OFFICE OF NIH HISTORY

ORAL HISTORY POLICIES

October 1, 2004

The Office of NIH History actively collects oral history interviews from Intramural scientists and administrative figures at the NIH.  These interviews are designed to preserve the rich history of the NIH and to augment documentary evidence about the history of the NIH. 

The following are detailed guidelines for creating an oral history:

1. Only use 60 minute tapes (30 minutes each side).  Magnetic tape is fragile and the tape used in 90 and 120 minute tapes is much thinner than that used in 60 minute tapes – and therefore more prone to breaking.  For archival preservation purposes 60 minute tapes are the preference.   

2. Make sure both you and the interviewee are audible.  Place the recorder between you and the interviewee and use the small, free-standing microphone.  Set the microphone as close to the interviewee as possible, but still close enough so the interviewer can be heard.

3. Before starting the interview, record a brief introductory statement (or “label’) that states your name, the date, interviewee’s name, and location at the beginning of each side of the tape.  For example, “This is Brooke Fox, and today’s date is Monday, October 4, 2004. I am conducting an interview with Dr. Marshall Nirenberg, in his laboratory located in Building 37 on the NIH campus, Bethesda, MD.”  If the interview is for a specific project (i.e., a Stetten Fellowship), please include a brief blurb about what project the interview was conducted for.  This step will allow you to test the equipment to see if it’s working properly.

4. At the beginning of each interview ask the interviewee if they acknowledge that the interview is being recorded (get this statement and his/her response on tape). Tell them when you are starting to record (this doesn’t need to be on tape).  You must always notify the interviewee when the recorder is on.

5. Once the interview is completed, immediately break the two safety knockouts or tabs located on the top of each tape, on both ends.  The will prevent the tape from being accidentally recorded over or erased.

6. Label each tape with the following information:

a. Interviewee’s name

b. Interviewer’s name

c. Date

d. Location

e. What purpose (Stetten Fellowship; AIDS history project; etc.

7. Write a brief abstract (5-7 sentences) summarizing the interview.  Include key terms and subjects discussed, including the names of people referred to frequently throughout the interview.

8. Give audiotapes to the archivist for copying and transcription.  The archivist will contact the transcription company to come and pick up the tapes.  The tapes and final transcript will be returned to the archivist, who will then forward the transcript on to the interviewer.

9. Send a lightly edited transcript to the interviewee (by lightly edited, I mean take out filler words such as “um,” “uh,” etc.)  Request that they return it to you as soon as possible.

10. Upon receipt of final transcript, send a copy to the archivist for filing in the archives collection.

11. The archivist has the office audio equipment under his/her care.  Please see the archivist to check out the tape recorders, microphones, digital camera, and batteries.  Familiarize yourself with the equipment before conducting the interview.  The tape recorder has an electric power plug attachment that should be used rather than batteries.  If there is no plug within reach of the interview area, then use batteries but check to make sure that they are fresh.  Always bring an extra supply of batteries and audiotapes.  Never use the recorders built-in microphone; it will pick up all of the machine’s operating noises. Table microphones should be placed close to the interviewee.  Always test microphones before the interview to make sure that they pick up both the interviewee and the interviewer.  When setting up at the interview location, remember to pick a quiet location, and test the recorder before starting the actual interview.    

12. Take pictures of your interviewee, and if possible, a picture of yourself with the interviewee.

13. Get the interviewee to sign the Deed of Gift form prior to starting the interview.  

14. During the interview be aware of how much time has passed.  Remember, the tapes are only 30 minutes on each side so frequently check to make sure that the tape hasn’t stopped.  Don’t use the automatic turnover function, as part of your conversation will be lost.  When getting near the end of a side, ask the interviewee to pause for a second while you are turning over/changing the tapes.  When turning over the tape, let it run a few seconds, long enough to get past the “leader.”  Remember that cassette tapes have a few seconds of lead time and do not begin talking the moment you turn on the machine.  Immediately number the cassette tape after you remove it from the recorder so as not to confuse it with another tape (you can properly label the tape – see no. 5 above – after the interview is complete).

15. When conducting multiple interviews with one person, always use a new cassette tape for each interview.

16. If using only one side of a cassette tape, write “blank” on the empty side.

Oral History Checklist

Equipment

  Cassette recorder

  Extension cord

  Batteries

  Microphone

  Audio tapes

  Digital camera

  Batteries

  Memory card

  Notebook

  Pens/pencils

Deed of Gift Form


Signed before interview begins

Pre-Interview


Recorded brief introduction or “label”

Interview
Acknowledgement from interviewee that tape is on and that the interview is being recorded

Take notes on names you need spellings for, etc.

When turning tape over, allow a few seconds of the leader tape to scroll through before starting to talk

Number tapes immediately 

Take pictures of interviewee

Post Interview


Break safety tabs immediately


Complete full labeling of tapes


Write brief abstract summarizing interview


Tapes to archivist for transcription

