
Oral History Workshop



What is Oral History? 
“Oral history collects memories and personal commentaries of historical significance 
through recorded interviews.” Donald Ritchie, Doing Oral History

“Oral history is a field of study and a method of gathering, preserving and interpreting 
the voices and memories of people, communities, and participants in past events. Oral 
history is both the oldest type of historical inquiry, predating the written word, and one 
of the most modern, initiated with tape recorders in the 1940s and now using 21st-
century digital technologies.” Oral History Association. 
https://oralhistory.org/about/do-oral-history/

Oral histories seek to fill gaps in the historical record and preserve our own current 
histories for the future. 

Oral histories are recorded, transcribed, and shared. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Oral histories provide ways to preserve, save, share and understand past events, narratives, folklore and histories through a new perspective of someone who experienced the events themselves.

Oral Histories are a conversation between the interviewer and interviewee, they involve a pre-planned interview recording stories and histories that might not be available elsewhere.

Oral histories are typically recorded through either video or audio and transcribed to be more useful and accessible. They may be used for research, personal family history taking, exhibitions, creating publications, articles, books, in public presentations or a number of other ways. 




https://oralhistory.org/about/do-oral-history/


Why do Oral History?

Oral histories seek to preserve, document, understand and interpret the past 
as well as facilitating future civic action like, heritage tourism and historic 
preservation.

Why do you want to do an oral history project? 

What benefits will come out of it? For you or your organization?

Why are oral histories important to continue? 

How will oral history projects address the needs of those involved and the 
broader groups they represent? 

https://youtu.be/KGCD1XR0WPk StoryCorps Video

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Important stories are in danger of being forgotten and lost forever- preserve them through oral histories. 

Oral histories have the benefit of generating something unique every time. 

They produce primary sources that can be used to address gaps in the historical record, engage a previously underrepresented side of a community, describe unique family histories, and highlight what “really happened” in past events. 

Story Corps- is an oral history initiative started in October of 2003. The project launched in Grand Central Terminal, NYC interviewing members of the public has grown since. 

This video will show you how Story Corps got started! Why oral histories are important. 

https://youtu.be/KGCD1XR0WPk


Oral History Project End Products

Oral Histories generate Primary Sources- Firsthand accounts of past events.

Research materials

Books, articles, publications

Museum exhibits, public history projects, heritage tourism

Agency, Inclusion, Social Awareness

Education

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Oral history projects have great overall meaning to the communities that they take place in. 

They serve to protect and preserve the memories of the people living in these communities.

Oral history projects can provide a platform to have real social change in a community as well. 

These projects can be used for encouraging historic preservation, heritage tourism, further historical studies and exploration into the historical record that has been developed for the area. 

Oral histories serve to supplement and complement the current historical record and build new primary sources that can be analyzed and used in the future. 



How To Start an Oral History Project: 
Tips and Guidelines



Where to Start?

● Why do you want to do oral history? 
● Why is it important to do oral history? 

Purpose/Goals- What do you hope to accomplish? Why? Story Goals? 

Scope and topic- What do you want to capture? 

Start small and build the project up over time. Audio>Transcripts>Video>Archives

Think about how you will put it all together, Consider the desired end result. 

Seek training and best practices. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Start with the big picture ideas. Start with why? 

Think about what you want the stories to tell, what lessons do you want researchers to learn, what events do you want to preserve, what information do you want to share? 

Focus the topic

Part of an organization? – project must be in line with organizational mission

Think about these questions when developing a project:
What kinds of knowledge do interviews contribute? 
To what degree do interviews discover or construct knowledge?
To whom does that knowledge belong? 
At what point is an interview “over”? 
What do you owe to your interviewees? 




Project Topic and Scope

Set parameters

What topics do you want to explore?

What stories are you interested in? 

What do you want your interviews to do? 

https://wythecountyhistoricalsociety.org/2018/03/
02/the-importance-of-oral-history/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Do you want your interviews to- Share meaning? Describe processes? Collect information? Recall history? Compel action? Give people agency or voice? 
Topic - local history, world history, specific event, family history
Scope- how far will the project go? Limitations and specifications about the project topic. How many people to interview? Project duration? 
Stories- What stories are important to tell? 

