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The Workshop: Good Question! 
 

Getting the best from interviews for Research Project and 

Investigative Assignments 
 

 
 

In a digital world where emails and texts are the quickest, easiest 
and most popular form of communication, face to face or phone 

interviews can often be daunting for students and young people.  
 
But opinion and insight from industry experts can give your 

assignments and research projects much more depth, and a richer 
perspective. 
 

Expressions Media’s Good Question workshop is structured to show 
you the dos and don’ts for communicating and asking questions, and 
how to use an interaction to enhance an assignment. 

 
The workshop will cover: 

- How to find an expert 

- Making first contact 
- How to write interview questions 
- Conquering the face to face interview 

- Getting the best from phone interviews 
- Email interviews: all you need to know 
- Survey questions (and how to get people to answer them 

when the rest of your year level are also sending them 
around too) 

- How to effectively input interview data into an 

assignment 
 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
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About Expressions Media 
Expressions Media was launched in 2004 by Libby Parker initially as 
a range of theatrical and creative workshops for youths. As a 
qualified English, Drama and Media teacher, Libby found using 

theatre, arts and creativity with at-risk youths in training centres 

and flexible learning facilities was a valuable and rewarding path.  

After gaining a Post Graduate Diploma in Journalism, Libby the 
began writing for publications like The Advertiser, BSide Magazine, 
UniLife Mag, Inside South Australia, Glam Adelaide and The Upside 

News, as well as working as a broadcast journalist on Radio 

Adelaide and Fresh 92.7. 

In 2013, Libby began writing copy and content, as well as 
educational resources and working as a freelance journalist in the 
areas of business, arts, politics, government, law, medicine, retail, 

education, NFPs and much more. 

Expressions Media provides: 

• Creative content and copy 
• Editing 
• Blogging 

• Speech and document writing 
• Writing and Theatre workshops 

 

“Libby is a knowledgeable and highly proficient copywriter. She is 
an excellent communicator and always delivers on time,” – Lucy 

Cornes, She Shopped 

 
 

“Libby Parker of Expressions Media has provided me with 

unparalleled copywriting services on countless occasions. Her 
impeccable attention to detail and fast turnaround are second to 

none, and I will proudly recommend Expressions Media’s services to 

current and future clientele,” – Troy, Graphic Designer, Adelaide 
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About Libby Parker 
 

Having interviewed politicians, musicians, authors, experts, business 

owners, artists, CEOs and scientists, and marked many research 
projects, Libby wanted to use those experiences to show students 
how to interview effectively and use that data to create a piece of 

writing for an audience.   
 
As a professional writer, currently working in a freelance capacity, 

Libby writes for a number of publications and clients as an arts 
journalist, speech and policy writer, publicist and copywriter. 
A qualified teacher, Libby spent many years teaching writing and 

creative skills to secondary school students before deciding to take 
the leap and work for herself as a writer and workshop facilitator. 
 

She provides creative content, press releases, speeches, articles, 
bios, resumes, SEO and copy for clients like Adelaide Festival, the 
Honourable Tammy Franks MLC, Lucy Cornes (SheShopped, and 

Cornes and Sloan), Blitz Marketing, Brand Manager, Lifeskills Group, 
Martini Mondays, CBB, iSA radio, Mary’s Poppin night club, authors, 
musicians, rappers, record labels, theatre companies, not for profits 

and anyone looking for quality writing. 
 
As a qualified journalist, Libby has had work published in The 

Advertiser, BSide Magazine, Inside South Australia, The Weekender 
Herald, UniLife, On The Record and her own website, The Upside 
News. 

 
For more information, email libby@expressionsadelaide.com or 

follow us on twitter and instagram: @expressionsadl 

 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
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Good Question! Why are interviews important? 
They are primary sources: 
Interviews (and surveys) are primary resources and SACE really like 
them to be in your assignments! Here’s what SACE says about 

primary sources: 

What is a primary source?  
A primary source is information and/or records that provide first-
hand evidence that can be used to create a picture of what 

happened at the time. Primary sources may be unpublished.  
Primary sources can take various forms, for example: 

• annual report 

• artefacts (e.g. fossils, 
clothing) 

• artwork 

• autobiography 

• buildings, monuments  

• census data 

• certificates (e.g. birth, 
death, marriage) 

