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ORAL HISTORY WORKSHOP

A BASIC GUIDE TO THE CONCEPTS, TECHNIQUES

AND STRATEGIES OF ORAL HISTORY RESEARCH

I. Introduction: The Nature of Oral History Research

All historical knowledge is based on things that survive from the past -- documents, usually, or artifacts. Most historians rely on written documents: books, letters, and diaries; deeds and wills; birth, death, marriage, census, and tax records; church registers, etc. Houses, tools, gravestones, and other material artifacts are also documents and can tell us much about people who created them, as can oral traditions, such as legends and folklore. 

But another way to find out about the recent past is to talk to people who were there. Oral history is the technique for gathering such recollections: the collecting of any individual's spoken memories of his/her life, of people he has known, and events he has witnessed or participated in.

Oral history, unlike documentary research, brings the researcher into contact with living, breathing human beings. Their knowledge is the object of value. By working with living informants, oral history researchers help to create lasting documents of the subject under study, whether it be vanishing ways of life or important social movements.

Oral history research is more than simply tape-recording a conversation. It takes time and work to do the job fully and well; but using the techniques of oral history, we can create a document of great value to ourselves and others who come after us.

One of the virtues of oral history is that it's useful for dealing with the history of ordinary people and groups, or events, lifestyles and movements that did not leave written records -- whether because of illiteracy; because of being excluded from the "official" written history due to economic, social, or political oppression; or simply because writing about one's life experiences just isn't something ordinary people do.

But oral history is not a substitute for written records; it is a complement to them, and is most useful when written records are available. In fact, in the complete absence of written records, it can be difficult to place oral accounts into a meaningful social and cultural context.

Conventional background research, using documentary sources, helps the oral historian to recreate the historical, social, political, economic, and cultural contexts that allow you to interpret oral history. Facts, alone, are not history until they are interpreted. To a large extent, interpretation in oral history involves seeing relations between the individual's particular experience and the larger social and historical context discovered in background research. Other types of interpretation are possible, of course; discovering how a person adapted cultural resources to fulfill emotional and psychological needs, or to deal with social conflicts. But even here, connections are being made between individual experience and background research in sociological and culture theory. Interpretation puts the particular into larger perspectives.

In addition to the need to establish meaningful contexts for interpreting oral history, the researcher must also deal with the problem that memory is fallible. This is another reason why background research is important: the oral historian can cross-check oral and written information, validating one or the other. Background research also helps you be a better interviewer, and enables you to help an interviewee recall more experiences with greater accuracy.
II. The Techniques of Oral History Fieldwork

Good news: You already have the basic skills for doing oral history: these come from life-long experience in the processes of human interaction. The oral history interview builds on this basic social competence. 

Interview skills are best developed by: preliminary classroom practice; plunging into real interviews; evaluation; and feedback.

A useful model for oral history has been developed by Edward Ives of Univ. of Maine, and includes the stages of 1) pre-interview research; 2) first interview; 3) analysis of the interview; 4) re-interview. 

II.A. Pre-interview Research

Important pre-interview preparations are: deciding on scope of project; conducting background research; locating potentially good interviewees; screening the interviewees, explaining the project, and setting up the interview. 

Scope of project: What is it you want to learn? Decide on manageable goals. For example - reconstructing the role of the church in the development of the black community in Abingdon. Another example -- Sitton, et al., on p. 55 of their book, describe questions that might be addressed by an Oral History of Local Industry:

To chronicle the human side of [a local industry's] development, [students] interview workers and management, past and present, about the way the industry has affected the community over the years. Topics of possible interest . . . might be the origins of the industry in the area, its early impact on the local economy, labor-management relationships and their changes over time, a typical working day in 1930 as opposed to now, changes in general working conditions, problems of worker safety and environmental pollution, and significant incidents in the history of the local industry (strikes, layoffs, disasters, boom periods, etc.).

Background research: Background research helps you to think through the project, conceptualize research goals, identify the sort of information needed, etc. 

Background research begins with study of documentary resources:  books and scholarly works on the topic; local written histories; historical records in county court house and the local historical society; local libraries (check with librarian); old newspapers; maps; and informal recollections of knowledgeable persons in the locality. 