What are you interested in finding out? Fill gaps in the historial record? Always ask, has it been done before? To what extent? 

https://wythecountyhistoricalsociety.org/2018/03/02/the-importance-of-oral-history/
https://wythecountyhistoricalsociety.org/2018/03/02/the-importance-of-oral-history/


Initial Considerations

Funding

Location

Volunteer or Employee run

Hours of operation- if a part of an organization

Tracking correspondence, email, phone

Supplies- office equipment, computers, recording equipment

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Reference points gathered directly from the Texas Historical Commission Webinar “Preserving History, One Voice at a Time.” By Sara Wilson. 
Funding- Grants, Investors, Organizational Funds, etc. 
These points are relevant for all oral history projects.
Tackle funding in a later slide. 



Gathering Support

Seek assistance 

Contact local history organizations and other oral history projects in the area 

Search for reference materials for funding, oral histories, interview documentation, 
etc

Seek out community members to help guide and participate in the project

Create an overhead committee or advisory board for the project

Seek funding- grants, local, community assistance

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once your project and topic are developed think about seeking assistance. There is no need to do your project from scratch. 

Local project- members of the community will be best resources, interviewees or interviewers. 

Search for community connectors- get them involved. 

Board/Committee – scholar, community member, fundraising expert. 



Components of an Oral History Project

● Project development- written plan describing the 
project

● Research
● Finding Interviewees
● Interview
● Transcription
● Repository
● End Product- what you get out of the project

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Project development= purpose, budget, topic and written plan. 

A successful oral history project will have all of these elements developed and executed. 



Project Schedule sample

1. Research
2. Planning and Budgeting
3. Recruitment of interviewees
4. Recruitment and training of interviewers
5. Interviews
6. Transcribing and records
7. Archiving

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Think about how long the project will take to complete? How long will each step take? Possibly work backwards from funding deadlines. 
Schedule will keep everyone on task- enable you to plan ahead. 
They are a great way to measure and track project progress. 
Be comfortable adjusting the schedule- life happens, anywhere, anytime. 
Sample pulled from Catching Stories A Practical Guide to Oral History by Stephen Paschen. 



Planning and Funding

What needs to be done for the project to be successful? 

Written plan- keep project on track, setting attainable goals, project practicalities

Budgeting- How will the project be funded? Grants, local fundraising, community 
efforts, launch event? 

Acquire and manage resources- Volunteers, equipment, work location, transportation, 
interviewees

Resource list- equipment on hand, computers, people, documents needed to complete 
the project. Should be included in the written plan

Create release forms and project documents

Presenter
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Consider volunteer recruitment, hiring employees, and community involvement. 

Potential Funders- Ohio Humanities, National Endowment of the Humanities, State arts councils. 

Local sources- businesses, realtors, banks, lawyers, insurance agencies, community and professional clubs and organizations. 

Public event- fundraising. 

Resources- recording space? Equipment? Funds? Volunteers? Employees? Organization partners? Transportation? Interviewees? 

Publicity- let the public know what you are doing and why it matters! Can lead to additional funding. Possible oral history days to get more interviewees and public interest. 




● Ohio Digitization Interest Group - https://ohiodig.org/resources/ohio-grants
○ Ohio History Fund, Ohio Local History Alliance, Ohio Humanities, America 250

● Ohio Humanities – Ignite Grant
● Grants.gov
● Oral History Association – 2 pages
● National Endowment for the Humanities
● Institute of Museum and Library Services

https://ohiodig.org/resources/ohio-grants


Oral History Grant Application Tips

● What now? What Later?
○ Sharing
○ Storage

● Describe technology services.
○ Enhanced Video?

● Primary vs. Secondary 
sources

● Reaching your Audience



Interviewee Profile 

According to the topic who would you need to interview? 

