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Abstract

Evaluators utilize a variety of qualitative and quantitative methods to assess outcomes and make
recommendations; however, we were unable to find any reference in the literature regarding the
incorporation of oral histories for evaluation purposes. Based on our use of oral histories to
evaluate a Critical Race Theory (CRT)-based undergraduate research and mentoring program, we
learned how oral histories can be used effectively—and meaningfully—for evaluations seeking

a deeper understanding of the program participants’ lived experiences. By sharing our (and our
narrators”) experiences as we delved into this new methodology, as well as lessons learned about
the benefits, limitations, and considerations when incorporating oral histories into evaluations, we
show how both can be adapted to honor oral history while also meeting our evaluation needs.
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Though storytelling has sustained historical memory for tens of thousands of years, and
individuals from a variety of fields, including journalism, psychology, education, history,
and anthropology, among others, have used oral history to understand and document
personal experiences covering topics ranging from significant historical events, such as wars
and slavery, to more personal focuses, such as the history and experiences of a family or
organization,! oral history is a new methodology for the field of evaluation. In fact, despite
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the varied data-collection methods evaluators use, we were unable to find reference to oral
history’s methodological use—with its foundational goal of gaining a deep understanding
of individuals’ personal experiences through open-ended exploration—in the evaluation
literature at all.2 The purpose of this paper is to share our experience as we learned about,
conducted, and analyzed oral history interviews as part of our evaluation of a Critical Race
Theory (CRT)-based undergraduate research and mentoring program. Due to the nature of
the program we evaluated, we chose oral history methods most closely associated with
narrative inquiry because of their ability to raise the voices and honor the experiences of
traditionally marginalized and minority groups. We hope that seeing the rich information our
narrators shared with us will further expand the application of oral history by encouraging
other evaluators to incorporate this method, when appropriate, into their evaluation plans.
Further, we propose that evaluation’s use of its methodology could benefit the field of oral
history by increasing its recognition and employment opportunities, broadening its scope,
and improving its funding.

So what is evaluation? The American Evaluation Association broadly defines evaluation as
“a systematic process to determine merit, worth, value, or significance.”® More specifically,
evaluators collect data using quantitative (e.g., surveys and test scores) and/or qualitative
(e.g., interviews and focus groups) methods to answer questions such as: Did a program
meet its goals? Is a policy effective? What improvements are recommended? For example,
we may use attendance reports and testing data to determine whether an after-school
program for academically delayed youth increased participants’ school attendance and

test scores, then interview the staff to gauge if the program is run according to best
practices. Or we may survey employees to measure their level of satisfaction with a
professional development activity and conduct focus groups to determine if and how they are
implementing what they learned. Evaluators can come from a variety of settings; some are
internal to a program or business that they evaluate exclusively, while others are independent
contractors that can choose to evaluate one program or several. As the evaluators for

BUILD PODER (Building Infrastructure Leading to Diversity Promoting Opportunities for
Diversity in Education and Research), we are part of an independent evaluation group at

the University of Mississippi called the Center for Research Evaluation. We work with
universities, private foundations, and state and federal government agencies to provide
actionable answers to important questions about the impact of their work.

Though this is a very basic way of describing a multifaceted field, it begins to illuminate
how oral history could benefit it. Still, as stated earlier, we were surprised that we could
not find the use of oral history in any published evaluation manuscript. A comparative
historiography, based on the works of oral historian Alessandro Portelli and evaluator
Susan Giancola sheds some light on the likely reason for this. In short, it is a matter of
objectivity versus subjectivity. Evaluation, well before becoming a formal field, was based
on objective quantitative inquiry. The earliest evidence of systematic evaluation, dating back
to 2200 BCE, included employee proficiency testing. This practice continued in various
forms for roughly four thousand years, around which time the first student grading system
was developed in the 1700s. After this, when reaching beyond evaluating people to also
evaluating programs, methods still tended to be quantitative in nature.* In fact, Giancola
explains, “Due to the quantitative nature of evaluative systems through the mid-1800s,
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many educators and lawmakers equated assessment and measurement to evaluation. That

is, evaluation was narrowly seen as the quantitative assessment of outcomes.”® This was

the case until about fifty years ago when program evaluation became a defined field and
sociologists introduced the use of qualitative methods. Still, even the qualitative methods
evaluators use today (most broadly, interviews) strive to produce objective, quantifiable (via
coding) data. Oral history, on the other hand, tends to be highly subjective. Portelli notes
that oral history is about the meaning behind experiences rather than the mere facts about
events they portray. This means that the “facts” of the stories are true in the sense that they
are the individual’s recollection and interpretation of their own experience but cannot always
be objectively validated.® This does not mean they are useless to an evaluator, but rather that
they must be put into context and used alongside other, more objective, measures to paint a
richer, fuller picture of stakeholders’ experiences.

