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* - INTRODUCTION
Onal history as a techmique was developed by AllamyNevins at Columbidr
Umiversity in the 1940s. ¢ proliferated in the sixties akd seventies, fostered
by the nanon’s Bicentennial celebration and the spdeess of Rootg Oral
history cin preserve a segment of a community's heritage that would
otherwise surely be lostand can strengthen a community's sense of identity
and pride.

Oral hastory has been’ extensiyely described in the literature of librarian-
ship. For years, articles and hooks have been explaining and extolling it.
“That many libiaries have responded o the attractiod of aral history is
apparent from the hundreds which list“*oral history" among their hold-
mgs i the Amenicen Library DW!m‘y and from announeements of pro-
jects which have appeared in journals and newsletters.
. .
Many publications otfer excellent guidelines for the conduct of oral history
projects and’warn of pitfalls to avoid, but whether public library projects
have actually conformed to these guidelines has never been investigated.
Indeed, conspicuously missing from the literature is any attempt to system-
attcally investigate library projects. How extensive, effective or worthwhile
have typical projects been? How have they been conducted? Have their
products been used? What roles have public librarians played? Do libgar-
ians feel their projects have been successful? Do librarians believe the
projects were worth the investment of time and effort? Which factors have
contributed to the success of projects? Which factors have hindered success?

In an attempt to gather information sthat could help answer these ques-
tions, the present study was undertaken. The ultimate goal was to assist
librarians in making informed, decisigns about oral history and to help
them plan projects with the greatest potential for success and utility.

,

" 4

ETHODOLOGY
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In the summer of 1982, qesronnaires were semt 1o public libraries in 11
states that listed “oral history'" among their resources in the American
Library Divectory and % a small number of other libraries in these states
with ora] history projects thit had been mentioned in the literature.

A total of 182 questionnaires were sent; 111"bBraries replied of which 6
reported no oral history resources (see table ). Usable replies, therefore,

were received from 105 libraries. . . : .
* w P
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TABLE | : S
Orat HistorY PreJECTS
- \Ff re <
> N}
. Starting Datés (A=still'active)
Labraries Pre- 1970- Post-
Quenied Rephed . 1970 1976 1977 (r)
7 $-1= 3  Albama . 0 " I(1A)  21A) 0O
31 2 -1 =21 Califorma 5(2A) 1028y 2 1
14 B-1= 7 Connecticut 0 2(1A) '4(31\) 1
7 5 = 5 Florida 1(1A) 1 3 0
B 1= 2 Georgia 0 1(1A) H 0
5 b = % Idaho 0 1(1A) J22A) 0
hi) 13 -1 = 12 Hlineis -1 10(5A) 1(1A) 0
25 21 = 21 Indiana 2(2A) 11{3A)  7(2A) I
* 16 7 = 7 foww” 0 2(2A)  4(1A) 1
7 5 = 5 Kansas 0 2 2(1A) 1 *
27 20 -1 =19 New York 4 102A)  2(1A) %(IA)
Towl . : -
182 111 -ty = 105 13(5A) 51(18A) 30(12A) 11(1A)
a=hbranies reporung no oral history resources
v=total hbranes analyzed .
(2)=dates not given  * \

. e
Only 36 projects (34%) were currently 4‘tive. (Projects were classified as -
inactive if responses labeled them as such, or if théy had not added an
interview since 1979.) Projects ranged in size from 1 to 500 interviews. The
median number of interviews was 20. The number ol transcribed inter-
views ranged from 0 to 500. The median number of transcriptions was two.
Of the 105 projects, 13 started before 1970 (5 were still active); 51 started
between 1970 and 1976 (18 were still active); 30 started in 1977 orlater (12
wetg still active); and 1F did not identify beginning dates (1 still active).
The largest number of projects were found in:

Iinois - (85 queried; 13 replied);

California - (31 queried; 22 replied);

New York\ (27 queried; 20 replied); - . .
lndiana ‘ ) (25 quer;ed 21 replied). t o,

This 1s n()l surprising since these are among the most populous states and
they have often been in the forefront of library innovation. A comparison
of the states shows some interesting differences, however California and
New York had a number of projects that started in the 1960s but few that
started after 1976. Approximately 20% of their projects remain active.
Indiana in comparison had a substantial portion of projects starting after

) . 6 ! ‘
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1976, and one-third of its pro;u’ls remain ac lm Ilinois had fewer post-

1976 pl()]t’( ts, but half of its projects wmdm active. - “
A m‘qumy of the projects 1n other states started after 1976, and mqu half
of their 5)!0](( ts remain active. A state-by-state breakdown of 4 tive pro-
jects 1s as follows: ¥ - .
Indiana = 7 (2 post-1976) Idaho- 3@ pos(-l'f)76)*
_ Hlinois 6 (1 post-1976) ~  Alabama 2 (1 post-1976)
California % (0 post-1976) Florida 1 (0 post-1976) .
New York 4 (1 post-1976) - Kansas 1 (1 post-1976) )
Connecticut 1 (3 post-1976) Georgia 1 (0 post-1976) o
Iowa - 3 (1 post-1976) ¢

Thersw dati become meaningful when the situation in individual states is.
examined more closely and put into context. “The state-by-state analysis
that follows provides a cumukative justification for the cone lusions pres-
ented at the end of this paper. . ’

+
. 3

California

»

In the sixties, much aral history activity was cemered in California. Oral -
history programs began in 1954 at the University of California, Berkeley,
and in 1959 at the Los Angeles campus. Allan Nevins, retired from .olum-
bia, was working at thé Huntington Library ricar Los Angeleq in the
1d-1960s. With. his encouragement, the Oral History Association was
established’during a eonference at Lake Arrowhead in .1966.

Projicts pmlif;t'mtvd. Enthusiasm for oral history became so great thatby ¢
1970 the State Library announced plans for a “California Bibliographic
Center for Oral Hmory to collect and disseminate information about

v projects. : :

’
-

4 . .
Libraries were enthusiastic too, inspired by Willa Baum, who was the
director of the Regional Oral History Project at Berkeley, and author of thie
standard guide to oral history technique, Oral History For the Local
Historical Society. She was an early and articulate advocate of library
_ involvement with oral history. She promoted the idea in presentations
- before library groups and in articles published in the Californja Lib;arian

This survey identified 15 library pmjects that started before 1977. Califor-
nia libraries, however, were especially hard hit by fundmg(utba( ks in the
late 19705. The passage of Proposition 13 prompted many austerities. Not
surprisingly, most odthe oral history projects were ph(:ag.c_d out by 1980, and

‘
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only two new projects started after 1976—both funded by grants. In the
words of the respondent froim Richmorx Public Library: “The project was
not given the status of a regular task, hence it got what time could be
scraped up When the budgtl(rms hit, it was oneoftheflrst,programs to be.
dropped.” .

L4

Pre-1970 Projects

Active
—Salirias Public Library (l%7+) “The Steinbegk and Steinbeck Coun-
try Oral History Project” has collected over 100 interviews with persons
who knew Steinbeck or knew about the historical backgroynd of people,
places or events described in his works. (The response did not make4t clear
whether aty have been transcribed.) In conjunction with the interviews,
historic photographs have been collected, and hundreds of original photo-
graphs of people and places have been taken. These resources are added to
the library’s prestigious John Steinbeck Archives. The project has operated
with a small, dedicated corps of volunteers who either knew Steinbeck or
are deeply interested in his works and the Salinas Valley.

—Mill Valley Public Library (1968+)—An oral histoty project, cospon’
sored by the Friends of the Library and the Mill Valley Historical Society
and administered by an Oral History Committee, has collected 250 inter-.-
views and transcribed 225 of these. Committee members and other volun-
teers have interviewgd and transcribed. The Nbrary catalogs, indexes, and
provides access to resources thus produced. -
Inactive 7
_~Pomona Pyblic Library (1963)—The library merely accepted and stored
125 tapes (none transcribed) collected by a- Llarcmont College graduate
student. :

~—Merced County Library (1968-80)—Over a 13 year period, two volunte®ers
randomly collected 1 l#interviews thh long-time residents and transcribed
fiine of these.

