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PREFACE

The seed for this book was planted at the 2003
Oral History Association conference where I
joined three other librarians and archivists on
a panel to discuss oral histories in libraries.
Though our session was scheduled early on a
Saturday morning, our meeting room was
packed. The audience was obviously eager to
glean wisdom from our experience, and many
stayed afterward to ask questions. It was clear
that interest in oral histories in libraries and
archives was high, and that there were more
questions than answers in the air.

I, too, had more questions than answers.
The year before the conference I was

asked to set up and manage a small oral his-
tory program at Mills College in Oakland,
California, where I work as a librarian. As a
cataloger for twenty-two years and a practic-
ing oral historian for about sixteen, I’m famil-
iar with the practices of each field, but when
it came to bridging the gap between conduct-
ing oral histories and caring for them, I was
stumped.

I faced the challenges of any new oral
history program: space, equipment, record
keeping, and cataloging. I found plenty of
information on interview methods and oral
history theory, but was hard put for guidance
on what happens after the interview: process-
ing, cataloging, rights management, preserva-
tion, and access. I muddled through that first
year, creating forms and procedures and gen-
erally reinventing the wheel, but the experi-
ence motivated me to learn more about the state
of oral histories in the repositories which be-
come their permanent home.

I wanted to collect some data to back up
my hunches, so in the spring of 2004 I con-
ducted a survey1 on oral histories in libraries
and archives. I asked about the size and scope
of oral history collections, about cataloging,

about formats. I asked about the organizational
structure of the repository—the kind of insti-
tution and the professional background of staff
members. I asked about special problems as-
sociated with oral histories, and if they were
often neglected (my suspicion) in the library
or archive. I was eager to hear about the im-
pact of technology, and how participants
handled the preservation of deteriorating re-
cording media. Finally I asked about dreams
for the future.

 Sixty-three responses came in from oral
history repositories around the world—na-
tional libraries, universities, public libraries,
corporate archives, community projects, and
individuals. The results confirmed my suspi-
cion that the majority of professionals charged
with caring for oral histories are doing so in
the dark.

I followed this survey with case studies
of seven oral history programs that are par-
ticularly successful in meeting the challenges
of the 21st century, that is, using technology
wisely, participating in collaborative ventures,
using the Internet for universal access, and
making best use of human resources. Each
program has a different organizational struc-
ture and set of goals, but they all successfully
accomplish what they set out to do. Their
comments and wisdom anchor the ideas in this
book to real life experience.

All my investigations point to the infor-
mation gap between the creators of oral histo-
ries and those who care for them. The need for
standards, best practices, and a spirit of col-
laboration is essential as we move into the 21st
century, to ensure that the work of oral histo-
rians is preserved as part of our cultural heri-
tage. Curating Oral Histories is a step toward
this goal.
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INTRODUCTION

You are a librarian in a small public library. A
local organization conducted a community oral
history project and donated 1,200 interview
tapes to your library. Most tapes are labeled
and there is an inventory, but you must find a
way to catalog, copy, shelve, and make them
available to the public. Soon!

You are the new office manager for a large
urban church. You come across a box labeled
“Oral history interviews—civil rights work-
ers—1964–1969.” Many tapes are unlabeled,
the physical condition is uncertain, yet they
seem like valuable documents. What next?

You are a historian and have just received
a grant to set up an archive—physical and
digital—on the American immigrant experi-
ence, drawing on oral history projects around
the country. You have the money and the sub-
ject expertise, but where can you turn for guid-
ance on the nuts and bolts for assembling and
managing this collection?

Sound familiar? Then welcome to the
world of curating oral histories. If you find
yourself in a situation like any of these, you
are like great numbers of professionals, my-
self included, who must make decisions about
the administration, cataloging, preservation,
and access for oral histories, and have no place
to turn for guidance.

Who are we—those of us charged with
the care of oral histories? Judging by the re-
sponses to my 2004 survey,1 we are an enor-
mously diverse group. Our job titles range from
historian to librarian to archivist to park ranger
to community relations director. Some of us
are volunteers who manage a single commu-
nity project; others of us are administrators
responsible for a large archive of which oral
histories are just a tiny part.

Our educational background? Though
most of us have advanced training in history,
archives, or library science, others are doing
this work because of interest or expertise in
the topic at hand. Increasingly, full- and part-
time technical experts appear on the staff ros-
ter.

Though our backgrounds and work situ-
ations are diverse, our unanswered questions
are amazingly similar. These concerns were
expressed in almost every survey:
• Need better communication among curators,

oral historians, and other team members;
• Need standards and best practices for all

phases of collection management;
• Need guidance on technology;
• Need creative ways to meet expenses in an

era of shrinking funds.
Dreams for the future? Respondents

unanimously mentioned the possibilities of
digital technologies and the World Wide Web
for improved preservation and access.