As the field of evaluation continues to develop and respond to contextual needs, so too
do its methods. As King and Alkin point out, “The field has acknowledged the critical
importance of diversity and inclusion and of evaluators’ need to focus on issues of power
and equity. This is directly related to the broader acceptance of multiple approaches to
knowledge creation.”” David Fetterman, for example, uses ethnography “to explore rich,
untapped sources of data not mapped out in the research design.”® His research involves
field work that immerses him into the lives and cultures of the people and programs he
evaluates, and like oral history, seeks and embraces insider perspective. As we will show
using a program evaluation we conducted as an example, oral history can similarly be

a useful knowledge-creation tool for programs and evaluators seeking deeper participant
involvement and more meaningful experiential insight than traditional evaluative methods,
such as surveys and interviews, typically provide. While we recognize the differences
between an evaluation and oral history, we will share how we adapted each to honor oral
history while also meeting our evaluation needs.

Program Background

The purpose of our particular evaluation is ultimately to determine the extent to which an
undergraduate research training program known as BUILD PODER, based in CRT, leads to
student success in pursuing graduate studies and a research-related career, particularly in the
area of health disparities.

Housed at California State University Northridge, BUILD PODER is one of ten institutions
funded by the National Institutes of Health to engage, support, and retain undergraduate
students from diverse backgrounds in biomedical research and other science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM)-related fields.® BUILD PODER provides various
on- and off-campus activities, CRT-based research mentoring, tuition assistance, monthly
stipends, and degree-progress advising to meet its site-specific goals of increasing students’
research self-efficacy, confidence, science identity, and interest in pursuing biomedical-
related graduate programs. Through the lens of CRT, BUILD PODER develops initiatives
on and off campus to support students in succeeding in their undergraduate education

and identifying appropriate research mentors and projects, navigating graduate school
application processes, and, later, transitioning to their graduate programs. Beyond that,
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BUILD PODER introduces and reframes traditional research approaches through workshops
and webinars based on health and social equity. That is, researchers of various disciplines
are encouraged to develop research questions that focus on health equity, while at the same
time considering lived experiences of diverse students as an asset to their research projects.

Method Choice

We sought a well-grounded, yet meaningful, qualitative data-collection method to
complement and enhance quantitative data—from annual surveys and academic tracking—in
a mixed-methods evaluation approach, which not only incorporated the strengths of both
quantitative and qualitative methods, but also supported the use of methods that are best
suited to answer the evaluation questions.1® With this in mind, we considered details about
the program we were evaluating to find the most appropriate qualitative data-collection
method.

As stated above, the training program we were evaluating is grounded in CRT, an intellectual
movement that emerged out of law in the 1970s and began to gain currency in the late 1980s
and the 1990s.11 Of all disciplines, education was one of the first to draw upon CRT with
the publication of pedagogical theorist Gloria Ladson-Billings and social scientist William
Tate’s seminal piece, “Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education,” in 1995.12 Drawing on
insights from legal studies,3 interdisciplinary scholar Daniel Solérzano articulated the five
main themes that form the basic perspectives, research methods, and pedagogy that would
eventually be popularized and become what are known to many today as the five tenets of
CRT in education:14 the centrality and intersectionality of race and racism; the challenge

to dominant ideology; the commitment to social justice; the centrality of experiential
knowledge; and the interdisciplinary perspective.1> Other core CRT tenets include interest
convergence, counter-storytelling, and whiteness as property.16

CRT scholars in education have produced an abundance of research, including how race
or racism have influenced a student’s science identity, the experiences of Latino male
engineering undergraduates within an engineering retention program, the integration of
faculty of color in academia, college admissions in relation to affirmative action, and

how the legacy of institutional racism impacts students of color negatively.1” By centering
the perspectives of marginalized groups in discussions, these research initiatives enrich
mainstream understandings of problems and offer new insights that have been wanting
heretofore.

In response to the traditionally poor STEM outcomes for marginalized and minority
students, BUILD PODER’s approaches of matching students with trained faculty mentors,
placing them in research labs on and off campus, exposing them to careers in the STEM
fields, developing a sense of community among student cohorts, and providing financial
support align with more recent initiatives at other US academic institutions, from high
school to colleges and universities, aimed to encourage STEM education among students
from diverse backgrounds. For example, work conducted among African American students
attending a STEAM (science, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics) high school
found that the lack of minority students in STEM fields was due to an overall lack of
information and exposure to the fields, relatable role models, and support from families
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who may not understand the value of college.1® More specifically, because working has
allowed their family to survive—and perhaps even thrive—throughout history, they may

not understand the worth of going to college or graduate school, and particularly spending
money to do so. A longitudinal study of 1,420 undergraduate and graduate minority students
from fifty different US universities found that good mentorship and research experiences
were positively related to students’ science identity, self-efficacy, and values.1®