Background? Occupation? Veteran? Characteristics? Family members? 

How to find? Recommended by the community? Family Members? 

Interviewee list-

Priority? Who needs to be interviewed first, who can wait? 

Contact

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Create a interviewee profile that tells you, what kind of interviewee you are looking for? Their relation to the topic of the oral history, good qualities of interviewees. 
Who are you interested in interviewing? Do they fit the designated topic? 
Create a list of people that fit your topic that can be contacted to request an interview. 
How to find them? Use your network, church, friends, family, community, events, professional network. 
Decide a priority out of the interviewees you have found, who needs to be interviewed now, older, leaving country, will only agree for a short time? 
Contact them. 
Send an email or letter of introduction, tell them who you are, about the project, and what you want to do, this should provide the general purpose of the interview.
After that follow up with a phone call or a return email if they are interested in the interview. If you were referred by somebody have them, contact them on your behalf or say that they referenced you. (Have an in). 





Interviewers and Interview Preparation

Main part of the project 

Recruiting interviewers. hired or volunteer?  

Develop interviewer and interviewee release forms

Develop interview checklist

Create reference materials for interviewers- topic history timeline, photos, articles

Create sample topic / question lists for interviewers

Presenter
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Interviewers and interviewees are at the core of any oral history project. With them you can accomplish incredible things.
Decide if you are going to recruit and hire interviewers, do it yourself, or find willing volunteers that could make great interviewers. 
Interviewing is difficult and requires training like everything else. Look for training sessions or workshops with experienced oral historians for the best results. 
To help the interviewers, make a sheet of reference materials and familiarize them with the topics of discussion. This also does a great job of preparing the interviewers to ask great questions about the topic. 
Demonstrate great understanding of the project, its ethics and objectives. 
Generate sample question sheets. 
Who you don’t want as an interviewer- chatty Cathy, always has to have the last word, bad listeners, etc. 




Archiving and Record Keeping

Archival Repository - Where you are going to store your records/interviews

Interviewee and interviewer release forms

Correspondence 

Transcriptions and translations. 

Storage locations - Physical, Digital, cloud storage. 

Create standardized naming conventions for digital and physical files

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Repository- library, archives, university, institution, professional organization. Contact organizations to see if they will house your interviews and oral history materials for the long term if you do not have an organization or the capacity to do it yourself. 

Find an Archival Repository to store the interviews and grant access for the public to view and use them!

LOCKSS (Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe). Have backups of the project, physical- CD’s or Tapes, Digital- Hard drives, Portable Drives, SSD’s, Cloud Storage- OneDrive, Google Drive. 

Keep copies of everything related to the project, paperwork, interviewer/interviewee release forms, legal documents, planning documents, interview question sheets, transcriptions, translations, etc. 



Final Product

What will your project be used for? 

What will it accomplish? 

Who will be using the project? 

Consider project use/access

Specific goal

Target audience

Presenter
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The end goal of the project. 

Emphasize the importance of thinking about this early on in the project development. 

Oral histories can take many forms- consider what format suits your oral history project the best- a film, book, museum exhibit? What will be the most user friendly and meaningful?
Product list from Donald Ritchie’s Doing Oral Histories pg 222
Books 
Storytelling cassette tapes, oral history tapes, audio books and CD’s 
Movies in various formats
Training videos and books
Museum and multimedia exhibits, and art installations
Cultural preservation and heritage projects 
Driving audio tours
Radio programs, podcasts.
Educational material for children and teachers.
Theatrical works (plays, opera, drama, and comedy).
Dance choreography
Internet web sites
Legal briefs and other law related documentation. 



Oral History Interviewing



Media Interviews vs. Oral History Interviews

Media Interviews…

Grab a single quote or short story.

Have either a short or long duration.

Only a small portion of the interview is aired 
live, depending on the program.

Capture information about a present or pressing 
topic.

May be confrontational.

Can be used for promotion, elicit social change, 
political motivations, for business purposes or for 
informational purposes.

Oral History Interviews…

Capture an entire narrative.

