College of the Canyons

Patty Robinson 

Spring 2008
“Telling Their Stories…: 

Working With Oral History Projects”

Interview Guide
 for:

SCV Historical Society 
SCV Veterans’ Project
(see: www.loc.gov/vets/ )
[image: image1.wmf]
Part I

Introduction

Information about people, places, and events is often “passed down” from person to person through an oral tradition over a period of time (e.g. history); however, much of this material goes unrecorded and is forgotten. In-depth interviewing, a data collecting method used by qualitative social scientists who engage in naturalistic inquiry and which includes elements of participant observation, provides an excellent means by which to record the life experiences of individuals. These data help to create an Oral History, or a collection of first hand accounts (e.g. primary sources) about the past described by one whom has witnessed this social, cultural, and political period. Constructing an Oral History is an important research technique used to understand the sociological, anthropological, political, historical, as well as psychological significance of family, friends, and community as well as the larger issues and problems affecting the social milieu of participants. In this case, one of the best populations to examine includes those members of society who were born before 1940, since this group has witnessed many historical events which have affected their personal biographies, including veterans. In fact, this group provides an excellent opportunity to explore what sociologists call the sociological imagination, especially with regard to distinguishing “personal troubles” from “public issues.” Before you begin to conduct your interview, however, there are some important learning outcomes, methodological, and analytical points to consider. 

Learning Outcomes
As you proceed through this project, there are several learning outcomes that you will complete. These include the following: 

· Demonstrate the techniques and strategies used in conducting an in-depth, intensive interview.

· Organize primary source data in a logical and sequential order, specifically differentiating social-cultural themes related to person, place, and period.  

· Analyze primary source data using the sociological perspective to examine important concepts and terms. 

· Assess the intersection of personal biography and history, as defined by               C. Wright Mills’ “sociological imagination.”  

Why Study History?

Definitions

· Historiography 

· Oral History

· Life History

· Primary Source

· Secondary Source

· In-depth Interviewing

· Interviewee

· Interviewer

· Qualitative Research

· Participant Observation

Theoretical and Methodological Interpretations

Positivist and Interpretivist Modes of Inquiry  

Positivist Mode           
         


Interpretivist Mode

_______________________________________________________

Assumptions:

· Social facts have an objective reality      

· Variables are easy to measure                 

· Reality is socially constructed

· Variables are difficult to measure 

________________________________________________________________

Research Purpose:

· Generalizability                

            

· Causal Explanations                                     

· Prediction                                                     

· Contextualization
· Understanding 

· Interpretation
_________________________________________________________

Research Approach:

· Begins with a hypothesis and theory           

· Uses formal instruments                             

· Experimental                                               

· Deductive Reasoning                                  

· Component analysis                                    

· Uses numerical indices                         

· Uses abstract language                                

· Generates hypothesis and theory

· Researcher as Instrument

· Naturalistic

· Inductive Reasoning

· Searches for patterns

· Makes minor use of numerical indices

· Descriptive/narrative

________________________________________________________________

Researcher’s Role:

· Detachment                                            

· Objective                                                

· Personal Involvement

· Subjective, Emphatic

Source: (Glesne, 1999:6).

Purpose

· Attempts to recapture the complex nuances, meanings, events, and ideas of the past that have shaped the present.

· Exams social knowledge, traditions, and conditions.

· Increases the appreciation and understanding of contemporary issues.

· Goes beyond the mere collection of incidents, fact, dates, and figures.

· Studies the relationship among issues that have influenced the past, continue to influence the present, and will affect the future. 

· Allows the researcher to “slip the bonds of their own time” and to explore the people, places, and events of the past.

Goals

· Uncovers unknowns, answers questions, seeks relationships of events from the past and links them to the present.  

· Provides a window to understanding symbols used to define the historical past. 

· Appreciates the advances in policy, technology, science, or culture through the understanding of their development within an historical context. 

Topics Examined During the Interview

· Opinions

· Values

· Feelings

· Knowledge

· Backgrounds

· Demographics

What are the Benefits of Conducting Oral Histories?

· Obtain information that has been passed on through an oral tradition for centuries.

· Identify, through story telling, patterns, trends, and themes of human social life. 

· Formulate questions/hypotheses that “emerge” from the data. 

Conducting an Oral History Develops Academic Skills 

· Research

· Interview

· Active Listening

· Critical thinking
· Writing
· Oratory

· Reflection

· Information Competency 

Oral Histories Allow Us to 

· Learn different kinds of information and develop a deeper knowledge about people and their lives. 

· Ask the questions that we think need answering or that have not been asked.

· Provide a channel for historical actors to “tell their stories.”

· Create an opportunity to engage in social interaction--in this case, intergenerational interaction.

· Look beyond what is presented in written sources only.

· Connect the past to the present through the process of reflection.

Conducting Oral Histories through Interviews

Types of Interviews

· Informal, Conversational Interview--no predetermined questions, “go with the flow.”

· General Interview--general areas of information are collected from each interviewee.

· Standardized, Open-ended Interview--same questions appear on each interview schedule, little room for open-ended responses. 

· Closed, Fixed-response Interview--same questions appear on interview schedule along with same choice of answers.

