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Why do we need to record insights from our congregation?


The stories of congregations are the foundation of congregational communication and decision-making. The stories may come from a congregation’s early history or they might be quite recent. Those who know and those who tell the stories hold an essential element of the congregation’s identity and character. This element may be widely known within the congregation or it may be well-hidden, but it undoubtedly shapes both private and public conversation and decision-making.  In fact much of our public talk involves stories that are hidden beneath the surface of the issues we seem to be discussing.  So recording stories and insights can be very helpful to congregations who face conversation and decisions about their future.  We can learn from what we have been doing for many years.  We can capitalize on our experience.


We have limited memory, each of us.  We also have limited perspective.  We don't see relationships in the same way our neighbors see them.  We don't hear conversations in the same way our neighbors hear them.  And even if our perceptions were exactly like those of our neighbors, we would soon forget many details of important community talk.


So we need to take special care to write down what we know and what we hear from others.  We need to get our own stories down on paper or tape accurately.  We also need to approach others in such a way as to make them feel they will be accurately recorded and treated with respect, no matter what their perceptions may be.


There is a method of community recording known as ethnography.  The word itself means "the putting a culture into writing."  The essence of ethnography is that it is from the point of view of the insider to the community, not from an outsider's perspective.  Knowing what the people of any community think and feel from their point of view is essential if both insiders and outsiders to the community are to be truthful and compassionate, to make wise decisions, and to help community members reach their own goals, not goals set for them by someone else.


Not everyone can do this type of record-making.  The interviewing work is deliberate and takes patience.  It takes curiosity and interest.  So who better to do it than members of the community themselves!  But in the interests of fairness and overall honesty, even community member interviewers must keep a little distance from those they interview.  The interviewer cannot show her or his own bias in the process of taking notes or asking questions.  The person being asked the questions must feel that he or she is in control of what is being recorded.  Only then will the truth be told; only then will we be able to learn what we most want to know.

How can I record  insights from

my congregation?




We have two methods at our disposal.  One of them is a private, story-writing process that anyone can do at any time.  It goes by several names:  journal writing, life stories, personal histories.  Each participant in the training event is encouraged to do this technique of personal journal writing, to recall moments of congregational talk, decision, and action and record them and the feelings and thoughts associated with those moments.




The second method is interviewing.  After setting up an atmosphere of trust and confidentiality, the interviewer uses a set of questions to encourage an interviewee to recall moments of talking, deciding, and acting in the congregation's life.  

The interviewee's answers to these questions are 

1. written carefully, 

2. then summarized to shorten them without taking away the 
essence of the answer, 

3. and then the interviewer checks the summary with the 
interviewee to be sure it is accurate and contains all the essential information.


In some ways, this process is like having the interviewee fill out a survey form.  But it is far better than that, because the interviewer is a human being attached to the questions, and the answer that the interviewee gives is not just left on a sheet of paper but read back in summary and checked to see whether it was understood.  In this way, the stories that the interviewed person tells are indeed recorded on paper, and a human being also hears, learns, and remembers the stories.  The person supplying the information should feel important and in control, and why not?  That person holds the information that is needed to understand a community's past and present and to work toward a bright future.

What if I’d like to get some advice from real ethnographers before recording an interview?
Two well-respected masters of ethnography have shared with us some tips and examples of how this interviewing should be done.  The following pages contain those suggestions.  This first example of an interview is from Dr. Marion L. Dobbert's book, Ethnographic Research.  The interviewer is looking for information about what it is like to work in a day-care center.  He hopes to understand it from the insider point of view, so his probes ask for opinions and memories.

Expert advice #1: Sample Interview with a Day-Care Worker


The purpose of this interview was to discover as much information as possible about my informant's job.  To achieve this purpose, I asked my informant some questions centered around the interrelationships and activities included within the job.  I tried to let my informant talk about her job in her own way, by asking her a general question; then I selected some of the names and activities she had mentioned and asked her to classify them into groups. I also asked her why she classified things in such a way - trying to make her repeat the classifications in different ways.



When you look at this selection from an interviewer’s field notes, what do you notice about the questions he asked?  Pay attention to two things in particular:



1. The questions are very open-ended.  They are headed in some direction, but they’re not driving or  pushing or leading. They ask the interviewee to tell stories and be descriptive.  They give the interviewer an opportunity to be surprised by the answer.  That is one of the main jobs of the ethnographer: to be surprised.



2. The questions move from surface level to slightly deeper, asking for clarification when needed.  This interviewer is after the true perceptions of his interviewee. He does not give her particular feedback of what he thinks of her answers; he just moves ahead for more understanding.

These two undertandings of the interview process in ethnography are quite important.  When you begin your work of recording insights and stories of your conrgegation, you will want to use these open-ended, direct, clarifying techniques.  You will also be summarizing as you go, so that your recorded answers will fit into eight rather small blocks of space.  That means that when your interviewee makes a rather long answer, as the day-care worker did twice, you will  shorten the answer while capturing the essence of it, then getting the interviewee’s approval of your summary.


Interviewer:_____________________ 

Date:__________________________

	1. 


