
Abstract

Qualitative researchers suggest that interviews offer rich, detailed information when 

trying to understand the experiences of the participants. However, the lack of 

interviewing skills may lead to inadequate performances by inexperienced 

researchers. Thus, piloting an interview is an essential and valuable process, as it 

highlights the strengths and weaknesses of the research tool. The paper critically 

reflects on the design and piloting of a research semi structured interview which was 

used as a data collection tool. The pilot interview was conducted with one Syrian 

refugee in a further education institution in Yorkshire, the aim was to highlight the 

learning barriers and motivational issues with an ESOL course that was being 

studied. The article discusses the methodological concerns associated with the use 

of a semi structured interview, the procedures undertaken and the lessons learnt 

from the process. The research findings indicated that the interview questions were 

directed by the participant’s responses rather than the researcher’s interview guide. 

In addition, the pre assumptions about the ESOL course were mistaken and new 

information emerged that was valuable to the ESOL community. In contrary, 

Interviews are a common research tool in qualitative research but a lack of 

interpersonal skills, confidence and experience may result in inconsistencies, leading

to questions about the validity and reliability of the project. 
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Introduction 



Researchers who investigate the experience, opinions and beliefs of individuals, 

tend to assess the validity, reliability and credibility of the project by measuring the 

appropriateness of the research tool (Percy, Kostere & Kostere, 2015; Rubin & 

Rubin, 2005). Similarly, Brown, (2005); and Merriam, (2016) emphasis that to link 

peoples’ actions to their beliefs, a qualitative research approach is important as it 

potentially forms theories from the research. In addition, Dörnyei, (2007) highlights 

that interviews and questionnaires are regularly used by qualitative researchers but 

interviews are more in depth as they elicit information in more detail. Similarly, 

Cohen et al., (2007) suggest that interviews are “a valuable method for exploring the 

construction and negotiation of meanings in a natural setting” (P29). As indicated, 

interviews enable the participants to express their thought and feelings by probing 

responses which builds a holistic snapshot of the investigation (Berg, 2007). 

Moreover, interviews with other qualitative approaches differs from quantitative 

methods as they have the ability to analyse the results in greater detail rather that 

only providing statistics. In addition, a face to face interview is widely acknowledged 

as a suitable technique for qualitative inquiry to seek insights of those who have 

experienced or are experiencing the phenomenon (Collingridge & Gantt, 2008; 

Wimpenny & Gass, 2000). Thus, piloting for interviews is crucial to test the questions

and to gain some practice in interviewing skills (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). 

Pilot studies may highlight practical issues that need to be addressed for the major 

study (Van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002). Moreover, Kvale (2007) suggests that a pilot

study could identify the limitations within the interview design and the necessary 

changes could strengthen the interview questions for the major study. Similarly, 



Harding (2013) states that the need for piloting interviews may not be relatively 

obvious but piloting is distinctly helpful to adjust the interview guide and questions 

accordingly, before embarking into the major study. In addition, the interview guide is

an important aid that helps the researcher keep the needed consistency (Krauss et 

al., 2009). Thus, piloting may refine the interview questions to elicit more information 

from the participant and improve the quality of the data collected. Based on the 

recommendation, a semi structured interview was designed and piloted to measure 

the appropriateness of the research tool. In this paper, I reflect on the design and 

piloting of a semi structured interview. The paper begins with a review of the 

literature relating to the use of interviews and the different types. A critical evaluation 

of the method is suggested, by highlighting the advantages and disadvantages of 

using a semi structured interviews as a research tool. The background of the study is

discussed, the procedures that were undertaken to organise and arrange an 

interview are highlighted. The paper ends with, the lesson learnt from the process 

and an action plan for future interviews before drawing up on a conclusion. 

