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An Overview
• What Are Oral Histories and Why Record 

Them?

• Legal Issues and Ethics 

• Planning, Projects, and Budgets

• Recording Technologies

• Interview Preparation

• Conducting an Interview

• Processing and Preserving

• Now What? 

• Resources

What Are Oral Histories and Why 

Record Them?
• What is Oral History?

– Spoken stories about things that happened in the 
past?

• Are family reminiscences oral history?

• What about oral traditions?

• Journalists’ stories about past events?

– Oral History is a primary-source material created in 

an interview setting with a witness to or a 

participant in an event or a way of life for the 

purpose of preserving the information and making 

it available to others.  The term refers both to the 

process and the interview itself.
• A basic structured collection of spoken firsthand 

memories in an interview setting.

What Are Oral Histories and Why 

Record Them?
• What is Oral History?

– Careful attention to copyright and other legal and 

ethical issues

– A structured, well-researched interview format

– A controlled, recorded interview setting

– Collection of firsthand information

– Probing follow-up questions that seek depth and 

detail

– Use of high-quality recording equipment

– Adherence to careful processing techniques

– Provisions for making the interviews available to 

others

What Are Oral Histories and Why 

Record Them?

• Categories of Oral History interviews

– Life (individual interviews)

– Project Interviews

– Interviews of Objects, Artifacts, Policy, and the like

• Toxic Substances Control Act

• Scientific Instruments

• Hospitals

– Academic and Other Research Interviews?

• Probably not.

– Recorded speeches?  Audio history books?

• No

What Are Oral Histories and Why 

Record Them?

• So why oral history?

– Telling people’s stories

– The limits of historical artifacts

– Historical preservation

– Unknown aspects of historical events

– What do you think?

• Who is an oral historian?

– Advanced degree in the humanities?

– Anyone and everyone?

What Are Oral Histories and Why 

Record Them?

• An example: oral histories about the history of 

science, medicine, and technology?
– The growth of scientific knowledge, especially as it 

relates to the application of methods, theories, and 

inventions, poses special challenges for historical 

analysis.  

– As the generation and transmission of scientific 

knowledge have become broader, deeper, and more 

complex, the tools historians and social scientists 

employ to track and understand these changes have 

also evolved.  
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What Are Oral Histories and Why 

Record Them?

• An example: oral histories about the history of 

science, medicine, and technology?
– Access to the knowledge, experiences, and motivations 

of scientists, in their own words.  

– The hidden side of research—misconceptions, 

redirections, inspirations—that may be invisible in the 

published record of scientific achievements.

– Once transcribed and edited, oral histories establish an 

enduring primary source that can constitute the core 

material for biographical study, analysis of the nature of 

a scientific discipline, or studies of the motivations and 

inspirations that encourage individuals to pursue a 

career in chemistry or its allied sciences.

What Are Oral Histories and Why 
Record Them?

Mildred Cohn

• Well, I should tell you several things about the job.  For one 

thing, they had given me the rank of junior scientific aide—that’s 

a subprofessional rating, unlike a junior chemist, which is the 

first rung of the ladder of professional ratings.  I didn't know that 

when I got the job, [though] I would have taken it anyhow, but I 

didn’t know it.  And I found that to go from a subprofessional 

rating to a professional rating was an almost impossible hurdle.  

And the reason was that they didn't want a woman […] with a 

professional rating.  They told me so….And the other thing is, it 

would bring on too many divorces, because, [according to 

them], what happens when a woman professional works with 

men professionals, is that the men professionals divorce their 

wives and marry [the professional women].

What Are Oral Histories and Why 
Record Them?

Charles Tobias

• Don't forget that chemical engineering is an American 

science because true chemical engineering is an American 

discovery [and] contribution—a very respectable one I 

might add; quantitative, highly successful—but it was 

generated to satisfy the needs of large-scale […] petroleum 

processing and the large-scale process industries […].  I 

am not trying to say that what they had created is not very 

good—it's excellent—but that chemical engineering, even 

today, is not a missionary field, not a field that tries to 

embrace all things chemical […].

