Helix Oral History

Interviewing Guidelines
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	Left, Lamar Umphrey of St. Ignatius, MT related his experiences as a gunner on B-17s during World War II. Right: Bob Starkel told about his experiences while stationed in Vietnam. Both men were interviewed by students.


Part 1: Initial Contact

You must be prepared with ideas for people to interview. For example, if your research topic is women working in the defense industry during WWII, you would want to interview women (although a man who supervised women workers might provide useful information). You would also need to interview someone old enough to have worked in the 1940s.   As a general guideline, you will want to interview someone who is at least 80 years old.  This would make them old enough to remember back to the 1940’s.

Relatives and neighbors can be good interview subjects. Places that may be helpful in locating interview subjects are your church, senior centers, retirement homes, or community organizations related to your research topic. 

In making the initial contact with a prospective interviewee, be certain to make a clear presentation of the purpose and nature of the interview. Introduce yourself. Give your name, age, the class and school you attend. Describe the research project your group has chosen. 

Communication starts from the moment you pick up the phone, knock on the door, or write the letter to contact their subject.  You should cover the who, what, and why in your introduction.  Be confident in what you’re asking. Your initial contact establishes

credibility and that indelible first impression.

One need not give lengthy explanations but should inform the interviewee of the time investment involved 

· perhaps an hour or two preparing for the interview and finding old photos

· another couple of hours for the interviewing process

Tell them of the general areas that you would like to be covered, how the interview will be conducted and what will be done with the video, how it will be used and for what purposes. Being explicit and direct with the prospective interviewee inspires confidence in the oral history endeavor. 

The person you have approached may be uncertain or may think that their stories are of no significance: they might say they have nothing interesting to say. So you sometimes have to do a bit of persuading. The key is to talk in terms of "a chat about the past" or a "story of your life" rather than an "interview" which can sound forbidding! Explain that you just want someone to tell you what it was like to take part in _______ War.

When you speak to them, get some background information and decide where the interview should take the place. The person's own home is by far the best as they will be much more relaxed. A one-to-one interview is best. Privacy encourages an atmosphere of trust and honesty. A third person present, even a close partner, can inhibit and influence free discussion. 

Make sure that you… 

Tell them what it is for: A class project to interview people all over the region to collect the region’s military history. 

· Maybe start out with…. "Mr./Mrs. So and So, for my history class I’m doing interviews with people who served in the armed forces. I’d be interested in what you remember about your time in the service. Could I talk to you about your experiences?"

Tell them that it will become part of a collection of interviews that will be archived and used by other people interested in the history of the 20th century. 

Thank them – tell them that they will be helping you a lot.

Part 2: Pre-Interview Tasks

Before doing an interview, you should familiarize yourself with the history of the era that you will be discussing. If you know little about it, you will have difficulty developing good questions, conducting good interviews, and placing oral memoirs into a meaningful context. 

Your interviews will improve if you are familiar with the chronology, themes, and key figures and issues of the period. Pre-interview research and reading will enrich the interviews and improve the overall value of the project. 

Call the person to confirm the interview a couple of days ahead of time.  Double check on the time and place.  

Make sure that they know that you will be videotaping and recording the interview.  Also let them know that you will want to take some photographs of them.

Do a phone "pre-interview." Find out enough general information so that you can design questions for them. You might ask questions such as, Where did you grow up? What kind of work did they do? 

· Ask permission of the interviewee to use the oral history for publication or duplication. 

· Ask the person you are interviewing if they are able to have available any old photographs, documents, or heirlooms that can spur some conversation.  These will also be necessary for the creation of your multimedia presentation later.
Thank them again – tell them that they will be helping you a lot.

Part 3: Planning the Questions

· Do the oral history with future generations in mind. Ask questions that you think people in the future might ask. 

Once you have determined the focus of your interview (autobiographical recollections of family history, or a specific topic, such as the work experience of an individual, etc.) you can begin to sketch out a question outline, comprised of the biographical and subject information you wish to formulate into questions. 