Literature Review

Interviews have long been used as a research tool as they tend to provide detailed 

descriptions of events (Weiss, 1994). In addition, Kvale (1996) highlights that 

interviews are interactive and an effective method of attaining information, as the 

answers of the participants could be probed into emerging topics. Furthermore, 

interviews are expected to broaden the scope of understanding, as they offer a 

conversation between the researcher and participant making it a natural data 

collection tool (Arksey & Knight 1999). Similarly, Arksey & Knight (1999); and 



Schostak, (2006) suggest that an interview is a long conversation between people 

that aims to uncovering in-depth information about a certain topic or subject, and 

meanings could be interpreted through feelings, body language and emotions. In 

addition, Marshall and Rossman, (2006) highlights that although focus groups are 

used as a data collection tool as some participants’ like to express their views 

collectively, interviews are more common as they focus of the topic in more depth 

with a fewer number of participants. 

The three types of interviews that are generally used in educational research are; 

structured interviews, which have a focus of direct closed questions that require yes 

or no answers (Bell & Waters, 2018). Thus, neither the researcher nor participant 

have the freedom to express their opinions (Berg, 2007). It can be argued that 

structured interviews are similar to questionnaires, in both its format and 

assumptions (Arksey & Knight 1999). Gubrium & Holstein (2002) suggest that 

unstructured (open ended) interviews may offer flexibility and freedom but may lose 

the focus as questions or answers may find new directions as there is too much 

freedom and less focus on structure. However, a semi-structured interview is a 

flexible form of a structured interview as “it allows depth to be achieved by providing 

the opportunity on the part of the interviewer to probe and expand the interviewee's 

responses” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, P88). In addition, Berg (2007) insists that using a 

guide in interviews would help cover all the relevant questions whilst keeping the 

interview in the parameters of the research study. I opted to use a semi structured 

interview for my study as it would allow me to probe on responses whilst keeping the

focus of the research aims. In addition, I would suggest that the interviews are a 

research tool that allows the researcher to explore the issues in greater detail. 



However, the process could become difficult as views and opinions may clash, 

emotions and feeling may also become unbearable (Arksey & Knight 1999; Bell & 

Waters, 2018). Therefore, interviews should not be mistaken as a simple research 

tool that could be used to collect data, as they require skills and knowledge to ensure

they are used effectively (Schostack, 2006). The characteristics of an interview as a 

research tool should be considered before designing, applying and analysing 

interviews as they may not be the most appropriate research tool. 

Advantages and disadvantages of semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews provide an opportunity for the interviewer to probe and 

expand on responses by creating follow on questions to ensure the information is 

accurate and in depth, which makes the process more flexible than a structured 

interview and more in-depth than a questionnaire (Bell & Waters, 2014; and Cohen 

et al., 2011). According to Denscombe, (2014); and Opie, (2004) interviews have a 

high response rate as participants engage to discuss their experiences in detail, as 

they have the opportunity to get their views across on a one to one basis. However, 

arranging and conducting interviews are time consuming (Bell & Waters, 2018) as 

interviews may be missed or rearranged due to situations arising after agreeing the 

day/time. In addition, recorded interviews require many hours of playback in order to 

transcribe and extract themes (Denscombe 2014), and follow-on questions may be 

misunderstood as the questions were not prepared beforehand. Therefore, 

transcribing the data and drawing conclusions may become difficult, which may 

complicate the data analysis (Bell & Waters, 2014). In conclusion to the advantages 

and disadvantages, I use semi structured interviews as they are a powerful way of 

probing the experiences in more detail and a way of gaining in depth information 



about the values and beliefs of the participants, which could validate the research 

findings.  

Background of the study 

The In-course assessment is to critically reflect on the design and piloting of a 

research tool. A semi structured interview was designed and piloted with one 

participant in order to measure informed judgement and complex issues at the 

forefront of education. In addition, Berg, 2007; and Dörnyei, (2007) suggest that 

interviews are natural and sociable way of collecting data, as it facilitates obtaining 

direct explanations for human actions through a comprehensive speech interaction. 