• contemporary books from 
the era 

• diary 

• driving licence 

• headstones, cemetery 
records 

• interviews 

• journal (from the time) 

• letter 

• manuscript 

• memoirs 

• minutes of meetings 

• newspaper articles (report at 
the time of the event, not 
analysis of the event much 

later) 

• oral histories 

• original artworks 

• pamphlets 

• personal documents such as 
wills 

• photographs 

• primary research data (such 
as your own surveys or 
observations) 

• radio programs 

• records of information 
collected by government 

agencies (e.g. application for 
a driving licence, land title, 
deed of transfer) 

• reports of events at the time 
of their happening (e.g. war 
correspondent’s video 

report) 

• ritual, dramatisation, 
performance 

• shopping list 

• speech (recorded notes, 
press releases) 

• tape recording 

• video recordings

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/


Primary sources can be reproduced, for example, in books, on microfilm, 
on video, or on web pages. 

What is a secondary source? 
Secondary sources can be thought of as second-hand information. 

Secondary sources analyse and interpret primary sources. Secondary 
sources include: 

• biographies 

• history books 

• text books 

• journal / magazine articles 

• school essays and projects 

• documentaries 

• legislation 

• newspapers (particularly interpretations of primary sources) 

Secondary sources are accounts compiled by somebody who was not 
present at the time of the event or occurrence. They may write about the 

event in some later time, or from some other place.  For instance, a 
historian in the present day may write about women’s rights in the 
nineteenth century, describing and analysing primary sources to support 

his/her argument.  
Writers of such books usually refer to other secondary sources as well, 

such as other books that have been written on the same subject, which 
have also drawn from primary and secondary sources.  
 

Site accessed July 2017:  
https://www.sace.sa.edu.au/documents/652891/722147/Primary+and+s
econdary+sources.doc  

Why are primary sources important? 
• Primary sources give rich, first-hand insight into a subject, issue or 

investigation. An interview or survey can be a genuine voice on a 
topic, which will offer authority and depth to your research. 

• Primary sources make your work engaging, give you a deeper 

understanding of your subject matter, and are an excellent source 
of evidence.  

• Primary sources develop your critical thinking skills (and will 

improve your grade). By being discerning while researching, finding 
a good primary source, being aware of bias, effectively asking 
questions, obtaining answers and embedding the results into your 

research, you are demonstrating analytical and critical thinking 
skills. You are using prior knowledge, understanding context, 
audience and purpose, and you are making decisions and 

observations. This is all good stuff! 

https://www.sace.sa.edu.au/documents/652891/722147/Primary+and+secondary+sources.doc
https://www.sace.sa.edu.au/documents/652891/722147/Primary+and+secondary+sources.doc
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Finding a primary source 
SACE give some handy hints on where to find primary sources. This is 
what they have to say: 
 

First hand 
Depending on what you are investigating, you can collect some primary 
sources yourself. For example: 

• an oral history or a survey that you conduct 

• an interview or a video that you record 

• pamphlets, an annual report, or a program guide that you collect. 

Archives 
Archives collect unpublished material (primary sources). They may 
provide digitised versions of some sources online. Examples of archives 

include: 

• State Records of South Australia,’ Primary sources for students’, 
http://www.archives.sa.gov.au/content/aboriginal-services-guides 

accessed 12 April 2016 

• National Archives of Australia, http://www.naa.gov.au/  

• University of Adelaide Archives, 

http://www.adelaide.edu.au/records/archives/. 

Libraries 
Libraries collect published material, which is not usually a primary source. 
However, state libraries also collect material of interest to the state. For 

example, the State Library of South Australia collects South Australiana, 
which includes some unpublished and published primary source materials 
(e.g. pamphlets, maps, menus, theatre programs, letters, diaries, 

minutes, photographs, and oral histories).  
This material is listed in the library catalogue. Some materials, such as 
photographs, have been digitised and can be accessed via the online 

catalogue. Others can only be accessed in the library. 
Examples of online library sources are: 

• State Library of South Australia, http://www.slsa.sa.gov.au, 

accessed 6 January 2010. 
Includes SA Memory online exhibition, historic South Australian 
newspapers, more than 100 000 photograph, historic South 

Australian documents 

• Picture Australia, http://www.pictureaustralia.org/, accessed 6 
January 2010. 