Under each broad topical area you will begin to think up more and more detailed questions. This working outline will give you confidence during the interview and will keep the interview moving in the direction you want to go. The outline is not, however, an inflexible blueprint; new topics introduced by the interviewee should be incorporated in depth if they are of significance. You can use the outline to inform the interviewee in advance of what general areas you want to cover. 

· Get a copy of the outline to your person a week or so in advance of the actual interview to help stimulate an interviewee's memories. Indicate that any other related topics which s/he can think of will be useful for the interview. 

Before the interview, you should prepare a list of questions you hope to ask. To get an interview moving, it is often a good idea to start with simple questions that ask for descriptive answers about the person's early life (i.e. "Where did you grow up?" "What are your earliest memories of the Vietnam War?"). Then, as the interview develops, your questions can go deeper. 

Questions about exact dates and chronologies often stump interviewees and break the flow of the conversation. Brainstorming good questions will help you prepare for the interview. When your list of questions is complete, role play with your interview questions. Are the questions clear and easy to understand? Do the questions give you the answers you are looking for? 

Good questions are open-ended, which means they are "essay" questions rather than "yes or no," "true or false" questions. "When did you leave for Vietnam?" will either get a brief answer or will confuse the subject, as he or she tries to remember dates and times. But "Tell me about your first day in Vietnam," will tend to get you a story. *You want stories!*
Good questions invite descriptions, comments, and opinions. 
"How did you feel about that?" 
"What sort of person was she?" 
"Can you describe the house you lived in?" 
"Why did you decide to change jobs?" 

During the interview, you might sometimes ask "yes or no" questions to clarify details so the tape is a better record for future researchers. For example, you might ask, "When you say ‘they’ do you mean your military commanders?" But when you are preparing questions, concentrate on those most likely to get the subject talking about the topics you are investigating.

Use plain words and avoid suggesting the answers. Rather than, 
"I suppose you must have had a poor and unhappy childhood?" ask 
"Can you describe your childhood?" 
Your list of questions should not dominate the interview, however. The best questions often emerge during the interview, and therefore cannot be anticipated. Often, the most effective questions are simple interjections and follow-up questions: "Why?" "How?" "Can you tell me more about that?" "How did you feel when that happened?" 

It is crucial to listen carefully and respond to what you are hearing. You will want to sometimes refer back to your question list, but you should be very willing to follow the thread of interesting stories and issues you hadn't thought about prior to the interview. 

Sample Questions

These are the types of questions that you will want to ask.  You may use some off this list, in addition to your own.

Segment 1: For the Record: 
Make an introductory announcement at the start of each audio or video recording. Record on tape the date and place of the interview; the name of the person being interviewed; his or her birth date and current address; and the names of the people attending the interview, including the interviewer. 
1. What war(s) were you involved in? (WWI, WWII, Korea, Vietnam, Persian Gulf, Iraq, Afghanistan)?

2. What branch of service did you serve in?

3.  What was your highest rank?
Segment 2: Jogging Memory:

1. Were you drafted or did you enlist?
2. Where were you living at the time? 

3. Why did you join? 

4. Why did you pick the service branch you joined? 
5. Do you recall your first days in service?
6. What did it feel like?

7. Tell me about your boot camp/training experience(s). 

8. Do you remember your instructors? 

9. How did you get through it?

Segment 3: Experiences:

1. Where exactly did you go? 
2. Do you remember arriving and what it was like? 

3. What was your job/assignment? 

4. Did you see combat? 

5. Were there many casualties in your unit?

6. Tell me about a couple of your most memorable experiences. 

7. Were you a prisoner of war? 

8. Tell me about your experiences in captivity and when freed.

9. Were you awarded any medals or citations?  How did you get them?
10. Higher ranks may be asked about battle planning. 
11. Those who sustained injuries may be asked about the circumstances.

Segment 4: Life:

Ask questions about life in the service and/or at the front or under fire.