We are passionate about our work—I
know because my survey shows that, for the
most part, we are overworked and underpaid.
One way or another, most of us have found
creative ways to make the best of limited re-
sources. And, though we’d rather not admit it,
we very likely have a shelf or a whole closet—
as far out of sight as possible—where our
unprocessed oral histories sit, waiting for an-
swers to our many questions.

HOW THIS BOOK
IS ORGANIZED

This book will introduce you to the tasks
required in taking an oral history from the



interview to archive. It outlines a number of
technical concepts as they apply to oral histo-
ries—each of which could be a book in itself.
I do not attempt to provide a one-stop shop for
curating oral histories, but rather to make you
aware of the right questions to ask, and to offer
guidelines for planning for your own situation.

The body of the text is organized loosely
around the tasks that define an archivist’s work:
acquisition, description, rights management,
preservation, and access.

Appendix B has worksheets and sample
forms that can be used as is or be adapted to
your own situation.

The Glossary (Appendix C) is a compen-
dium of terms from the many disciplines that
inform oral history.

 The Resources section (Appendix D)
points you to recent print references, or to
websites that are frequently updated.

Appendix E is a list of organizations that
sponsor publications, conferences, online dis-
cussion groups, and tutorials. This kind of
networking is essential for keeping up with a
field as rapidly evolving as ours, and how I
got much of the information for this book.

The accompanying website, http://
www.nancymackay.net/curating, provides di-
rect links to the online resources mentioned
here, details of my research, and other sup-
porting materials.

TERMINOLOGY
When a work draws on many disciplines,
understanding the terms and concepts is the
foundation for communication. Terminology
is an important part of this book. The Glos-
sary brings together terms from law, library
science, archives, oral history, preservation,
recording technology, and information tech-
nology. Terms defined in the glossary are in-
dicated in bold when first used in a chapter, if
the meaning is not clear from the context.

Some important terms and concepts,
though, cannot be so easily defined. Either the
concept itself is fuzzy or the popular use of
the term differs from the technical definition.
Here are some terms I’ve taken liberties with:

The job of a curator is generally more
comprehensive than that of an archivist or
project manager; but duties overlap depend-
ing on the needs of the project or institution.
I use these terms somewhat interchangeably,
opting for the term that fits best within the
particular context.

A repository and an archive are similar,
though repository refers to a physical site for
storing documents—library, archive, or off-site
storage facility—and archive refers to the
materials being stored and the concept of
archiving, as well as the physical site. I use
the term repository to refer specifically to a
physical site, and archive when the concept is
more general.

A project has a specific goal and end date;
a program is more permanent, and usually
connected to an institution. Though the terms
are distinct, their roles in the curating process
overlap. I’ve often taken the shortcut of using
the term project when I mean either.

I’ve also taken the liberty of using archive
and project interchangeably when I discuss
concepts that could apply to either.

I’ve borrowed the term rights manage-
ment from the information technology world,
as an umbrella term to describe all the legal
steps involved in creating, donating, and us-
ing oral histories. When I want to be more
specific, I use legal papers.

I make a distinction between interview and
oral history. An interview is a recorded ques-
tion and answer session completed in a single
sitting—a component of a completed oral his-
tory. An oral history is a “package” which I
call the intellectual unit: the interview or se-
ries of interviews supplemented with commen-
tary, photos, timelines, clippings, and other
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materials the oral historian includes to provide
context.

Medium or media refer to the physical
devices that carry the spoken words of the
interview—audiocassettes, CDs, etc. Record-
ing media are the devices that capture the
sound. Storage media are the devices that store
the sound in the archive. Preservation media
are the devices especially designed for
long-term preservation. Though the official
umbrella term for these media is data carrier,
I have opted for the more common term, re-
cording media, to speak of these physical
carriers as a group.

My solution to the gender equity dilemma
is to use the male pronoun for the narrator and
the female pronoun for the oral historian/
archivist/curator/interviewer.

❖

GETTING STARTED
The best way to get started is to complete the
Self-Study on the following page, and to read
the guidelines that follow. This will help you
assess your own situation and determine the
best way to use this book.
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SELF-STUDY

ORGANIZATION
1. Type. What is the purpose of your organi-
zation? How are the archive and the oral his-
tory project related? Does the archive collect
materials other than oral histories?

2. Structure. Is the archive part of a larger or-
ganization? What is that relationship? What are
your responsibilities? What are the benefits?
Is the archive organized around formats, such
as a sound archive; or topics, such as a histori-
cal society?

