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Course Description:
This course will introduce you to the theory and practice of oral history, a research method
that preserves personal stories about the past. Oral historians collect interviews from individual
narrators who shared a common experience, such as women defense workers during World War II,
or New Yorkers who witnessed the 9/11 terrorist attacks. These interviews are then deposited in
archives or posted online (or both), where they can be used for scholarly research or consumed by
the public. Very often, oral history narrators are non-elites: “everyday” people or members of
marginalized groups, whose perspectives are otherwise rarely recorded for posterity. In this way, oral
history aims to democratize the archive, and has been instrumental for the fields of women’s history,
African American history, queer history, and labor history, among many others.
However, conducting and analyzing oral histories can be a complicated task. The oral
historian must consider her own role in producing the interview, and the way that her questions and
differences between herself and the narrator by shape the resulting narrative. The oral historian
must also consider the ways that the passage of time, the narrator’s self conception, and popular
media can all distort a narrator’s memory of the past. Indeed, oral history does not strive for
objectivity per se, but instead aims to capture the ways that people make meaning out of their life
experiences. Since oral history is an inherently subjective research method, oral historians must learn
how to interpret and analyze a narrator’s recollection, with attention to its silences, tensions, and
inconsistencies. In this way, oral history calls attention to the ways that all historical knowledge is
constructed through partial perspectives, and to particular ends.
At the same time, the oral historian bears a tremendous responsibility as someone who helps
others record the stories of their lives. Some of these responsibilities inhere in the interview itself.
For example, if an oral historian asks narrators to recall painful or traumatic events, she must
consider whether the value of historical preservation outweighs the stress or harm that her
questions may cause. The oral historian’s ethical obligation also extends beyond the interview. She
must also plan for the long-term preservation of interviews, whether in a traditional archive, or on
the Internet, so that the material will be accessible to others. However, she must consider whether
making an interview widely accessible will have negative personal or legal consequences for the

narrator. In this way, oral history raises questions about what historians owe to the people whose
lives we chronicle, whether they be living or long dead.
As you consider foundational questions about the ethics of practicing history and the nature
of historical knowledge, you will also develop practical skills for doing oral history, as we work
together together to produce oral histories about Virginia Key Beach Park. Here you will put the
theory that we discuss during class into practice, and gain experience in every stage of the
interviewing process, from contacting a narrator, to formulating questions, conducting and
transcribing the interview, and editing the resulting transcript. You will then use the methods for
analyzing oral histories to write an interpretive essay focused on their interview, and what it reveals
about the past.
Community Partner:
Our community partner for this project will be the Virginia Key Beach Park Trust, which
oversees Historic Virginia Key Beach Park, which during the 1940s and 1950s was the site of
Miami’s “Colored Only” beach. County authorities opened the beach for Black swimmers in 1945, in
direct response to “wade-ins” at Haulover Beach, where African American men entered segregated
public waters to protest their exclusion from Miami’s beaches. Virginia Key Beach Park became an
important community space for Black Miami residents before being closed in 1982. Last year, the
Virginia Key Beach Park Trust, in partnership with FIU, won a major grant from the Institute of
Museum and Library Services to oversee the digitization of historic photographs and other archival
records related to the history of Virginia Key Beach Park.
Course Objectives:
By the end of the semester students will:
1. Understand key debates in oral history about ethics, memory, narrative authority, and the
interview relationship
2. Plan, conduct, transcribe, and edit at least one original oral history
3. Return a transcript of their interview to the narrator for editing
4. Use theoretical frameworks for analyzing oral history, along with additional primary sources, to
write an interpretive essay based on their interview
5. Reflect on and assess the quality of their own oral history practice
Required Books:
• Valerie Yow, Recording Oral History (3rd edition)
• Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory (either edition)
• Gregory Bush, White Sand Black Beach: Civil Rights, Public Space, and Miami’s Virginia Key
• Clark, Mary Marshall, et al. After the Fall: New Yorkers Remember September 2001 and the Years that
Followed
• Luise White, Speaking with Vampires: Rumor and History in Colonial Africa
Additional readings will be made available through Blackboard.
Course Requirements and Grading:
This interactive class relies upon you being prepared to talk about the reading when you come to
class. Please do the reading in full for each week. Grading is based on in-class participation, the
completion of the interview assignment and the quality of oral and written work.