1. How did you stay in touch with your family?
2. What was the food like?

3. Did you have plenty of supplies?

4. Did you feel pressure or stress? 

5. Was there something special you did for "good luck"? 

6. How did people entertain themselves? 

7. Were there any entertainers that came to your camps?

8. What did you do when on leave?

9. Where did you travel while in the service? 

10. Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual event? 

11. What were some of the pranks that you or others would pull? 

12. Do you have photographs? May I see them? Who are the people in the photographs? 

13. What did you think of officers or fellow soldiers? 

14. Did you keep a personal diary? 

Segment 5: After Service:

Appropriateness of questions will vary if the veteran had a military career. 

1. Do you recall the day your service ended?
2. Where were you? 

3. What did you do in the days and weeks afterward? 

4. Did you work or go back to school? 

5. Was your education supported by the G.I. Bill? 

6. Did you make any close friendships while in the service? 

7. Did you continue any of those relationships? For how long?
8. Did you join a veteran’s organization (such as VFW)? 

Segment 6: Later Years and Closing: 

1. What did you go on to do as a career after the war?
2. Did your military experience influence your thinking about war or about the military in general?
3. Do you attend reunions? 

4. How did your service and experiences affect your life? 

5. Is there anything you would like to add that we have not covered in this interview? 

Thank the veteran for sharing his or her recollections. 

· Keep your questions short and clear: 

· Do not feel you have to ask every question on your list. Go with the flow of the interview.

Part 4: Equipment:

· You will record the conversation with a video camera. You will also take several pictures of your subject, including one of you and your subject together.
Your recordings will be unique historical "documents" which other people need to be able to hear and understand easily, so it's worth getting a good quality recording. 

Get all of your equipment and materials ready at least a day before. Make sure all of the equipment is in working order.

You will need to take along the following equipment to your interview:

· Video camera 
· Microphone for the camera

· Tripod

· Digital camera with fully charged batteries

· Two videotapes

· Audio recorder (in case your microphone malfunctions)
· Extension cord

· Notepad and pen

· Your list of questions

You should practice with this equipment ahead of time to avoid fumbling or, worse, mistakes. Such simple things as finding the "record" and "pause" buttons should be automatic. Be familiar with the machine. 

When you get to the place the interview will happen, think about environmental sounds when you choose a location. Of course, you should try to find a place where ringing phones and background conversations are unlikely. Also avoid windows where traffic sounds or lawnmower noise might drift into the room. Steer clear of refrigerators, heating units, or fans that might kick on during the interview. Though people screen such distractions out quite well and may not notice them, the microphone is not selective in what it "hears."

Become familiar with your camera and pay minimal attention to the recording process during your interview. You will need to be alert to whether or not the machine is recording properly, but it is best not to "fuss" with the machine in the presence of your narrator. Remember, however, that the elderly may not speak with the same force as younger persons. Do not be afraid to ask a narrator to repeat something, especially if you think the recorder failed to catch some part of an account. 

	[image: image2.jpg]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.edheritage.org/HE_03win/oralhx_photos/Sarah-Hazel.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET [image: image3.jpg]




	Left: A lapel mic should be placed about eight inches below the speaker’s mouth and positioned so that clothes don’t rub against it.  Right: When using a hand-held microphone, make sure it’s close enough to the speaker’s mouth to minimize any background noise.


Do not handle the microphone while recording.

After the interview you will have a video recording, an audio recording, and digital pictures. 

Part 5: During the Interview:

It is best to find a quiet room, away from telephones, television, children, yapping dogs, and other distractions. Often, the best place to interview someone is at their home--but this varies depending on the person. The most important is that the person being interviewed feel that they are in a safe place where they can concentrate on the discussion.

· Be on time. 

· Be prepared. Have your questions ready, get your notebook out, and your equipment set up quickly. 

· Be polite. Say please and thank you and address people formally (using Mr., Mrs.,., Miss, and so on). 

· Get Consent – Either at the start or at the end of the interview, go over the “Interview Consent Form”.  Getting this form signed by the interviewee is critical because it gives you the right to use the interview in your project.  The consent form also informs the interviewee about how you will be using the interview.  An interview is not complete until you have obtained a valid "release" form granting research access to the tape
When you arrive and are setting up recording equipment, chat informally to establish rapport, but move as quickly as possible to the interview itself without beginning abruptly. Breaking the ice is an essential phase of an interview. 