Because BUILD PODER student participants are primarily female (71%) and the majority
are Latinx (55%) and/or first-generation college students (58%),20 program leaders use a
CRT-based approach to help them overcome inherent barriers to college and career success
often faced by individuals with similar backgrounds. As such, to evaluate this program

we needed to find an appropriate methodological approach that challenged dominant
perspectives, highlighting alternate views and experiences. Oral history seemed to be the
perfect methodological choice because, “While in-depth interviews tend to be topic- or
issue-focused, oral history interviews often cover an extensive part of a participant’s life,
seeking to uncover processes and link individual experiences with the larger context in
which those experiences occur.”2 For our purposes, rather than conducting traditional
interviews that would utilize a narrow set of restrictive questions that provide information
only about experiences within the training program, our more-fluid and more-personal oral
history interviews encouraged students to share stories about their upbringing and cultural
background, as well as how those experiences and personal identities framed their academic,
research, and mentoring experiences. As stated earlier, our narrative inquiry approach to
oral history also allowed us to help raise the students’ voices, so often unheard due to their
marginalized and minority status (see Table 1 for demographic breakdown).

As previously noted, oral history is not a common evaluation method. We believed, however,
that oral history’s application in gaining a deeper understanding of topics of interest and
community experiences?? would be a useful method as we attempted to learn about our
participants’ life experiences and identities, and how these might impact their college and
career success. We were not disappointed. As shared later in the Preliminary Findings
section, information students shared during our first two years of oral history interviews
allowed us to draw important conclusions about their college and career experiences, as well
as program-related outcomes. We plan to conduct follow-up interviews over the next three
years to track these students, and others as they join the training program, to continue
connecting how their identities and experiences—both in the past and in the training
program—shape their career decisions. While not the sole component of our evaluation

(we also incorporate surveys and secondary data as complementary quantitative methods for
more objectively measurable outcomes), oral histories provided us rich first-hand data, as
well as positive experiences for both the interviewers and narrators.

Our Oral History Experience

Here we describe our two-year-long journey (so far) learning about and using oral history.
We hope the reader will understand that, while some of our terminology and processes
may not fully reflect those of veteran oral historians, we have put considerable effort into
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acquiring training and preparation from an oral historian so we could replicate the essence of
this method in which we see great value.

Interviewer Experience: Planning

The interview team consisted of five individuals in year 1 and seven in year 2, representing
a variety of gender, national, racial/ethnic, sexual, and academic identities. Though each
interviewer had prior experience in evaluation and/or interviewing techniques, none of us
had specific experience in oral history, so we sought advice from Jessica Wilkerson, at the
time an oral historian at the University of Mississippi, who helped us determine that using
oral history as our method of gaining insight into student background and experiences

was fitting. Having never used this method before, our team then acquired Jessica’s
assistance in teaching us what we needed to know to conduct oral histories effectively. Our
training in year 1 consisted of a three-hour, in-person workshop that included such topics
as background and ethical considerations, recording equipment, question development,
and interview technique (including ethical interviewing). Jessica further explained the
importance of understanding interviewer-narrator dynamics.23 Year 1 interviewers and new
ones that joined the team in year 2 reviewed Jessica’s training resources in a self-study
format to prepare for the year 2 interviews. New interviewers also practiced interviewing
techniques with those that had experience interviewing in year 1 to ensure their capability.

We then developed the questions (see protocols in appendix 1) with Jessica’s input and the
following goal in mind: giving students a safe space to talk about their past and current
experiences in an effort to evaluate the training program that aims to impact their future.
The training program itself, guided by CRT, prioritizes embracing the participants’ personal
histories, encouraging them to use these experiences and cultural assets to change the
scientific landscape. This link between our methodological goal and BUILD PODER’s
priorities were key to using oral history as a component of our evaluation successfully.

We elected not to request that narrators bring related artifacts or documents to simplify the
process as we got our feet wet with this new method, but we hope to include them as an
option in future years to add another layer of meaning-making. We did, however, utilize
information about the training program’s history and setting, provided by the program team.
We gained further knowledge about these and related cultures (of the university, the training
program, and narrators) through a site visit that included exploratory conversations with the
program team and student participants.

With ethical and privacy considerations in mind, the University of Mississippi’s Institutional
Review Board reviewed our protocols, which opened with detailed information, including
the interview’s purpose, as well as confidentiality and anonymity assurances, such as being
assigned a pseudonym or code so no names would be associated with the stories we shared.
Though recordings were transcribed, we replaced names with codes in the transcript. Before
proceeding with the interview, we obtained consent to participate from each narrator and
explained that they could stop the interview or withdraw consent at any time.
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Interviewer Experience: Interviews

We intended to conduct the interviews face-to-face; however, due to COVID-19 restrictions
we conducted them via Zoom with our cameras turned on during the interview. We
encouraged (though did not require) that narrators do the same to simulate a face-to-

face experience and allow us to respond to facial and behavioral cues throughout the
interviews. We also recorded the interviews, with narrators’ consent, using Zoom’s audio/
video-recording capabilities and cellular phone recordings for backup.