—Anaheim Public Llhrary (1969-70)—The curator of the focal hxstory
room collected 12 interviews (none transcnbed)

-

1970-76 Projects

.
s

Active .
The two most prolific of the ten prolects identified as starting during this .
period, remain acuve
. .. /?
i v 6 ~
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—Marin ('ount,v Ftee I.tbrary (19734+)—Two volunteers have conducted
250 mterviews: a third volunteer has transcribed 158.
- —Upland Publu Library (1974+)—With funding from the Friends of the .
Library, library staff haye conducted 1125 interviews. "Iramcnpn(m and
indexing are progressing slowly due 1o lack of staff tme. lo date, 20
interviews h; ave been transcribed. 7
Inactive. ' .
The eight inaetive projgets tended o be small, to h.we extended ovc*r a
period of years before languishing, and-to have been mo(‘estly funded by
the library, or—in a few cases—by Friemds of tHe Library. Interviews were
conducted either by volunteers or by library staff."Both arrangements
offered some problems. $Some librariesteported difficulty in obtaining and
retainihg volunteers who had the background, skills and commitment to
pursue the project. In some cases, vr')lumeors were difficult to sup(rvise "’
-other cases, they operated withbut any direct library supervision. Using
statf 1o, conduct and ranscribe interviews, or even just (o supervisg volun-
teers, dffered some benefits, but required a commitment of staff time
- difficult to maintain in the fd(t‘ of increasing demdnds for library service
dnd diminishing resources. -

7~ Post 1976 Projects ) . -

o Inactive \ .
- —Tulare County Public Library (1979)—With an LSCA grant, a resident
«, of the Tulare Rivar Reservation was hired to conduct interviews .that

would prescrve native American history aind lore. Nine interviews were
conducted. Transcripts for seven were (ompleted by a librarian dnd a
CE'TA worker. : -
—San Joaquin Valley 1 1ln.|ry Systom(1979 80)—th a large grant from
the National Endowment for the Humanities, the System conducted the
enormously successful “‘San joaqum Valley Japhnese~?\merncan Project.”
It employed a paid coordinator. As part of this multi-faceted. project,
fourteen community volunteers were trained in oral hnstory techniques.
They collected. and; with the help of a paid typist, transcribed 120 inter-
hews. Transcripts wege published by the library. Oral history materials
. ‘>() provided 4}“‘ basis for a videotape and a slidé tape,  °

Successful Projects T /

Two of the 21 California projects (Salinas and San Joaquin Valley) were
rated by respondents “an unqualified success’; 10 were rated ““a qualified
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California respondents offered the highest number of negative evaluatons
of any state. '

, TABLE 2
Svccesg oF Orat HISTORY PROJECTS

.

RESPONDENTS RATINGS .

o . Total Unqualified  Qualified  less Than No
State Projacts Success Success - Successful Answer
AbLthama 3 1 2 - -
Cihitorma 21 2 10 9 -
Connecticut 7 | 5 1 -
Flonda . 5 1 2 1 1

Georgla 2 . 2 - ..
Idaho 3 1 2 - .
Uhinows 12 3 6 2 !

" duna : 21 -6 10 5 -
fowa 7 1 4 - 2
Kansas ; H o« 1 4 1 _
New York 19 2 12 .3 T

Towl 105 19 . AR 22 6

Eleven projects including five “less than successful’ ones reported few
interviews had been transcribed. Transcriptions tended to be done by
volunteers, or less frequently, by library staff. One library that hired a

- typist to transcribe tapes reported they contained many errors due to the
poor audio quality of seme recordings and to the lrunscribcr'éunfumiliar-

ity with I()('il; names’”

The Salinas Publi¢ Library (“John Steinbeck') and the San Joaquin
Valley Library System (] apanese-American’’) projects were the ones rated
“an unqualified success.” Both projects were sharply focused on specific
themes and used interviewers with special backgrounds and/or training.
TheSalinas project’s primary aim was (o (reate resources for scholars and
rescarchers—resources that enrich the library’s renowned Steinbeck

-archives. The San Joaquin Valley’s aim, on the other hand, was not merely

o create resources for scholars, but to widely disseminate information
about the Japanese-American community's heritage and to have a perceiv:
able impact on the community. To this end, the project published the
edited transcripts in three volumes, and used the oral history materialsand
photographic resources that had also been collected to create a 39-minute
videotape (Syccess Through Pérseverance) and a slide-tape (Improving

8 810
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success’”: and 9 were rated *‘less than successful .’ As can be seen i table 2, .-



!
Library Seruice to Japanese-Americans in the Valley) that have been widely
viewed.
Projects characterized by respondents as “a qualified success' were consi-
dered to have preserved valuable information for future generations, and—
toa mu( h lesser extent—for present-day users. Projects rated “'a qualified
success.” or “less than succ essful” tended to cite the following failings:-

kY

}')w use of materials produced;
——l\(k of staff, funds, time to conduct, supervise, continue projects;
—drfficulties in rec ruiting and retaining qualified volunteers;
. —lack of planning; projects developed without focus, direction, a
. schedule, continuity; persons interviewed _were selected at random;
~ —poor quality of interviews; interviewers were untrained and/or lacked
background; interviewers lacked control; interviewers were unfocused,
rambling: : .
—resources produced by the pro]“l remain inaccessible-untranscribed oy
incompletely transcribed; not (aldloged, or indexed; not available for

circulation; not publicized to the’ publig; 4 .
—poor audio quality on tape#; poor quahty of transcripts (ma(cura( ies
and typing errors); . -
: —mabxluy to gam or sustaintommunity interest; and . ‘

—progect based on false premises about the availability of the desired
information from the populduon interviewed.

From these factors and from the successful characteristics of projects may
bc extrapolated elements contributing | lo success:

—~prepl wning; careful, systematic delineation of goals, strategies, timing; .
preliminary rescarch into the persons to be interviewed and the subjects
to.be discussed and into proper oral history methodology;

“involvement of.the community; adequate publicity;

—a qualified individual or core group of individuals with the time, skllls
dedication to oversee the project;

—adequate staff and funding;

—skilled and committed interviewers; persons with background,
training, moumqu ) . .

.~ —adequate equipment and technica] knowledge to pr(xlucc good quality
recordings; good quality blank tapes used; .

—skilled transcribers; verified transcyipts produced soon afte recording

sessions; \

—processing of the resources pmduu‘(\l—(dlalogmg indexing, iranscrib-
ing, illustration with pholographl malenals collected c(m(mrcntly
with the interviews; .

—publicizing the availability of resourdes produced; and -

—creation of print or au‘diovisual by-prod ucts that can more easily reach a

i
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broad cross-section of the community: books, booklets, audiovisual
productions that can be freely and widely disseminated and that are
attractive and meaningful to the average person.  +-
Most of the California projects, being poorly furded, could achieve only
some of these characteristics. The well-funded San Joaquin Valley project,
however, was able to display all these characteristics. It was well-planned;
well-supervtsed; made heavy use of radio, television, newspaper publicity;
reached a broad cross section of the public with newspaper articles, publi-
cations, and media productions; and had an immediate and powerful
impact on the community. Important information that would have been
lost, due to the rapid decline in the number of surviving first and second -
generation Japanese-Americans and to the loss of {amily and historical
records during World War II, was preservéd. Local interest in ethnic
heritages and their pre servation was stimulated. The project also yielded
tremendous public relations benefits for the library and resulted in greatly
increased rapport with, and utilization of the library l)y. the Japanese-

“American community. ]
174

Indiana

The Field Agent for the Indiana State Library’s Indiana Division, F.
Gerald Handfield, Jr., wrote on his response to the questionnaire: “There
are approximately 100 oral history projects in Indiana and nearly all owe
something to the State Library's, assistance and guidance,” State Library
Field Agents have been collecting oral history interviews since 1966, and
have played a leading role in the establishment of the Indiana Oral History
Roundtable in 1971. When Handfield became field agentin 1976, outreach

activities increased. He prepared a booklet, History on Tape, that offered”

_guidelines for initiating and conducting oral history projects .md depos-
ited copies in every public library in the state. Handfield has’ traveled
throughout Indiana offering dozens of speeches and workshops. consult-

ing” with organizations planning projects, and advising many on how to

seck grants. “By 1979, writes Handfield, “‘the Indiana Committee for the ¢

Humanities was overwhelmed by requests for funding [for] oral history
projects.” .

