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ABSTRACT

Oral history and linguistics are fields with different aims and methods 
that could benefit from a closer relationship. Although both linguists and 
oral historians have called for closer connections between these two fields, 
linguists have generally contributed more than oral historians have to the 
literature about intersections between oral history and linguistics. This 
article offers my reflections and experiences of exploring connections 
between oral history and linguistics from the perspective of an oral histo-
rian. It offers a critical synthesis of previous literature about connections 
between oral history and linguistics, and aims to build on this rich existing 
scholarship to deepen the relationship between oral history and linguistics. 
I also contribute a consideration of the Australian context to a largely inter-
national body of literature. This article considers three key questions: how 
are linguists, and particularly sociolinguists, using archived oral histories in 
their research? Are sociolinguistic interviews potentially a useful source for 
historians? And could linguists’ digital tools be valuable for oral historians? 
The article demonstrates the mutual benefits of increased interdisciplinary 

collaboration between oral historians and linguists. 
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INTRODUCTION

When I first started working with a small team of linguists in 2024, I thought the 

similarities between the fields of linguistics and oral history would be plentiful given 

our shared interest in language, aurality, and the meanings of the spoken word. The 

gulf was larger than I had anticipated. Oral historians often focus on spoken words 

to interpret historical meanings and use elements, such as changes in pace or volume, 

to interpret interviewees’ feelings about, and relationships with, their narrated expe-

riences.1 While some linguistic approaches involve examining the meanings of such 

oral features, the analytical focus is not usually about how these elements shape 

understandings of historical experience and memory. My linguist colleagues’ research 

methods included conducting quantitative analysis of large numbers of linguistic 

features relating to pronunciation or grammar – including the pronunciation of vowels 

– to understand how factors such as gender, age, class and ethnicity shape Australian 

English. Despite being a field of research, oral history is also a craft that is commonly 

practised beyond academic settings, while linguistics is a scientific academic discipline. 

My linguist colleagues and I began reading and discussing the academic literature 

about oral history and linguistics to better understand the similarities and differences 

between our two fields. This paper considers how oral history and linguistics – despite 

their different aims and methods – could benefit from a closer relationship. 

When reading the rich literature about intersections between oral history and linguis-

tics, I was struck by how linguists had generally contributed more to this literature 

than oral historians2 and by how many calls for closer connection and collaboration 

1	 Alessandro Portelli, ‘What Makes Oral History Different’ in Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Tras-
tulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History and Meaning (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1991), 45–58.

2	 For examples of linguists’ explorations of oral history and linguistics, see Chris Fitzgerald, Investigating a 
Corpus of Historical Oral Testimonies: The Linguistic Construction of Certainty (London: Routledge, 2022); 
Chris Fitzgerald and Ivor Timmis, Corpus Linguistics for Oral History (London: Routledge, 2024); Katja 
Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral” in Oral History: Using Historical Narratives in Linguistics’, Oral History 43, 
no. 1 (Spring 2015): 73–84; Natalie Braber and Diane Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History in Dialect 
Research’, Oral History 44, no. 1 (Spring 2016): 98–107; Derek Denis ‘Oral Histories as a Window to 
Sociolinguistic History and Language History: Exploring Earlier Ontario English with the Farm Work and 
Farm Life Since 1890 Oral History Collection’, American Speech (2016) no. 4: 513–516 and supplementary 
Transcript of Audio Feature: 1–17; and Deborah Schiffrin, ‘Linguistics and History: Oral History as Dis-
course’, in Deborah Tannen and James E Alatis (eds) Georgetown University Round Table on Languages and 
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between the two fields I encountered.3 Katja Roller, Natalie Braber and Diane Davies, 

for example, are linguists who have argued in Oral History that a closer connection 

between the two fields would benefit both oral historians and linguists.4 Linguists are 

not the only ones calling for a closer relationship. In an article by two respective experts 

in oral history and Spoken English, Rob Perks and Jonnie Robinson from the British 

Library expressed their desire to ‘reconnect oral history with sociolinguistics, accents 

and dialects, restoring an awareness of the essential oracy of our source through new 

technology’.5 Perks and Robinson explain that social historians were once ‘working 

closely alongside dialect experts and folklorists’ during the beginning of ‘the modern 

oral history movement in Britain’.6 Their 2005 article about the creation of a new web 

resource by the British Library – which featured interviews from the Survey of English 

