


Interviewing in Community Oral History



Community Oral History Toolkit 

Nancy MacKay • Mary Kay Quinlan • Barbara W. Sommer

This five-volume boxed set is the definitive guide to all aspects of successfully conducting 
community projects that conform to best practices in the field of oral history. What are 
the fundamental principles that make one oral history project fly and another falter? The 
existing oral history methodology literature has traditionally focused on conducting 
academic research. In contrast, the Toolkit is specifically geared toward helping people 
develop and implement oral history projects in schools, service agencies, historical 
societies, community centers, churches, and other community settings. The five concise 
volumes, authored by leaders in the oral history field, offer down-to-earth advice on 
every step of the project, provide numerous examples of successful projects, and include 
forms that you can adapt to your specific needs. Together, these volumes are your 
“consultant in a box,” offering the tools you need to successfully launch and complete 
your community oral history project.

Volume 1: Introduction to Community Oral History, by Mary Kay Quinlan with Nancy 
MacKay and Barbara W. Sommer

Volume 2: Planning a Community Oral History Project, by Barbara W. Sommer with 
Nancy MacKay and Mary Kay Quinlan

Volume 3: Managing a Community Oral History Project, by Barbara W. Sommer with 
Nancy MacKay and Mary Kay Quinlan

Volume 4: Interviewing in Community Oral History, by Mary Kay Quinlan with Nancy 
MacKay and Barbara W. Sommer

Volume 5: After the Interview in Community Oral History, by Nancy MacKay with 
Mary Kay Quinlan and Barbara W. Sommer

For additional information on this series, visit www.LCoastPress.com.



Interviewing in 
Community Oral History

Community Oral History Toolkit

Mary Kay Quinlan 

with Nancy MacKay 

and Barbara W. Sommer

Volume 4

Nancy MacKay • Mary Kay Quinlan • Barbara W. Sommer



 
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
MacKay, Nancy, 1945-
  Community oral history toolkit / Nancy MacKay, Mary Kay Quinlan, and Barbara W. 
Sommer
       5 v. ; cm.
  Includes bibliographical references and index.
  Contents: v. 1. Introduction to community oral history / by Mary Kay Quinlan with 
Nancy MacKay and Barbara W. Sommer -- v. 2. Planning a community oral history 
project / by Barbara W. Sommer, with Nancy MacKay and Mary Kay Quinlan  -- v. 
3. Managing a community oral history project / by Barbara W. Sommer with Nancy 
MacKay and Mary Kay Quinlan -- v. 4. Interviewing in community oral history / by 
Mary Kay Quinlan with Nancy MacKay and Barbara W. Sommer -- v. 5. After the 
interview in community oral history / by Nancy MacKay with Mary Kay Quinlan and 
Barbara W. Sommer.
ISBN 978-1-59874-408-8 (complete set - pbk. : alk. paper) -- ISBN 978-1-61132-688-8 
(complete set - consumer ebook) -- ISBN 978-1-61132-241-5 (volume 1 - pbk. : alk. 
paper) -- ISBN 978-1-61132-689-5 (volume 1 - consumer ebook) -- ISBN 978-1-
61132-244-6 (volume 2 - pbk. : alk. paper) -- ISBN 978-1-61132-690-1 (volume 2 
- consumer ebook) -- ISBN 978-1-61132-247-7 (volume 3 - pbk. : alk. paper) -- ISBN 
978-1-61132-691-8 (volume 3 - consumer ebook) -- ISBN 978-1-61132-250-7 (volume 
4 - pbk. : alk. paper) -- ISBN 978-1-61132-692-5 (volume 4 - consumer ebook) -- ISBN 
978-1-61132-253-8 (volume 5 - pbk. : alk. paper) -- ISBN 978-1-61132-693-2 (volume 
5 - consumer ebook)
 1.  Oral history--Handbooks, manuals, etc. 2.  Oral history--Methodology. 3.  
Interviewing--Handbooks, manuals, etc. 4.  Local history--Methodology.  I. Quinlan, 
Mary Kay. II. Sommer, Barbara W. III. Title.
  D16.14.M22 2012
  907.2--dc23
                                                            2012026513

ISBN 13:  978-1-61132-250-7 paperback 

First published 2013 by Left Coast Press, Inc. 
 
Published 2016 by Routledge  
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN  
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017, USA 
 
Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business  
 
Copyright © 2013 Taylor & Francis 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in 
any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing 
from the publishers. 
 
Notice: 
Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, 
and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to 
infringe. 
 