However, Schostack (2006) argues that an interview transcription fails to explain the 

real experiences of the participant as they do not focus on the engagement, 

emotions and affections but, agrees that interviews are a simple research tool that 

may explore information in greater detail and generate new ideas. In spite of the 

challenges, interviews are an established research instrument (Creswell, 2009) and 

should be shaped and used cautiously, transcribed and reported clearly to ensure 

the experiences of the participants are presented accordingly. In addition, interviews 

should not only be explanatory, but should also be reflective and critical (Bell & 

Waters, 2018).  The background of the current study is presented, however the focus

is mainly on the process of the pilot study and lessons learnt throughout the process.

The process 

The paper highlights the procedures that were taken carried to obtain the necessary 

information to direct the assessment. To develop an appropriate interview guide, 



several steps were taken to ensure the design of the research tool were appropriate 

for the intended participant. 

Reading through the literature and collating the interview question  

Intense searches on the library catalogue highlighted the literature available for 

students’ experiences of learning ESOL, the searches were narrowed down by using

key words that related to refugee learning experiences. A further filter reduced the 

literature to refugee learning experiences in the UK, which was more related to the 

current study (Bryman, 2016). Hours were then spent reading through the literature, 

common themes and trends that emerged from the literature (Hart,2001) were 

explored to collate some questions that could be used in relation to the research 

topic. Twelve questions were collated, reviewed and edited. However, five questions 

were removed as they were repeating questions which may have directed the focus 

to a different research question. As Castillo-Montoya, 2016; and Dikko (2016) 

emphasis that the interview questions should ensure they answer the research 

question, which increases the effectiveness of the interview, as they measure the 

concept in more detail. The semi structured interview questions were viewed by the 

research supervisor (in a face to face tutorial) and amendments were made.  

 

The questions were reviewed by the research supervisor  

Subsequently, the questions were reviewed by the research supervisor and the 

supervisory committee to ensure the language, wording and relevance were 

appropriate. Three questions were modified to ensure there were no closed/leading 

question to ensure the questions were investigating the problem in detail. The 



interview consisted of seven central questions which tested the pilot study. In 

addition, probing questions were asked to explore the views of the participant and 

clarify responses. 

Selecting the participant

Permission were sought from the line manager to select a participant for the study. 

The instruction was to write a formal letter to the organisation for approval, the 

structure of the interview was sent to the line manager. The interview questions, time

and location was discussed with the manager in order to ensure health and safety 

and safeguarding regulations were practiced. The participant was selected from a 

purposive sample and was willing to participate. Likewise, Hennink et al., (2011); and

Turner (2010) advises that the participant’s criteria should be that similar to the 

participants in the major study. The interview questions were given to the participant 

1 week before the interview, to ensure the questions were understood and if they 

had any questions.  A date, time and location was agreed with the participant.

Piloting the interview

A meeting room in the training centre was chosen by the participant but permission 

had to be approved by the line manager. The room is designed to make the users 

feel comfortable by having sofas and not chairs, and the layout adopted is similar to 

a social space. Moreover, the room is not on the main corridor making the location a 

lot quieter than other parts of the building. The room also has privacy glass, a lock 

on the door and a complementary drinks machine. As mentioned by Barbour and 

Schostak (2005) establishing an appropriate atmosphere allows the participant to 



feel more at ease and talk openly. The consent forms were given to the participant to

ensure she was comfortable with and approved the process, and if she had any 

questions about the procedure. The participant was taken through the interview 

procedure for them to familiarise themselves with the process. The pilot study was 

conducted in October 2019 to measure the effectiveness of interviews as a research 

tool.

