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Oral History is the oldest method of passing history from generation to 

generation, and through the use of 21st-century technology it is also one of the 
most modern. 
 

1. Why Oral History? 
 

 .  Most written histories give the facts and figures that connect the past to 
the present.  Oral History recounts lifetimes of human experience, feelings and 
attitudes that are not generally captured in written history.  Think of how many 
experiences anyone has in a lifetime. A verbal recounting of a portion of those 
will contain a treasure trove of insight, humor and wisdom.  To preserve these 
priceless memories is a worthy endeavor!   
 

2.  What kinds of Oral Histories are there? 
 

A. Local History – To capture the essence of life in our small towns, 
townships, resorts, hunting camps etc. 

  

B.  Genealogy – A very popular method to preserve family histories. 
  

C. Military – Veterans of WWII, Korea and Vietnam just to name a few. 
  

D. Participants or Witnesses to an Event – from the Depression to 
Woodstock. 

 

E. Group Histories – Across the country ethnic minority groups and 
others are being interviewed to capture their stories. 

 

F. People of Interest – Anyone with an interesting past, famous, 
infamous or celebrity is likely to be interviewed and have their oral history 
taken in one form or another. 
 

3. What form will your final product be? 
  

A. Written – The most common form is still written.  As a matter of fact no 
matter what other forms you put the interviews in a written transcript will 
hopefully always be made too. 

  

B.  CD – An audio CD has become most common and easiest form to 
reproduce. 
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C. DVD –  An audio track on a DVD with either a slide show of pictures, or 
a movie of the interview is a great way to put the story in context. 

  

D. Other Forms – Anything is possible from Publishing to the Web to the 
old standby – Audio Tapes. 

 

5. Choosing Equipment.  The choice of what type of recording device to use is 
very much driven by which final form your interview will take.  However, no 
matter what you decide to record with make certain you are very familiar with it, 
and that it has well charged batteries when you get there!   
 

A. Traditional Tape Recorders.  These are the old stand by, and if your 
final form will be a written transcript it may be all you care to use. 
 

B. Digital Voice Recorders.  These are small digital recording devices 
that store the sound in digital sound files (usually in .wav or MP3 formats).  
They come in a range of costs from as low as $40 to as high as $800 to 
$900 or more.  Some are capable of stereo recording, and most store 
many hours of digital recording in a digital version of a file cabinet.  The 
files can be downloaded directly into a computer for sound editing, 
playback and to make CDs or DVDs.  The sound quality difference 
between a tape recording and a digital recording is startling.  The 
advantage of being able to easily delete dead air, background noise, 
interruptions and extraneous sounds that can detract from the interview 
make DVR’s extremely attractive devices for Oral History.  
 

1.  Microphone.  Use of a good quality stereo microphone on a 
stereo capable DVR will make for another leap in sound quality.   
 

2. Headphones.  When conducting the interview the use of small 
headphones plugged into the DVR will allow you to hear exactly 
what is being recorded.  This allows you to adjust for sudden added 
background noises, like a nearby vacuum cleaner, or to turn up the 
sensitivity if the voices are becoming very soft. 
 

3. Software. When you have the file downloaded into a PC you can 
begin to edit away unwanted noises, dead spaces or anything your 
subject has had second thoughts about saying, and has asked you 
to remove from the interview.  
 

4. Video Recorders. Use of digital video recorders will allow for the 
interview to be recorded to a digital file that has both audio and 
video on the same file.  These files can be a bit more difficult to edit 
because they are much larger on average and for a good product 
you will want the two tracks to be synchronized perfectly lest your 
interview look like an old Godzilla movie with lips moving without 
benefit of matching sound. 
It should also be noted that if you choose to use video make certain 
your subject not only agrees, but is comfortable with having their 
image recorded along with voice. 
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4. Preparing for the Interview 
 

A. Know the Subject. – If your interview is part of a series of interviews 
with a purpose it is critical that you learn as much as possible about that 
subject. 