The 1981 edition of History on Fape lists 46 oral history projects that are

centered in public libraries. The present survey had identified only 25. It

received replies from (including, thgeState L.ibrary). There were two

pre-197Q projects (both #till active); eleven 1970 76 projects (three ac tive);

seven post- 1976 pro]e( (two active); and one inactive project that did not
- specify dates. ' '

-
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Active

[
Pre-1970 Projects _— . e

K]

. —-Ill(Tldlld State L, 1brdry (1966+)—Field agents have béen condueting oral

histgny interviews since 1966. Approximately 300 interviews have been
collected. They have been lrénS(rlb(’d (16,000 pdg(.'s) by a full-time typist
paid out of 1.SCA funds. There is growing interesf in video oral history and

over 60 interviews have been videotaped. Oral history resources have been

used for radio programs, slide-tapes, by television and. media producers,

-researchers, and genealogists. .

—Hammond Public I.il;ra‘ry (1968+)—The collection of 100 tapes con-
tains some oral.history anterviews that were conducted by two Historical
Society members, but the bulk consists of recordings of the Historiral

‘Society’s monthly ‘program—sessians at which*speakers and long-time
residents reminisce about the community’s past. The library has tried to

transcribe the tapes, but, due to staff shortages, fewer than 20 transcriptions
have ‘been nmdc . N

-

1970-?6 Projects rARE :
. “ .

Active

—Wabash-Carnegie Public Library (1970+)--Over the years, a commun-

ity leader, who is presently the mayor; has conducted most of the 92

interviews collected. lerary Naff do the transcription (84 have been

_transcribed). - ~

; —Peabody 1 1bi‘dry ((,olumbld (‘ny) (197.)+)—An unspecified number of

m(ervwws have been collected (none transcribed) by various community
volunteers. The library provides tape recorder and tape. Tapes have bcen
popular with.c Iqbs and sénior citizens. :

—Wells County Library (1976+)—-The Genealogy/Adult Services Librar-
ian has collected 21 interviews; 15 havc been transcribed by hbrary staff.
Inactive’ g

—South Whitley-C h veland Pubh( Library (1970-?)—An informal project

_initiated bygthe town librarian and carried out with the help of several

community volunteers produced 20 interviews (none transcribed).

—Monroe County Public Library (1974)—This successful one year project
began with a‘community workshop on oral history techniques conducted
by somcone from the State Isibrary. From those attending, 20 volunteer
interviewers were recruited. They collected 50 interviews. The library was
less able w0 recruit volunteers to help with transcribing. Library staff

-
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eventually completed the work—transcribing and cataloging all 50 inter-
views. A compiehensive subject index is now being prepared.

—Noble County Public Library (1975-82)—The librarian, encouraged by
the State Library's example, started and conducted this project. She col-
legred 20 interviews (none transcribed).

—Gareensburg Public Library (1976-78)—The library serves asa ‘depository
for 30 untranscribed interviews collected by high school seniors with funds

f1om the Bicentennial Commission. -
»

The remaining four projects were very small (none produced more than
hve mterviews) and were rated less tHan successful’” by three. Reasons ;
given forlack o[ success were: lack of staff, tinle, [und\ and volumt-c
assistance. )

-

Post 1976 Projects : .

Actrve

—Floyd County Public Library (1978+)—Thirty interviews (none trans-
cribed) have been produced by staff and volunteers. Some fiiancial and
volunteer support has been provided by the Historical Society.
—Putmam County Public Library (1981+)-<A student from the Folklore
Institute and Oral History Project at Indiana University spent three
months in residence supervising this project. Through the efforts of the
resident, a librarian, and several community $olunteers, 18 interviews were
collected. Volunteers have wanscribed five interviews thus far.

~

Inactive
Three of the five were funded by grants and involved some type of media
product o1 public programming.

- —Michigan ity Public Library (1977-79)—This large local history pro-

ject was tunded by a CE'TA Tide VI Special Projects Grant. Project staff
produced 20 slide-tapgs; a videotape; a 16mm film; and a detailed, richly
illustiated guide to historic sites in the county. They devoted half of their
time to oral history mterviews. They recorded 136 interviews and trans-
cribed 70 before the grant ran out. Tapes have been duplicated for circula-
tion and an annotated free ¢ atalog has been produced. Several of the more
interesting llll(‘l views have been published as illustrated pamphlets.

—Madison-Je fferson County Public Library (1979)—With an Indiana
Cornmittee for the Humanities Grant, anoral history spec ialist was Hired
to interview nine prominent local people. All interviews were videotapeds
on VHS cassette. They are currently being transcribed and indexed.

N
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—Vigo County Public Library (1980-81)—Wjth an Indiana Committee for
the Humanides grant and'a local businessman’s gift of $1000, the library
undertook an oral history projeet with the Wabash Valley Press Club. Club
members conducted 54 interviews and a professional secretary transcribed
them. A series of well-publicized and attended public programs were held

, In conjunction with the project.

~ \
The rem: qmng two post-1976 pr()Je(ls were very small. One (“'less than
successful”) was cosponsored by the Historical Society but was discon-
‘tnued after two interviews due to lack of volunlct 1. The other involved

- the recording of one oral history pu'sem wion given dld"lt‘(‘llllg sponsorcd

Q

»

by the l()ml Kiwanis Club, ‘

Successful Projects

The State Library rated its project “*an unqualified success’ as did Wabash-
Carnegie, Peabody, Bloomington, Floyd County, and Vigo County. Ten
dibraries rated their project **a qualified“success” citing low use, lack of
transcripts and-or time-staff-funding constraints. Five libraries rated their
projects “less than successful.”” These were all very smgll projects that
never got off the groung because of the.same constraints reported by the
other libraries and especially because of an Inability to recruit dedicated
volunteers.

Many respondents were very enthusiastic about their projects. One encour-

aged other libraries not to wait for “jdeal circumstances,’” but to *'start
now...before (the mformatmn) is lost forever.” Several other respondents
echoed these sentiments.

.
~

Looking at Indiana and California responses, we see one important differ-
ence. Field agents from the Indiana State Library have long actively
promoted oral history and provided information, inspiration, training,

and, more recently, help in seeking grants. This has probably contributed

to the success of projects and to better quality interviews.

On the other hand, in both states, a majority of the projects have been

poorly funded and have relied upon regular library staff and/or volunteers
for their operation. When persons with-.competence, enthusiasm and time

are not available, projects tend to languish. Even "‘successful’’ projects find

it difficult to provide for rapid transcription anid processing of tapes. In
both states, some aof thé most productive projects have*been grant
supported. , .
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New York N . (—\ ot e .

Of the 27 New York lil)ml"i(s queried, 20 replied. One hibrary denied
having oral history resources. Of the remaining nineteen, four started oral
-history projects before 1970 (none active), ten before 1970 and 1976 (two
active), two after 1976 (one active), and thtee did not provide dates (one
active). o '

Ad -
[l +

Pre-1970 Projects

M Y

- Inactive ’
qldll

All four oral history projects are inactive. Thgt'c were rated “less the
successful™ due to poor quality and-or nontranscription and nonuse.

" —F ll( nyille Public Library and Museunt (1959 17)—A sldff librarian col-
lu ted 22 interviews (none transcribed).

—East Hampton Public Library: (19()7. 1980)—"Lhe hibrary has merely
(dml()gcd and added to the collection five inli'rvu'(v s (untranscribed) col-
lected in 1967 by“lhlgh school class. ln 1980, an in-depth (ten cassettesand
transcription) interview with the town historian was conducted by a pro-

fessional historian and paid for by the Amagansctt Improvement Society.

The remaining two projects were very small, producing under five
untranscribed ingerviews. Bothy were conducted by staff “blN.

1970-76 Projects
roe

Active

— Jericho Public Library (1978+)—The Local History Librarian has col-

lected 21 interviews. All have been transcribed. At first a student was +

recruited to transcribe them, but it was found necessary to hire a “profes-

-~ sional’ to do this work. . . .