By the end of our evaluation’s second year, our original twenty-eight narrators (with the
exception of one who did not participate in year 2) had participated in two one- to two-
hour interviews. Since the training program added new students each year, we too added
narrators, with an additional nine participating in their first interview during year 2. We
changed most interview questions for narrators’ second interview to get a greater breadth
of experiences and updates but were consistent in terms of ensuring questions were open-
ended, which allowed us to capture rich stories, even for those who seemed hesitant to
share initially. They eloguently recounted stories of resilience, often sharing freely about
their successes, but also their struggles and flaws (see Preliminary Findings section for
more details). Had we used a structured or semistructured interview, as is most typical in
qualitative evaluation, our questions, and thus participant responses, would have been much
more limited; we likely would have gotten only surface-level information.

Our interview questions focused on the students’ experiences prior to, during, and—once
they graduated—after college, without focusing much on the training program itself.
This allowed us to focus on the students’ stories without making them feel like we

were only interested in their BUILD PODER experiences. We were able to do this

and still draw comparative conclusions about key program outcomes (e.g., experiences
with mentors, feelings of science identity, sense of belonging, etc.) by using a control
group of demographically matched non-program students. While a control group is not
typically part of the oral history process, it helped us not only tell the stories about

the program we were evaluating, but also allowed us to learn about how these students’
college experiences differed from those of similar non-program students and understand the
university experience more broadly.

Interviewers completed a field note after each interview to capture immediate thoughts on
the interview process (e.g., location, perceived comfort level, intersubjectivity) and content
(e.g., recurring themes, absent constructs). As described in the following section, these field
notes helped inform later analysis.

Interviewer Experience: Analysis

We found analyzing the oral history interview transcripts to be surprisingly challenging.
We did not realize, until we began the analysis process in year 1, that we would have

to adapt our typical interview-analysis process significantly. When analyzing traditional
structured or semistructured interviews, we sorted the data into codes, often based on
interview questions and common respondent themes. Because oral history interviews are
much less structured, often including personalized questions and responses, we had to
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alter how we conceptualized and defined themes. Instead of finding common themes

within the transcripts, we developed a priori (i.e., theoretical) themes based on information
contained in the interview field notes, the literature on gaining knowledge from narratives,2*
and a sample analysis of four interview transcripts. Using these sources, we identified

four primary themes—settings, characters, self, and stories—and then added additional
subthemes during the coding process to add depth and richness to our interpretations. While
this provided a workable coding structure for our first attempt, we recognized a need to
adapt it for future analyses.

Thus, in year 2 we moved to an inductive constant comparison process, 2> whereby we noted
patterns across interview transcripts to develop and refine our coding structure continually.
We first developed a coding structure based on the interview protocol items and common
themes found in the field notes and interviewer comments. Each member of the analysis
team then coded four interviews while completing analytic memos (i.e., reflective notes
about themes, ideas, and patterns that came up during the analysis process)26 to identify
necessary revisions to the preliminary coding structure. We then coded all interviews using
the final coding structure and summarized the findings. While this analysis process was an
improvement compared to year 1, we realized that the individualized nature of oral history
led to a coding structure that consisted of a large number of themes with a small number

of narrators endorsing each one. This made summarizing very time consuming, which could
be a barrier for some evaluations. We recognize that it will be important for us and other
evaluators to refine and streamline the analysis process as we continue to use oral history in
the future.

As we prepared to share our analysis findings with the project team, we also recognized

a tension between honoring individual stories—as oral history strives for and our narrators
deserved—and respecting their anonymity—to ensure no harm would result from sharing
their true thoughts and feelings about a program they were either still participating in or

still required support from (e.g., letters of recommendation, graduate school application
support). We found that by analyzing interviews individually, but with a comprehensive
coding structure, and reporting not only aggregate findings but also individual (de-identified)
quotes, we were able to ensure anonymity while also honoring individual stories. While
recordings are currently saved in a secured Box folder to ensure privacy, we have informed
the narrators that we may submit them to a repository in the future, with their permission, to
share their stories with a wider audience.

Interviewer Experience: Preliminary Findings

Though we will follow our narrators’ stories with annual interviews throughout the
remainder of our five-year project, we have learned a great deal from them over the past
two years—far more than we could have learned from surveys or structured/semistructured
interviews.

For example, roughly two-thirds of the narrators (program participants and non-members)
revealed stories of struggling with mental health and well-being. In the following exchange,
the narrator shared some deep feelings she had been having, which led to a related health
problem.
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Interviewer: | know you mentioned, too, about having these, | forget what you called it, but
“sad girl” moments? What did you mean by that?