Through Picture Australia, the National Library of Australia makes 
available the photograph collections of a large number of 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
http://www.archives.sa.gov.au/content/aboriginal-services-guides
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contributing cultural organisations in Australia and New Zealand, 
including the state and national libraries and university libraries. 

• ‘American memory’, Library of Congress, 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html, accessed 6 January 
2010.  

Includes historical photos, maps, documents, letters, speeches, 
recordings, videos, and prints. 
‘Chronicling America’, Library of Congress, 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/  

• Online gallery, British Library, 
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/virtualbooks/index.html 

Includes maps, photographs, virtual books (rare books, 
manuscripts). 

Directories 
Directories of primary source collections (these are called tertiary 
sources) can be found by searching the Internet. For example: 

• ‘EuroDocs: Online Sources for European History’, 

http://eudocs.lib.byu.edu/index.php/Main_Page, accessed 6 
January 2010 

• ‘Primary Sources in the Humanities and Social Sciences: Online 

Collections, Stauffer Humanities and Social Sciences Library, 
Queen’s University, 
http://library.queensu.ca/research/guide/primary-sources/websites 

 
SACE Source: 
https://www.sace.sa.edu.au/documents/652891/722147/Primary+and+s

econdary+sources.doc  
 

Finding an expert 
Once you’ve decided on your topic and started to gather your information, 
it’s a good idea to start looking for someone to interview. An expert can 

help you answer your research question, give you some ideas about other 
research avenues and give depth to your income. They will also give you 
much needed quotes and insight for your assignment.  

 
Although it can be very daunting to approach someone who is an expert 
in their field, they are, more often than not, happy to chat with you about 

their knowledge and opinions, as long as you approach them properly and 
politely. 
 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
http://library.queensu.ca/research/guide/primary-sources/websites
https://www.sace.sa.edu.au/documents/652891/722147/Primary+and+secondary+sources.doc
https://www.sace.sa.edu.au/documents/652891/722147/Primary+and+secondary+sources.doc
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Here are some resources journalists, authors and publicists use when 
they need an expert for their research and articles: 

 

Websites 
 

Expert guides 
- www.expertguide.com.au 
- www.mediaconnections.com.au  

- www.sourcebottle.com 
- http://apiroconsulting.com/expert-media-commentators/ 
- https://expertfile.com/ 

- http://www.mcera.org.au/for-journalists/find-expert 
 

Subject specific 

- https://www.scimex.org/findanexpert (specifically for science 
subject matter) 

- https://www.disabledwriters.com/ (specifically for disability 

subject matter) 
 

Universities 

- https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/find-an-expert 
- https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/ 
- http://www.unisa.edu.au/Media-Centre/Find-an-expert-for-

media-comment/ 
- http://researchers.uq.edu.au/uqexperts 
- http://sydney.edu.au/findanexpert/search.php 

- https://www.rmit.edu.au/news/newsroom/find-an-expert 
- https://www.unisearch.com.au/ 
- https://www.vu.edu.au/about-vu/news-events/find-a-media-

expert 
- https://www.adelaide.edu.au/about/staff-directory 
- http://www.adelaide.edu.au/research/ 

- http://www.flinders.edu.au/marketing-
communications/engaging-community/profile-building/expert-
guides.cfm 

 

Politicians 
Believe it or not, politicians genuinely love hearing from you, despite their 
busy schedules. There are a couple of reasons for this:  

1. Because they are passionate about their portfolios. 
2. Because once you’ve had positive contact with them, you just might 

vote for them! 