  

B. Learn about your interviewee.  Find out as much about the person 
you are to interview as you can.  Talk to the interviewee, and their friends 
and relatives.   

 

C. Choose your questions.  If you have knowledge of the subject, and 
have taken the time to get to know the person you will be interviewing you 
will have a far easier time preparing a list of questions.  TIP.  While it is 
good to have more questions ready than you will have time for, be sure 
you are ready with the questions you most want to ask.  Leaving with what 
you consider your most burning questions unanswered will probably mean 
you left some incredible stories untold, and unpreserved.  Be sure to ask 
your questions as open ended questions, so that your subject will have the 
as much latitude as possible to tell their story. 

  

D. Choose a Location.  Find a QUIET place to conduct the interview, and 
be sure it is at a time and place that they will be comfortable. Making them 
comfortable is a sign of respect, and the stories and answers to your 
questions will reflect the comfort level with more thoughtful responses. 

 

E. Set up the appointment, and keep it. When you have worked out a 
time and place to conduct the interview with your subject make certain it 
fits your schedule before you agree, and then make it a point to be there 
and be on time!   
 

F.  Know your equipment.  Take the time to practice making tapes, voice 
files etc.  Get familiar with ways to use the microphone to help reduce 
background noises to get the best results.   

 

6. The Interview 
 

A. Questions. Have questions ready, organized by topic, and formulated 
as open ended questions. Keep them simple to avoid misunderstandings.  

   

B.  Share the Questions. If at all possible give the subject the list of 
topics and questions in advance. This accomplishes two things.  The 
subject may find a question or topic that they are uncomfortable with, and 
it also allows for them to mull over the very memories you are trying to 
record. 

  

C.  Respect. At all times show your subject the respect that they are due 
and be sensitive and non-judgmental. 
 

D.  Deed of Gift and Consent Form.  It is imperative that the interviewee 
both express their consent to being recorded, and agree that the results of 
the interview are given freely to be used in whatever form will be best to 
share it with others. 
This not only puts everyone on the same page now, but avoids 
misunderstandings with family members in the future.  
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E. Begin the interview. Start the interview with your name, name of the 
interviewee, date and time. It is recommended that at the beginning of the 
interview you explain the consent and deed of gift information so that your 
subject can verbally agree.   
 

F.  Track your questions.  As interview progresses keep track of the 
questions and topics you are covering.  Be ready to change the order as 
the subject speaks.  Very often in the course of discussing one question 
you will get answers to other questions you had intended to ask.   
 

G.  Monitor your Subject. During the interview be aware of your subject.  
Watch for signs that they are growing tired. It is much better to come back 
to finish the interview another time than to overtire the person you are 
interviewing.  
 

H. Thank You. When the interview or session is complete thank your 
subject for their participation.   

    
7.  After the interview. 
 

A. Clean the File. If you are using the interview as an audio CD or DVD 
you will probably want to use digital sound editing software to remove any 
noise, long pauses, and any sounds that detract from the interview.  
 

B. Prepare your Files. If you are making a DVD with a slide show of 
images or video, combine all the material and master the project. 
 

C.  Type the transcript.  This is time consuming, but very necessary for 
future researchers. 
 

D.  Another thank you.  Send a thank you note to your subject along with 
a copy of the transcript and a CD of the audio file, or the DVD. 
 

E. Store and share the Interview. File the Interview along with the 
consent and deed of gift with your organization, or if it is a genealogy 
interview send copies to other family members. 
 
 
Thank you very much for your interest in oral history.  I am glad you were 
able to attend the program, and hope you were able to get something 
useful and/or interesting from it. 
 
If you are interested in local history please consider getting involved with 
the Charlevoix County History Preservation Society. Members of the 
society are working on a number of projects to preserve and celebrate 
local history here in Charlevoix County. 
 
Thank you, 
Mark Postma 
 