Narrator: Is it not normal to have three consecutive, just give up days on the floor? Is that
normal? . ..

Interviewer: So, these are days where you really can’t do anything. Just need to cry it out?

Narrator Burnt out. Done. That’s all | can give. I’m going to sit here and do something
mindless, like play solitaire or scroll on Instagram or read some book that I read when | was
10.

Interviewer Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Narrator: Because that’s the amount of “mmmm yeah” | have. Anything. That’s it. That’s
all we got. I’ve been better. | used to care a lot more. A thing I’'m supposed to say senior
year of college. | used to care a lot more. I don’t know. | went to the doctor so many times
because every time it was finals week or midterm week or something. Oh, | faint. All the
time . . . Not so much this past year, because I’m always near furniture. I’'m always sitting
down. | don’t have to go anywhere, so it’s fine. But I used to barely sleep, just eat whatever
junk was near me. And it was . .. I’d faint. And | don’t know if it’s the not caring or the
always sitting down, but that hasn’t been happening as bad this year. So . . .

Interviewer That’s good. | definitely want you to be safe and take care of yourself.
Narrator Yeah. | don’t think | was doing the whole work-life balance thing very well.

Narrators also shared a great deal about the difficulty of choosing a career pathway, often
explaining the ups, downs, twists, and turns as they describe the rollercoaster of making this
important decision. Many, however, agreed that finding meaning in a career would allow
them to feel of value to others.

Despite these struggles, many expressed a sense of belonging at the university, describing
ten key factors that helped them feel that someone cared about them and that they were not
alone: (1) relatedness, (2) diversity, (3) interest groups, (4) friendly and helpful people, (5)
personal connections, (6) welcoming environment, (7) faculty interest in them, (8) similarity
to others, (9) people who care about them, and (10) tools facilitating communication and
connections. Conversely, the following ten factors hindered the sense of belonging for some:
(1) unapproachable faculty, (2) feeling like they are wasting faculty members’ time, (3)
being put down by faculty members, (4) feelings of self-worth, (5) lack of interpersonal
connections, (6) large groups, (7) feeling like they do not fit in, (8) being unable to join for
personal reasons, (9) others not understanding their background, and (10) explicit racist or
sexist behavior toward them.

For BUILD PODER participants specifically, we learned about the various types of
support they got from the program (e.g., aspirational, emotional, functional/financial,
opportunities/connections) that then contributed to career-preparation, shared experiences,
and race-conscious mentorship. Program participants, more than non-members, engaged in
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self-reflection that involved sophisticated deliberations about which graduate school options/
opportunities to pursue and described stronger levels of persistence toward biomedical
research careers.

Interviewer Experience: Lessons Learned

As this first experience with oral history was intended to help us improve our interview

and analysis technique for additional interviews during the training program’s remaining
three years, we reflected on the process to learn from it. For example, we learned that

it is important for us to remember that the stories shared during oral history interviews

are the narrators’ perceptions of their experiences as much as what actually happened. As
Alessandro Portelli explains, “Oral sources tell us not just what people did, but what they
wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and what they now think they did.”2”

We are gaining insight from their perspective and their way of recalling the events they
experienced. While evaluators strive to use tools with known validity, we consider the stories
we hear through oral histories to be completely valid to the extent that they are how the
narrator interprets their own experiences. This position is congruent with the CRT tenet

that experiential knowledge is an asset that informs research. It is important to recognize,
however, that taking narrators’ interpretations at face value also limits how certain we can be
of the conclusions we draw from them. Therefore, a multimethod approach is optimal when
including oral history in an evaluation.

We further learned that while we strive to pose general questions to elicit deeper responses,
for an evaluator with specific outcomes in mind it is important to gear some questions
toward those outcomes if the stories do not adequately cover those areas. For example,

in year 1 we did not ask specifically about if/how mentors incorporate CRT into their
mentoring practices. We hoped that this would come up organically as narrators talked
about their mentors, but in many cases it did not. As we wanted to delve deeper into this
area, we added more prompts about mentor behaviors related to culture/race in the year

2 interview. Similarly, in an effort to acquire more knowledge about how our narrators’
identities impacted their lives and choices, we added specific questions about this for year 2.
We are cognizant of the line we need to tow between allowing narrators the freedom to talk
about what they feel is most important while also gleaning information that is important to
answering our evaluation questions.