5

Contents

		  Author’s Preface | 7

	 Series Introduction | 9
Defining Oral History | 10
What You’ll Find in the Community Oral History  
Toolkit | 11
Best Practices for Community Oral History Projects | 12
Toolkit Contents | 14

	 1	 What, Exactly, is an 
		  Oral History Interview? | 17
	 Understanding Oral History Interviews | 20

	 2	 Understanding the Ethics of  
		  Oral History Interviews | 27

The Ethical Dimensions of Preparation | 28
The Ethical Dimensions of Interviewing | 30
The Ethical Dimensions of Post-Interview Tasks | 32
Legal Considerations | 33
Special Challenges and Restricted Interviews | 34

	 3	 Before the Interview: 
		  What Project Teams Need to Do | 39

Develop Background Research Materials For Your 
Interviewers | 40
Create a Timeline | 42
Identify Potential Interviewees | 44
Recruit and Train Interviewers | 50
Match Interviewers with Interviewees | 55



6  |  Contents

	 4	 Before the Interview:  
		  What Interviewers Need to Do | 59	

Familiarize Yourself with the Project Goals | 60
Get Training on Using Equipment and Interviewing 
Techniques | 61
Conduct General Background Research | 63
Conduct Interviewee-Specific Research | 64
Develop Interview Guide with Questions and  
Themes to Pursue | 65
Use Appropriate Recordkeeping Forms | 72
Schedule the Interview | 73
Arrive on Time and Bring Everything You Need | 74
Arrange the Interview Setting | 75

	 5	 During the Interview | 79
Asking the Questions | 81
Use Research Notes to Keep Things Moving | 90
Use Photos, Maps, or Other Objects as Prompts to Jog 
your Interviewee’s Memory | 91
Wear a Watch and Keep Track of the Time | 92
Wind Up the Interview Gracefully | 93
Don’t Turn off the Recorder Quite Yet | 94

	 6	 After the Interview | 97		
Handle Immediate Post-Interview Tasks | 97
Transcribe the Interview | 106
Audit Check the Transcript | 107
Arrange for Copying and Transfer of Artifacts and Legal 
Release Agreements | 107
Prepare your Notes about the Interview Content  
and Context | 107
Collect All Your Interview Materials for the Repository | 108

Notes | 109
Further Reading | 111
Index | 113
About the Authors | 119



7

Author’s Preface

This volume of the Community Oral History Toolkit represents nearly 40 
years of accumulated experience as a newspaper reporter, a college jour-
nalism teacher, an oral historian, oral history workshop presenter, and oral 
history college teacher, the latter in concert with my colleague and friend 
Barbara Sommer. Along the way, many people have taught me about the art 
of interviewing, including:

n	 Don Ferguson, my high school journalism teacher, who taught me the 
value of asking people questions and listening to their answers;

n	 politicians I’ve interviewed who have mastered the art of saying a lot, 
but never really answering a question;

n	 Martha Ross, who introduced me to oral history methodology in a 
graduate history course at the University of Maryland;

n	 Donald A. Ritchie, Anne Ritchie, and Sara Collins, my oral history 
mentors and friends; and 

n	 hundreds of presenters at Oral History Association conferences over 
the past 20 years whose work reflects some of the best work being done 
in this evolving field.

And my work on the Community Oral History Toolkit with Barbara 
Sommer and Nancy MacKay has challenged me to analyze the oral history 
interviewing process in even greater detail. Few people are privileged to en-
joy such a collaboration among friends.

But most of all, my interest in interviewing stems from my passion for 
history, the stories of how things used to be and why they matter. And for 
that, I owe a debt of gratitude to my late parents, Paul and Ilene Quinlan. 
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They raised me and my sisters in a household that valued stories, from family 
lore to current events. They connected us to those who came before us, and 
they taught us to connect to those who will come after. I only regret that I 
couldn’t record all of their stories. 

Mary Kay Quinlan
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Every community has them. The people who remember

n	 what happened when the church burned to the ground on Christmas 
Eve—how the congregation grieved, and then set aside its grief, got to 
work, and celebrated in a new sanctuary the next year;

n	 how strangers with pickup trucks took tornado victims to the nearest 
hospital when a record-breaking storm devastated the community;

n	 what it was like to bring a neighborhood together to fight the city’s 
plans for a freeway; or 

n	 how children, teachers, and community members felt the first day 
black and white youngsters shared the same classrooms in the 
aftermath of all the lawsuits attempting to block school integration.