Interviews usually work out better if there is no one present except the narrator and the interviewer. Sometimes two or more narrators can be successfully recorded, but usually each one of them would have been better alone. 

Attach the lapel microphone about nine inches from the person's mouth. 

Filming Techniques

Often interviews are conducted at homes. Look for an interview spot that is comfortable for the person being interviewed. A real problem with this can be what is behind the subject being interviewed. Visually troubleshoot and notice distractions that might show up behind your subject. Often the background is too busy or there are things that appear to be growing out of the subject’s head. Be aware that these problems become much more evident on film than when they’re filming. You might have to move the subject or something from behind the subject. People are usually agreeable about this as long as you explain what they’re trying to do. I suggest that you tell your subject that their teacher is real picky.  Blaming me makes it easier for you to feel more at ease in moving your subject around. It’s also nice if you can move your subject away from the wall to create a sense of space. This helps bring out the subject’s face, creating a bit of a three-dimensional effect.  
Rule of thirds

The cameraperson should try to make sure that the person being interviewed isn’t right in the middle of the screen.  Watch interviews on TV and notice that the subject is always slightly off to the right or left. Whatever the side is, the subject should be looking into the other two-thirds of the shot to make it appear that he or she is looking into space or at a person, and not at a wall. The student conducting the interview should position himself or herself slightly to the side so that the subject is not looking directly into the camera. Using the rule of thirds should be subtle. If the subject moves around a lot, it’s okay if he or she becomes centered.

A good shot can start with one to two inches of space above the subject’s head, with the lower portion cut off at the chest. An effective technique is to zoom in even tighter on the face to bring out the eyes during an emotional part of the interview.

Lighting

Since we do not have professional studio equipment, such as special lighting, using

existing lighting requires you to make conscientious choices.  Move the tripod around and take the time to look at the subject through the camera and check for good lighting. Good light, but not direct light, should come in from a slight side angle, so that one third of the subject’s face is in a subtle shadow.

When interviewing, be sure to avoid backlighting, which results from placing subjects in front of windows. The key to a good-looking interview is to focus on the eyes—there should be points of light visible in the subject’s eyes. If backlighting can’t be avoided, more light should be placed in front of the interviewee’s face to avoid shadows and dark, emotionless images.

Generally, follow this format: 

1. Start out the interview by saying, “Today is Monday, _______.  My name is _______, and I’m talking with _____ at _________who is going to be sharing his/her story of _______ .”  Repeat this each time you start a new tape, but adding "part two," and so on. As soon as possible, label each tape with this same information.

“First, we will get some background information...”

2. Continue by asking background questions such as name, age, place of birth, background, etc.  This provides valuable information and serves as a warm-up for the next phase of the interview. 

· Start with questions that are not controversial; save the delicate questions, if there are any, until you have become better acquainted. 

3. Next, begin to ask some of your open-ended questions that relate to the purpose of the interview.      

· Again, ask questions that require more of an answer than "yes" or "no." Start with "why," "how," "where," "what kind of. . ." instead of "Was Henry Miller a good boss?" ask "What did the cowhands think of Henry Miller as a boss?" 

Ask the question several different ways, if necessary, to get the answer. Be persistent but gentle. If the person doesn't remember, that's all right. You might try relating the question to something they know. For instance, you might ask what date an event occurred. If the person doesn't remember, ask them how old they were when it occurred. You may be surprised that the person actually does know the answer.  If a World War II-era interviewee, for example, says the bare minimum about blackout restrictions, come back to the topic later, by saying, “Tell me more about the precautions you had to take at night.”

It is often hard for a narrator to describe people. An easy way to begin is to ask her to describe the person's appearance. From there, the narrator is more likely to move into character description. 