· Non-directive, Unstructured Interview--non-standardized, open-ended questions, little structure provided. 

· In-depth Interviewing--repeated face-to-face encounters between the interviewer and interviewee. Information is directed at attaining information about the interviewee’s life beliefs, experiences, and perspectives. The interview process, with the assistance of an Interview Guide, involves:

· conversation
· stylistic freedom
· active participation
· information exchange
· Like other types of qualitative research, the interviewer becomes a part of the research process and asks questions as they “emerge” from the interaction.
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Part II

Interview Process 

Beginning the Interview

Select an interview partner and conduct an intensive interview. In order to complete a successful Oral History, address the questions provided in the attached section entitled Interview Guide or Veterans’ Project Kit (see: www.loc.gov/vets/kit.html). Keep the following research principles in mind as you begin the interview process.

· Once you have a contact number for your interview partner, telephone this individual to schedule the first interview appointment (consider meeting with this person 2-3 times during the course of the semester). 
· Schedule a 2-hour interview, realizing that 30 minutes will involve getting set-up and engaging in miscellaneous conversation.
· Describe, in general terms, what will transpire throughout the duration of the interview process and explain that a tape-recorder will be used. (Or, in some cases, a video camera.) Unless otherwise arranged, all interviews will take place in a public location as, for example, the COC campus or SCV Historical Society located at Hart Park in Newhall.
· Don’t miss your scheduled interview with your interview partner! 

1) Reserve a tape recorder. 

· Tape recorders are available for 2-day loan from the Volunteer and Service-Learning Center (Room: STCN-111; Phone: #362.3231 or #362.3422).  

2) Provide the person with an honest explanation of why you are conducting this interview (see Information Sheet). 

· Explain that this interview is not only part of a class assignment, but is also contributing to the enrichment of the SCV community, whether as part of the SCV Veterans’ Project or SCV Oral History Project. 
· Discuss how the SCV community does not maintain an archival database of oral histories to date which documents the lives of residents, especially veterans. Emphasize the contribution his/her own history will make to this class project and, more important, to the Santa Clarita community. In other words, 

· Explain that there are neither any known risks associated with this study nor is financial compensation available. 

· Review the time commitment and logistics of completing this project.

3) Remain aware of the ethical issues involved when dealing with human subjects. Protect the safety, anonymity, and privacy of the person you are interviewing (e.g. use pseudonyms), if needed.

· Explain that confidentiality is not possible. 

· Provide each interviewee with the Consent to Act as a Subject in a Research Study form or with the necessary forms provided by the Library of Congress for the Veterans’ Project. Review the content of this form and receive his/her written permission to be interviewed. Give one copy to your interview partner and maintain the other with your records.  

· Request that your interviewee also read and sign the Photograph Release  form(s), as well as any additional forms (e.g. those provided by the Library of Congress for the Veterans’ Project). These forms are included in the Veterans’ History Project Kit (see: www.loc.gov/vets/kit.html).   

· In addition, students must also read and sign a publication consent form (see Student Publication Waiver form). 

4) Assure interviewees that they may refuse (this is their right) to answer questions that they deem sensitive or feel uncomfortable answering. It is your responsibility to respect the privacy and wishes of the interviewee. 

5) Respect the decision(s) of the interviewee at all times. In addition, do not debate or argue points stated by the interviewee that may be in opposition to your own. Your goal is to remain objective, non-judgmental, and open to all topics of discussion. 

6) As a scholar, honor and respect your interviewees and the information that they share with you!

· Be sensitive to cultural, social, and political differences as well as diversity based on class, gender, race, ethnicity, age, religion, sexual orientation or education. 

· It is your responsibility to act responsibly and professionally throughout the interview process as well as to abide by a sense of professional ethics. 

Preparing for the Interview

Interview Guide/Veterans’ History Project Kit
· Review the questions listed in the Interview Guide or Veterans’ History Project Kit.  Include additional questions of your own (if applicable).

· As you get ready to begin your interview, have your Interview Guide in front of you (and your interviewee) as well as a pad of paper on which to write additional comments and questions. 

Tape Recorder/Video Camera
· Test the tape recorder (e.g. batteries, plug, etc.) and/or video camera.

· Check the volume and “pick-up” of the microphone.

· Set the counter to 0000 (if using a tape recorder).

· Before you begin the interview (e.g. Tape #1), identify each tape recording (e.g. verbally state at the beginning of the tape) with the following information:

· Name of Interviewee.

· Name of Interviewer.

· Date of Interview.

· Location of Interview.

· Number of tape (e.g. 1 of 4, etc.). 

· The interviewee’s expressed consent to have the interview recorded.

· Label each side of the audio and/or video tape with the following information:

· Name of Interviewee.

· Name of Interviewer.

· Date of Interview.

· Location of Interview.

· Time of Interview.

· Questions ## to ##.

· As you move from question to question, pay attention to the counter. Record this information on your Interview Guide or Veterans’ History Project Kit (or on a pad of paper)--this will make it easier to retrieve information during the analysis stage of the project.