Narrator Experience: Interviews

Throughout the oral history process, from recruitment to interview, we strived to express to
participants that their stories held meaning and we were eager to hear them. We explained
that understanding their background and other experiences helped us make connections
between these experiences and their college and career decisions. On the whole, our
narrators seemed to enjoy the opportunity to share their stories, perhaps even finding the
experience cathartic. We drew this conclusion because most narrators provided an open and
eloquent retelling of their past and current experiences, and even those that were somewhat
hesitant in the beginning warmed up to the idea as the interview progressed. Leavy speaks
of this potential effect oral history interviews could have on the narrators, 28 noting that

the opportunity to share so deeply about themselves is often affirming, rewarding, and
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even empowering. She further hypothesizes that narrators could gain understanding and
self-awareness as they reflect on their life. We hope as well that narrators will be more
engaged in all aspects of our evaluation because they see that we consider their perspective
to be very important to the evaluative process.

Narrator Experience: Planning for the Future

As we have throughout the process thus far, we are prioritizing narrator experience as we
make our plans for future interviews. One way we plan to do this is by eliciting new
stories that allow us to make connections between those shared in the initial interviews,
mainly focusing on background and early college experiences, with stories of more current
experiences and plans for the future. We also plan to delve deeper and more specifically
into the influence of race and culture, including barriers, strategies, and the mentoring
relationship.

Given our population and the training program’s focus, race is an important theme in our
evaluation. Thus, it is very important that we recognize and consider that our team of
interviewers observed that narrators opened up more readily, especially regarding race,
with our interviewers of color. Though it is impossible to know for sure, we believe

that this is because narrators of color felt a connection with them.29 We intentionally
enlisted interviewers of color with that possibility in mind and were not surprised by

this observation. In an attempt to grow our interviewer-narrator relationships for future
interviews, we hope to keep (as much as possible) the same interviewer-narrator pairs
each year. We made careful notes about important topics each narrator shared so that we
can follow up on them to build further the relationships developed thus far. Our white
interviewers, especially, will also continue to strive to create a safe space for narrators to talk
about racial issues more comfortably.

Oral History in Evaluation: Benefits

Putting our particular project aside for a moment, we began to consider how oral history
could benefit the field of evaluation. Evaluations vary in terms of several components, such
as client and participant demographics, program goals, monetary resources, and timelines.
Additionally, evaluation is a broad field with a wide range of applications, and each
application requires careful consideration and planning to address the primary goals and
evaluation questions. Evaluation questions and purpose drive the evaluator to choose what
they believe to be the ideal type of evaluation, sometimes mixing several approaches, to
meet their clients’ needs. There are a wealth of options from which the evaluator can choose
(Patton lists 79), and the type of evaluation they choose influences which methods are
most appropriate.39 With all of this in mind, we considered which types of evaluations and
evaluation components oral history would benefit most.

Program Goals

Program goals and theoretical foundation were influential in leading us to consider using
oral histories in our evaluation. Our goals contain rich racial and cultural themes, such as
how the program thrives to help students learn to overcome racial and cultural barriers along
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their career path and teach them how they can use their cultural assets to succeed. This
focus pushed us to seek a method that would allow us to explore how racial and cultural
themes influenced our participants. Oral history’s focus on storytelling and uncovering
deeper meaning about individuals’ lived experiences provided the level of understanding
that our evaluation required. It aligns with CRT’s counter-storytelling tenet that is used to
elevate minority voices, perspectives, and experiences while allowing for the expression

of nondominant narratives. In addition to its usefulness for evaluations involving themes

of race and culture, oral history could provide similar insight for other themes such as
gender, sexual orientation, or religion to capture experiences at the intersections of multiple
oppressions that are often erased, as CRT scholars note.3!

Participant Demographics

The themes above have a common thread of focusing on minority or marginalized groups.
In this way, theme is often related to participant demographics and is why oral history was
particularly useful for our evaluation. Not only were our goals tied to race and culture,

but also the vast majority of our participants (95%)—Ilike the broader BUILD PODER
population—were from at least one marginalized group that has traditionally experienced a
high level of social injustice (refer back to Table 1). Additionally, for groups that are often
not listened to when they speak up about issues they have faced, oral history could provide
them a welcome outlet in which to share their stories and ultimately be heard by those with
the power to make institutional change. These benefits are consistent with CRT tenets that
affirm one’s experiential knowledge and challenge dominant ideology. This is not to say
that oral history is only appropriate when participants are from minority or marginalized
groups. The key here is their common life-altering experience. Individuals from majority
populations can also experience life-altering experiences of interest to evaluators, which
can be acute (e.g., 9/11 or a devastating hurricane), or chronic (e.g., drug use/recovery,
body image issues). Again, when considering if oral history is appropriate for a particular
evaluation population, the key is whether participants have experienced a common life-
altering experience, either chronic or acute, that relates to the goals of the evaluation.

With demographics in mind, we propose that oral history is optimal specifically for a
number of participant groups, including those that are historically storytellers (native and
aboriginal groups), students (they may speak more freely because it has less of an “exam”
feel than a survey or more-structured interview, and it also provides them with a feeling of
autonomy that they have craved much of their lives), and budding researchers (because the
narrator often feels like their stories are an important part of the evaluation process).