Dialects and the Millennium Memory Bank and was an output from The Way We Speak 

project – serves as a rare example of an article about the intersection of oral history 

and linguistics authored by experts in each respective field. The 2017 edited collection, 

Oral History Meets Linguistics, contributes another valuable interdisciplinary offering 

to this literature, though the publication better represents linguists’ perspectives than 

those of oral historians.7

There is considerable diversity in approach within the literature. Oral historian Ales-

sandro Portelli has not only been analysing the linguistic components of oral history 

over several decades, but he has also written about oral history as genre and discourse.8 

Yvette J Kopijn draws on sociolinguistic concepts to analyse the linguistic structure of 

Linguistics (GURT) 2001: Linguistics, Language and the Real World: Discourse and Beyond (Georgetown 
University Press, 2003): 84–113.

3	 See, for instance, Braber and Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History’, 98–107; Roller, ‘Towards the 
“Oral”’, 73–84.

4	 Braber and Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History’, 98–107; Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 73–84.

5	 Rob Perks and Jonnie Robinson, ‘“The Way We Speak”: Web-Based Representations of Changing Commu-
nities in England’, Oral History 33, no. 2 (Autumn 2005), 79.

6	 Perks and Robinson, ‘“The Way We Speak”’, 88.  

7	 Erich Kasten, Katja Roller and Joshua Wilbur (eds), Oral History Meets Linguistics (Fürstenberg/Havel: 
Kulturstiftung Sibirien, 2017). 

8	 See Alessandro Portelli, ‘Oral History As Genre’ in Mary Chamberlain and Paul Thompson (eds), Narrative 
and Genre: Contexts and Types of Communication (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), first pub-
lished in 1998, 23–45. 
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a cross-cultural oral history interview context, while Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis’s work 

demonstrates the value and interpretive benefits of examining speech patterns and 

narrative styles in Black women’s life stories.9 Linguist Neal R Norrick uses theories from 

psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, and conversational discourse, including ‘psycholin-

guistic research on tip-of-the-tongue phenomena’, in his paper about remembering 

and forgetfulness in oral history.10 Deborah Schiffrin considers the ‘usefulness of oral 

histories as “data” for discourse analysts’, Chris Fitzgerald and Ivor Timmis examine 

how corpus linguistics methods can be applied to oral history collections, and Cord 

Pagenstecher and Stefan Pfänder apply a conversational analysis and interactional 

linguistics approach to their oral history analysis.11 There is also a broader context 

of interdisciplinary work incorporating linguistics and history in Australia, perhaps 

particularly within the field of Indigenous history. Historian Laura Rademaker’s 2016 

book chapter, ‘makes the case for greater cooperation between linguists and historians 

and celebrates recent developments in Aboriginal history which bring linguistic data 

to history’.12

This article offers my reflections and experiences of exploring intersections between oral 

history and linguistics: namely, the ways in which each field’s sources may be useful for 

the other field and the potential value of linguists’ digital software for oral historians. It 

offers a critical synthesis of previous literature about connections between oral history 

and linguistics and demonstrates the mutual benefits of interdisciplinary collaboration 

between oral historians and linguists. I build on existing scholarship and practice to 

show the value of a closer connection between these fields. I bring the perspective of 

9	 Yvette J Kopijn, ‘The Oral History Interview in a Cross-Cultural Setting: An Analysis of its Linguistic, 
Social and Ideological Structure’, in Chamberlain and Thompson (eds), Narrative and Genre, 142–159; 
Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis, ‘Black Women’s Life Stories: Reclaiming Self in Narrative Texts’, in Sherna Berger 
Gluck and Daphne Patai (eds), Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1991), 43–58.

10	 Neal R Norrick, ‘Talking about Remembering and Forgetfulness in Oral History Interviews’, The Oral 
History Review 32, issue 2 (2005), 1–20, quote from 6. 

11	 Schiffrin, ‘Linguistics and History’, 84–113; Fitzgerald and Timmis, Corpus Linguistics; Cord Pagenstecher 
and Stefan Pfänder, ‘Hidden Dialogues: Towards an Interactional Understanding of Oral History Inter-
views’ in Kasten, Roller and Wilbur (eds) Oral History Meets Linguistics, 185–207.  