Setting the Stage for the Interview

· Spend the first few minutes of the interview process getting to know your senior partner. In order to ensure an informative interview, you must establish rapport. (Remember, you are both “sizing each other up.”)

· Approach the interview process slowly, since the Hawthorne effect is likely to occur at the beginning of the interview process.

· Remember that you are building a partnership--oral histories are a collaborative effort between interviewer and interviewee.

· Tell your interviewee something about yourself and why you are interested in hearing his/her story.

· Let interviewees know how honored you are to have them share their stories with you. 

· Be aware of your tone, demeanor, appearance, style, and overall impression management. 

Interview Tips:

Managing the Interview Situation

· Comfort. Make the interviewee feel comfortable. As you interview your senior partner, remain relaxed and talk naturally. Remember that this type of interview involves conversation and is not dependent on a strict interview schedule of tightly constructed questions.

· Beginning Remarks. Begin the interview with short, easy and enjoyable kinds of questions including their full name, birth date, place of birth, etc.

· Continue the questioning with open-ended, descriptive questions like:

· “Everyone has a life story. I wonder if you can tell a bit about your life?”

· “If you were to write your autobiography, what would the chapters be?”

· “Can you tell me about….”

· Interview Guide/Veterans’ History Project Kit. The attached guide is not a structured schedule or a strict interview protocol. It includes a list of general areas to be discussed with interviewees. The interviewer decides how to use these questions and when to ask them, although it is recommended to follow the order as they appear on the sheet. This kind of questioning allows for “team research,” and is beneficial when multiple researchers are exploring a general area of study. 

· Probe. Ask more questions. Use discretion, however, and do not pursue topics that the interviewee feels uncomfortable discussing (e.g. loss of spouse). Ask new questions, as they seem appropriate (it is O.K. to add new questions to the Interview Guide/Veterans’ History Project Kit). Remember, probing goes beyond general conversation.

Probing techniques include:

· Asking open-ended questions that require a full explanation, not “yes” or “no” responses.

· Seeking greater detail, description, and clarification of responses, experiences, and perspectives. Use phrases like:

· “Can you tell me what the place looked like?”

· “How did you feel then?”

· “Can you remember what you said then?”

· “What were you doing at the time?”

· “Who else was there?”

· “What happened after that?”

· “Is there any thing I missed?” 

· Avoiding the use of compound or complicated questions, rather asking simple, single-subject questions. 

· Pursuing interesting points or developing follow-up questions to those not asked on the Interview Guide/Veterans History Project Kit.
· Listen. Every person has something to say. How much you learn from this assignment is correlated to how well you listen. Pay attention to the interviewee’s expressions as well.

· Clarify. If a question is confusing or unclear, clarify it for the interviewee. Use an example whenever possible. However, never force an interviewee to answer a question…move on.

· Respect. Relate to the interviewee at a personal level and understand that some topics may be sensitive. Do not force a person to answer these questions--respect his/her privacy. If, at any time, the interviewee desires to turn-off the recorder, follow his/her wishes. 

· Relate. Understand the interviewee on his/her own terms. Refrain from arguing or debating a point that you may disagree with, while avoid passing judgment or condemning his/her values or belief systems. 

· Communicate. Express genuine interest, concern, and sensitivity as it relates to your interviewee’s life. Express compassion and empathy, being careful not to be patronizing. Use phrases like:

· “I know what you mean.”

· “That happened to me once.” 

· “That happened to a friend”

· Talk. Let your interviewee do most of the talking. Remember that the flow of information during the interview will primarily be one-sided. If the pace of conversation slows down, lead the interviewee to respond to additional questions, some of which will develop out of the interview process. Remain alert for new topics and transitions. Be flexible with these changes.

· Pace. Monitor the pace of the interview. If the interviewee gets “off track,” guide him/her back by using a phrase like “I’d like to go back to something you said earlier.” If he/she keeps going on, quit nodding; put your pencil down, etc. Interviewees will read your non-verbal cues and move on. 
· Silence. Some interviewees may take a moment to ponder a question or a question may jog a particular memory. If silence ensues, that is O.K. Allow the person to return to the interview at his/her own pace. However, if the silence is a result of fatigue, either take a break or stop the interview.
· Cross-Check. If a discrepancy or contradiction in information appears, follow-up with additional questions or ask for clarification such as “Before you stated….”  “Is this date still correct?”

· Record. Keep a record of your conversations and observations by taping the interview and by writing additional interview questions and field observations in an interview journal (or on a pad of paper). Your journal should contain an outline of the topics discussed during each interview as well as discussions of the interviewee’s mood, appearance, facial expressions, verbal and non-verbal markers, etc.

· Observational fieldnotes will assist you as you as you identify emerging patterns and themes as you interpret your data. 

· Also, record pre-, present-, and post-reflection thoughts throughout the interview process. 

· Conclusion. After the interview, don’t just run off. Thank your interviewee for participating in the project. Arrange, if needed, your next interview. Talk to your interviewee and gather his/her thoughts about the interview process (include these points in your journal). 

· Ask them if they have any questions or if there is anything else they would like to share with you. 

· Provide them with a way to contact you (e.g. your contact information or instructor’s contact information).  
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