Evaluation Types

Oral history, because of its usefulness in gaining meaning and perspective from those whose
stories may not otherwise be heard or documented historically,32 would be particularly
beneficial within specific types of evaluations, especially those that emphasize a cross-
cultural or person-focused approach (see Table 2), which seek a deep level of understanding
of their participants. Compared to a survey, oral history interviews tend to encourage the
narrator to provide much more detail because the interviewer listens attentively and can ask
follow-up questions for more clarity. Likewise, an oral history narrator typically discloses
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more personal revelations than a focus group participant because the one-on-one setting

is more private and specifically aims to be a safe space for sharing. Differentiating oral
histories from other types of interviews, Leavy places oral history within a continuum,33
falling among the open-ended interview types, but less so than the minimalist biography
interview. She describes oral history as “a collaborative exchange, in which the researcher
and research participant are cocreators in the knowledge-building process,”34 and delineates
five instances in which oral history data would be most useful, two of which are particularly
relevant to research and evaluation: contributing to understanding of topical areas and
gaining “community” experiential knowledge. As qualitative methods go, oral history

is optimal for participatory evaluations that aim to foster participant engagement and
ownership. It is also particularly well-suited for the evaluation types in Table 2 because oral
histories are intentionally open-ended to encourage the narrator to share their stories freely,
while also being just structured enough for the interviewer to help guide the conversation
toward greater understanding and meaning. However, in the next section we will explain
why using oral history alone is not recommended for evaluation purposes.

Limitations of Use within Evaluation

While oral history can be a good methodological fit for certain types of evaluations, as
described above, it is important to consider the following limitations before incorporating
oral history into an evaluation plan.

Not Stand-Alone.—Using a mixed-methods approach with both qualitative and
quantitative methods increases research rigor and validity;3 thus, oral history should not be
used as a stand-alone evaluation method. Rather, an evaluator can reinforce the meaningful
information gained in the more-subjective oral history interview by supporting it with more-
objective qualitative data. In our evaluation, we developed a survey to reach a larger number
of participants (2020 survey n=271, 2021 survey n=281; 2020 oral history n=28, 2021 oral
history n=37) and ask more (and more explicit) questions. These surveys provided breadth,
while the oral history interviews provided depth. While the insight we learned from our oral
history interviews has been (and no doubt will continue to be) invaluable to our evaluation,
we also recognize that such data is strengthened by adding a complementary quantitative
approach.

Time.—Another important consideration for evaluators seeking to incorporate oral history
into their evaluation plan is time. Oral history interviews typically require more time than
other types of interviews—one to two hours each—and are most useful when each narrator
participates in multiple interviews.

Another time-related issue is training. We encourage first-time oral history interviewers to
seek out training from a seasoned oral historian, as we did, to build an appreciation for

the method, and most importantly, learn related ethics and best practices. Similarly, we
recommend that those new to this method set time aside to practice the art of conducting an
oral history interview, as well as using your particular questions, in an effort to not miss out
on important revelations in your first interviews by learning as you go.
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Analyzing oral histories can also be a very time-consuming process, more so than traditional
interview or focus-group analysis. Though oral histories are centered on a common event

or experience, they focus on individual stories; thus, common themes do not always emerge
clearly at first. This can lengthen the time needed to develop a coding system from which to
analyze these stories.

Cost.—Oral historians can be ideal consultants when embarking on an evaluation using oral
history. As stated previously, their expertise is important throughout the training process,

but oral historians could also be brought into an evaluation team to conduct the oral history
interviews themselves. They are already experts in the field and would possess important
skills that beginners may take a great deal of time to refine. That said, bringing in an oral
historian includes its own limitation—cost. Whether the oral historian is brought in to train
the interviewers or to conduct the interviews, the budget must also include these consulting
services.

If the evaluator/team plans to conduct the oral history interviews themselves, the evaluation
budget should also allow for the additional cost required to train for, conduct, transcribe, and
analyze this time-consuming method (as detailed above).

Evaluation Types.—While oral history is an appropriate addition to certain types of
evaluations (noted above), it is not recommended for all evaluations. For example, oral
history interviews are a highly inappropriate method for cost-benefit analyses that only
compare costs with outcomes (benefits) quantitatively. Likewise, a personnel evaluation,
which aims to determine staff members’ effectiveness in carrying out their responsibilities,
would not benefit from incorporating oral history interviews. Even in cases where some
qualitative data is useful, other types of interviews or focus groups would be preferable over
oral histories if stories are irrelevant. In general, if life-altering experiences are not a key
focus of the evaluation, oral history interviews would provide little to no value at great time
and cost.