12	 Laura Rademaker, ‘Why Historians Need Linguists (and Linguists Need Historians)’ in Peter K Austin, 
Harold Koch and Jane Simpson (eds) Language, Land and Song: Studies in Honour of Luise Hercus 
(London: EL Publishing, 2016), 481.
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another oral historian to a topic that has been more commonly considered by linguists. 

I also contribute a consideration of the Australian context to a largely international 

body of literature.

This article considers, and is structured around, three key questions: How are linguists, 

and particularly sociolinguists, using archived oral histories in their research? Are socio-

linguistic interviews potentially a useful source for historians? And could linguists’ 

digital tools be valuable for oral historians? My aim is not to definitively answer these 

questions but rather to use them as prompts for exploration. I am not the first to ask 

these questions.13 My key questions address some of the many possible connections 

between oral history and linguistics; exploring topics such as interviewing in languages 

other than English or across languages and cultures is beyond my scope.

Let us first define some key terms and refine my focus. Linguistics is the scientific study 

of language and it is an enormous field comprised of many subfields that have different 

approaches, aims, and methods. I focus largely, but not exclusively, on oral history’s 

intersections with sociolinguistics and corpus linguistics. My focus has been shaped 

by the literature that most resonated with me, and by my colleagues’ specialisations in 

sociolinguistics and their use of corpus linguistics methods. Florian Coulmas describes 

sociolinguistics as ‘the empirical study of how language is used in society’.14 The disci-

pline formally emerged in the mid-twentieth century and it concentrates on ‘language 

change and variation’.15 It is ‘essentially interdisciplinary in orientation’: while linguists 

explore some sociolinguistic questions, other academics, such as sociologists, explore 

other sociolinguistic questions.16 There are ‘two centers of gravity’ in sociolinguistics: 

micro-sociolinguistics and macro-sociolinguistics.17 Macro-sociolinguistics is also 

called sociology of language.18 William Labov was a pivotal and foundational figure 

13	 See, for instance, Erich Kasten, Katja Roller and Joshua Wilbur, ‘Introduction’, in Kasten, Roller and 
Wilbur (eds) Oral History Meets Linguistics, 7. 

14	 Florian Coulmas, ‘Sociolinguistics’ in Mark Aronoff and Janie Rees-Miller (eds), The Handbook of Linguis-
tics (Oxford and Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 2003), 563. 

15	 Coulmas, ‘Sociolinguistics’, 564. 

16	 Coulmas, ‘Sociolinguistics’, 566.

17	 Coulmas, ‘Sociolinguistics’, 566.

18	 Coulmas, ‘Sociolinguistics’, 566.
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in sociolinguistics who developed the variationist approach within micro-sociolin-

guistics. Rajesh Mesthrie explains that ‘Variationists use correlational techniques in 

revealing the relationship between linguistic variables (e.g. a vowel sound that has 

different variations that result in different accents) and social variables (age, gender, 

class, etc)’.19 This variationist approach in sociolinguistics is so dynamic, according 

to Mesthrie, that ‘many characterize it as “core Sociolinguistics” or “Sociolinguistics 

proper”’.20 This approach involves using quantitative analysis to examine how social 

variables affect speech. In this article, I mostly address micro-sociolinguistics but 

I use the term sociolinguistics for simplicity and because continually differentiating 

between macro and micro-sociolinguistics is beyond my focus and expertise. I also do 

not differentiate between dialectology and sociolinguistics, as this is beyond this arti-

cle’s scope, and, as Roller notes, ‘the boundaries … are fuzzy’.21 Corpus linguistics is a 

methodology that involves ‘computer-based empirical analyses (both quantitative and 

qualitative) of language use by employing large, electronically available collections of 

naturally occurring spoken and written texts, so-called corpora’.22 A corpus is a large 

collection of naturally occurring language that can usually be processed by a computer. 

Linguists from subdisciplines other than corpus linguistics also work with corpora 

(without using the methodology of corpus linguistics). I will return to the creation of 

corpora later.

HOW ARE SOME LINGUISTS USING ORAL HISTORIES? 