Try to avoid "off the record" information--the times when your narrator asks you to turn off the recorder while she tells you a good story. Ask her to let you record the whole things and promise that you will erase that portion if she asks you to after further consideration. You may have to erase it later, or she may not tell you the story at all, but once you allow "off the record" stories, she may continue with more and more, and you will end up with almost no recorded interview at all. "Off the record" information is only useful if you yourself are researching a subject and this is the only way you can get the information. It has no value if your purpose is to collect information for later use by other researchers. 

Don't switch the recorder off and on. It is much better to waste a little tape on irrelevant material than to call attention to the tape recorder by a constant on-off operation. Of course you can turn off the recorder if the telephone rings or if someone interrupts your session. 

What do I do if my subject seems nervous? 
Spend a few minutes chatting with your subject before you turn on the recorder. Don't actually start the interview—just make conversation until you sense that she has relaxed. 
What do I do if the conversation goes off on a tangent?
Don't worry if your subject's mind wanders a bit—and if you find yourself encouraging her. Sometimes that's how you get the best information. If the discussion digresses too far from the interview topic, just ask a question from your list. 

But don't interrupt a good story because you have thought of a question, or because your narrator is straying from the planned outline. If the information is pertinent, let her go on, but jot down your questions on your notepad so you will remember to ask it later. 

If your narrator does stray into subjects that are not pertinent (the most common problems are to follow some family member's children or to get into a series of family medical problems), try to pull her back as quickly as possible. "Before we move on, I'd like to find out how the closing of the mine in 1935 affected your family's finances. Do you remember that?" 

How do I handle interviewing an elderly person?
Because elderly people sometimes have a hard time hearing they often try reading the face and lips of their interviewer to get a better sense of what was just said. Speak loud enough to be heard and slowly enough to be understood.
How can I deal with my own nervousness? 
Good preparation helps as does taking a genuine interest in what the person has to say. Focusing on the other person takes the attention (and the pressure!) off you. It's also helpful to remember that you're only responsible for the questions, not the answers. 

Should I take notes while I'm interviewing someone? 
Yes. It's also important to make a list of names, dates and places, your interviewee mentions so you can ask her to verify their spellings at the end of the interview. Note-taking during the interview session can be helpful if it is not distracting. Jotting down questions which come up unexpectedly, can contribute to accuracy and thoroughness. 

Try to establish at every important point in the story where the narrator was or what her role was in this event, in order to indicate how much is eye-witness information and how much based on reports of others. "Where were you at the time of the mine disaster?" "Did you talk to any of the survivors later?" Work around these questions carefully, so that you will not appear to be doubting the accuracy of the narrator's account. 

Do not challenge accounts you think might be inaccurate. Instead, try to develop as much information as possible that can be used by later researchers in establishing what probably happened. Your narrator may be telling you quite accurately what she saw. As Walter Lord explained when describing his interviews with survivors of the Titanic, "Every lady I interviewed had left the sinking ship in the last lifeboat. As I later found out from studying the placement of the lifeboats, no group of lifeboats was in view of another and each lady probably was in the last lifeboat she could see leaving the ship." 

If something seems questionable to you, try to get the teller to clarify it: "Why do you think that happened? Can you say more about that?" If what your interviewee’s information contradicts the written historical record, you may want to point this out, by way of getting a fuller story: "According to the local newspaper accounts, that’s not what happened. Why is that?" 

People’s memories are not perfect. It’s easy to confuse events and dates, people

and places. If what you are told doesn’t seem to make sense you should try to clarify

it. As an interviewer you should be critical, but not confrontational.

The interview is not the place for you to argue. It’s also not the place for you to tell your stories or develop your points of view. At the end of the interview, you may want to "give back" something by sharing a story or two of your own that relates to what your subject has been talking about, but in general the less you talk the better the interview will go. 

Don't worry if your questions are not as beautifully phrased as you would like them to be for posterity. A few fumbled questions will help put your narrator at ease as she realizes that you are not prefect and she need not worry if she isn't either. 

Ask one question at a time. Sometimes interviewers ask a series of questions all at once. Probably the narrator will answer only the first or last one. 