Legal Issues and Ethics

– Excellent 

resource for 

understanding 

contemporary 

legal issues 

related to oral 

histories

Legal Issues and Ethics

• Legal Issues
– Rests on the established legal premise that an oral 

history interview creates a copyrightable document 

as soon as the recorder is turned off at the end of an 

interview session

– Copyright

– Legal release agreements

– Subpoenas and FOIA Requests

– Defamation

– Privacy Issues

– The internet

– Institutional Review Boards

Legal Issues and Ethics

• Legal Issues
– Copyright

• Who is the copyright holder?

– Interviewer?

» Yes

– Interviewee?

» Yes

– Sponsor?

» Usually, no.  Community for Creative Non-

Violence v. Reid (Employee/Contractor)

– Institution?

» Usually, yes.

» Works-Made-For-Hire

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/images/0195365968/ref=dp_image_0/183-8954629-9231944?ie=UTF8&n=283155&s=books


THE CHEMICAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION 

Oral History Program 

RELEASE FORM 

 

I hereby certify that I have been interviewed and recorded on        Interview Date(s)         

by         Interviewer’s Name(s)  , representing the Chemical Heritage Foundation (CHF).  

It is my understanding that this audio recording will be transcribed, and that I will have the opportunity 

to review and correct the resulting transcript before it is made available for scholarly work by the 

Chemical Heritage Foundation.  At that time I will have the opportunity to request restrictions on 

access and reproduction of the interview, if I so desire.  I further agree that (a) I will return the 

transcript with my edits to CHF within three months of its receipt by me and that (b) should I not 

return the edited transcript within that time, I agree that CHF may complete the processing of the 

transcript and make it available in accord with the Foundation's normal practices. 

 

If I should die or become incapacitated before I have reviewed and returned the transcript, I agree that 

all right, title, and interest in the audio recording, transcript, photographs, and memorabilia, including 

the literary rights and copyright, shall be transferred to the Chemical Heritage Foundation, which 

pledges to maintain the audio recording and transcript and make them available in accordance with 

general policies for research and other scholarly purposes. 

      

 

(Signature)        

 Interviewee’s Name 

 

           (Date)        

  



CHEMICAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION 

Oral History Program 

FINAL RELEASE FORM 

 

 

This document contains my understanding and agreement with the Chemical Heritage Foundation with respect 

to my participation in the audio- and/or video-recorded interview conducted by [Interviewer’s_Name] on 

[Interview Date].  I have read the transcript supplied by the Chemical Heritage Foundation. 

 

1. The recordings, transcripts, photographs, research materials, and memorabilia (collectively called the 

“Work”) will be maintained by the Chemical Heritage Foundation and made available in accordance 

with general policies for research and other scholarly purposes. 

 

2. I hereby grant, assign, and transfer to the Chemical Heritage Foundation all right, title, and interest in 

the Work, including the literary rights and the copyright, except that I shall retain the right to copy, use, 

and publish the Work in part or in full until my death. 

 

3. The manuscript may be read and the recording(s) heard/viewed by scholars approved by the Chemical 

Heritage Foundation subject to the restrictions listed below.  The scholar pledges not to quote from, cite, 

or reproduce by any means this material except with the written permission of the Chemical Heritage 

Foundation.  Regardless of the restrictions placed on the transcript of the interview, the Chemical 

Heritage Foundation retains the rights to all materials generated about my oral history interview, 

including the title page, abstract, table of contents, chronology, index, et cetera (collectively called the 

“Front Matter and Index”), all of which will be made available on the Chemical Heritage Foundation’s 

website.  Should the Chemical Heritage Foundation wish to post to the internet the content of the oral 

history interview, that is, direct quotations, audio clips, video clips, or other material from the oral 

history recordings or the transcription of the recordings, the Chemical Heritage Foundation will be 

bound by the restrictions for use placed on the Work as detailed below. 

 

4. I wish to place the conditions that I have checked below upon the use of this interview. I  

understand that the Chemical Heritage Foundation will enforce my wishes until the time of my death, 

when any restrictions will be removed. 

 

Please check one: 

 

a. _____________ No restrictions for access. 