—Ossining Public Library (lSi76+)—-—'I'he library serves as a depository for
copies of 98 (untranscribed) interviews produced by a task force of volun-

& (cers working with the Historical Society and the chamber of commerce.

Inactwe

—Ogdensburg Pul)h( Library (1970-79)—The library director collected 31

(untranscribed) interviews before lack of time forced him to discontinue

the project. He commented: 1 did what I could, when I could with what I

could. We have 4 very valuable collection...if the library had waited to get
. X ..
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the best equipment and sufficient staff, the project would never have
begun.” : >

- —Bryant Memorial Library (Roslyn) (1971-75)—T'wg librarians with an

imterest in local history collected 50 interviews and transcribed 5.
—Merrick Public l.i'hra'lry (1971-79);-As a Bicentennial project, members
of the Historical Society conducted 15 interviews, Thesingle transcript
was ppepared by high school students as a (yp‘ng class project. The library
has cataloged, and-houses copies of, the tapts.

—North Merrick Public Libfary (1971-72)—Under a federal program, a
college stutlent. was assigned to the library as a summer “cadet.” She
conducted seven (untranscribed) interviews$, collected old photographs,
and r¢searched town history at nearby local history mllec(i%r)s. She used

“these materials to write a draft history of the town. This was edited by a

member of the Friends of the Library, illustrated with historic and contem-
porary phatographs and drawings by local artists, and published as a
booklet, Yesterday in the Merricks. The booklet was a great success espe-
cially since there had previously been no town history available. The .
project “was very popular. It made people proud of their hometown.”

‘The remaining four oral history projects were Bicentennial projects con-
ducted by volunteers, Friends of the Library groups, and, in one case, a
library trustee. ‘They produced from 5 to 24 interviews. Those with trans-
criptions have employed the services of library staff, volunteers, and in one
case, a CETA worker. ’ C

‘Post 1976 Projects . ) ' ' .

-~

Active

" —Port Washingl(m Public.Librar.y (1980+)—Through a series of grants,

the library has been able to hire a professional oral historian to conduct”
and coordinate oral-history activities. Twenty interviews have been pro-
duced and transcribed. Projects have dealt with the Black community, the
Italian community, the sand pit industry, and local characters and heroes.
Videotapes, illustrated booklets, and an audiotape walking tour have been
produced. Fach summer a workshop course is offered that teaches com-
munity members ta produce videotape oral history documentaries.
Inactive  * , . o

—Tuckahoe Public Library (1980-81)—The village paid the taition of a
library employee enrolled in an oral history course at a nearby college. She
conducted and wanscribed 12 interviews. -

.15
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As part ol another study, thrs writer learned of other post-1976 grant
tunded projects. Between 1979 and 1982, ten libraries received NEH funds
to develop programs on the theme A Sense of Community —Diversity and
Change.” Atleast five conducted some type of oral history project as part of
thein activities. Some have resulted in slide-tapes, some in videotapes that

.will be cablecast. and one in a widely distributed booklet containing
excerpted 1eminiscences. Also, in 1982, the Rochesters Arga Resources

Ex¢hange gave % small grant 1o the Chili and Gates libraries +6 work with
the school system to produce audmla‘pc and videotape oral history resour-
ces to support the pewly mandated inclusion of local hlstory in the [ourlh
grade cutricalum. - - »

Of1he thiee projeats that dld not identify dates, ony (hc Hicksville Public
Library profect remains active. The dncum and arlpther librarian ‘have
collected 40 intertviews. A college student lranscnl d four as a summer
employee, . . .

) I d

. Successful Projects . .

-

Two libranes (l’ml sthnu,um and Ogdensburg) rated their pro;t*( s’

ungualified success.” Twe Tve rated tham “*a qualified success” citing lh(‘
same shortcomings noted by the California and Indmna libraries. The
three libraries rating projects “less than successful™” were all evaluating
pre-1970 projects. (There is the possibility that new librarians may view the
efforts of their predecéssors with more objectivity or perhaps undervalue
them.) Two libraries did not provide ratings. Again, there was evidence of
increasing grant support and multimedia products in some more recent
projects. '

Illinois

-~

Hlinois had the Largest number of public libraries listing “oral history™ in
the American Library Divectory of any of the 11 states. However, although
35 libraries were queried, only 13 rcplied.

-

~ As was the case in Indiana, there has bvvnGuonglmdershlp and promotion

of oral history during the past decade. The Oral History Office at San-
gamon State University, which has received several grants from the State’
Library, was established in 1971 and has been particularly influenaal. Its
basic guide to oral history techniques, Oral History: From Tape to Type,
was widely distributed in llhinois and has been published by the American.

Y .
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Library Assoaation: The Moraine Valley Oral H&smry Assodiation has

promoted oral history rmjc('(s'umong its 13 member libraries since 1975.

One of the 13 libraries responding had disbanded its oral history collec-
tion. Of the remaining 12, only one inactive project started before 1970%0f

the ten that started between 1970 and 1976, five remain active (the one.

project that started after 1976 also remains active). -
. . - .

Pre-1970 Project -

Inactive . ' e

—QOak Lawn Public lxbmr) (1959-81)—1 ibrary personnel and trained
volunteers conducted 15 interviews-aind transcribed 7. Intérviewe rs and the
transcriber recetved their traming lhrou;,h the Morumn Valley Oral His-
o1y Assoctation. _

1970-76 Projects i T

Active
—Franklin Park District (IQ72+)-—Th¢ I()( al History Librarian has col:
lected 12 interviews and transcribed 10.

—Wilmette Public Library (19754)—Two volunteers hdve collected W
interviews. These have been transcribed by paid stenographers (attempts to
use volunteers for transcribing proved unsuccessful). . )
—Bensenville Public Library (1975+)—The Local M§ tory L.ibrarian has
conducted 52 interviews, and with the help of a typist, has transcribed and
edited 49. The project has employed well defined objectives and standard-
1zed procedures. The tapes formed the basis for the book, Bensenville.

—Morris Public Library (1976+)—The Local History Librarian con-
ducted 30 interviews and has transcribed ape. Tapes have been used in
radio spots, for slide shows and for student papers.

—-Palos Heights Public Library (1976g)—Library staff, trained by the
Moraine Valley Oral History Association (MVOHA), have collected 56
interviews. To date, 22 have been transcribed. Tapes are sent to MVOHA
for copying, transcription and editing. After palron verification, ‘they
return to MVOHA for fllldl typing.

¢

Inactwve
" —Forest Park Publi¢ I. 1brary (1974-80)—The Local History L. 1bnm¢m
. swho is also vice-president of the Historical Society, collected 14 1nterviews

-
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(nom (mnscnbcd) before th‘mds on her mm forced her to db.md(m the
pl()](‘(l - .
—Galesl shiirg Public Library (1975-78)—The Special Collections Librar- .
tan, Hbrary employees, and volunteers collected and transcribed 27
mterviews,
—Winfield Public Library (early 197057°—~CETA employees were used in
this project. Eight interviews were collecwd (none transcribed) before
" funds ran out. ! .

—Cenuahia Pul)li( Library (197')-9)—/\ Tibrarian and two board nwmbcrs -~
. collected 18 interviews (none transeribed).

—Tiskilwa Township Library (1976-79)—In 1976, the Starved Rock
Library System used an LSCA grant to enc ‘ourage oral history projevts in
member libraries. Pmu mterviews_were (olluwd and transcribed.

Post 1976 Projects : .
Active ‘

—FEisenhower Library District (197(H-)—Assmvd by gmms “from several’
towaiships and villages, the library has initiated an effort to develop a local
history collection that will pmvule patrons with a comprehensive over-
view of area history. As part of this effort, the library's *“Historical .
Rescarcher™ has conducted 15 oral history intervicws. They are in the

process of being transcribed and cataloged. \

*

Another post-1976 project ought to be mentioned. Aspart of another study
this writer leamed of an NEH-funded project that was conducted during

. 1981-82 at Pekin Public Library. The aim was to produce several video-
tapes dealing with Area landmarks. Eight teams of high school students -
were trained in oral history and video recording. They worked with adubt
advisors to research the landmarks, interview local people and do. the
videotaping. At thg time of inquiry, tapes were still being edited. They will -

*  be loaned by the hibrary apd aired on local cable t(,‘lI(:‘ViSiOI"I.
' - .