Don't let periods of silence fluster you. Give your narrator a chance to think of what she wants to add before you hustle her along with the next question. Relax, write a few words on your notepad. The sure sign of a beginning interviewer is a tape where every brief pause signals the next question 

You will want to give silent reassurance as the speaker talks by nodding and using eye contact. You will also want to ask follow-up questions. If an interview subject tells you about an emotional episode, and then you just move on to the next question on your list, you are demonstrating to the speaker that you’re not really interested in what he or she is saying. You are also losing your chance to explore interesting issues that come up that you couldn’t have anticipated when you made your list of questions. Follow-up questions such as "Could you tell me more about that?" can trigger wonderful reflections. 

Sensitivity: 

Interviewers need to remember that memories of an era may bring up a range of difficult emotions, such as anger, fear, and grief. Remembering combat, losing a loved one, resisting the draft, or family conflict around a war can put the interviewee in touch with the powerful emotions they felt at the time. This isn't bad; it can make for a rich and moving interview. A good story is a mix of facts and reactions to those facts. To get good, emotional reactions, the interviewer has to show concern, passion, and knowledge about the subject. The interviewer also needs to show their subject that they are interested in him or her as a person. I am trusting you to be interested and educated listeners. We’ve had examples of students interviewing veterans and the veteran is getting emotional as he tells the story of losing a buddy to a bullet, and the next question the students asked (with no pause in between) was, “So, how was the food?”  Sometimes, listening is about silence.

· You need to be able to recognize and deal with these painful moments with humanity and sensitivity. A thoughtful, caring approach can not only lead to an enriched interview; it can also make the interview a valuable learning experience for everyone involved

Stay alert. What questions naturally arise as you listen? Ask those questions. The questions on your list are a guide not a script. Don’t move through them mechanically in the order they are written. Keep them as reminders of areas you want to explore.

· It is extremely important that you show interest in what the person is saying. Your body language needs to show interest.  You can do this with eye contact and nodding your head.

Remember that you are their guest, and if they are elderly, that you may be the first person they have spoken to for several days. They will be as nervous and apprehensive as you are, so it is essential to be cordial and patient. 
· Be relaxed, unhurried and sympathetic. 

Do not rush the narrator; do not ask painful questions immediately; avoid tactless interruptions to correct or expand what has been said; and try not to talk more than absolutely necessary. You can always return for another session. 
The best interviews flow naturally and are not rehearsed. Don't over-prepare. Don't use a script. Tape recorded life stories should be lively, spontaneous and vivid. Allow people to be themselves. 

The most important interviewing skill is listening carefully and responding to what you hear. If a person feels you are truly listening to them, they will often respond by telling you more, and in greater depth, than you could ever ask for. Listening well – and showing the other person that you are listening – is the key. 

You will want to make every effort to help your narrator maintain his or her sense of self-respect and integrity. This is not normally a problem; most interviewees feel honored to learn that their own experience is valued highly enough to allow them to serve as a narrator. And they will develop a sense of pride about the contribution that they are making to your collection. 

With any luck at all, your subject will surprise you and you will find yourself listening to stories you didn’t expect. Follow the interviewer when they begin interesting or richly detailed stories. The secret to doing a good interview is simply attentive listening. Listening well can be learned and it pays dividends throughout life. Oral interviews provide ideal situations to learn and practice it.

· Remember that the work done by your group and its members reflects on your entire program and upon the oral history endeavors of others who do this work throughout the country. If you anger your narrators, if you do not honor your commitments to them, or if for whatever reason you engender hostility in your community, you are endangering the future of the overall oral-historical endeavor.

End the interview at a reasonable time. An hour and a half is probably the maximum. First, you must protect your narrator against over-fatigue; second, you will be tired even if she isn't. Some narrators tell you very frankly if they are tired, or their spouses will. Otherwise, you must plead fatigue, another appointment, or no more tape. 