Interview Guide: Background research is also essential for preparing the interview guide -- essentially a topic outline, or `shopping list,' of the historical information the project is to obtain. Never go into interview cold; the more you know about interviewee and subject the better job you'll do. 

The interview guide should raise themes that are both relevant to the interviewee’s personal experience, and indicative of larger issues about which you wish to learn.  For example, Hasker Nelson’s Listening for Our Past offers sample questions that resonate particularly with an African-American interview subject:

· Were your schools segregated or integrated?

· Were you taught about your “race” at school?

· Was your “race” ever an issue, in school?  If so, when, where, and why?

· Do you remember your family members ever talking about things that had to do with “race” relations between Black […] people and White people?

· Did you ever hear anyone talk about family members who are/were White or of another race?

· Who were the Black leaders your parents or grandparents talked about?  What did they say?

· What African American leader(s) do you appreciate the most?  Why?

· What African American leader(s) do you appreciate the least?  Why?

· Was your “race” ever a factor in your getting into a school, a profession or in getting a job?

But the interview guide is not meant to be a questionnaire from which interviewers read their questions word-for-word. A rigid, word-for-word list of questions makes the interview stiff, awkward; it restricts the flow too much. Don't write questions out in full and read them; make notes. The guide should be read and re-read until the interviewers have a clear idea of the topics the project concerns. And don't be afraid to depart from the guide to pursue new directions that develop in the interview. 

Locating and screening the interviewees: Locating can often be done by telephone or by word of mouth: simply asking around. You might also consider placing announcements in local newspapers, or using letters to the editor.

First contacts can often be made by phone; but remember that such calls are always unexpected. It's a good idea to send a preliminary letter or email before you call. When you do call, you must be ready to explain the project clearly to your contact, and say what you expect from them. In his how-to video, An Oral Historian's Work, Edward Ives gives practical advice on what to say:

Identify yourself and explain what you're about
Establish whether he/she has the information you're looking for
Find out if he/she is willing and able to share it
Set time and place for the interview
Get good directions 

Screening may or may not be necessary, depending on the number of potential informants you have. If there are more than you have time and resources for, an informal conversation by phone should be enough to indicate whether the person knows the information and is willing and able to give it.

Screening is easiest when you have a clear idea of what you want to find out. Your initial conversation with the potential informant, touching on his/her life experience, should indicate whether he or she knows the information. Avoid premature judgments about who will or will not be a good informant; one may look unlikely, yet have a wonderful store of knowledge.

Rule of thumb: The best informants quickly understand what you are looking for, seem confident, talkative, and alert. 

Word of caution: Many potential informants are pessimistic, skeptical, reluctant. Some may mistrust your motives, be anxious about the interview situation, or just not want "to fool with it." Others may act reluctant, while you may sense they want to talk, and would with a little encouragement and coaxing. If other evidence suggests the person would be a good informant, be politely persistent. Reluctance may be simple modesty, or a lack of understanding of what you're up to, or anxiety about tape-recording. If it seems necessary, reassure the prospective informant that you are not out to exploit, ridicule, or take advantage of them; that you won't misuse the information they provide, or turn a profit from it. Make them understand that you respect them, and that knowledge of their experience is crucial to your project, to your understanding of the subject.

Explaining the project: Offer a truthful but brief explanation of the research. You don't need to tell interviewees more than they want to know: 

"We want to document the history of the black churches in Washington County, so we're talking to people about what they remember of church events and their importance."

The point is to give some notion of the kinds of things you're interested in; this gives the informant time to think about the topic before the interview.

Make sure the informant understands you will be bringing a tape recorder. Explain that you want to be sure to remember everything they tell you, that the recorder serves in place of taking careful notes, and also provides a permanent record for future generations. Don't spring the recorder on them at the last minute. 

 II.B. First Interview: Strategies and Tactics

Into the Field: Going to meet an informant first time is rough, even for practiced professionals. A little nervousness is normal. But most people find interviewing enjoyable once they get into it.

On arriving, explain the objective and nature of the project again. Be succinct (rehearse!). Explain that the tapes are to be kept in an archive, with others, for future use in research on topic. But also make it clear that the informant can put restrictions on the use of the interviews, and that none of the information will be used in any way without their permission.