Grade Distribution:
• Participation in class (20%): Come to class prepared to discuss that week’s readings.
Additional short assignments (e.g. the practice interview) will be factored into your participation
grade.
• Leading discussion (10%): Beginning in Week 3, each of you will be responsible for leading
discussion once during the semester. You should come to class with a list of open-ended
questions to help the discussion move along. This is also a good opportunity to practice active
listening, asking follow-up questions, and being comfortable with silences.
• Two oral history responses (10% each): Choose an oral history from one of the following
projects or institutions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

ACT UP Oral History Project
Behind the Veil: Documenting African American Life in the Jim Crow South
Carnegie Corporation Oral History Project
Densho Digital Repository (Japanese internment)
Goin’ North: Stories from the First Great Migration to Philadelphia
LGBT Religious Archives Network
Louie B. Nunn Center for Oral History (University of Kentucky)
Kent State Shootings: May 4 Collection
Oral Histories of the American South
Oral History Center at UC Berkeley
Rule of Law Oral History Project
Samuel Proctor Oral History Program (University of Florida)

Then write a response to the interview of 750-1000 words. As you craft your response, consider
the following questions:
• What does the interview add to the historical record that might be new or unique?
• What is the subject of the larger oral or public history project? How does this interview fit
into that larger project?
• What is the narrator’s background? How does that background seem to shape their answers
to the interviewers’ questions?
• Does the interview contain apparent silences, tensions, or inconsistencies? How might you
explain these?
• What kind of relationship does the interviewer seem to have with the narrator? Does the
interviewer try to build rapport with the narrator? How? How does the narrator engage
with the interviewer?
• What are the strengths of the interview? How do you think the interview could have been
improved? (e.g. quality of the questions, points that deserved more follow-up)
•

•

Interview recording and transcript (20%): Each of you will be responsible for conducting a
recorded oral history interview of at least an hour in length with a narrator recommended by the
Virginia Key Beach Historic Park and Trust. You transcribe and edit the interview it according to
the Baylor Oral History Style Guide, and return it to your narrator for them to review.
Interpretive Essay (20%): You will use the analytic strategies from course readings, along with
primary and secondary sources, to write an interpretive essay of at least 2500 words based on
your interview.

•

Presentation (10%): During our final class meeting, each of you will give a ten-minute
presentation of your interview and interpretive analysis.

**I reserve the right to make changes to this reading list throughout the semester as needed.**
Course Calendar:
Week 1 (January 9): Introduction to course
Read:
• Alistair Thomson, “Four Paradigm Transformations in Oral History,” The Oral History Review
34, no.1 (Winter-Spring, 2007), 49-77.
Week 2 (January 16): Oral history as a field
Read:
• Yow, “Introduction to the In-Depth Interview” in Recording Oral History, (1-39).
• Alessandro Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different” and “Research as an Experiment
in Equality” in Death of Luigi Trastulli, (29-58).
• Paul Thompson, “The Voice of the Past” in The Oral History Reader, (25-31).
• Oral history best practices from OHA website: oralhistory.org
Due:
• Complete IRB training (research.fiu.edu/irb/pages/training-requirements.html). Click on the
CITI link and complete the Social & Behavioral Human Research Investigators Course for
new researchers. Send a screenshot or PDF showing that you have completed the training to
droyles@fiu.edu.
Week 3 (January 23): Interview Praxis [Yuleisy]
Read:
• Yow, “Preparation for the Interviewing Project” and “Interviewing Techniques and
Strategies” in Recording Oral History, (77-140).
• Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack, “Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and
Analyses” in Oral History Reader (129-142).
• Martha Norkunas, “The Vulnerable Listener” in Oral History Off the Record, (81-96).
• Alan Wong, “Listen and Learn: Familiarity and Feeling in the Oral History Interview” in Oral
History Off the Record, (97-111).
• ROHO Summer Institute, “Tips for Interviewers” (Blackboard)
Do (in class):
• Practice interview techniques
Week 4 (January 30): Oral History Theory [Joselyn]
Read:
• Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory
Due:
• Oral history transcript reading response #1
Do (in class):
• Demonstrate recording equipment