Linguists, including sociolinguists and corpus linguists, are using archived oral history 

collections and are reporting the value of oral history interviews for linguistic research. 

The Freiburg English Dialect Corpus, which is well-used by linguists, is comprised of oral 

histories.23 In 2015, Katja Roller, who used Millennium Memory Bank oral histories, 

19	 Rajend Mesthrie, ‘Sociolinguistics and Sociology of Language’, in Bernard Spolsky and Francis M Hult 
(eds), The Handbook of Educational Linguistics (Malden, Oxford and Carlton: Blackwell Publishing, 2008), 
68. 

20	 Mesthrie, ‘Sociolinguistics’, 69.

21	 Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 74. 

22	 ‘Corpus Linguistics’, Johannes Gutenberg-Universität Mainz website. Available at https://www.english-
linguistics.uni-mainz.de/corpus-linguistics/. Accessed 28 January 2025.

23	 Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 74.
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argued that while ‘the use of oral history collections in linguistics has not been overlooked 

… the full range of possibilities they offer has not been perceived yet’.24 Roller outlines 

several linguistic projects that have used oral histories.25 Derek Denis enthusiastically 

declares the richness of oral history collections for sociolinguistic research and prompts 

colleagues to ‘befriend archivists, search databases, and embrace the warm hiss of reel-to-

reel tapes’, assuring them that the work involved in using oral histories is ‘all worth it’.26 

Sociolinguist Catherine Travis led a large multi-year project called Sydney Speaks that 

incorporated archived interviews from the New South Wales Bicentennial Oral History 

Project (henceforth Bicentennial Project) in its study of Australian English in Sydney and 

language change over time.27 Other linguists investigating historical Australian English 

have also used the Bicentennial Project interviews.28 

Linguists have written about the benefits and challenges of using archived oral histories.29 

These discussions are too plentiful to summarise here but I will outline a few significant 

points for oral historians. For sociolinguists, oral histories are valuable sources  that 

enable them to access older ways of speaking – as the Sydney Speaks project’s use of 

Bicentennial Project interviews attests, since the interviews were conducted in the late 

1980s with interviewees who lived in New South Wales between 1900 and 1930.30 

24	 Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 76. 

25	 Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 74–76.

26	 Denis, ‘Oral Histories’, Transcript of Audio Feature, 15. 

27	 Catherine E Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus: An Overview’, Australian Journal of Linguistics 44, issue 2–3 
(2024): 163–181; “Sydney Speaks: Language Variation and Chance in a Diverse Society” webpage, ARC 
Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language. Available at https://legacy.dynamicsoflanguage.edu.
au/stories/sydney_speaks.php. Accessed 28 January 2025.

28	 Peter Trudgill and Elizabeth Gordon, ‘Predicting the Past: Dialect Archaeology and Australian English 
Rhoticity’, English World-Wide 27, issue 3 (2006): 235–246; Jon Lonergan and Felicity Cox, ‘Is There Any 
Evidence of Rhoticity in Historical Australian English?’, in Louise de Beuzeville and Pam Peters (eds) From 
the Southern Hemisphere: Parameters of Language Variation (2010), e-proceedings of the 2008 Conference 
of the Australian Linguistic Society. Available at http://hdl.handle.net/2123/7096. Accessed 28 January 
2025; Felicity Cox and Sallyanne Palethorpe, ‘Open Vowels in Historical Australian English’, in Raymond 
Hickey (ed) Listening to the Past (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017): 502–528.

29	 See, for instance, Braber and Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History’, 98–107; Roller, ‘Towards the 
“Oral”’, 73–84; Denis ‘Oral Histories’, Transcript of Audio Feature, 1–20.