 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
http://www.expertguide.com.au/
http://www.mediaconnections.com.au/
http://www.sourcebottle.com/
http://apiroconsulting.com/expert-media-commentators/
https://expertfile.com/
http://www.mcera.org.au/for-journalists/find-expert
https://www.scimex.org/findanexpert
https://www.disabledwriters.com/
https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/find-an-expert
https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/
http://www.unisa.edu.au/Media-Centre/Find-an-expert-for-media-comment/
http://www.unisa.edu.au/Media-Centre/Find-an-expert-for-media-comment/
http://researchers.uq.edu.au/uqexperts
http://sydney.edu.au/findanexpert/search.php
https://www.rmit.edu.au/news/newsroom/find-an-expert
https://www.unisearch.com.au/
https://www.vu.edu.au/about-vu/news-events/find-a-media-expert
https://www.vu.edu.au/about-vu/news-events/find-a-media-expert
https://www.adelaide.edu.au/about/staff-directory
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/research/
http://www.flinders.edu.au/marketing-communications/engaging-community/profile-building/expert-guides.cfm
http://www.flinders.edu.au/marketing-communications/engaging-community/profile-building/expert-guides.cfm
http://www.flinders.edu.au/marketing-communications/engaging-community/profile-building/expert-guides.cfm
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To contact a politician, it’s vital that you find out whether your research 
topic is in their portfolio, or your email might be forwarded on to several 

places and subsequently lost. To do this, you can call their office or check 
out their website. Find out if your research topic is a state or federal 
issue, which will determine which politician you should contact.  

 
In South Australia, you can contact:  

- The Greens  

- Liberal Party  
- Labor Party 
- The Xenaphon Team 

- Dignity Party 
- Australian Conservatives. 

 

To contact your local member: 
- Find your electoral district 
- Contact them via email or phone  

Making first contact 
 

Step 1: Make sure you have the right person for your research and you 
have the right contact details. 

Step 2: Construct a polite and well written email which states precisely 
when you need a response by, or call to arrange an interview. 
Step 3: Follow up once via email if you get no response. 

Step 4: Follow up via a phone call to their office. 
Step 5: If you are requesting a phone or face to face interview, make 
sure you send a confirmation of the date, time and place and your contact 

details. 
 

Writing an email to an expert 
Your email has to command attention in order to get a prompt response 

from the expert, which contains the information you need to complete 
your assignment. But how can you do that? It’s pretty simple. You just 
need to: 

• Address the person directly and politely. 
• Include your contact details.  
• Include all of the information they need and tell them the 

outcome you are seeking. 
• Thank them for their time. 
• Tell them when you need a response by. 

• Spell everything correctly. 
 

 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
https://greens.org.au/sa
https://greens.org.au/sa
http://sa.alp.org.au/
https://nxt.org.au/
https://dignityparty.org.au/
https://www.conservatives.org.au/
http://www.ecsa.sa.gov.au/electoral-boundaries/find-my-electoral-district
http://www.ecsa.sa.gov.au/electoral-boundaries/find-my-electoral-district
https://www.parliament.sa.gov.au/HOWDOI/Pages/FindmylocalMember.aspx
https://www.parliament.sa.gov.au/HOWDOI/Pages/FindmylocalMember.aspx
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Here are some dos and don’ts for emailing an expert: 
 

Do: 
- Find out about the person to whom you are writing. 
- Find out who you are speaking to and 

address them formally. 
- Give all of your contact details in case they 

want to call you. 

- Get to the point quickly. 
- Show your enthusiasm for your project. 
- Send the email from a school email address. 

- Say which school you are from and what 
your project is about. 

- Proofread your email. 

- Follow up if you don’t get a response immediately. 
- Remember to thank them. 

 

 
Don’t: 

- Send bulk emails to a stack of experts, because everyone will 

assume someone else is answering them and you might be 
ignored. Send individual emails. 

- Send exactly the same interview questions to a range of 

people, (instead, tailor your questions to your individual 
recipient). 

- Use casual, conversational language or emojis. 

- Get political with them (you’re not contacting them for 
political debate, you’re contacting them to ask their expert 
opinion). 

- Send the person a Facebook message (send an email).  
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/


 

(08) 7225 6199 | PO Box 752 Marleston, SA 5033 | www.expressionsadelaide.com 

ABN 45 515 426 657| ©Libby Parker, Expressions Media, 2017  

 
 

13 

Email template 
 

Here’s an email template you could use if you are unsure about how to 
contact an expert for your research project: 
 

 

 

politician@parliament.sa.gov.au 

Request for assistance with Year 12 Research Project on [subject matter] 

 

To [The Honourable Steven Marshall, Leader of the Opposition], 

 

I am a year 12 student at [school] and I am writing my Research Project on [subject matter]. 

