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What is Oral History?  

It is just one means of investigating the past. 

 

We can research the past through:- 

 

Written Sources 

 

Visual Sources 

 

Material Culture 

 

Oral sources 



So oral history is  

Information about the past transmitted by 
word of mouth 

The process of collecting this 

Excellent for finding out about some 
aspects of the past 

Problematic for other aspects 

Very useful when used in appropriate 
circumstances, often alongside other 
sources 



The history of oral history 

link between use of oral testimony and general 
literacy of the society 

So at one type virtually all history was oral 
history 

In the West, major move towards written records 
from 18th century 

Oral sources not only forgotten but actively 
rejected (but not for folklore collecting) 

‘Revival’ of oral sources from 1950s 

Now general (but not total) acceptance 

 



Advantages / drawbacks 

Written sources? 

 

Visual sources? 

 

Material Culture? 

 

Oral sources? 



Oral history or oral tradition? 

Oral history:- first hand witness testimony 

recorded from someone ‘who was there’. 

 

Oral tradition:- information which has 

passed through more than one ‘host’ 

before being collected or recorded. Also 

includes wider spectrum of kinds of 

information (stories, songs, beliefs, etc.) 



Starting an Oral History Project 

Planning your project 

 

Identifying people to interview (variously 

called informants, interviewees, interview 

partners) 

 

Planning your questions 



Planning and Preparation 

Research objectives – what are you trying 

to achieve? 

What will be the role of oral history? 

Background / contextual research 

Other sources? 

Likely end product? (e.g. essay, 

dissertation, publication, exhibition, 

broadcast, etc.) 



Finding people to interview 

Local knowledge / word of mouth 

 

‘snowballing’ 

 

Advertising (local press; notice boards; internet, etc.) 

 

Contact by letter, phone, email, etc? 

 

Explain everything – why you want to talk to them; what 
will be involved; what it will be used for; stress they 
retain control 



Planning the Interview 

Where? 

Specific purpose? 

What will it be about? 

Will you use a life story/biographical 
approach? 

Or a thematic approach? 

Equipment?  

How will you keep track of your questions? 



The questions … 

Fully structured interview 

 

Semi-structured interview 

 

Unstructured interview 

 

Pros and cons of each? 



Lines of questioning 

Useful to think of themes, e.g. food 

The sub-themes, e.g. type of food, 

shopping, preparation, meal times, etc. 

Then ‘sub sub-themes’, e.g. for meal 

times, what times of day; naming of meals; 

table manners; gender / age roles; special 

occasions; washing up, etc.  



The Interview 

- getting started -  

Start with informal chat (not so easy with a 
group) 

Test equipment – all working ok? 

Announce into the mic who you are, when 
and where. 

Make sure everyone is happy and 
comfortable 

And begin ..!  

(Still recording ok ?!) 



Your role during interview 

Asking questions 

Usually basic biography to begin with. 

Avoid leading or closed questions 

Use your bait if needed 

Try to assess whether facts or opinions being 

expressed?  

Listen to the answers! 

Try to follow up on things your interviewee says 

even if you didn’t prepare for that 

 



Leading Questions 

‘Everyone must have been poor in these 

days?’ – this is a leading question 

 

What was the standard of living like then? 

– this is an open question 

 

Avoid closed questions which encourage a 

‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer 

 

 

 

 

 



Using Bait 

Bait helps you ‘fish’ for information 

It comes in the form of wee bits of 

knowledge 

Use this in some of your questions 

E.g ‘I’ve heard people talk about ‘the cage’ 

– the lift which took you down the mine. 

How did you feel the first time you stepped 

into it?’ 

 

 



Things to remember 

Listen to the answers 

Don’t talk over their answers 

Try to follow up on interesting topics 

Don’t push too far if they’re uncomfortable 

Don’t leave them in the past at the end of 
the session 

Thank them at the end 

Any forms to be signed? 



After the interviews … 

Security – make copies 

Transcribing 

Indexing 

Storing 

Using 

Ongoing contact with interviewees 

End products 



Transcription 

Transcribing – do you want or need to 

write out what has been said? 

If so, who will do it?  

Very labour intensive – complete or 

partial? 

How do you represent the dialect? 

What degree of editing is acceptable? 

 



Useful Sources and Contacts 

Oral History Society http://www.ohs.org.uk 

School of Scottish Studies Archives 

http://www.celtscot.ed.ac.uk 

Perks, R & Thomson, A. The Oral History 

Reader, Routledge, 2006 

Flashbacks series of oral history books see 
http://www.celtscot.ed.ac.uk/EERC_flashbacks.htm 

Gary West – gary.west@ed.ac.uk 

http://www.celtscot.ed.ac.uk/
http://www.celtscot.ed.ac.uk/EERC_flashbacks.htm