RESOURCES
1. Human. List staff members: their skills, their
duties, and how much time they devote to oral
histories. Include permanent staff, student
workers, volunteers, consultants, and vendors.

2. Technical. List technology needs for com-
puter hardware and software, recording and
transcribing equipment, archiving, preserva-
tion, and access. Then list the available tech-
nology resources, including skills of staff
members.

3. Financial. List funding sources and pro-
jected expenses. Is funding ongoing, intermit-
tent, or one-time-only? Do current funds meet
the needs of the organization? What are op-
portunities for increasing funds? For doing
more with less? For sharing expenses in a
collaborative venture?

4. Physical. List your needs for staff work
space, temporary and permanent storage for
completed oral histories, reading and listening
space for users. Is it secure? Is it environmen-
tally friendly for long-term storage? What are
the opportunities for sharing space?

ORAL HISTORY COLLECTION
1. Legal papers. Are the legal papers for each
oral history sufficient for the current require-
ments of your archive? How do you keep track
of them? Does your collection include or-
phaned oral histories? If so, determine what
can be done resolve the outstanding legal prob-
lems.

2. Acquisition. How are oral histories ac-
quired? How many new oral histories are added
each year? Are they added in batches or in a
regular flow?

3. Inventory. How many physical items in the
collection? List (estimate, if the collection is
large) each type of physical material (tape,
disc, transcript, etc.) and the number of items
within each category.

4. Extent. How many oral histories in the col-
lection?

5. Recording media. List all the kinds of re-
cording media in the collection—audiocas-
sette, reel-to-reel, videocassette, CD, DVD,
etc.

6. Transcript. Are oral histories transcribed?
If not, do you intend to have them transcribed?

7. Cataloging. Are oral histories cataloged?
If so, does the cataloging meet current stan-
dards? Where do catalog records live? What
cataloging resources are available to you?

8. Backlog. Are there oral histories waiting to
be processed, transcribed, or catalogued? How
many, and what needs to be done? Does the
backlog increase over time?
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ORGANIZATION
1. Type. The institutional structure of the or-
ganization will, to a large degree, determine
the standards you follow, the staff resources,
the technology available, and the institutional
goals. Whether your institution is a library,
historical society, or sound archive; large or
small; rich or poor; private or public, this is
the first question to ask.

 It is also important to determine the re-
lationship between the oral history project and
the archive. If they are the same entity, then
communication channels are probably well
established. If they are different entities, make
sure to get an agreement in writing of who does
what, so that each party understands the work
of the others.

2. Structure. If your archive is part of a large
organization, such as a university or govern-
ment agency, you probably have both benefits
from and responsibilities to that organization.
Be clear about what these are, and understand
the chain of command. On the other hand, your
archive may be part of a very small organiza-
tion, or even be a one-person operation. If this
is the case, then you have a lot of flexibility
and control over the materials, but fewer re-
sources to draw on for big-ticket items, such
as cataloging and preservation. Whatever the
situation, consider the benefits and drawbacks,
and how you can maximize the available re-
sources to meet the needs of your oral history
collection.

RESOURCES
The resources at hand will factor into all your
planning and decisions. For example, if tech-

nical expertise and equipment are available
from a parent organization, you don’t need to
budget for them. If you can meet your staff
needs with energetic volunteers, you may need
a manager to coordinate their efforts. The
curator’s job is to realistically assess the needs
of the archive and be creative with available
resources to accomplish the project’s goals.

1. Human. Depending on the nature of the
project, you may need an archivist/curator,
project manager, interviewers, subject experts,
catalogers, transcribers, technical experts, and
preservationists. People resources are the be-
ginning and the end of any endeavor—all that
really matters in the end. Whether they are
permanent employees, students, consultants, or
volunteers—praise them, inspire them, pam-
per them, and mine them for their skills and
their contacts in the study community.

2. Technical. Technology needs are compli-
cated and expensive, but essential in a modern
archive. In this rapidly evolving arena, it is
necessary to purchase and maintain recording
equipment and media, and computer hardware
and software on a regular basis. Be aware that
most of what you learn, as well as the equip-
ment you purchase, will become obsolete in a
short time. This is a fact of life, and don’t feel
bad if you can’t keep up with it. None of us
can.

3. Financial. Since archives are dedicated to
preserving collections for the long run, their
safety depends on a stable repository with
permanent funding. Developing and maintain-
ing an oral history collection is expensive, so
be realistic about financial limitations, and
creative about seeking funds. Most expenses

INTERPRETING YOUR ANSWERS
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