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Oral History Guide 
 

Learn about oral histories and how to record your own by using this guide. 
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Check out an Audio Recorder Kit at Ela Area Public Library 

Audio recorder kits are available as part of our Library of Things 
collection. The kit includes everything you need to record an oral 
history: a Zoom H1n audio recorder, a tripod, a microphone  
windscreen, and more—all in a handy carrying case! 
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Definitions and Resources 

Definitions 

 Oral history – a recording of a person’s memories of the past and historical events 

 Narrator – the “storyteller” or the person who is recounting their memories 

 Interviewer – the person who sets up the oral history and asks the narrator questions 

 Lead – the first part of the oral history, which includes the names of the narrator(s) and 
interviewer; the date, time, and location of the recording; and the major topics or 
themes 

 Transcript – the written record of the oral history recording; avoid editing the narrator’s 
words to maintain the integrity of the transcript 

 Index – a time-stamped guide to the major topics covered in the recording 

Oral history guides at Ela Area Public Library 

 The Oral History Manual by Barbara W. Sommer 

 Doing Oral History by Donald A. Ritchie 

 Recording Oral History by Valerie Yow 

 Say It Forward: A Guide to Social Justice Storytelling by Cliff Mayotte 

Online oral history resources 

 Oral History Association (https://www.oralhistory.org/) 

 Oral History in the Digital Age (http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/) 

 Baylor Institute for Oral History (https://www.baylor.edu/library/index.php?id=974108) 

 

https://www.oralhistory.org/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/
https://www.baylor.edu/library/index.php?id=974108
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Recording Checklist 

Before the recording 

 Decide on your topic and research it in advance. 
 Choose who you would like to speak to. Ask them if they would be willing to participate 

and let them know why you want to record their story. Set a date and time to meet. 
(about 1-1.5 hours) 

 Create a list of topics and questions to use as a guide during the oral history. 
 Practice using the digital recorder. 

During the recording 

 Pick a quiet room to record in with no distractions. 
 Ask the narrator sign a release form and explain the recording process to them. 
 Record a “lead” at the beginning of the recording: your name and the narrator’s name; 

the time, date, and location of the recording; and the main topics your narrator will talk 
about. 

 Ask open-ended questions to encourage the narrator to share stories. Leave room for 
silence. 

 Let the narrator lead the session. Stay quiet except when you ask questions and use 
body language to show your interest and attentiveness (nodding, leaning forward, 
smiling). 

 Take a photo of the narrator (with their permission) to keep with the recording. 

After the recording 

 Write a short description of what the narrator spoke about. 
 Download the recording to one or more places, like the cloud or your hard drive. 
 Save the release form, the photograph, and any other materials connected to the oral 

history. 
 Transcribe or index the recording to make it easier for you and others to use. 
 Send a thank you letter and a copy of the recording to the narrator. 
 Share the oral history (with the narrator’s permission). 
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Recording Release Form 
Includes: Audio, Video, and Still Images 
Interviewer name: 
Interviewer phone number: 
Interviewer email address: 

Agreement 

I, the interviewee, ________________________________, will be or have been recorded and/or filmed 

by ________________________________ (interviewer) on or about __________________ (date) 

concerning ___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ and related 

subjects. These recordings and/or images contain material to which I hold copyright. By signing below, I 

license that material to ________________________________ (interviewer) under the Creative 

Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. This means others can share and adapt the material, 

even commercially, as long as they credit me for the original creation. 

 

By signing below, I authorize ________________________________ (interviewer) to share the recording 

with the public and to use my name, image, and voice, as well as my story. This includes permission to 

transfer the recording to future technological mediums. I understand that one copy of the recording will 

be given to me, and that ________________________________ (interviewer) will retain a copy. 

 

I have had a chance to discuss this form with ________________________________ (interviewer) and 

have received answers to all of my questions. 

ACCEPTED and AGREED: 

Date: __________________ Interviewee Signature ___________________________________________  

Interviewee’s name as he/she wishes it to be used: ___________________________________________ 

Address:______________________________________________________________________________ 
                                        (street or p.o. box)         (city)             (state)             (zip code) 
Telephone number: (____) ______- ____________       

Email address:___________________________________   

If the interviewee is a minor (under the age of 18): 

 
Date: __________________ 
 
Signature of Parent or Guardian __________________________________________________________ 
 
Printed name of Parent or Guardian _______________________________________________________ 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Family History Questions 

Basics & childhood 

 What’s your full name? Do you know why your parents gave you that name? 

 When and where were you born? 

 What was your first home like? Who lived in the home with you? 

 What did your childhood bedroom look like? 

 What did you do for fun? Where was your favorite place to play? 

 What was your most prized possession as a child? What was special about it? 

School years 

 Where did you attend grade school/high school/college? What were your schools like? 

 What were your favorite/least favorite subjects? Why? 

 Who was your favorite teacher? Why? 

 What is your favorite memory of school? 

 What clubs/sports/activities did you participate in? 

 How did you spend your time outside of school? 

Career 

 What was your first job? How did you get it? 

 What did you do with your first paycheck? 

 What did you think you would be when you grew up? 

 How did you decide on a career? 

 What are you most proud of doing during your career? 

 If you served in the military, when and where did you serve? Did you have to go to war? 

Social life 

 Who have been your closest friends? What is your favorite memory of them? 

 How old were you when you started dating?  Do you remember your first date? 

 How did you meet your spouse(s)? How would you describe your spouse(s)? 

 What is your favorite memory of married life? 

 What are your favorite family traditions? What makes you/your family unique? 

 Who have been the most important people in your life? 
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Hobbies & travel 

 What did you do for fun as a young adult? What do you do for fun now? 

 What organizations or groups have you belonged to? What did you do as a member? 

 What’s something you always wanted to try but haven’t yet? 

 What’s your favorite place you’ve ever visited? Why? 

 Have you had pets in your life? What were they like? Favorites? 

 What is your favorite holiday? Why? 

Looking back 

 What’s the most memorable moment of your life? 

 What major national/international events have happened during your life? (Wars, social 

movements, pandemics, depressions/recessions, etc.) How did those events affect you? 

 How has the world changed since you've been young? 

 What have been some of the best inventions/advances you’ve seen in your lifetime? 

 Who are some of your heroes? 

 What haven’t we talked about that you’d like to share? 
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Quick Start Guide: Zoom H1n Audio Recorder 
 

 
 

 

Download the full operation manual at www.zoom.co.jo or scan the QR code below. 

 

 

 

http://www.zoom.co.jo/
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