Also explain to the informant that at end of the session he/she will be asked to sign a form that gives you permission to make use of the recorded materials, and states the restrictions he/she requires, that is, in what ways it may be used.

Some professional oral historians like to begin the interview with a basic announcement: date, names, place, topic. This officially marks the beginning of the interview, and helps you, the transcriber, the archivist, and other future users to identify the tape afterwards.

Some prefer to next ask for basic biographical information: date and place of birth, early life history, occupation. Others prefer to begin by asking a substantive question--one which goes directly to one of the topics on which you need information. 

This opening question should state the main purpose of the interview and require more than a short answer. It should be an open-ended question the informant will know a good deal about, will be comfortable with, and can answer at length. 

This demonstrates that it is his/her unique knowledge that is of interest, that he/she is expected to do most of the talking, that you are supportive and cooperative, not threatening.

Examples: 

"Before we get into discussing your work on the menhaden boats, tell me a little about your early life."

"Can you describe for me a typical work day at the mill?"

Remember that you are the facilitator of the process of recollection in your informant. During interview, you work with the informant to help him/her remember the past and to record the greatest quality and quantity of information possible. 

How you present yourself is important. Be reassuring, friendly courteous, attentive, non-judgmental--the perfect listener. Keep quiet while the informant is talking. Don't interrupt or hog the conversation. Interruptions may cut off irretrievable information. 

Tolerate silence. Allow the informant to collect his /her memories and put them into words. Give them freedom to reminisce, room to tell stories. Encourage them with nods, the occasional smile; look attentive and avoid appearing nervous, impatient or bored.

But also remember that oral history does not mean talking about anything and everything. The interviewer must gently direct and restrain the course of talk.

The first question sets the tone for the interview. It's important that it be one the informant knows a great deal about, and one that requires a lengthy and detailed answer. Start the interview, and keep it going, by asking "open" rather than "closed" questions. Closed questions have only one definite right, yes/no answer. Open ones are more open to interpretation, and can be answered in different ways, usually requiring more depth and detail. Avoid "leading" questions that set up the response by giving clues to what you want to hear.

Don't be concerned with keeping to a rigid sequence of questions. Memory doesn't work that way. Be flexible. Facilitate and listen; build rapport. 

Tactics for getting more and better information: An informant's initial descriptions of events or processes may be thin; your job is to "thicken" the information. One way to do this is to ask for the same information in a different way; raise the topic again later in another context, for example, comparing yesterday and today.

Another tactic is probing. This can be accomplished through strategic silence while remaining attentive, interested; by verbal encouragement; by asking for more detail, or a more specific example; by interjecting additional or conflicting information from your own pre-interview research; and by asking for explanations of unfamiliar terms.

Ending the interview: Usually sometime between 45 minutes and 2 hours, people will begin to tire. At times, one elicits better material by conducting several short interviews, rather than one long one. On other hand, some just get started after two hours: bring extra tape! 
II.C. Post-Interview: Analysis, Review, and Re-Interview

If you don't use a recorder, it's essential to sit down immediately after and expand your notes, making them as close to a verbatim transcript as possible.

If the interview is recorded, you should listen to the tape soon after. Decide whether it's worth transcribing. If you decide to transcribe only parts of tape, then you should at least index the omitted topics of discussion. These may be of interest to other researchers in the future.

No interview is perfect. Reviewing and transcribing your tapes reveals the variety and type of loose ends, vague answers, confusions, gaps in the information that can be corrected in follow-up interviews. In re-interview, the informant will also be better, knowing more about the oral history routine.

Review also provides valuable feedback to interviewers, enabling them to improve technique and produce better results in next interview. 
III. Technical Matters
III.A.  Documentation: Audio Recording and Field Notes

Tape recorders, microphones, tapes: Tape recorders serve the need to preserve with accuracy and integrity. Note-taking is adequate for mere fact gathering. But for qualitative materials, detailed narrative descriptions of experience or work routines, tape-recorders are indispensable.