Last 1-2 hours on average. 

The full interview is preserved.

Capture information in relation to a historical or 
present topic.

Do not have “gotcha” questions or confrontational 
questions.

Can be used to elicit social change, provide 
research, preserve memories, fill gaps in the 
historical record. 



Interviewer First Steps

Determine approach (chronological,
touchstone. etc.)

Gather research materials for project (timeline,
major events, people involved, etc.)

Create a list of questions and topics

Contact interviewees

Establish rapport with interviewees



Interviewer Preparation

Research the topic and history 

Refresh your training (practice interviews, review research materials, etc.) 

Familiarize yourself with equipment

Test all equipment well before the interview

Know the project-based interview questions and topics

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Interviewers need to be familiar with the topic and history in order to respond to interviewee and ask questions that prompt a good discussion of the topic.  



Interviewees

Methods of recruiting interviewees: social media, newspapers, 

word of mouth, etc.

Contact methods: email, phone call, social media 

First interaction

Provide a short, prepared description of the project

Schedule a short pre-interview over the phone or in person

Schedule the formal interview if possible 



Prepping the Interviewee

Conduct a short pre-interview to…

Establish rapport (“break the ice”)

Gather basic information for interview 

Answer questions or concerns

After the pre-interview, provide an interview reminder via phone or email

Information on formal interview (where to go, how to dress, etc.)

Interview topics and possibly questions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Have all details of the interview set up ahead of time. 
Establish what you want to hear and what you don’t want to hear- this will make for a better focused interview. 
Trying to get an organic experience
Make sure that a location for the interview is chosen and get the proper equipment ready. 
If it has not been set yet, Set an interview date, time and location. 
Inform the interviewee about the interview process, what to expect, will they be filmed? Audio? Recorded? What will happen after the interview? When they can expect to receive a recording? 
Get to know the interviewee, but refrain from talking about the interview topic too much before the interview to avoid losing information for the interview. 



Releases and Documentation

Interviewee/interviewer release

Why create releases?

Addresses interviewee rights 

Establishes copyright 

Describes potential use of interview

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Releases improve the archives and program’s ability to use the oral history interviews for research, presentations, educational purposes, etc. 
Keep signed copies of interviewee and interviewer releases with other project records. 
Remember that the interviewee can impose restrictions on the accessibility of the interview for whatever stipulations they want to take. The interview records their experiences and words, so they have the right to dictate what they want released and when. 
From the University of Michigan https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WsPjpu8R9Zq88krV67Rhdpv9FZX_Au1IJWdFUcj11UA/edit 



Creating Interview Questions

Good questions should be…

Topic-focused

Open-ended 

Key words: why, how, who, describe, explain

Use ice breakers or easy questions to start the interview

Be willing to deviate from your planned set of questions!

Presenter
Presentation Notes





Potential Interview Structure

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ask the same core questions to everyone through the depth questions. These are the six elements of an interview identified by Brook Bryan in her
work The Abbreviated Life Story Interview. Questions that may change based on information received in the pre-interview are the early life, purposeful turn, and reflective turn question blocks. Final thoughts is a great time to ask interviewee if they have anything else that they would like to say.




Setting up the Interview Space

Audio – mic and recorder

Video – camera

Location – quiet, comfortable, accessible

Avoid areas with loud HVAC systems and 
background noises

Avoid kitchen appliances

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Where is the best place to set up, avoid rooms with a lot of windows, HVAC systems, prepare for the unexpected, power going out, etc. 
If you are doing the interview at someone’s home there may not be a lot of choices available to film at, do the best with what you have. 
Your setup will look different depending on the equipment you have. 



Interviewer Best Practices

Have a plan

Practice active listening

Use your knowledge to direct the interviewee towards the topic 

Avoid talking too much – don’t automatically fill the pauses

Be familiar with non-verbal cues from the interviewee

Be aware of biases

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Active listening: When an interviewee is talking, listen, look at them, and use non-verbal cues (nodding, smiling) to indicate that you are paying attention and that they can continue. 