A social conversation took place before the interview began, to build a good rapport 

with the participant, which also helped with the flow of the conversation. In support, 

Jacob and Furgerson (2012) propose that building a good rapport with the participant

may facilitate better responses. During the interview, the questions were not asked in

an orderly structure to allow the flow of the discussion. There were times where, 

answers were meant for later questions, or it added to answers that were mentioned 

earlier. Although issues with ESOL were discussed, the purpose was to develop a 

good relationship with the participant. The participant openly discussed her 

experiences with learning ESOL and the researcher used probing questions to elicit 

more in-depth answers. The interview lasted for 45 minutes and the participant 

agreed with the information provided. Although the participant was happy to 

continue, Jacob & Furgerson, (2012) suggest that the interview process should not 

exceed 90 minutes, as the participants may have other commitments. The interview 

was recorded on a digital recorder, which was later transcribed and sent to the 

participant for approval/changes. The pilot interview facilitated the researcher with 

the experience in conducting an interview and building rapport with a participant. 



Lesson learnt

In reflexion, the experience of designing and piloting a semi structured interview 

were both challenging and rewarding as it improved my knowledge of designing and 

planning a research tool. Importantly, a valuable lesson learnt was that it was almost 

impossible to guess what answers the participant was going to give. I also learnt that

interviews could be difficult to carry out as some of the question may not follow the 

conversation and therefore question may need to be made up during the 

conversation. Additionally, I learnt that building rapport with the participant helped 

me elicit more detailed answers, as she opened up more and saw me as a friend 

rather than an interviewer. I was aware that I would need to consider my word choice

and pace of speaking as the participant was at an entry level, and would find some 

words difficult to understand. In hindsight, sentences had to be repeated and words 

had to be rephrased in order to get the meaning across to the participant. As I am 

known to the participant, my assumptions were that she would give me the answers 

that I wanted to hear. However, she was totally honest and opened up and 

expressed her concerns/experiences and gave answers that I was not expecting.  

My body language played a vital role in the pilot study as I realised when I sat up and

nodded my head to every sentence a more in-depth answer were given, when I sat 

back, the answers were in less detail as the participant may have thought I had 

become bored and less interested in her responses. As indicated by Berg (2007) that

to maintain the motivation of the participants, interviewers need to keep boredom at 

bay as this will disengage the participants. 



Action plan 

Next time, I would allow the participant to finish her answers completely before 

moving onto the next question as I interrupted her answers on a number of 

occasions. As empathised by Dörnyei (2007) that a good quality interview needs to 

flow naturally and in order to do so, researchers need to remember to listen and not 

speak. Although the answers were in depth and follow on questions were asked, 

responses that should have been probed with more questions were missed as notes 

during the interview were not made. I would make notes on responses and probe 

more questions as the participant gave me the opportunity to ask a few follow on 

questions from a single answer. I would start the recording at the start of the social 

conversation as I felt leaning over and pressing record on the device was an 

interruption. I would wear casual clothing to ensure I am comfortable, as I loosened 

my tie and it distracted the participant as she was responding to a question. Although

no one walked into the room, the door was left unlocked, I should have asked the 

participant if they wanted me to lock the door as this may have given them a sense 

of assurance that no one could enter the room during the interview.

Conclusion

The paper attempted to critically reflect on the design and piloting of a semi 

structured interview. The aim was to investigate the appropriateness of the interview 

questions and procedure, in order to develop knowledge and skills in preparation for 

the major study. Essentially, the pilot study was an opportunity to derive on personal 

experiences in designing and practicing interview techniques and highlight any 



changes/suggestions for further interviews.  Although the use of semi-structured 

interviews have long been used in qualitative research, researchers could 

experience difficulties by not having the skills to analyse the collected data and 

therefore should choose the data collection tool that answers their research 

questions most appropriately. The accuracy of conducting and analysing interviews 

would result in improved and accurate results. The optimism of this paper is to 

provide some guidance for further qualitative research in the related context.  

Qualitative researchers may argue that performances are based on the validity, 

credibility and trustworthiness of the project regardless of the data collection tool that

has been used.
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