NOTE: Users citing this interview for purposes of publication are obliged 

under the terms of the Chemical Heritage Foundation Oral History Program to 

obtain permission from Chemical Heritage Foundation, Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania. 

 

b. _____________ Semi-restricted access.  (May view the Work.  My permission required to 

quote, cite, or reproduce.) 

 

c. _____________ Restricted access.  (My permission required to view the Work, quote, cite, or 

reproduce.) 

 

This constitutes my entire and complete understanding. 

 

 

                                  (Signature) ______________________________________ 

        INTERVIEWEE’S NAME 

 

               (Date) ______________________________________ 
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Legal Issues and Ethics

• Legal Issues
– Legal release agreements

• Preliminary Release Form and Final Release Form or just 

one form?

– Problems with the preliminary release form

» Rights of the interviewee

» Explanation of use

» Terminating the interview

» Potential use of the document

» Processing, preservation, and the like

– Problems with Final Release Form

» Semi-restricted access – what does it really mean?

» Fair Use

– Problems with one all-encompassing form

Legal Issues and Ethics

• Legal Issues
– Subpoenas and FOIA Requests

• Consult an attorney

Legal Issues and Ethics

• Legal Issues
– Defamation

• Chain of Liability

• Republishing

– Hebrew Academy of San Francisco v. Regents of 
University of California

Legal Issues and Ethics

• Legal Issues
– Privacy Issues

• False Light v. Defamation

– The Hurricane (1999)

» Giardello cast in a false light in opening sequence 

of movie

– Public Disclosure of Private Facts

Legal Issues and Ethics

• Legal Issues
– The internet

• Dissemination of oral histories

• Release agreements

• Ambiguity of language

Legal Issues and Ethics

• Legal Issues
– Institutional Review Boards

• Protection of the Human Subject

• Science versus Social Science
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Legal Issues and Ethics

• Ethical issues
– Interviewee selection

– Processing of transcript

– Content of oral history

Planning, Projects, and Budgets

•Creating a collection
–Identify a project

–Identify key leaders and project personnel
•Interviewers

•Support staff

•Transcribers

–Mission statement

–Repository
•What to do with additional stuff (historical residue)

–Establish timeframe

–Create standardized operating/processing 

procedures

–Develop a budget 

Planning, Projects, and Budgets

•Creating a collection
–Create/obtain appropriate release forms

–Generalized question lists

–Investigate print and digital storage issues

–Cataloging and internet use

Recording Technologies

• What equipment should you use?
– Critical step in oral history planning process

– Analog and Digital
• Both transform sound and images into electric current

• Analog: save signals on magnetized media in a 

continuous pattern as we see or hear them (audio 

tapes/VHS tapes)

• Digital: save analog signals as discrete averages of sound 

and images

– Using various software and hardware, they take 

samples, mathematically balance them, and store 

them as bits of data

– Current and future uses

– Use the best equipment you can afford

– The CHF as an example

Recording Technologies

– Audio and/or video
• Visual information/multiple interviewees

• What equipment should you use?
– External microphones?

– Headphones?

– Cables?

– Storage capacity

– Batteries and/or AC adapter

– Long term digital storage
• Redundancies

– Transcription equipment
• Professional transcriptionists

– Accessibility

– Digitization projects

Interview Preparation

• Inviting an interviewee to participate
–To email or not to email?

• Setting up time/place/background information
–When to buy tickets

• Getting all of your forms in order

• Knowing where you are going
–Cities and campuses can be confusing

• Project preparation and interviewee preparation
–Research

–Research

–And more Research



 

Oral History Process 

  Interviewer Research and Interview Time in hrs. Expenditure 

 

   * Contact Subject/Arrange Interview 1 $50.00 

 

   * Gather Research Materials 10 $500.00 

 

   * Review Materials 20 $1,000.00 

 

   * Interview 

 

6 $300.00 

 

   * Travel Expense 

 

$1,500.00 

Pre- & Post-Transcription Process 

  

 

   * CD Duplication 0.5 $8.00 

 

   * FTP service for digital recordings 

 

$25.00 

 

   * Transcription [$150/recorded hr] 6 $900.00 

 

   * Document Preliminary Review 2 $32.00 

Audit/Edit Process 

   

