ORAL HISTORY
at home
What are some ways that you can record history?
Most people think about history being kept in books, journals, or letters. But long before
the use of written word, people passed down the history of their ancestors and their own
personal experiences through the practice of Oral Tradition. This means that they told
their stories to family members and these stories were passed down from generation
to generation.
Even as technology has progressed, oral history as a method of preserving the memories
of people and communities has continued to be an important ﬁeld of historic work. Today,
oral history refers to the collection and study of historical events and information using
interviews with individuals who experienced these events in the past.

Why do you think it is important to collect accounts of historic events
from the people who lived through them?

But oral histories aren’t only collected about major historic events. Hearing the stories
of people and their personal experiences and everyday life is important for the study
of social history and to understand what life was like for Americans during a speciﬁc time.
Because we have the technology available to us, many oral histories are recorded with
an audio recording device or a video recorder, but that isn’t the only way to make an
oral history. While these are very helpful, they aren’t necessary. You can use whatever
recording device you have or you can interview someone and write their answers down.

So how can you record oral history at home?
1. Getting Started:
First you need to decide what your project is going to be about. Who are you going to interview?
What topic do you want to learn more about through your interview?
You can interview an older relative or even a neighbor
or family friend (just be sure to practice social distancing!)

I am going to interview my
grandmother. I hope to
learn more about WWII.

2. Do Some Research:

I learned that WWII started in 1939 but
the United States didn’t join until 1941.
I also learned that Americans had to ration
food and other products to
make sure troops had supplies.

Once you know who you are going to interview, it is
helpful to do a little background research if you can.
You don’t need to be an expert, but by knowing the
basics of your topic, you will be able to understand
what the interviewee is talking about
& can help you ask better questions.

3. Come Up With Your Questions:
Brainstorm a list of questions that you would like to ask during your interview.
This way, you can just glance down at the list when you need a question.
When making your list, it’s always better to have too many questions than too little. But depending
on how your interviewee responds, you may not get through the entire list. That’s okay!

Do you remember when the US
entered the war? Where were you?
How did it make you feel?
Need some help coming up with your questions?
Check out the end of this activity for a list of example questions.

*In asking the ﬁrst question, I may receive
an answer for all three. I do not then need
to ask the following two questions.

4. Equipment:
Today, most oral histories are recorded either with an audio or video recording device. This can
include a small voice recorder or a large recording studio! For our oral history, use whatever you
have available to you: cell phones, laptops, video cameras, or even just a paper and pen to write
down the answers.

5. Conduct Your Interview:
Start your interview oﬀ with simple introductory questions — What is your name? Where were
you born? Who are your parents? This helps stimulate memories while also making the
interviewee feel more comfortable about answering questions about themselves.
Be sure to listen! Oral histories are about recording personal stories from the people being
interviewed. Make sure that you listen to what they are saying and let them speak. Let their
answers guide the interview and choose your questions according to the direction the
interviewee is taking you.

I asked my grandmother about rationing sugar and that led her to tell a story about when her
cousin came home from the war and her aunt made a cake. I might ask her how she felt when
her cousin returned home, even though the next question on my list was about selling war bonds.

6. Review, Share, and Preserve:
Once the interview is complete, read or listen through it and make sure everything is clear. If you
wrote down the responses, maybe you want to rewrite them so they are neat and organized. If
you recorded audio or ﬁlm, perhaps you would like to transcribe the interview — write out all
of the spoken dialogue — so that others can read it rather than listen to the entire interview.
Share your interview with family and friends so that others can hear the story and most
importantly, be sure to save and preserve the interview somehow so that it can be shared
with future generations.

For great resources on how to do oral history, head over
to the Oral History Association’s website at oralhistory.org
https://www.oralhistory.org/web-guides-to-doing-oral-history/

Sample Questions
Here’s some question inspiration!
Feel free to take questions from this list or come up with your own!

Childhood:
• Where and when were you born?
• Did you have any siblings?
• Who raised you? What were they like?
• Did your family have any special traditions?
• Where did you go to school?
• Do you have a favorite childhood memory?

Immigration:
• When and where did you (or your parents) arrive in America?
• What was your first impression of America? Were you excited? Terrified?
• Why did you decide to move from your country?
• What was it like having immigrant parents? Did they keep cultural practices
from their country?

Historical Events:
• What major historical events have you lived through?
(War, political changes, natural disasters)
• How did living through [historical event] affect your life?
• Do you remember when you first heard about [historic event]?

Previous Generations:
• Did you know your grandparents? Great-grandparents?
• What stories or memories did they share with you?

