, it will NOT be a question and answer format.  The 3-page preliminary interview write up should be formatted as follows.

Page 1:  The name of the agency you are investigating, the names and titles of your interviewees, and the questions you asked.  (If you conduct multiple interviews, you will ask essentially the same questions of each interviewee)

Page 2-3:  The body of the interview write up will be a two-page assessment of the interview(s), covering the following:

· Who you spoke to (their educational background and experience)

· How the interviews went

· What you learned from the interviews

· How will these interviews impact your paper?  (What questions or issues did you uncover? Where you intend to go in terms of further research?  What do you hope to find in your research?  How do you expect it to apply to this agency?)


See semester schedule for due date of your preliminary interview write up. 