Shccessful Projects

It will be noted thata majority of the projects cited used regular library staff
for their conduct. The comments of those responding tended to express
great enthusiasm for the projects and the convictiori that valuable resour-
ces had been produged. Thase calling the projects “a qualified success”
cited the constraints, on (ime and funds mentioned earlier as well as
incomplete processing and low current use,




A "\ ¢ ,

Jhree projects were vated “an u\hqu;lliﬁt'd success” (Bénsenville, l’;lL)s .
Heighes, Forest Pank). Six_projects were “a qualified. success,” two were
rated Sless than sly.u"Sshnl," and one lil)r;uq‘did not offer an evaluation.

v .
- .

. fhe Directory of lllinois Oral History Resgn’rces' ) .

, V.
In 1981, witlﬁumlin;; trom the Ste Library, Sangamaotr State University's
Oral History Office compiled a directory“of oral history projects in the
state. It listed $+4 public library oral history collections—only one started
2. betore 1970 (Oak. Lawn). However, it listed 14 that started afier 1976—a .
marked digerence from the responses inthe present survey. This iflusirates »
a shortcomdang of the pfi‘m'm study since 1t indicates thae lisungs in the
T American T .ibrary ))irermry may give an mggomplete pictpre of oral Bsory .
activity antl be especially incomplete for more recent projects. (It might ’
also be noted thata number of the libraries queried by—and some respond-
g to—the present stndy are not in the Sangamon Directory, indicating
oral history projects in the state are even more widespread than the dirvee-
tory indicates.) When the 20 pre-1977 projects in the directory are com-
© pared to the 11 post- 1976 projects in the directory, an interesting difference
s appsient (see table 3). 7 .

. TABLE 3 - i
A CoMPARISON OF PRE-1977 AND POsT-1976 OrAL HiSTORY PROJECTS

. Projects N
Conducted Primarily By: . Pre-1977 Post-1976

Libry staff . 10 - o
Tabray statf & vohaneeers ] 2 \ )
A'ohmicers T 1 » M B -
Outsiders (deposited) Q T

~ (not indiu‘uul) . ] N 0

Lol " _ 20 - R B

L

At east half of the pn.'Ql“)?? projects were conducted primarily by library
sttt compared 1o less than one-third of the post-1976 projects. Further-
nynx*,_ixml-l!)?(i staff-directed projects were very small. Three produced-
. one, two and six interviews respectively. Fhe fourth, Fisenhower Library,
. had some grant supp('n'l and produced 15 interviews. ,
In four other post-1976 projects, the library’s role was entirely passivewith
the library merely serving as arepository for resources produced elsewhere,
Several post-1976 projects involved grant or CETA funds. Most notable

-

19
O

.‘;‘" . 21
ERIC ‘ -

Aruitoxt provided by Eic: .
.



Y

v

was the Park Ml Publi¢ Library project (1980-81), where an Illjnois
Humanities Council Grant made it possible to hiresa full-time project
* director. With the assitance of 20 volumteers, 80 interviews were collected.,*
transcribed and edited. The director’ y listings suggest that interest in orab
history is stll great in Illinois, but that there has been a decline in the

extent of new hibrary projects funded entire ly from the regular budget and |

depending primarily on the eflorts of regular library staff.
> ) : E

- Other States . = S
o ¢ v :-' . - .
Connecticut - -\

l‘()m teen libraries were queried; seven replied with six providing dates of
oral history pmjuls Many seam to have emulated characteristics of the
very su(ussfnl Greenwich Public Library Project—joint library- historical
society sponsorship, reliance on volunteers, and partial dependence gn
(()mmmuly donations for financial support. .
—Greenwich Public Libr: uy (1973+)=Suarted as a Blcentcnnml project,
this has evolved into what is probably the, largest and most successful
* public library related oral history project in the country. Originally spon-
sored by the library and the Historical Society, it is currently sponsored by
the Friends of the Library. All work, except transcribing, is done by
volunteers. Transcribing ontt cassette costs $30 per hour. Funding has, in

the past, included very substantial grants and .- donations from the

community—it is now, funded ‘by the Friends. There are over 500
mterviews—all trimscribed and indexed.«Of these, 90 have been edited,
illustrated and bound in hardce overs- for circulation. Transcripts for 350
interviews are available on microfiche from the Microfilming Corporauon
of Amenca.

\-—Ihompson Public Library (1976- 79)-——Funded by an NEH grant and:
CETA funds. the project used paid interviewers. They produced 150 inter-
views and (rahscrib( 'd 101 before funds ran out. Excerpts have been used to
create a slide-tape, “T'hompson: Today and Yesterday.': ’
—Woolcott Librarg(Litc hfield) (19§7+)—Inspired by the Greenwich oral
history project, the Ilbmry and the Historical Society developed this ongo-
ing project, fhus far volunteers have produced 65 transcribed interviews

- with transcripts being professionally .typed. The project has depended oni

tax deductible contributions from the community. .
—Farmington Village Library (1978+)—A joint venture of the library and
the Historical Society, the project hasreceived its modest financial sypport
from these institutions and from community contributions. Volunteers
have conducted most of the 35 interviews (5 trahscribed).

20 e
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—Whterford Public Libr: ny (I‘)7‘H-)—[(nnlly sponsored by lh(‘]ll)l(lly(lll(l
the Histori ical Society and supported by a small grant from a Connéeticut

v toundation, this project has produced about a dosen unaanscribed inter-’
views. A reference libnarian has been the interviewer.,

.
The hibrary which did not provide dates indicated its inactive project was
conducted by the Friends of the 1. ibrary. Informatonabout the nunber of
interviews and transcripts was also missing. The one respondent that

\ * Labeled its project “less than successful™ was Bridgeport Public I,ll)r‘uy.

The library expended much time and effort on developing a cooperative

venture with three- area coltleges whereby students” would cmroll for-a

aedit-bearing course and then produce oral hlsl()ru‘ Few interviews were

ever completed. ‘ : .

. M .

lIowa ; .

Most pmju ts have de pondcd on volunteers. The most successful post-1976
project was supported by a grant. .
—Musser Public Library (Muscatine) (1970+)—Special  Collections
Librarians have conducted 120 interviews. Although none have been trans-
~ribed, they receive substantial use—partly due to a simple but interest-
provoking leaflet that is freely distributed. It describes the gpes and the
varjous topics they.cover. The library has in active Home Bound I)('lwvry
Program and the tapes are very popular with home bound senior citizens.

—Pul)ll( Libraryof Des Moines (1971+)-—Volunut‘rs haw (ollccwd 65
ldp(s (none transcribed).

—Dave wport Public Library (1978)— The lil)rary has depository copies of

23.transgripts of mterviews conducted by a community college with a NEH
Youth Grant. % U

—Spirit Take Public Libvary (1978-79)—A volunteer has collected 11
mterviews (none transcribed).

—Coming Public Library (1979+)—A retired man has conducted 25 inter-

views (none transcribed). The librarian pays for the blank tapes out of his

'own poiket. -

—Rolfe Public 1 Abrary (1980- 81)—With a grant from lh(' Iowa Humani-

ties Board and private donations, the library undertook an oral history of

{ Rolfe with an ¢ ‘mphasis on the history of transportation in the region. An
‘oral history specialist was paid to offer a series of three workshops to the
general public. Fifteen volunteers colected 110 interviedvs. A typist has
transcribed them. The project was well publicized—especially inaregular
newspaper column which is written by the librarian.