 

In order to explore all avenues of my research, I am asking opinion and insight from people who are experts in the 

field I am studying.  

 

Would you consider answering the following interview questions in your capacity as [interview subject’s title]?  

 

Alternatively, if you would rather talk through your answers over the phone or in person at your convenience, I can 

be contacted at [phone number]. 

 

I thank you in advance for your assistance with my Research Project; I appreciate you taking your time to help me 

out with my study on [subject matter]. 

 

As my outcome is due this term, I wonder if you wouldn’t mind returning your answers by [date] to help me meet 

my deadline.  

 

[INTERVIEW QUESTIONS] 

 

Thank you again for your insight and advice. If you would like to see my Research Project once it’s complete, I 

would be pleased to show you. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

[Your full name] 

 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
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Writing interview questions 
 
There are a few ways you can get the best out of an interview with an 
expert, but the most effective way is to write really great questions. Of 

course there’s no foolproof method that will get you the exact answers 
you want, but there are a few things you can consider in order to 
formulate some great questions people will want to answer. 

 
Here are some tips for writing interview questions: 
 

- Never ask a question that someone can answer yes or no to, 
even if you say ‘why/why not?’ after it. 
 

Example: 
 
 

 
Do you think the voting age should be lowered to allow 17 
year olds to vote? Why/why not? 

 
 
 

To what extent do you think Australia would 
benefit from the voting age being lowered to 17 
years? 

 
 

- It’s important to spark conversation with your questions. 

Excite your interview subject so they want to give you their 
opinion. Challenge them and let them show off their 
knowledge. 

- Plan your questions and make sure they are organised in an 
order that makes sense and is chronological; don’t jump 
between subjects. 

- Make sure you don’t repeat questions. It is better to have 
fewer direct questions that help you get to your outcome than 
a stack of complex questions that will take longer to answer. 

- Try to avoid double-barrelled questions. Keep them simple, 
direct and open ended. 

- Draft your questions with your teacher. 

 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
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Here’s an example of two different interviewing styles as described in 
Time Magazine (source: http://time100.time.com/2013/12/18/this-post-

will-make-you-a-more-effective-communicator-in-90-seconds/ accessed 
12 July 2017) 
 

Kevin Rose, founder of Digg and partner at Google Ventures, and Charlie 
Rose, the veteran PBS/CBS interview host were both interviewing SpaceX 
founder Elon Musk. Have a look at their individual questioning style and 

decide which you think is more effective. 
 
Charlie Rose’s questions spark conversation. They don’t feed him answers 

and they allow him to elaborate and show off his knowledge. Consider this 
when you are writing your interview questions. 

 
The most important aim for writing your interview questions is that they 

help you answer your Research Project question and help you reach your 
outcome, so keep that at the forefront of all your interview planning and 
execution.  

 
Avoid questions starting with ‘do you’ as it can prompt a yes or no 
response. You need open ended questions that inspire interesting 

responses.  
 
Some open ended question starters you can use: 

 
1. What do you think of…? 
2. To what extent do you feel…? 

3. Why do you think…? 
4. How does the… work? 
5. When can you see [subject matter] changing for the better? 

6. What are your thoughts on…? 
7. How do you see … changing? 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
http://time100.time.com/2013/12/18/this-post-will-make-you-a-more-effective-communicator-in-90-seconds/
http://time100.time.com/2013/12/18/this-post-will-make-you-a-more-effective-communicator-in-90-seconds/
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The Email Interview 
Once you have make initial contact via email and received a positive 
response, you can send your email questions through. Some people might 
choose to include their interview questions in their initial email. This is 

quite ok to do.  
 

Dos and Don’ts for email interviews 
 
Do:  

- Write an introduction outlining your hypothesis, 

your question and your desired outcome. 
- Do provide a clear deadline (this is crucial, 

otherwise your email may drop in priority). 

- Write clearly worded questions. 
- Proofread and draft your questions. 
- Remember experts are busy being experts so 

their time is precious. Sending around 5-10 
questions is appropriate. More than 10 is too many.  

- Tailor your questions to the person you are sending them to. 

- Send from your school email account. 
- Thank your subject in advance and then again after they have 

completed the interview. 