	2.

	3.


	4.


Expert advice #2: how to go through a good interview


The next few pages come from a book by Dr. Robert Textor called A Handbook on Ethnographic Futures Research.  He describes the type of interviewing process which we will use in this project, how to begin, how to keep a good atmosphere during the interview, and how to close it.




Building Trust and Rapport




An essential basis of good rapport is trust.  The interviewee must truly believe that everything told to the ethnographer will be used [for the purposes of the study or project], and never in such a way as to bring harm to the interviewee.  Trust implies safety: safety from the disapproval or ridicule of the interviewer ... and of third parties [who might be reading the study].

Showing Non-Judgmental Respect


You should make it clear from the outset that, within all reasonable limits, "anything goes," and that any statement made or value expressed by the interviewee will be respected and duly noted in a quite natural and non-judgmental manner.



Displaying Attentiveness


Your task is to remain attentive and receptive -- an interested, interesting listener and summarizer.  This is not always easy, but interviewees appreciate it enormously, perhaps because they are not accustomed to having anybody listen to them so long and patiently on any subject, let alone an interesting and important one.

Creating a Sense of Partnership

Experience indicates that your attentiveness and your patient use of prompt summarizing feedback, tend to create a mood of partnership between [the interviewee] and you, but one in which he or she is definitely the senior partner.



Encouraging Spontaneity

Your task as an ethnographer is to encourage your interviewees, by all reasonable means, to express whatever they might wish to express, without fear or embarrassment.  To the greatest extent possible, they are encouraged to give emphasis to elements they think are important, and to disregard any notions they might harbor as to whether what they have to say, and what emphases they place on the various points they make, are "right" in the perception of the ethnographer -- or anyone else but themselves.

Putting the Interviewee in charge


It is important that you let [your interviewee] know, early on, that he or she is pretty much in charge of the interview.  Through verbal and non-verbal interaction, you encourage him or her to actually feel and experience this sense of "in-chargeness."  This can be a heady experience ... and can motivate very active participation and  bring about a very rich interview.






  Physical Setting for the Interview





The choice of where to conduct the interview should be made in consideration of the interviewee's wishes and convenience.   In seating yourself, it is best to sit so that you do not symbolically re-enact a formal job interview, school interview, or "official" interview.  I find it best not to sit on one side of a desk, with the interviewee on the other side, as this seems to suggest officiality, at least in many cultures.  If there are two chairs, or a chair and a couch at 90 degree angles to each other, this is often best.  If you sit on the couch, you can place your tape recorder next to you on the couch, unobtrusively.  If one seat is more comfortable than the other, try to get the interviewee to take the more comfortable one.  In any case, try to let your sitting posture symbolize relaxation.

Recording Answers


As you make rough notes on your clipboard, you maintain eye contact with the interviewee from moment to moment.  Sometimes it is a good idea to hold your clipboard in such a way that he or she can see what you write on it -- simply to reassure that your procedure is totally open.  In any case, don't hold it so that it becomes a visual barrier, so to speak, between you.


When you are ready to summarize a portion of your notes, turn on your tape recorder (or other recording instrument) and hold it (or its microphone) in such a way as to permit you to maintain eye contact with your interviewee between glances at your clipboard.  Let him or her see that you are alert to verbal and non-verbal indications that you have distorted some information, left out an important point, or whatever.  It is important to get off on the right foot by making it clear that he or she has nothing to fear from your use of the tape recorder.  The dictating style that seems to work best is one that is brief, clear, straightforward, matter-of-fact, and even-toned (that is, free of intonation that might convey judgmentality or [cause the interviewee to feel embarrassed or uncomfortable].

Expert advice #3:  Textor on opening and closing the interview



Opening the Interview

1.
Indicate the purpose of the interview and of each of the elements within it.

2.
Make clear what the rewards are that your interviewee may expect from the experience.  Normally there are at least two such rewards:  (1)  an interesting experience and perhaps a raised consciousness [on the subject at hand]; and (2)  a copy of the 
interview summary.  In addition, an educational course or a conference ... would be rewards to 
mention.

3.
Specify the precautions you commit yourself to take to protect your interviewee's privacy, dignity, and well-being.  Especially, make sure that he or she understands the precautions you will take to protect the anonymity of the interview and the resulting summary.

Self -Presentation


At a minimum, it is important in presenting yourself to come across as a professional person, honest, reliable, and altruistically motivated -- but not judgmental.  If, in addition, you can come across as someone who is pleasant, supportive, interesting, and fun to talk to, so much the better.



Closing the Interview


It will probably be quite clear to you when the point is reached where your interviewee has said all that needs to be said and would like to stop.  Obviously ... it would be a bit gross simply to pick up your equipment and abruptly depart.  So, you first ask a question something like, "Anything else you'd like to say?"  or "Does that about wrap it up?"  At this point he or she might indeed have something more to say, and if so, you handle it as part of the interview.  Or your interviewee might say, "That's all."