Old newspaper clippings tell part of the story. So do public records that 
document the storm, the cost of neighborhood redevelopment, or the text of 
the court’s decision. But what’s often missing from the record is the human 
side of the issues, events, and ideas that we call history. And if you’re reading 
the Community Oral History Toolkit, there’s a good chance you already are 
thinking like an oral historian. You understand that it’s important to add to 
the historical record first person information that can flesh out or reshape 
our understanding of past events.

Collectively, we three Toolkit authors have spent more than half a cen-
tury working with community oral history projects, observing along the way 
how some succeed and others languish. You can readily find an excellent body 
of literature on oral history methodology, but it is designed for academic re-
search and often does not translate well for unaffiliated community groups. 
So we’ve attempted in this five-volume Toolkit to identify some fundamental 

Series Introduction
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principles that lead to successful community oral history projects and to 
present practical tools and guidelines that we hope will be useful in a variety 
of community settings.

Defining Oral History

We define community broadly, using the definition found in the Oral History 
Association’s pamphlet Using Oral History in Community History Projects (2010). 
The pamphlet defines community as any group of individuals bound together 
by a sense of shared identity. For the purposes of this Toolkit, we consider com-
munity oral history as that being undertaken by any group unaffiliated with an 
academic institution. Such groups could be neighborhood associations, histori-
cal societies, museums, libraries, professional associations, clubs, or any of the 
myriad ways people organize themselves to accomplish particular ends. Because 
we consider community in its broadest sense, we’ve included examples of com-
munity oral history projects that are diverse in size, topic of study, sponsoring 
organization, geographic location, and project goals. As you move through your 
own oral history project, and through the five Toolkit volumes, we encourage you 
to define your own community in the way that works best for you.

Community oral history projects differ in many ways from those origi-
nating in an academic setting. They usually

n lack institutional support for planning, managing, or funding;

n are organized around an exhibition, festival, performance, or 
publication;

n are driven by grant cycles and deadlines, sometimes with a specific goal 
determined by the funder;

n are carried out by volunteers or by a single paid staff member 
supervising volunteers;

n barter with local businesses or agencies for office space, technology 
expertise, and supplies;

n lack infrastructure, such as office space, storage, and computer 
equipment; and

n almost always have limited funds.

This Toolkit recognizes the special challenges community oral historians 
face and suggests ways to deal with them. It is predicated on the notion that a 
well-funded institutional setting is not a prerequisite to create solid oral history 
projects that will endure over time. What is required, however, is a fundamental 
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understanding of oral history as a process that begins long before you ask the 
first interview question and ends long after you turn off the recorder. 

For starters, here’s how oral history is defined throughout these five volumes.

Oral history is primary source material collected in an interview set-
ting with a witness to or a participant in an event or a way of life and is 
grounded in the context of time and place to give it meaning. It is record-
ed for the purpose of preserving the information and making it available 
to others. The term refers to both the process and the final product.

What You’ll Find in the Community Oral History Toolkit

The Community Oral History Toolkit consists of five individual volumes. 
Each volume covers a particular aspect of doing oral history. Although each 
volume stands alone, the Toolkit is best seen as an integrated reference set, 
in much the same way that any particular aspect of doing oral history is 
dependent on decisions made at other stages of the process. The Toolkit is 
tightly organized, with subheadings, cross references within the text, and a 
comprehensive index for ready reference. You’ll also find various visual ele-
ments, including hot spots (concise tips), definitions, sidebars (case studies 
and extended discussions), checklists, and figures that illustrate, elaborate, 
or draw attention to specific points. While all three of us have collaborated 
throughout the project, we divided the writing duties for the five volumes. 
Barbara Sommer is the lead author of Volumes 2 and 3; Mary Kay Quinlan is 
the lead author of Volumes 1 and 4; and Nancy MacKay is the lead author of 
Volume 5 and overall project coordinator, spearheading the research phase, 
marshaling the final details and keeping us all on task.

Volume 1. Introduction to Community Oral History. This volume sets the 
stage for your oral history project. It introduces the field to newcomers, with 
a discussion of the historical process, the evolution of oral history as an 
interdisciplinary research methodology, the nature of community and the 
nature of memory, and the legal and ethical underpinnings of oral history. 
And as such, Volume 1 importantly lays the theoretical groundwork for the 
practical application steps spelled out in detail in the subsequent volumes. 
It also introduces recording technology issues and options for oral history 
preservation, access, and use. Last, this volume elaborates on our Best Prac-
tices for Community Oral History Projects and presents a detailed overview 
of the remaining Toolkit volumes.