21
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Kansas

Two pre-1977 projects, both inactive, ingluded an 1 SCA- fundul project
and one in which the library served as a dop(mlorx for tapes produced bya

icentennial committee. Two posl -1976 projects included a CETA-furided
project which was discontinued when (hc funds ran out, and the onl
active project which relies on the ef o115 of the librarian and a vélunteer.
* The fifth project (¢ ‘less than sugcessful’) was from an Unspcuhcdyearand
prociuctd a single untranscribed interview. ’

—Bellville Public Library (1974-78)—This 1.SCA- funded project had the
dual aims of collecting community history and-inc reasing the elderly’s
feelings of self-worth. The pro;e( t, part of the library’s services to the aged
program, employed the services of-a local teacher who condiicted 50

interviews on a volunteer basis. Some tapes were transcribed 4t the umv; r-

sity where the teacher was pursuing a graduate degree. The rest of the 47
transcripts were prepared by a hired typist. The tapes circulate well and
have.beent excerpted for use in several slide-tapes. )
—Salinas Public Library (1975-76)—Fifty tapes of interviews conducted by
Bicentennial Committee membets have been déposited in the library,
School children have transcribed seven. i

—Newton Public Library (1977- 8])—(‘1"IA PSE funds supported this
project whic h produced 45 interviews including some videotapé. Of these,
13 were transcribed before funds ran out. Some video'interviews have been
cablecast to the community.

—I.eavenworth Public Library (1981+)—The city librarian has persondlly
conducted 38 interviews. They have been trdm( ribed bya volunteer whois
a retired sldy member. ' -

Florida .
Fhe one pre-1970 project, "a Library-HiSlorical Society effort which
involves taping the Society’s meetings, 1s the only project that remains
active. One pre-1977 project collected adozen interviews for a Bicentennial

~

b
RS

“time capsule’” with the aid of a womeyws club. Post-1976 projects included .

a CETA project and twor small pro;ccts—-one using staff, and one using
staff and volunteers.

~—Mantee County Library System (19656+)—A small group of dedicated
Historical Society members have collected 150 tapes of oral history presen-
" tations and programs at Society meetings. They have transcribed 70 and are
preparing a master index. The librarian isanactive member of the Society.
The library receives copies of tapes and transrnpts, catalogs them and

makes them a]ulablo to the public. :
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‘ —Cooper Memorial Library (( le rmont) (l‘)7())—— Ihe hln.nr) assisted the

Clermont Women's Club in collecting-12 (untranscribed) intesiews for.
depositin a Bicentennial “time capsule.”” The library hids retained copies.
—lLargo Library (1977:78)—CETA  workers collected 32 interviews
(untanscribed). The project was disc ontinued when funds ran out.

= Capuva Memotial Library (1977-82)—'The librarian and four velunteers
collected 15 interviews. A volunteer has transcribed four.

—Cainesville Public Library (1977-78)—Library staff collected nine inter-
views.and transcribed three before increasing dvmdnds on staff time made
it necessary to discontinue thésproject.

\

Idaho . . . c .

Al

l(l.lhn libraries are members ()Llht Southwestern Library Association—a
Lmup that has been actively promoting library oral historywand the use of
an”"Oral History Committee’ approach to ensure proper pldnmng and
community involvement. All three Idaho projects remain active and are
considered successtul. They also have all benefited from grants and. or

donations for their funding. S '

a

—Caldwell Public Library (1973+)—An Oral Hisiory Committee of com-

1 4 . . . .
munity volunteers has collected 75 interviews. Library staff have trans-

cribed ten. Tapes have been used to prepare nine slide-tape prog(ums

-which are very popular with organizations, clubs and schools. A pHoto-
-grapher is anactive memberof the committee. The project has been funded

through a, variety of grants and private donations.
—Satmon Publicl ,ibr.lry (1978+)—An Oral History Committee, which s
funded by donations, has collected 85 interviews (three transcribed). The

library catalogs and stores the tapes. . . .

—Midvale Community Library (1979+4)—The project was Gt’l with a
small SWIL.A grant. Volunteers have collected three lnlervwws(non(* trans-
cribed). They are much used by school children, genealogists and logal

history buffs. The main problem is finding dedicated volunteers; the staff
lacks the ume o do interviews. :

Alabama

Three-projécts, of which two remain active, include one which uses library -
staff (cight mterviews four iranscribed), one which has used CETA
workers and g'umnninily volunteers (190 interviews”none transcribed), and
an inactive project (34 interviews, 34 transcribed) that was funded by a
grant fmm the National Endowment for the Humanities.

" _Mobile Public I abrary (19744+)—CFE IAworkvrsand(ommumly volun-

teers have (olle( ted 190 interviews (none transcribed).
<
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4 '-a;—l\'lillln‘(x)k Publi\'(TLibmry (lQ78;+-)—-Slaff have collected eight interviews -
sAnd uanscribed fm‘; Staff shortages have made progress slow and mate-

rials have not ye ‘nepublicized or made available to the public.

——Bmum;,han) Public Library (1979-81)—With a substantial NEH graut,
a project coordinator was hired to conduct and, with clerical assistanee,
nanscrthe 34 interviews with residents of Gee's Bend, a sulal\l all Black
communpity. The aim was to preserve rapidly disappearing customs, life-
stylts and tolkways. The project was sponsotcd by the library's-Southern
Women's Archives. v .

R4

Geor_gia . . ' ‘ St

~ While eight Kbraries were queried, only three replied. One of these denied

having an oral history collection. The remaining two included a library
which owned interview tapes produced by a local radio announcer, and a
library which has depended on library staff and a (‘h I'A worker to LONI
and u.ms(nl)e interviews.

—Augusta Public Library (1974+)—Funded by the Friends of the Library,
the projecthas beét u(mdu( ted by staff and, fora twoand a half year period,
by a CE'TA worker. An unstated number of tapes have been produced of
which 31 have been transcribed. Staff shortages havc;dc ayed ¢ omplcuon of
the project. .
—QOkefenokee Regional Library (1977)—The library owns 10 tapes (nonc

transcribed) of oral history interviews collected by a local radio announcer.

3
Successful Projects

Thirty-two projects were identified in the states of Alabama, Connecticut,
Florida, Georgia, Idaho, and Kansas; fourteen remain active. A majority
depended on volunteer assistance; quite a few benefited from special grants
or CETA workers. Unless specially funded, projects tended to have few -
transcripts. Some of the more successful projects have actively promoted
resources and/or used them for media productions. Seveéral mentioned
increasing demangs on staff time that have forced them to curtail or delay
completion of oral history projects, while most respondents were enthusi-

~astic about the projects, they tended to cite the same problems mentioned

by respondents in other states—ldck of time and workers, low funding,
little use of materials, and/or inability to provide for c'omplete or rapid
transcy lprmn of raw lapes Six projects were described 3s “an unqualified

suiceess,” twenty were “a qualified success, three were “‘less than success-
ful,” and three libraries_ did not offer evaluatlons.

s
~

.
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Transcription l’mblfms
Of the 105 libraries that were analyzed: 43 had transcribed none of their oral
history tapes; 14 had transcribed fewer than 25% of their tapes; 15 had
transcribed between 26% and 69% of their tapes; and 29 had tayscribed 70%
or more of their tapes (4 did not pu)wd{ this inform; m()n) Theérefore, more
than half of-ghe libraries had transcri fewer than 25% of their oral
history tapes. Many respondents acknowlddged this to be a major problem.
. ‘ g ]
Even projects that were able to find volunteers for interviewing tended to
have difficulty finding volunteers for wanscribing, :}nd several prajects
that started using voluntees for transcribing Tound the arran ‘mcnl to be
less than satsf: Actory, .