Putting Documentary Work to Work, a guide from Duke’s Center for Documentary Studies, offers the following succinct analysis of audio recording equipment:

There are three types of recording devices to consider:  cassette tape recorders, digital audio tape recorders (DATs), and mini-disc recorders.  Full-size tape recorders (as opposed to mini-cassettes) are reliable, affordable, and relatively easy to use.  A standard tape recorder can be purchased for approximately $30 from a local electronics store.  Professional-quality cassette recorders are priced from $300 to $700.  The Center for Documentary Studies (CDS) uses Sony and Marantz recorders.  Many broadcast professionals now use DAT recorders or mini-disc recorders because of their clarity and the high quality of duplications made from original tapes and disks, but these machines are often too costly for start-up projects.  The Sony PCM-M1 is a reliable, low-end DAT recorder priced from $750 to $800.  The Sony MZ-R90 is a reliable mini-disc recorder priced from $200 to $300.  Some recorders have built-in microphones.  Recorders that are used with external microphones generally produce better-sounding recordings.  A pocket-sized recorder with a  built-in microphone is likely to tape unwanted mechanical noise.  Talk to the salesperson at a local electronics store or search the Internet to find a recorder that fits your budget and your needs.  You should also ask around—there might be some amateur broadcasters in your community who are willing to lend you their equipment.

A good microphone is essential for making a good recording.  Omnidirectional microphones, which pick up sound equally well in all directions, and shotgun (directional) microphones, which pick up sound from the front, are two frequently used types.  Omnidirectional microphones work well in one-on-one interviews where closer miking is possible.  Shotgun microphones are helpful when you’re trying to record a distinct sound from a distance—even in noisy settings.  Microphones range in price from $50 to $800 and up.  CDS uses Electrovoice, Sony, and Audio-Technica microphones.  Some microphones are designed so they clip on your shirt; others are handheld and can be used with a stand.  Clip-on microphones often pick up unwanted ambient sound caused by movement because they’re attached to clothing.  Handheld versions are usually preferred for this reason and because they are more versatile in the field.  Again, a local electronics store should be able to provide the right piece of equipment.   

Your recording kit should also include high-quality chromium cassettes (60 to 90 minutes), DAT tapes (90 to 120 minutes), or mini-discs, depending on your equipment.  You’ll need headphones so you can be sure you’re recording what you think you’re recording.  

Using the recorder: To improve your chances of making a competent recording -- practice with your machine. Get to know your equipment; read the manual. Get a feel for the relation between mike placement and sound quality. Being able to set up quickly and confidently gives an appearance of competence, helps the interviewee to relax when done unobtrusively.

To familiarize yourself with your equipment, simulate a recording situation: Place the microphone at different points and different distances in relation to someone talking in a normal voice. Test different levels of "gain" (recording volume), and notice how the level of background noise increases as you turn the gain up. What you're striving for is the best combination of microphone-placement and gain (record-level). Evaluate the results and learn what arrangement works best. 

For example: Put the recorder in record mode; move away from machine while talking in normal voice, stating distances aloud. This test reveals the quality of the machines responsiveness (clear, loud, hollow, muffled, distorted). You must determine the appropriate settings for your equipment. 

Before going into field, make a last-minute check:

Recorder
Interview Guide/Questions
Release form
Paper and pencil
Microphone
Extra batteries (for tape deck and mike)
Tapes
Camera and film 

And, finally:

* Test your recorder!! * 

Field Notes: Serious fieldworkers will tell you that making notes is useful even if you are recording an interview. Making field notes lets the informant know you value his words. And it gives you something to do. More importantly, field notes also enable you to capture things the recorder can't: gestures, facial expressions. 

Notes are also useful during the interview to remind you to ask later about something mentioned when a question asked immediately would interrupt the flow of talk. Keep interruptions to a minimum; jot down questions that occur to you so you can remember them without interrupting the flow of present moment. Later questions of clarification are just as effective, without the risk of losing track of the current topic.

Notes are also useful as reminders to check on something in follow-up research (verification). Follow-up questions are crucial to getting detailed, "thick" information. 

III.B. Photos and Photography

Old photos can be an invaluable source of information and interest and as a stimulus for memory, eliciting stories and facts. They are also valuable for exhibits, archives, and future research. Informants may be willing to lend old pictures long enough for them to be copied -- but use utmost care not to lose or damage them! It is best to take a 35mm or digital camera with you, along with a small copy stand and the appropriate close-up lens; this way you can copy old photos right on the spot.

III.C. Forms

Two forms need to be filled out at the time of the interview:

1) Interview data sheet: used to record biographical data on each informant (name and address, date and place of birth, experience), and information on the interview itself (date, place, name of interviewer).