You might have to ask if you can return for a second interview. Don't push them past their limits of time or energy in your first meeting, it’s better to find a new time, when the interviewee will be fresh. A few days between interviews also provides you with time to review the first part of the interview, think of new questions, and ensure that you're getting what you want. 

· End your interview by thanking your subject. Tell them they really helped you a lot!
Part 6: After the Interview:

After the interview is finished, don't rush away. Take time to thank them; it is polite to have a chat after the interview. You can confirm any future appointments, explain what is going to happen to the interview, or say what the plans for your project are.

Before you leave, provide an address or phone number where you can be contacted and make clear whether you will be returning for a follow up interview or not. This can avert any unnecessary worry. 
Remember that your visit will often have a major impact on someone who has perhaps never told anyone their memories before. 

· After the interview, send a thank you letter to the subject.  I also personally recommend a follow-up visit a couple of weeks later.  This would be a great time to take a small gift, and to ask whether they are interested in viewing your project. 
·  Don’t treat these people as just a way to get another history assignment done; they just spilled their guts to you!
It is useful to make a backup file of the interview. 

Completing the interview is only part of the work of an oral history project. Much of the most educational work comes after the interview is over. When planning your oral history multimedia project, be sure to plan substantial time after your interviews to complete the rest of your project.

Notes/Outlines: 

It is often worthwhile to review the interview tape and make a quick outline of the topics covered, taking note of key stories and discussions. 

Indexing Oral History Tapes

Due to the costly and time-consuming process of verbatim transcription of tapes, in which one hour of tape-recorded interview equals approximately 50 pages of typescript, and 8-12 hours of labor, most volunteer projects have chosen to provide detailed indexes for each tape. 

A topical index for each tape is an acceptable alternative for making oral history collections usable for researchers. By using the digital counter found on most tape recorders the indexer can indicate with approximate accuracy the location on the tape of a certain portion of discussion on each topic covered in the interview. So, if an interviewee discusses her childhood, career as a photographer, family history, service in World War II, and work for the U.S. government, each period and topic in the session can be noted and retrieved easily with such an indexing system. 

· You will create a Topical Index for your interview as an alternative to a transcription.

Basically, an index is a list of topics covered in the interview and the location of the discussion in the transcripts and the recording. The index can be extremely detailed or fairly basic depending on the length and topic of the interview. Typical indexes will note topic changes and significant subtopics. 
Keep a record of time in the left margin of the index. To do this, note the running hour and minute in an incremental fashion. An index and time record can usually be completed within a single listening.  For example, your index may look something like this:
00:00

Name, general background

01:30

Branch of service, conflict served in

2:45

Reasons for enlisting

4:15

Boot camp experience

6:10

Deployment 
Creating a Public Document:

Senate historian Donald Ritchie said, "An interview becomes an oral history only when it has been recorded, processed in some way, made available in an archive, library, or other repository, or reproduced in relatively verbatim form as a publication."

· Make a duplicate of the recording 

Give the original recording to Mr. Kubishta; eventually it will be placed in an archive. 

You may ask a subject who might not want information available immediately  to consider writing a time limit restriction on the release form so that the information can’t be used for ten years—or twenty or fifty—but making it ultimately available. 

Oral history memoirs could be placed in local public libraries or some other permanent place where they will be safe, retrievable for use by students and researchers, and correctly stored.  Oral histories may be placed online. 

Not only are oral history memoirs useful for scholarly researchers, but they will also serve as a unique local resource for educational purposes in our school.  The study of important 20th century developments and events--the Great Depression, World War II, etc. can be illuminated by the use of oral history documents which ground these large scale events in the historical reality at a local level. Textbook history is too often a pre-digested, synthetic version of the past, devoid of humanity and flesh-and-blood reality. Students in this community could be significantly enriched if they had a high-quality collection of oral history memoirs from which to learn about both local history and the influence of national trends on their community. 

	Keep in mind that people automatically have copyrights to their interviews: the words, the tapes, the transcripts, any photographs that were taken. You cannot do anything with these materials without the subject’s permission. Also keep in mind that if you publish something untrue about another person, both you and the interview subject could be sued.

	

	


  