T
- ~

Muny times transcripts, when prepared atall, were prepared very tudily—
as much as a decade later. This probably precluded verification of the
transcripts hwhc persons interviewed. Itmust be noted that transcribing is
a difficult process' and errors are likely to be made—especially when
transcribers are amateurs. The difficulty is compounded when paor sound
quality (a fiequent (omplmm) dlslons or renders inaudible the words of
the speaker. . .

v

~

Some respondents stated that collecting tapes for posterity should be the
primary conc¢ern of ()ml history projects and that transcription should be a
c(()nddry consideration. Unfortunately, audlolap( —especially  thin
cassette tape—is not anarchival medium. Some Jongevity maybe predicted
for high quality reel-to-reel tape stored under proper conditions, but the
longevity of cassette tapes—especially poor quality cassette mpc;’ (a
number of libraries specifically mentioned they regretted poor quality
tapes had been used) kept under poor storage canditions (¢ (rmmly the caseé
jn many hbmm‘s)—( annot be relied upon.
rg

-

Asked to characterize vurtent llllllZdll-Oﬂ of oral history resources, ()ﬁhe 105

librarics, 88 reported ¢ m(xl,cst use’’; 15 reported “substantial use’”; none

reported “heavy use’’; and 2 did not answer. Many libraries attributed low
use, which™ was frequently cited as a shortcoming, (6 another
shortcoming—lack of transcripts. A number of libraries predicted more
use when processing was completg¢. There is some jUSllfl(dtl()n for this
since ‘10 of the 15 libraries reporting “substantial use” had transcribed
more than.70% of their interviews. Suill, 19 other librarics that had 70% of
their interviews transcribed reported “modest use,” suggesting transc rip-
tion per se does not guarantee m.ncrmls will be used. ]

£
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On the other hand, only 4 libraries qut of the 57 wnth under 25% of their
tapes transcribed reported *‘substantial use.” These included ompson
(Idaho) which has used the tapes to produce slide-tapes, and Muscatine
(Iowa ) which has employed simple but effective promotional techniques
and which has found tapes to be very popular with home bound senior
citizens. Columbia City (Indiana) reported substantial use of tapes by clubs
and by senior citizen groups.

I.ibraries reporting modest use tended to indicate users were: students,
genealogists, scholars, and local history buffs. Some materials were used to .
produce books, pamphlets, exhibitions, slide- tapes, videotapes, and 16mm
films, as well as for reference service, in classrooms, and for radio spots. Use
of transcripts for reference service was greatly facilitated when a gencral
index had been prepayed.

Comments and- Advice

Quicstionnaires asked respondents for commenty and (o offer advice o
librarians considering similar projects, The following are representative of
their replies. ,

P
Comenents on the Value of Projects and Problems Encountered
“It was difficult to keep volunteers going and they produced interviews of
mixed quality.” .
“Fhere¢ was no continuity or plan and not enough publicily to promote
public interest. Finding time for transcribing was difficult.”
“Because of limited staff, we have not bee able to devote the necessary
time, and we have found it difficult to recruit the kind of-volunteers needed
for a professional approach.”
“Project was discontinued due to Iack of staff c@ time. Never transcrihed.
Seldom used.” ' '
“We are ..wmg the past for future generatons.

Usmg cducd oral history tapes sllde s‘ﬁows were produced.

These were subsequently copied onto videocassette, which resulted in
increased use. “The usefulness of the finished product speaks for itself.
They_appeal to children and adults, support classrgbm study of local
history, bring history room materials to more patrons, develop a spirit of
community, emphasize the importance of Jocal history collections, and are
ased with tour groups.”

“Unfortuna lely, the community has not taken advantage of these resources
as anticipated.” . . )

1 @ ,
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“Tapes have been transcribed. They are cataloged and indexed and are
available in the library to researchers, journalists, public officials, and
anyone who wishes to consult them. Interest in local history was stimu-
lated. Public programs related to the project were well atended and well
received. Everyone associated with the project left with a desire to learn
more about. local history and with a stronger sense of place and
community.” p
"“I'his is the only collection of its type in the county. It is frustrating to have .
made such an excellent beginning and have to quit for lack of funds.”
“Interviews were professionally done and based on research.”
“The project has touched a responsive chord in a community hitherto
uninvolved in1ecapuuring their past.” -
Because of limited funding and untrained persons handling the inter-
views, they are less than effective. Interviewees ramble and wander from the’
topic. Interviewers have not enough knowledge of the topics to ask prob~
mg questions.”

“Instant use is unrealistic. As the years go by, the collcclion will become
more valuable.”
“Seldom used.”
"Large numbers of elementary school students have heard the tapes and
lmmed (hmgs about the village that would otherwise be unavailable.”

"“The project is the basis for much of our local history information. It has
stimulated interest in the town's past and its preservation. It provided
information where none existed and encouraged people to value their
community and its history.”
“‘Uncertain as to the value of the material collected.”
<"Such a time-consuming project requires outside help which is sometimes.

difficult to obtain.”" _ .
‘It was time consuming, but once these people are dead, your history is
gone."”

" Although we have had a few volunteers, we have not b¥en able to come up .
with @ person or persons who is so vitally interested and has the time to
persist.”’ N

“Transcriptions contain many inaccuracies.’

“Farly interviews were recorded on cheap cassettes. Many have been badly
stored from the beginning, and some have chickens, wind, typewriters,
dogs, and airplanes adding to the distortion.

Advice

“‘Have a plan and a written policy indicating ctiteria for selecting persons
to interview. Commit some library staff and funds. Do not depend com-
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pletely on a volunteer operation.™

“Use volunteers. Inspire and supervise theni. Photograph interviewees. ™
“Have a release form that enables the library to use the interviews in any
way. Use a very good recorder. Try to index the transcriptions.

“We found making outlines of town history useful. Sometimes when
interviewing “old timers,” just the mention of a familiar name or place
would set their minds going.™ .

“Try to get a grant.” : ’ .
“Interviewers should be qualified and interested because they determine
the quality of the interviews. Transcriber must be a skilled typist with a .
trained ear. Buy good tapes. Have someone available to confirm spelling of
names and plawes. Most interviewees cannot provide that information, or
often they are imaccurate.™
“Apprgach an organized group for help, funding. enthusiasm. Try to
mterest a club or a local teacher in organizing a projecy. It might be
unptofessional, but something s better than nothing.”

"Try to getan expert to help you. Count on some defection in the ranks of
volunteers,™

*Provide for adequate storage.”

*Make sure thar professional oral historians are employed as consultants
to oversee projects from start to finish. Include transcription and indexing.
Find out what other libraries are doing."” .
"Develop programs, shde shows, a product—something to show the com-
munity what has been produced.”™

"IUs really great to get persons en tape,...but they are virtually use lt $s
unless transcribed or duplicated for circulation.”

"It you do not have lh("pclsonm I and budget to do an oral history project
.ldt'qml('l) do not do 1t ac all.”

" Just buy a decent tape recorder, practice a ligtle with the machine and go
Ahead and havefun. Get some of your oldest residents. Some who can't
remember what they had for breakfast will remember what they did 70
years ago. Don’trestrict yourself to well-known people. Future generations
will be interested in the reminiscences of housewives and children.”
“Fully explore all facets of suchua program before starting. Develop defi-
nite goals and objectives and a systematic approach o interviewing.”
“Volunteer effort is difficult to sustain. Seek a grant for paid interviewers.”
“Put the project under a staff member and give this person time to pursue it
and enlist volunteer suppgrt. Give participants some kind of recognition
and awards.”

“Develop oral history skills and, at the same time, a model for products
that will help people capture eras of town luslory——au illustrated book,
films or videotapes. '

28
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“Find a ‘rugged leader. Start small. Use Baum as a guide. Do oldsters
first—before they die. Get releases. Index.” "’

“When you collect photographs, keep accurate accession slips and write

down as much informadon as possible.” ‘

“Start out visiting casually with the interviewee and learn whatmakes him

unique. Make a list of a few key questions to ask and then turn on the tape

recorder. Use a clipboard, noting s;x‘lhngsdnd new questions to be askvd "
“Be aware that tape s—and especially trdnscnptmns——drc expensive.”’
“Do not do any project just because it is fashionable.” .

“Do it. We have not used expensive, sophisticateg #Quipment so we know

it can be done. As untrained amateurs, we have had a marvelous time. It is

graufying to know we havc kept alive the thoughts and memories of

'dcllghlful people.”

“Don’t try to do it alone. Get cooperation from local historians, historical
societies and thow who know the area and the people and who may have
more e to gcl out and do the legwork and followup "

-

Conclusions and Recommendations

The present study collected data on oral history resources from 105 public
libraries 1in 11 states. Responses appear to support the following
conclusions:

—Projects have varied greatly in size, design, fundmg.and the natureofthe
library’s involvement.

»

— The nature of the library’s involvement has ranged from passive deposi-
tory to total responsibility for inception and execation of the project.