 

   * Audit/Edit Transcript from digital recording (x2) 40 $640.00 

 

   * Fact/Name Check 10 $160.00 

 

   * Spell/Grammar/Style Check 1 $16.00 

 

   * Creation of Chronology 2 $32.00 

 

   * Creation of Notes Page 3 $48.00 

 

   * Final Review before Sending to Interviewer 5 $80.00 

 

   * Final Review before Sending to Interviewee 2 $32.00 

 

   * Mailing Transcript to Subject  ($25.00/mailing) 0.25 $29.00 

Final Processing 

   

 

   * Enter Subject's Edits 16 $256.00 

 

   * Edit Document 16 $256.00 

 

   * Fact/Name Check 4 $64.00 

 

   * Spell/Grammar/Style Check 0.5 $8.00 

 

   * Index 

 

12 $192.00 

 

   * Table of Contents 4 $64.00 

 

   * Abstract 

 

4 $64.00 

 

   * Thorough Final Review of Transcript 8 $176.00 

 

   * Creation of Webpage Material 2 $32.00 

 

   * Website Maintenance 

 

$500.00 

 

   * Preparation for Binding 2 $32.00 

 

   * Binding (cloth-bound) [$60.00/vol. (min. 2, often 3)] $180.00 

 

   * Review of Received Volumes 0.5 $11.00 

 

   * Distribution ($25.00/mail. 2 mailings/Interview) 0.5 $61.00 

 

   * Document Preservation (audio and paper) 

 

$540.00 

 

   * Overall Paper Cost 

 

$100.00 

   

CHF Indirect Costs (25%) 

 

$1,972.00 

   

TOTAL: 178.25 $9,860.00 

  



11/3/2010

5

Interview Preparation

• Published articles/books
–Information Overload

–What does the interviewee consider relevant?

• Resumes/CVs

• Secondary sources

• Other oral history interviews

• Create an interview protocol
–Don’t restrict yourself too much

• Develop an intimate knowledge of/familiarity 

with  your equipment
–Practice!!!!!!!!

• Re-confirm your interview

Conducting an Interview

• Listening to your environment

• Plugging in (but still have batteries)

• Checking your equipment

• Reminding the interviewee of her/his rights
– Preliminary release form

• Avoid too much pre-interview chatter

• Making sure you actually hit record!!
– Introduce yourself, the interviewee, the project, your 

location, and the date

Conducting an Interview

• Stay calm!

• Controlling the interview, guiding the 

interview, and losing control of an interview
– Leading questions that go to far

• Keep your project in mind (is chronology 

essential?)

• The interview is about your interviewee, not 

you
– Don’t interrupt (usually)

Conducting an Interview

• The questions

– Rely on open-ended questions

– Use neutral questions

– Ask one question at a time

– Don’t argue with the interviewee, but do push 

him/her on his/her beliefs

– Stay focused (be an active listener)

– Pay attention to visual and verbal cues

– Keep your audience in mind (jargon can be hard to 

follow)

– It is okay to use visual prompts (but keep a copy for 

the oral history)

Conducting an Interview

• The questions
– Although some argue with this, it is okay to turn off 

the recorder to discuss an issue with an interviewee

– Avoid eating during an interview!!!!!

– Note down important segments with time codes

– Always be willing to reformulate your questions!!!

– Take notes for yourself

– Keep a ―Word List‖

– End the interview comfortably/always watch your 

interviewee for distractions/indications that you 

should take a break or stop the interview for the day

Processing and Preserving

• What to do with all the stuff

– Audio

• If analog, do you digitize?

• How/where do you store recording?

• Transcription?

– In-house or professional service?

– Software and hardware

– Print materials

• A folder in a closet?

• Digitize?

– How much and what?



Jane J. Doe Interview Protocol 

Some Specific Science-Related Oral History Project 

Address of Interview Location 

Telephone Number 

 

I Childhood 

 Where were you born?  Where did you grow up? 

 Were there scientific or other academic influences? 

II Education/Training 

 BA, University of Idaho, Physics, 1972 

◦ At what point in your undergraduate career did you realize that medical school and research 

were for you? 