Conclusions

Oral history is “both the oldest type of historical inquiry, predating the written word, and
the most modern.”36 Despite its lack of use as an evaluation method in the past, we found
that the stories we obtained through oral history added meaning and depth to our BUILD
PODER program evaluation, particularly because of the culturally diverse participants and
the program’s CRT focus, which seeks to give voice to those whose voice is often stifled.
Though more subjective than the more frequently used evaluation methods, we believe
oral history could similarly benefit a variety of evaluations, especially those that are more
participatory and experience-based. In fact, in addition to enhancing our evaluation, we
found that oral history directly supported what the program itself was trying to accomplish
(e.g., raise voices, build empowerment, etc.), as during the oral history interview, the
narrator is transformed in the moment. Many narrators shared stories with us that they
previously had shared with few (if any) others, but through the interview process they
became more empowered because of it.
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As with any evaluation method, before including oral histories in an evaluation plan,
evaluators should consider the evaluation’s purpose, goals, budget, timeline, and personnel.
Oral history is most suited for evaluations whose purpose and goals could be supported

by participants’ personal stories and experiences, but it requires a great deal of time and
personnel (and thus, financial resources), not only for conducting the interviews themselves,
but also for training, transcribing, and completing the analysis. It is also important to
remember that, like most evaluation methods, oral history should not be used alone, but
rather in tandem with other complementary data sources—preferably including objective
quantitative ones.

We also highly recommend evaluators seek knowledge and consultation from a practicing
oral historian, as we did, to gain a better understanding of how oral histories differ

from more traditional interviews, specifically in terms of process and interviewer-narrator
dynamics (e.g., intersubjective, dialogic). In addition to the knowledge and experience they
possess from conducting oral histories themselves, oral historians also bring “skills in
understanding and incorporating different perspectives,” which is important for all evaluative
work, but is particularly important when conducting cross-cultural evaluations.3”

Implications for the Field of Oral History

While we have made the case for how and when oral histories could benefit the field of
evaluation, we now suggest that their use in evaluation could benefit the field of oral history
in several ways as well, including growing its recognition and employment opportunities,
broadening its scope, and improving its funding.

Increased use by a variety of people for a variety of purposes will continue oral history’s
recognition and evolution as a field. For example, as oral history becomes useful in new
ways, more people will learn about and embrace it, making the field more acknowledged
and “marketable.” In fact, a new line of employment could open to oral historians if
evaluators begin including oral history in their evaluation plans but prefer to have an

oral historian conduct them, rather than investing time and money in acquiring their own
training. Additionally, while oral history has a rich tradition of qualitative documentation
and data collection, its use in evaluation—alongside quantitative methods—could help
oral history evolve by broadening the scope of the technique as part of a mixed-method
approach. This approach, often preferred by funders, may help oral historians secure
more funding by showing that what they learn from oral histories can be backed up by
quantitative data, while also demonstrating that oral histories add much richer information
than quantitative data alone.

Along these lines, the amount of funding available to support evaluation provides an
advantage over most oral history projects. Over fifty years ago, Donald Swain cautioned
would-be oral historians about the time and cost associated with oral history,38 and this
remains an issue for oral historians today. Oftentimes, even given the best of intentions,

oral histories go un-transcribed and unshared for long periods of time—if not indefinitely—
due to financial and time-related limitations.39 Because evaluation is often better funded,
and reporting on findings is expected, evaluators—and oral historians who complete oral
histories for evaluation—are less likely to encounter these common challenges, ensuring that
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others will hear what narrators have to say. With that being oral history’s ultimate goal, we
propose oral history’s use in evaluation to be a mutually beneficial endeavor.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Table 1.

Participant Demographic Statistics

Gender

Female

Male

Race/Ethnicity
Asian/Asian American
Black/African American
Hispanic/Latinx

Pacific Islander
White/Caucasian

Other (specified as “Filipinx American”, “Egyptian”, or “Latino/Middle Eastern”

Percentage, n
76%, n=28
24%, n=9

Percentage, n
19%, n=7

5%, n=2
54%, n=20
3%, n=1
11%, n=4
8%, n=3
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Table 2.

Appropriate Evaluation Types and Focuses for Oral History Use

Evaluation type Focusl

Culturally-responsive . .. focusing on the influences of cultural context and factors on program processes and outcomes”

Diversity focus “The evaluation gives voice to different perspectives on and illuminates various experiences with the program.”

Inclusive “ ... deliberate emphasis on including groups that have historically experienced oppression and discrimination on
the basis of gender, culture, economic level, ethnicity or race, disability, sexual orientation, language, or religious
preference.”

Personalizing “Portrayal of people’s lives and work as contexts within which to understand a program.”

Social justice focus “How effectively does the program address social justice concerns?”

1 . . P .
Excerpts from more-comprehensive table in Patton, Utilization-Focused Evaluation, 300-305.
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