At such a point, as you begin to reassemble your equipment, an appropriate rejoinder would be something like, "Well, that's quite a bit, and I really enjoyed listening.  Did you enjoy it?"  Here your purpose is to begin to rehumanize the relationship, as it were,  to bring it back to a more conversational mode, and to help release any tensions that might have built up during the interview.  Your interviewee will probably tell you how he or she feels about the experience of being interviewed, and perhaps also about deeper or broader emotional concerns for the future ... It is my belief that a properly-conducted interview will leave him or her more integrated emotionally, more 'together," as it were, and less anxious, than before the interview.  Whether or not this is true in every case, this last element of the interview should serve to cement a relationship of warmth and trust between you and set the stage for a possible further interaction.

Hints for encouraging longer answers to questions:



· Without verbally interrupting, use "uh huh" or "yes" or "interesting" as if to say, "I'd like to 
hear more."

· Assure the interviewee that a "monologue" is acceptable in this case; when you disagree with a 
point, bite your tongue!



Hints for encouraging shorter answers or a change of topic:

· Taper off on positive encouraging feedback

· Say "I think I have enough on this now," or 

· "Let's see if I can summarize what you've said."

· Ask a new question from the set you've promised you'd ask.


ASSOCIATED READINGS

Dobbert, Marion L.     Ethnographic Research.    New York:   Praeger Publishers, 1982.

Gordon, Raymond T.     Interviewing Strategy and Tactics.   Homewood,  IL:   Dorsey, 1969.

Hall, Edward T.     The Silent Language.   Garden City, N.Y.:   Doubleday, 1959.

Kimball, Solon, and William Partridge.     The Craft of Community Study.   Gainesville, FL.: University 
of Florida Press, 1979.

Spindler, George.     Doing the Ethnography of Schooling.   Prospect Heights, IL.:  Waveland Press, 
Inc., 1988.

Textor, Robert B.     Handbook on Ethnographic Futures Research,   3rd Edition.   Stanford, 
CA.:   
Stanford University Press, 1980.

van Manen, Max.     Researching Lived Experience.   New York:   State University of New York 
Press, 1990.

Selection from Fieldnotes





	On April 29 at 4:00 p.m., I met my informant, Ms X.  She looked a little tired after a full working day, so we talked a while about some general topics.   After drinking some coffee, she seemed at ease, and it was possible for me to start my interview:





Q.	Where do you work?





A.	I work in a day-care center.





Q.	What is your job there?





A.	I'm a lead teacher in a day-care center, located in a large building complex and 	serving 	a lower-middle-class community.





Q.	What is a day-care center?





A.	It is a place where parents who work or study can leave their children who are 	younger than school age, from two and a half years to five years.





Q.	Could you tell me something about your job, your responsibilities, how it related to 	the whole center?





A.	As I said, I'm a lead teacher. I'm responsible for planning and implementing the program for my class; I keep in touch with parents and inform them about what happens to the child in the center.  I also supervise student teachers.  Moreover, record the children's attendance, fill in the meal forms, and children's skill forms.  In general, it is my responsibility to make sure that things are done and people do their job.  I'm assisted by two assistant teachers and an aide teacher.  We work together as a team.  However, I plan the program, who goes outside with the kids who want to go out, and who stays in the center with the kids who want to stay in.  I usually accompany the kids outside for the first 45 minutes.





Q.	What is an assistant teacher, an aide teacher?  Is there any difference between them and a lead teacher?





A.	We work as a team.  The state law requires one teacher for every ten children, but the federal law requires one for every seven children.  So we follow the federal law 	since we are funded mainly by federal money.  Concerning the difference between the team members, I can't think of any.   We are all college graduates.  But, it is a matter of roles and experience. As a lead teacher, I'm mostly concerned with planning the program and with evaluation.  We are all involved in all the activities 	with the kids.  There is a weekly schedule for the two assistant teachers.  For example:  this week one leads the arts activities - telling stories, drawing; while the other teacher leads group activities - playing, singing.  The aide teacher comes at 2:30 p.m. to 5:00 p.m.  Her main concern is cleanup. However, the cleaning, or part of it, is usually done by the kids, the two assistant teachers, and myself.





Q.	So, why is it classified in this way?





A.	O.K.  It is a kind of hierarchy organization.  It has to do with experience in day-care 	centers and another important point is that of licensed individuals for teaching in 	day-care centers.  We have to take some courses for credit to get NKP (nursery, 	kindergarten, preschool).  I supervise the assistants and the aides.  The director 	supervises teachers, and so on.  However, I am involved, too, in many administrative 	actions and activities.  I help the director; I conduct interviews with those who come 	for jobs, etc.





Looking and Listening:


recording insights 


from congregations








Congregational Discovery Interviews





These questions have been written to encourage people to talk about their experiences of congregational life. The questions ask for people to recall times, places, situations, emotions, images, and specific words whenever possible. ALL answers are helpful. All memories tell a lot about how this congregation lives and works. Every response is greatly appreciated.
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These blocks of space are not terribly large, especially when your interviewee has a long or detailed story to tell.  You may decide to take notes on scratch paper first and then summarize onto this form.  Be sure to read your summary back to the person you’re interviewing for their approval.
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