Don’t: 
- Ask questions you should have researched yourself. The 

expert is not there to do your homework for you. They are 

there to give a wider perspective to your project. 
- Ask a question for the sake of it and don’t ask one just to 

sound clever or make a statement.  

 
 

 

Conquering the face to face interview 
A face to face interview can seem intimidating, but will often be the best 
kind of interview you can do. People will give you more information in a 
face to face or phone interview because it becomes a conversation.  

 
Here are some tips for face to face interviews: 
 

1. Make contact to arrange the interview and send a confirmation of 
the date, time and place.  

2. Give the person your contact details in case they need to 

reschedule. 

http://www.expressionsadelaide.com/
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3. Conduct thorough research on the person you are meeting with and 
write questions tailored to their expertise. 

4. Make sure the place you are meeting is quiet enough for your 
interview, private enough that your interview subject’s information 
remains confidential, and public enough that you are safe. 

5. Don’t go to your interview subject’s home unless you know them 
and/or are accompanied. Keep yourself safe. 

6. Give yourself plenty of time to get to the destination. Arrive early 

and be prepared. 
7. Have good questions prepared. About 10 is enough and should take 

about 20 minutes to half an hour. You may like to offer these to 

your interview subject in advance so they can prepare.  
8. Be ready to go off script. You might like to ask further questions, or 

you may drop questions if the subject has already answered one of 

your later points.  
9. Most importantly, record your interview so you can transcribe later 

and use direct quotes. Tell your subject you are recording them and 

ask if that’s ok.  
10. Test your recorder beforehand! This is crucial. Leaving a half 

hour interview and realising you have recorded half an hour of total 

radio silence is absolutely devastating! 
11. Ask your questions clearly and give plenty of space for your 

subject to answer. 

12. Dress appropriately. Full school uniform is good because your 
subject will find it easier to recognise you. 

13. Actively listen to your interview subject and use attentive 

body language. 
14. Don’t forget to thank them for their time. 
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Getting the best from phone interviews 
Phone interviews are one of the best methods of interview because you 
can do them from anywhere at any time, but there are a few things to be 
aware of. 

 
Here are some tips for phone interviews: 
 

1. Make contact to arrange the interview and send a confirmation of 
the date and time.  

2. Give the person your contact details in case they need to 

reschedule. 
3. Make sure you have closely checked the time difference if your 

interview subject is interstate or overseas.  

4. Conduct thorough research on the person you are interviewing and 
write questions tailored to their expertise. 

5. Make sure the place where you make your phone call is quiet 
enough for your interview and private enough that your interview 

subject’s information remains confidential. You will need to have 
your phone on loudspeaker so you can record and take notes, so 
finding a spot where that won’t bother everyone is a good idea. 

6. Have a backup number for yourself and your subject so if one line 
drops out or a battery goes flat, you have a safety net. 

7. Charge your phone battery! 

8. Call at the exact time you have arranged the interview. Not sooner 
or later. This is good interview etiquette. 

9. Have good questions prepared and written out – don’t try to wing it! 

About 10 is enough and should take about 15 - 20 minutes over the 
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phone. You may like to offer these to your interview subject in 
advance so they can prepare.  

10. Be ready to go off script. You might like to ask further 
questions, or you may drop questions if the subject has already 
answered one of your later points.  

11. Most importantly, record your interview so you can transcribe 
later and use direct quotes. Make sure you tell your subject you are 
recording them.  

12. Test your recorder beforehand! This is crucial. Ending a half 
hour phone call and realising you have recorded half an hour of 
total radio silence is a bad feeling. 

13. Ask your questions clearly and give plenty of space for your 
subject to answer. Don’t speak while they are speaking.  

14. Don’t forget to thank them for their time. 

 

Writing Survey Questions 
Survey questions are quite different to interview questions and can be 
tricky because you have to pre-empt what kind of answers people are 
going to give.  

 
Survey Monkey offer some great tips on how to write survey questions 

which are listed as follows: 
 

Tips for writing good survey questions 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/writing-survey-questions/  

1. Speak Their Language: 

Keeping language simple and direct in general is very important. Talk to 

people on their level. Avoid grammatical messiness like double negatives 
and off-putting vocabulary like industry jargon or overly technical 
concepts. If you are going to reference a concept that your respondents 

may be unfamiliar with, don’t just gloss over it. Remember, these people 
are interrupting their busy days to do your survey and they’ve got a lot 
on their minds. For example, take the question: 

How likely would you be to enroll in CookieDirect? 

