Tracking Down the Real Billy the Kid: 
Conducting and Using Oral Interviews

Name ___________________________________ Date _________________________ 

Oral interviews provide a firsthand account of history and can help you to better understand historic events. However, it is important to remember that oral history (conducting interviews) is not a substitute for basic research. Rather, oral history complements research from printed and electronic resources which provide background information and historical accounts of the issue, event, or personality being studied. 
In order to use oral interviews effectively, it is important to develop good interviewing techniques. 

Prepare: 

1. Decide which individuals are most appropriate to interview. 

2. Schedule the interview as soon as possible and by telephone, if doable. 

3. Confirm the meeting time and date a day before conducting the interview. 

4. Contact local media reporters for suggestions on related topics, sources, etc. 

5. Learn as much as possible about the topic of your interview beforehand. 

6. Make sure that any equipment you use is working properly (camcorder, tape recorder, etc.) and secure the interviewee's permission to record the interview. 

7. Prepare a brief outline of questions. 

Conduct: 

1. Dress appropriately to create a good impression. 

2. Explain, again, to the interviewee your purpose for the interview. 

3. Do not begin the interview abruptly. Introduce yourself, make the interviewee as comfortable as possible, and review the interview process that you will be using. 

4. Express an interest in what the interviewee is saying and listen carefully. 

5. Make a conscious effort to be unbiased and try not to influence how the interviewee will answer your questions. 

6. Avoid too many open-ended questions that require long complicated answers. 

7. Take notes and accurately record the correct spelling of names, places, etc. 

8. Silence can be productive. Do not rush the interviewee to respond. Pause at least ten seconds before asking a new question. 

9. If applicable, have the interviewee sign a legal release form enabling you to use any information gained through the interview for research purposes. 

10. Use a tape recorder or camcorder to accurately record the interview. 

11. Prepare a good closing question that helps the interviewee summarize his/her statements and helps bring closure to the interview. 

12. Indicate to the interviewee that his/her answers will be reported anonymously if requested. 

13. Send a thank you note to the person being interviewed within one week of the interview. 

Examine: 

1. Prepare a written summary, note cards, and/or outline of the key points discussed in the interview that are relevant to your topic. 

2. What perspective did the interviewee give you about the topic? 

3. What did the interviewee tell you about the lifestyles, culture, political atmosphere, economic issues, education, etc. of the time period being studied? 

Evaluate: 

1. Is the interviewee a dependable source of information? Did the interviewee have a difficult time remembering dates, places, events? 

2. Compare/contrast the information given to you by the interviewee with the factual information that you have learned from researching other primary and secondary sources. 

Determine Its Usefulness: 

1. What information from this interview is useful for the development of your topic? 

2. What does this information contribute to the development or analysis of your topic? How can incorrect information or biased viewpoints be used? 

3. How can the information gained from your interview be used most effectively in your research project? 

4. Oral history can be used to validate other data, to collect opinions reflecting different points of view, to acquire background or perspective, and to collect "up-to-date" data. Oral history can also demonstrate cause and effect, objectivity versus subjectivity, reality versus abstraction, fact versus opinion, and attitudes then and now.
Adapted from American Memory, http://memory.loc.gov/learn/lessons/99/billy/conduct.html