—T'he number of projects in an area as well as the manner of their conduct
is often infhienced by the activities oMgencies (such as the Indiana State
Library and the Oral History Office of Sangamon State University in Il
linois) which have actively promoted oral history ta libraries and pr04
vided guidance and training-as well as inspiration,

~Public librartes are experiencing increased demands for their services
combined:with declining levels of funding and staffing. As a result, there
appears to be a trend toward greater reliance on volunteers and spccnal
grants for the conduct and support of oral history projects.

—Interviews have usually been conducted either by library staff,.by volun-

teers or by a combination of staff and volunteers. A few have used pald'

Interviewers.
—A majority of projects have been small and poorly funded. Many have
employed ifiexperienced and untrained interviewers. In most libraries,
oral history materials receive only modest current use. This is partly due

1 . .

. “

‘ 29 . . ' . ¥

> L .

| - 31 |

-



e

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

to the fact that, in most libraries, tapes are untranscribed or incomplete-
ly wanscribed and that relatvely few libraries have used the raw mater-
ials of oral history to create products thatareaccessible, meaningful and
of interest to the general public. :

—The value of oral history projects as résources for future generations is
undermimed in many cases by the fact that so many tapes are untran-
scribed, unindexed, of poor technical quality, and/or improperly stored.
‘Even under good storage conditions, magnetic tape is not an archival
storage medium. In addidon, the intrinsic value of the interviews is de-
pendent on the skill of the interviewers and on how well subjects have

- been selected.

—There have also been well-funded projects. Projects that have collected a
substantial number of interviews, projects that have used trained per-
sons to collect interviews, thathave transcribed interviews, and that have
reprocessed the oral history resources in ways and into products which
make them useful resources for-present and future restarchers and - or
that enable them to have an immediate and positive impact on the gen-
eral community. The production of illustrated publications and audio-
visual pragranis has been a major factor in disseminating oral history to
the community at arge. The collection of visual materials as well as re-
corded interviews has helped make oral history projects more valuable
for researchers and easier to use with the general population.

—Some of the most successful projects have been funded with government
grants. The success is attributable, not only to the funds provided, but to
the funding agency’s insistence on clear objectives, well planned strate-
gies, the involvement of humantties scholars, and the inclusion of pro-
gramming for the public as part of the project.

— Most libraries consider their projects worthwhile, but only partially suc-
cessful. Factors most often cited as hindering success include: inade-

- quate staffing and funds, uncertain quality of materials collected, diffi-
culties in recrutting and retauning volunteer assistance, low current uti-
lization, and the lack of transcripts. Still, most libraries feel their pro-
jects have saved information that would otherwise have been lost forever
and have created valuable resources for future generations,

Are public library oral history projects truly worthwhile? Generally speak-
ing, yes; oral history projects are worthwhile. How worthwhile is the
question that must be asked. Even if only the persons involved with the
projects have benefited through participating in thisabsorbing, enlighten-
ing experience, the projects have worth. Ideally, however, projects will
have both transient and permanent value and benefita large segment of the
community. Most projects do not reach their full potential, One reason is
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indeed the lack of funds, staff and other resources that plague most pro-
jects. Another is the Lack of knowledge that causes many projects to be
undertaken without clgan or ealistic objectives, with inadequate expertise,
without adequate provision for making the resources created actually
useful—j.e. accessible and meaningful o the general public and ina form
that will remaun available and valuable o future generations.

The state councils on the humantties and the National Endowment for the
Humamties are to be commended for the model pfhjt‘('ls they have funded.
Thev need to continue this kind of support. They should also be encour®
aged to addiess the needs of simaller independent projects. ‘They should
sponsor workshops and the production of resources that will educate
libraries, historical societies and similar community groups on how, to

“undertake oral history projects and how o make the results of their

projects available and useful o0 present and future gt'nemuons. Such
wotrkshops should include:

. How to otganize and manage an oral history project. Special consi-
deration should be given to options for staffing, funding and coopera-
tnon with other community groups, and in formulating realistic
objectives.

2. How to'conduct t'fft'( tive oral history interviews and how to (olle( t
other matenals—e.g ph()mgx.q)hs——llml will enhance the v.xlue of the
mterviews. This inc ludcs equipment to be used.

3. How to make oral history materials accessible and useful to the
community via programs and products such as illustrated books and
audiovisual productions. )

4. How to preserve oral history materials for fu,lure generauons.

Such endeavors would help raise.the quality of oral history projects and ~
resources and lead to much greater and more effective utilization of their,

products. _
- .



.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
-

“Around ind About: The Augusta Library is Actively Involved inan Oral History Project.”

Georgia Libranian 12(May 1975):28-29.
Baum, Willa K. “Building Community ldentity Through Oral History: A New Role for the
Laal Library.” California Labrarian 31(Oct. 1970):271-84.
“The Expanding Role of the Librarian in Oral History.” Louisiana State Uns-
verstty Library Lecture Series 34(Feb. 1976):33-13.
. Oral History for the Local Historical Soctety. Stockion, Calif.: Conference on
California Historical Societies, 1969.
“Oral History in the West.”’ California Librarian 3%(jan. 1972):29-87.
O].nl History: A Revived 1 mdluon atthe Bancroft 1 lbrary " Pacific Northwest

Quarlrrly 58( I%?) h7-64.

Davis., Cullom, et al. Oral History: From Tape to Type. (hl(ago. ALA, 1977.

Dixon, Elizibeth I ~°Oral History: Amowhead in Rurospecl The Journal of L ibnyy His-
tory l2(/\|)lll 1967):126-28.

Fox, John | “"Window on the Past: A Guide to Oml H;story " Choice 17(June 1980):495-508.

Gell. MariNn. Auy Libraly Can: How to Have Your Own Oral History Project Without
Staff or Money.” Unabashed Librarian 2(1972):21-28.

Handlield, F. Gerald, Jr.° lhs(ory an Tape at the State Library. * Focus on Indiana Libraries
36(Jan.-Feb. 1982x79.

— . The Importance of Video History in Libraries.” Drexel Library Quarterly 15
(Ot 1979):29-34. _ )

Public Indornuttion Office. Indiana State University, ed. History on Tape: A Guide to
Oral History ot Indana, rev. ed. lndlanapolls Oral Hiswory Project, Indiana State
Library, 1981,

“Indiana Voluatee
1761, *

Rusners, Peggy Aun.’
(Oct. 1979):50-75.

Credited with ()ral History Success.” Library Journal 100(1 Qct. 1975):

1 History: A Seleflive Bibliography.” Drexel Library Quarterly 15

- labbey, David. "Oral History in Connecticut Pllbll( l.lhmnes Connech'rut Libraries 23

(Fall 1981):32.34.

+ Montissey, Charles T, "Oral History: Move than Tapes are Spinning.’ lerqty]oumal 105(15

~

April 1980):928-33.

Névins, Allan.’ ()ral History: How and Whyitwas Born.” Wilson leraryBullelm 40(March
1966):600-01. ‘

Palmquist. David W. “Documenting the Smaller City: The Public l rary's Role’ Drexel
Labrary Quarrrrly 13(Oct. 1977):92-104.

Pugh, Mary Jo. "'Oral History in the L. lbmry Levels of(‘.ommumem 7
terly 15(0ct. 1979):12-28.

Robertson, Linda, “*An Oral History Pioneer: The Wabash Carnegie Library Prescrves the
Past.” Focus on Indiana Libraries 36(Jan.-Feb. l982) 9.10.

Stansell, Jan. “Oral History: A Selected List of Resources.” Collection Building 2(1980):52-63.

Stare, Louis M. "Oral History.” In Encyclopedia of Library and Information Science, vol. 20,
edited by Allen Kent, et al., pp.440-63. New York: Marcel Dekker, 1977.

Wrigley, Kathryn, comp., and ed. Directory of Hlinois Oral History Resources. Springfield,
Ill.: Oral “lSl()l’Y Office, S‘mgamon State University, 1981,

Drexel Library Quar-

e 34

“

R



o8

: VITA '

\ . \
l(m ph W Palmer is an Associate Professor at the School of Information
and-Library Stadies, State University of New York at Buffalo. His M.1..S. is
from Pratt Institute. His Ph.D. in Library S(lm)uc was carned at the
University of Southem California. . T
Concurrent with the present study, Dr. Palmer engaged in a related
project—an investigation of how public libraries have used dudiovisual
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