This question could be made better by simply providing a few extra 
details. For example: 
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CookieDirect is a baked goods delivery service that sends a new type of 
fresh baked cookies straight to your door every Monday night at 7pm. 

How likely would you be to enroll in CookieDirect? 

If you don’t explain what you’re talking about, you risk respondents 
getting frustrated and quitting your survey, or, even worse answering the 

question randomly. The former will raise the cost of getting your data, 
and the latter will lower your data quality. 

2. Keep it Simple: 

Always ask about just one idea at a time. If you ask about multiple ideas 
in the same question it makes it hard for your respondents to answer and 
impossible for you to interpret their answers. For example, take the 

question: 

How organized and interesting was the speaker? 

If a respondent answers “moderately” to this question, what does that 

mean? Moderately organized AND moderately interesting? Extremely 
interesting but only slightly organized? Or vice versa. This confusion on 
how to interpret the answer becomes a real problem when you want to 

give feedback to your speaker. Do you tell her to be more organized or 
more interesting next time? End all of this confusion simply by writing two 
questions instead of one. For example: 

How organized was the speaker? 

How interesting was the speaker? 

Now you have separate ratings for each idea—this makes providing 

feedback quicker and easier for your respondents, and it makes that 
feedback easier for the speaker to respond to. A win-win scenario. 

3. Balance Not Bias: 

Writing survey questions that bias respondents toward one answer 
violates a survey’s objectivity and biases the answers you get to your 
questions. For example: 

We think our customer service representatives are really awesome. How 
awesome do you think our customer service representatives are? 
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This question will likely pressure your respondents into answering more 
favorably than they actually feel about the customer service 

representatives. How do you fix it? 

To write a more effective question, try to focus on more specific qualities 
(“awesomeness” is a pretty vague generalization), it will dilute the power 

of sweeping generalizations. For example: 

How helpful do you think our customer service representatives are? 

Even with this change, however, the question is still slightly biased 

toward positive responses. It’s best if you can avoid inserting your own 
opinions into the question altogether, as these opinions will bias the 
answers. This, however, is not always possible. In that case, try to keep 

the survey balanced as a whole. Frame some of your survey questions in 
a positive way and some in a negative way. For example: 

On average, how helpful are our customer service representatives? 

On average, how frustrated do you get when speaking to our customer 
service representatives? 

Keeping the tone of your survey balanced and even-handed will ensure 

that you get people’s “true” attitudes instead of what they think you want 
to hear. This will help you make the right decisions, and alert you when 
you have a problem. 

Source: https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/writing-survey-questions/ 

Dos and Don’ts for writing survey questions: 

Do: 

- Think about whether you need a survey or not. 
- Use simple questions. 
- Make your meaning clear and give good 

explanations. 
- Use simple wording. 
- Offer a ‘not applicable’ for questions that don’t 

apply or you will get skewed data. 
- Think carefully about multiple choice questions 

and how they might overlap or exclude 

options. 
- Proofread. 
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- Have someone do your survey before you send it out to 
ensure it’s in order and you get the data you want. 

- Send to a cross section of people, or your data will be 
skewed. 

- Thank your survey participant. 

Don’t: 

- Send out a survey unless you really need the data. 
Remember, everyone in your year level (and probably other 

year levels) will be sending them out as well. 
- Use too much industry jargon. 
- Write too many questions. 

- Include too many ‘comment’ questions where people have to 
explain their answer. Save these for interviews. 

- Use double barrelled questions. 

- Send a survey without proofreading or testing. 
- Forget to include all the information about your topic, why 

you want people’s information and how you plan to use it. 

How can you get people to answer your survey? 

- Target your audience. For example, sending a survey about 

childcare to high school students won’t get you the data you 
want, send it to parents and teachers instead.  

- Make it quick and tell people it’s quick. For example, include a 
statement like: ‘My Research Project is on … I am trying to 
find out … Would you mind answering these 7 quick survey 

questions to include the data in my project? It should only 
take you 2 minutes to complete. All information is anonymous 
and will be used only in the context of my SACE Research 

Project. Thank you in advance.’ 