Week 5 (February 6): Virginia Key Beach [Gigi]
Read:
• Gregory Bush, White Sand Black Beach: Civil Rights, Public Space, and Miami’s Virginia Key
• Charles T. Morrissey, “The Two-Sentence Format as an Interviewing Technique in Oral
History Fieldwork,” The Oral History Review 15 (Spring 1987): 43-53.
• Appendix A, “Sample Interview Guide” in Yow, Recording Oral History
Due:
• Complete practice interview (submit five-minute clip before class)
Do (in class):
• Construct interview guide in class
Week 6 (February 13): Identity and Difference in Oral History [Kizzy]
Read:
• Yow, “Interpersonal Relations in the Interview” in Recording Oral History (185-214).
• Jan Walmsley, “Life History Interviews with People with Learning Disabilities” in Oral
History Reader (184-97).
• Horacio N. Roque-Ramirez and Nan Alamilla Boyd, “Introduction–Close Encounters: The
Body and Knowledge in Queer Oral History,” in Bodies of Evidence: The Practice of Queer Oral
History, (1-22).
• Alexander Freund, “Toward an Ethics of Silence? Negotiating Off-the-Record Events and
Identity in Oral History” in Oral History Off the Record, (223-238).
Do (in class):
• Demonstrate transcription technologies
Week 7 (February 20): Oral History, Narrative, Memory (Or, “What if they’re wrong?”)
[Maureen]
Read:
• Yow, “Oral History and Memory” in Recording Oral History, (41-76).
• Alessandro Portelli, “The Death of Luigi Trastulli: Memory and the Event” and “‘The Time
of My Life’: Functions of Time in Oral History” in Death of Luigi Trastulli, (1-26, 59-76).
• Mark Roseman, “Surviving Memory: Truth and Inaccuracy in Holocaust Testimony” in Oral
History Reader, (230-43)
Due:
• Oral history transcript reading response #2
Week 8 (February 27): Legal and Ethical Issues in Oral History [Jairo]
Read:
• Yow, “Ethical Issues in Oral History” in Recording Oral History, (159-84).
• Mark Klempner, “Navigating Life Review Interviews with Survivors of Trauma,” in Oral
History Reader, (198-210).
• Kathleen Blee, “Evidence, Empathy and Ethics: Lessons from Oral Histories of the Klan,”
in Oral History Reader, (322-32).
• Beth McMurtrie, “Secrets from Belfast,” The Chronicle of Higher Education.

Week 9 (March 6): Analysis and Interpretation [Philip]
Read:
• Yow, “Analysis and Interpretation” in Recording Oral History, (319-350).
• Richard Cándida Smith, “Analytic Strategies for Oral History Interviews,” in Handbook of
Interview Research (711-731).
• Portelli, “The Best Garbage Man in Town,” in Death of Luigi Trastulli, (99-137).
• Katherine Borland, “’That’s Not What I Said’: Interpretive Conflict in Oral Narrative
Research,” in Oral History Reader, (310-21).
• Mark Soderstrom, “A Single Queer Voice with Polyphonic Overtones” in Queer Twin Cities,
(119-49).
NO CLASS MARCH 13—FIU SPRING BREAK

Week 10 (March 20): Oral History, Public History, and Public Memory [Jose]
Read:
• Michael Frisch, “Oral History and Hard Times: A Review Essay” in A Shared Authority: Essays
on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History, (5-14).
• Daniel Kerr, “‘We Know What the Problem Is’: Using Video and Radio Oral History to
Develop Collaborative Analysis of Homelessness” in Oral History Reader, (485-494).
• Doug Boyd, “I Just Want to Click on It to Listen” in Oral History and Digital Humanities: Voice,
Access, and Engagement, (77-96).
• Kevin Murphy, “Gay Was Good: Progress, Homonormativity, and Oral History” in Queer
Twin Cities, (305-318).
Due:
• Interview recording and transcript
Week 11 (March 27): NO CLASS—WORK ON ESSAYS
Week 12 (April 3): Oral History Case Studies I [Ashley]
Read:
• Clark et al, After the Fall: New Yorkers Remember September 2001 and the Years that Followed.
Week 13 (April 10): Oral History Case Studies II
Read:
• Luise White, Speaking with Vampires: Rumor and History in Colonial Africa.
Week 14 (April 17): Presentations
Due:
• Oral history presentation
• Interpretive essay