Starting the Interview

Check in with interviewee before the interview starts

Sample introduction:

This is [NAME], and I am interviewing [NARRATOR] at [LOCATION] in [CITY, 
STATE] for [NAME OF PROJECT]. Accompanying us today is [OTHER PEOPLE 
IN THE ROOM]. Today is [DATE] and I would like to thank you for agreeing to 
be interviewed, [NARRATOR]. I’d like to begin by asking if you could state your 
name and when and where you were born.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let interviewee know that you might take notes during the interview and that the interview can be paused at any time. Ask for any last-minute questions



During the Interview

Take notes appropriately, but active listening is most important

!!Don’t be afraid to deviate from the standardized set of questions!!

Pay attention to what the interviewee puts importance on

Follow any interesting leads

Use “memory joggers” (photos, documents, journals) if needed

Use caution when dealing with controversial subjects

Ask interviewee to spell any difficult names, if possible

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Focus on the interviewee and keep them comfortable, ensure that they understand that they are a priority, don’t look at your phone, taking notes is fine. 
Focus the interview around the topic and let the interviewee control the flow, try to direct the discussion around the topic and drive towards your “home run” question. 




Post Interview and Follow-Up 

Say “Thank you” 

Have interviewer and interviewee sign donor release form

Inform the interviewee of the next steps

Ask for suggestions for future interviewees

Provide interviewee a copy or link to the recording and transcript (if available) 
when finished



Transcription and Audio Editing
Types of transcription styles: verbatim, edited, intelligent, and phonetic

Keep the interviewee’s voice authentic

Transcription services 

Otter.ai – paid AI transcription software

Rev.com – paid transcriptionists

Simon Says – paid online transcripts

YouTube – Free but a lot of work

Audio editing helps preserve clarity

Audacity –free, open-source audio editing software

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Transcriptions can be done in a number of ways and styles. 
One decision for the transcript could be to remove words like “huh, ummm, ahhh” from the transcript as they disrupt the clarity. 
Try to capture the voice and character of the interview. 
Each interview will have their series of problems, some may be too quiet, or the interviewee may request to have a section edited out which will need to be done after the interview.
Discuss Oral History Metadata Synchronizer “OHMS” from the University of Kentucky as an option to work with for transcription. https://www.oralhistoryonline.org/ 
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/transcribing-oral-history-in-the-digital-age/ 



Equipment and Technology



Audio or Audio and Video
Consider what your budget can afford. Effective audio and video equipment can 
get expensive. While video is preferred, audio-only is still a very acceptable 
method of collecting oral histories.

Unless you are familiar with the tech, start 
off simple and build up over time. 



Requirements of Technology



Mics - I did say audio is the most important.



Green Screen?
- What is it? Do you need it?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/ Ask Doug section provides recommendations after answering a few basic questions about the project. 

https://toha.web.baylor.edu/resources-and-newsletter-archive/oral-history-technology Recommendations for video and audio tech for oral histories from Baylor University



Recommendations
Lights - LED Neewer

Mics - Sennheiser, Audio-Technica

Audio recorder - Zoom H4 - H6

Camera - Canon EOS M50 Mark II, Panasonic Lumix G9

Stands - Whatever fits

Presenter
Presentation Notes
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/ Ask Doug section provides recommendations after answering a few basic questions about the project. 

https://toha.web.baylor.edu/resources-and-newsletter-archive/oral-history-technology Recommendations for video and audio tech for oral histories from Baylor University



Sharing, Online Storage
- YouTube
- Oral History Metadata Synchronizer
- If you can download, it’s storage



Don’t forget about “legacy” oral histories
- Converting File Types
- Considering condition



Storage
- Online / Near-line / Offline



Offline Storage



Digital File Formats

“Library of Congress Recommended Formats Statement”
https://www.loc.gov/preservation/resources/rfs/



Questions??

Cameron Wood

cwood@ohiohistory.org

614 208-0946

Ohiohistory.org/oralhistory
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