Oral History Guidelines

1. The interview MUST be recorded and should last at LEAST 30 minutes.

2. Before the interview, develop a list of questions (around 20-25) you wish to cover.  Your first five or six questions should focus on the interviewee as a woman. 

Some possible questions include whether girls and boys were treated differently in school, in the community, or in your subject’s family.  You can ask the interviewee if she was considered a tomboy while growing up.  Ask her about any benefits or limitations she experienced because of her sex.  Was she urged to conform to certain dating, marriage, or career expectations?  Did she ever face discrimination or receive preferential treatment because she was a woman?  If so, what did she think about it?  

The remainder of your questions should concentrate on the specific topic you have chosen, whether that is women’s educational opportunities, domestic responsibilities, participation in social movements, workplace choices, or survival during wars, economic downturns, and political instability.  It is a good idea to look over your secondary sources to see what kinds of questions professional historians have asked about your topic.

I'll be happy to look over your questions if you bring them by my office.

3. Schedule an appointment with your subject.  The ideal interview setting involves only the interviewer and the subject in a location with comfortable seating and no outside distractions.

4. Before leaving for the interview make sure you know how the digital recorder works and that it is functioning properly.  Most smart phones have voice recorders or you can borrow and IPAD from the library to record the interview.  You can also use skype to record video conversations.
5. Have your subject sign a waiver form stating that you can use her interview for the purpose of this research project. This waiver form MUST be turned in with your final project.

6. At the start of the interview record an introduction in which you state the date, where the interview is taking place, the time, who is conducting the interview, and who is being interviewed.

7. The interviewer should limit his or her remarks as much as possible.  Ask brief questions then allow the subject to tell her story.  It is fine to prompt the interviewee to expand further on a topic, but do not turn the interview into a dialogue.

8. To avoid getting “yes” or “no” answers, start your questions with “what,” “why,” “how,” and “where.”  For example, instead of asking "Was it hard to get a date during World War II?" ask "What was dating like during the war?"

9. Only ask one question at a time.  Save follow up questions for after your subject has finished answering the initial query.

10. Make your questions brief.  Elaborate explanations of why you are exploring certain topics or detailed information about the time period are unnecessary.

11. Save potentially embarrassing questions involving single motherhood, divorce, and career setbacks, until your subject is comfortable with the interview process.  Begin instead with some background questions about the subject’s childhood and family.

12. Do not immediately ask another question after your subject finishes speaking.  A moment of silence might give her a chance to think of something else to add to her response.

13. If you think of a question while your subject is speaking make a note of it rather than interrupt her story.

14. Negative questions often elicit interesting results.  For instance, instead of placing an event in a favorable light ask what was bad or wrong with a situation.  “What constraints did sororities place on their members?” will generate a different range of responses than only asking what sorority life was like.  A subject might be inclined to make only favorable comments about an experience unless prompted to remember other aspects. 

15. Continuous taping of the interview will be less distracting than switching the voice recorder on and off.  Unless the interview is interrupted by a phone call or other intrusive event, leave the recorder running even if some of the material is unrelated to your topic.

16. When the interview is over thank your subject for her time, and send a thank-you note soon after.

17. Take notes from your recorded interview to include in your research project. Make sure to accurately quote your source.

Source: Willa K. Baum, Oral History for the Local Historical Society (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1995).