How to effectively input interview data into an 
assignment 
 

Now you’ve conducted your interview, you need to be able to use it 
effectively in your project. Direct quotes will give your writing more depth 
and colour. Using your quotes meaningfully will ensure you have authority 

in your voice and you will demonstrate clear understanding of primary 
resources and critical thinking.  
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There is a fine balance between using too many and not enough quotes. It 
will depend on your style of piece (essay, report, article) and your 

discretion, but in a 1500 - 2000-word paper, around eight quotes is a 
reasonable amount of quotes to use. Make sure you have quotes from 
different sources to keep your writing fair and balanced, with rich 

perspective. 
 
Embed your quotes into sentences. For example:  

 
According to Yewth Magazine founder and editor Caleb Sweeting, “print is 
not dead, we just have to find better ways of getting it to the people.” 

 
However, online editor Libby Parker begs to differ. 
 

“Print is dead and buried, and long may it rot in the ground,” she said. “The 
internet is the future and the less time we waste trying to revive print, the 
more time we can spend creating decent online news sources people 

actually want to read.” 
 

Never misquote anyone or paraphrase, unless you indicate this is what 
you are doing. If you want to cut out irrelevant parts of a person’s 
dialogue, you need to use an ellipsis. For example: 

 
“It’s a really exciting time to be part of the Adelaide scene with such a 
diverse array of artists doing some really incredible stuff,” Nick from West 

Thebarton says. “Artists like Maggie Rujens, Abbey Howlett, 
Hummingbird, Strict Face, the Hard Aches, Young Offenders, the bands in 
the Swirl Records collective, Hydromedusa, Sparkspitter, God God 

Dammit Dammit, Wireheads, Bad//Dreems, they are all doing such 
incredible stuff that is making people realise how vibrant the scene we 
have right in front of us is. They are all so different but I can go to any 

one of their shows and be blown away by what they are doing.”  
 
can become:  

 
“It’s a really exciting time to be part of the Adelaide scene with such a 
diverse array of artists … doing such incredible stuff that is making people 

realise how vibrant the scene we have right in front of us is,” Nick from 
West Thebarton says. “They are all so different but I can go to any one of 
their shows and be blown away by what they are doing.”  

 
This makes it more succinct and still makes sense.  
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If your quote is long, you’ll need to make it a ‘block quote’ and indent it. 
However, it is not always wise to use block quotes as they don’t 

demonstrate how you are using the data, just that you are using it; also 
it’s a waste of your word count! 
 

If it’s appropriate to your style of writing, include in-text citations after a 
quote to indicate where the it came from. Otherwise, footnotes are fine. 
For interviews conducted in person, over the phone or via e-mail, you can 

use the term “personal communication” or “interview”, and you need to 
include the date. For example: 

(C.Sweeting, personal communication, March 4, 2014). 

(N.Horvat, interview, May 18, 2016). 
 
 

Survey data should be represented visually on the page, but you need to 
refer to it in your text.  
 

For example: According to survey results, hockey is one of the least 
preferred sports in primary schools (figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1: South Australian primary school students aged 7-12 surveyed, 
2017. 
 

 
Or: 
 

56% of survey respondents indicated they strongly agree with the uniform 
policy in independent schools (figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Australia wide survey of people aged 13 – 60+ 

Subject capabilities and interviews 
 
Literacy 

This capability includes exploring how language is used for differing 
purposes and audiences. The language you use to request an interview, 
conduct the interview and then translate the interview to text in your 

outcome all differs to suit various audiences and purpose.  
 
Critical and creative thinking 

This capability can include developing activities that integrate reason, 
logic, imagination, and innovation. Asking questions, critiquing answers 
and analysing data are all great examples of critical and creative thinking. 

 
Personal and social 
This capability includes developing personal and social understanding and 

participating actively in community life. By seeking out an expert to 
interview and asking well thought out questions, you are showing 
personal and social capability. 

 
Ethical understanding 
This capability includes exploring an ethical question, or looking at ethical 

practices in the workplace or community. When you tell people you are 
recording them, explain how you are using their data and consider the 
content and manner of your questioning, you are showing ethical 

understanding. 
 

Best of luck with your interviews! 
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