2) Legal Release form: a standard legal procedure, obtaining a signed release form clarifies the conditions under which the interview is made, and gives formal permission for tapes to be put on deposit in archive. 

The release form functions: 1) as protection against legal liability; 2) as a contract defining your use of the materials; and 3) as a contract protecting the interests of your informants. If you publish an article, for example, and quote an informant saying something he/she later decides is libelous or damaging, the release form is your legal protection against litigation. Lawsuits are very unlikely, but by signing a release form, your informants also give permission for you to deposit your collection of tapes, transcripts, and photos in an archive, to make the materials available to public and scholarly uses, and to use the materials in publications. Release forms may also include restrictions protecting the interests of your informants, by forbidding public access until a specified date, for instance, if your informant requires such restriction as a condition of giving the interview. Always obtain a release form, signed by interviewer and interviewee, at the end of the interview. 

Release forms typically stipulate conditions of access to materials (giving either complete or restricted access to tapes and/or transcripts), conditions under which the information can be released, and intended uses of the materials. Allowances are often made for the interviewee to add other restrictions (e.g., to be available only after death). Most people are willing to sign without special conditions. 

Sample release forms, with varying degrees of restriction, may be found in Edward Ives's The Tape-Recorded Interview, and many other oral history guides. 

III.D.  Archiving Issues

Accessioning: Accessioning involves keeping track of collected materials by creating a master index. This can quickly become overwhelming if not systematically planned, and kept up to date.

1) Label tapes in the field as recorded: name of interviewee, date of interview, number of cassette.

2) When tapes and data sheets are turned in, assign an accession number: sequential, or coded according to date, topic, informant and number of tapes in session (e.g. 4/06-23-02). 

3) Record the accession number on the tape cassette, on data sheets, release forms, and in a master index. 

Efficient accessioning facilitates organization, quick access, and retrieval. Otherwise, all you have is a useless mess. 

Transcription: Transcription is the process of taking the spoken word and putting it into written form. Oral history information is useful only if accessible. Access to information much easier in printed form than on cassette, though tapes remain primary documents and valuable historical objects in themselves.

But transcription is also the most difficult, dreaded, and least enjoyed aspect of fieldwork. It is slow, painstaking work, requiring 4-10 hours for each hour of tape, which may amount to as much as 40-50 pages. A Transcriber/Dictaphone is very helpful; these tape-players have foot pedal for forward and reverse, which frees the typists hands from the annoyance of punching buttons on a standard tape machine.

Though sometimes impractical, it's often good for interviewers to transcribe their own tapes: this provides feedback on one's effectiveness as interviewer; and it suggests follow-up questions. (But both of these can also be done in a simple review of tapes). Interviewers are also the ones best able to decipher indistinct words and passages.

If the transcriber is not the interviewer, then the interviewer should at least review tape and provide an outline of topics. If the entire tape is not being transcribed, the interviewer should specify which parts to transcribe verbatim, which to summarize, and which to merely index.

The interviewer should also review and correct the transcripts, deciphering words or passages the typist couldn't understand.

Verbatim vs. edited transcript: Resolution of this issue depends on objectives of your project. The general standard is honesty -- you cannot change the intent of a person's statement, or put words in their mouth. Researchers are ethically obliged to strive for accuracy without distortion, even if not for verbatim transcription.

In any case, doing verbatim transcription does not mean typing out every `uh' and `ah', nor even false starts. But it is misrepresentation to edit much, or to correct grammar. Faithfulness to speaking style may be significant to later researchers. 

If you intend to develop an exhibit or publication drawing on your oral history research, verbatim individual statements may provide just the right flavor as a direct quotation to accompany artifact or photo; at other times, general information digested from several statements by different people may be best used in paraphrase. But unless you know exactly which passages are to be used how, this is an impossible question to decide beforehand.

 

IV. Conclusion

As Edward Ives observed, oral history is not "instant history." To do it right is hard, time-consuming work.

But with it you can get information not obtainable in other ways. Oral histories add value and interest to conventional historical research by putting flesh on the bones of fact. If done properly, oral histories provide future generations of students and researchers with invaluable primary resources of information that would have otherwise have been lost.
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