◦ Were there other interests competing with science, perhaps the arts or humanities? 

 MD, University of Georgia, Atlanta, 1977 

◦ What pushed you to do research medicine versus clinical medicine? 

◦ Did you undertake laboratory research while in medical school? 

◦ How much freedom did you have in choosing your research projects or were they initially 

created by your advisor? 

 Residency, University of California, 1978-1981 

◦ research on polymerizing crystalline proteins in E. Bola infected cells 

◦ lots of community work while a resident  including medical screening at a homeless shelter.  

Met the governor and president. 

 Fellowship, Internal Medicine, John Smith, Harvard University, 1982-1987 

◦ discovered the protein that mediates macrophage polymerization in E. Bola parasite (the 

parasite needs to polymerize the macrophage in order to survive) 

 discovered the hapdane mechanism that inhibits this polymerization 

◦ identified a protein phosphatase that controls transition 

◦ first two publications are Science and Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 

(On the molecular mechanism of protein phosphatase and hapdane), both from 1986 

 Tell me about the transition from graduate research to residency and fellowship? 

III Principal Investigator 

 Assistant Professor University of Florida, School of International Health, 1987-1996 

 Associate Prof University of Florida, School of International Health, 1996-Present 

 How do teaching, administrative duties, or outside duties like reviewing articles impact your 

research? 

◦ Are your students from the school of international health, the medical school, and the 

graduate school? 

◦ How does being an a communal Thesis Advisor/Reader work?  How did that begin? 

◦ How frequently do your duties as consulting physician take you away from students and 

research? 

IV Funding 

 NCI award 

◦ Any knowledge of NCI beforehand?  What was the application process like? 

◦ Role of NSF in your research? Did the NSF Award ease your financial situation at all, or 

was it just a bonus? 

 HHMI, 1997-2000 

 National Foundation of Infectious Diseases New Investigator Award, 1995 

◦ What was the impact the HHMI had on your career and research? 

◦ Annual meetings and collaborations? 



◦ Comparison of HHMI to other grants 

V Broader issues 

 Do you think patents are a positive form of scientific achievement or does the funding 

competition drive a need for patents therefore obscuring a larger goal? 

◦ Three patents submitted 

 What is biomedicine? 

◦ How do you see your own research fitting into the larger sphere of biomedical science?  

Are you on the cutting-edge, the fringes, the core? 

 Ethics of research 

◦ Any education about ethics? 

◦ David Rothman, “Shame of Medical Research,” New Yorker, experimentation on those 

abroad 

◦ Adriana Petryna, similar to Rothman, “The Human Subjects Research Industry” 

◦ Paul Farmer, Pathologies of Power: Health, Human Rights, and the New War on the Poor, 

health on a global scale 

 Are you actively involved with bringing science into the community in some manner?  Do you 

think that is possible and/or worthwhile? 

 Voice of America 

 International work 

i. E. Bola course online, transmitted to South Africa 
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Processing and Preserving

• What to do with all the stuff

– Video

• Again, analog or digital?

• Professional transcription?

– Artifacts collected

• Archives?

• Filing cabinet

Processing and Preserving
• The transcript

– The RAW transcript

– Performing an Audit/Edit

• Notations for the interviewee

• Questions for the interviewee

– The interviewer’s edits

– The interviewee’s edits

– Final Processing

• Front Matter and Index

– Title page, picture, acknowledgement, final release 

form, access level, chronology, abstract, table of 

contents, citations, bibliography, index

Now What?

• Professional binding?
– Archival paper

– How many copies?
• To whom?

– Cataloging

• Availability?

• Posting on the internet?
– How much?

• Catalog record?

• Details about the oral history?

• The entire oral history?

– CHF’s practices

– Practices at other institutions

Resources
• David J. Caruso

Program Manager, Oral History

The Chemical Heritage Foundation

315 Chestnut Street

Philadelphia, PA 19106

(215) 873-8236

dcaruso@chemheritage.org

www.chemheritage.org/oralhistory

• The Oral History Association (OHA)
– www.oralhistory.org

• Oral History in the Mid-Atlantic Region 

(OHMAR)
– www.ohmar.org