30	 For more on the New South Wales Bicentennial Oral History Project, see ‘NSW Bicentennial Oral History 
Collection [sound recording]’, National Library of Australia. Available at https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/
catalog/1361367. Accessed 28 January 2025. This collection is also archived at the State Library of New 
South Wales.

https://legacy.dynamicsoflanguage.edu.au/stories/sydney_speaks.php
https://legacy.dynamicsoflanguage.edu.au/stories/sydney_speaks.php
http://hdl.handle.net/2123/7096
https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/1361367
https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/1361367
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Catherine Travis explains that oral histories ‘parallel sociolinguistic interviews in their 

focus on narratives of personal experience’.31 William Labov developed the technique 

of the sociolinguistic interview, which involves prompting ‘narratives of personal 

experience’.32 Sociolinguistic interviews invite ‘narratives of personal experience’ because 

they generate casual natural speech, which, as Labov explains, is valuable because ‘the 

most systematic data for linguistic analysis’ arises when ‘minimum attention is paid to 

speech’.33 So the style of speech in oral histories is valuable for sociolinguistic analysis. 

Some of the challenges linguists articulate about using oral histories are not specifically 

about reuse for linguistic purposes but rather reflect existing considerations about the 

ethics of secondary use of archived oral histories.34 Other challenges relate to adapting 

oral histories for sociolinguistic research purposes, such as selecting extracts for use 

from interviews because oral histories are often longer than sociolinguistic interviews 

and their length can be unsuitable for sociolinguistic analysis.35 Variable audio quality 

presents another challenge.36 Linguists also often contend with receiving little metadata, 

or demographic details, about the interviewees themselves. This is a challenge for others 

conducting secondary analysis too: when April Gallwey used the Millennium Memory 

Bank interviews in historical research about postwar single mothers in England, there 

was ‘no metadata outlining the demographic characteristics of the collection’.37 But the 

lack of adequate metadata about interviewees is perhaps especially significant for socio-

linguists, as the samples they create from oral history collections to study language 

requires them to know enough about certain aspects of interviewees’ linguistic history 

and their relationship to place – such as their mother tongue and/or where they grew 

up – to identify relevant interviews and interpret the linguistic behaviour they observe. 

31	 Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 166.

32	 See William Labov, ‘Field Methods of the Project on Linguistic Change and Variation’ in John Baugh and 
Joel Sherzer (eds) Language in Use: Readings in Sociolinguistics (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1984), 32. 

33	 Labov, ‘Field Methods’, 29–32, quotes from 29 and 32. Also see Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 166.

34	 Braber and Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History’, 100–101.

35	 Braber and Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History’, 100. Sydney Speaks researchers also used extracts of 
the NSW Bicentennial Project interviews in their analysis: see Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 173.

36	 Denis, ‘Oral Histories’, Transcript of Audio Feature, 2. 

37	 April Gallwey, ‘The Rewards of Using Archived Oral Histories in Research: The Case of the Millennium 
Memory Bank’, Oral History 41, no. 1 (Spring 2013), 43. 
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Oral history interview collections do not always contain enough of the demographic 

information about interviewees that linguists need.38

To use oral histories, linguists need to identify relevant participants within a collec-

tion. In the Sydney Speaks project, the researchers were able to gather sufficient 

information about interviewees from the Bicentennial Project’s recordings and tran-

scripts to include a selection of these interviews in their broader study, which also drew 

from two other large sociolinguistic collections. The researchers were mostly able to 

identify Bicentennial Project participants who met their project criteria, though in 

some cases, the desired level of information was not available.39 The criteria for inclu-

sion in Sydney Speaks were more particular than is typical in oral history research: 

their criteria involved specifications regarding where interviewees lived, the language 

they spoke growing up, their ethnicity, where they resided for most of their lives, as well 

as stipulations about interviewees’, and their parents’, countries of birth.40 Such criteria 

are important in sociolinguistic research because sociolinguists identify and interpret 

demographic factors that may influence how people speak. Variationist sociolinguists 

often use the concept of the ‘speech community’ – which Labov defines as ‘participation 

in shared norms’ relating to speech – when selecting research participants.41 The speech 

community is a useful concept for sociolinguistic analysis because ‘the behaviour of an 

individual can be understood only through the study of social groups of which he or 

she is a member’.42 Unlike oral histories, sociolinguistic interviews regularly include a 

questionnaire to gather key demographic information about participants. The amount 

of available detail about interviewees’ demographic features determines how simple or 

difficult it is for linguists to identify relevant interviews for their research.

38	 Denis, ‘Oral Histories’, Transcript of Audio Feature, 3. 

39	 Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 165 and 169.

40	 Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 165–166 and 169.

41	 William Labov, Sociolinguistic Patterns (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1972), 120–121. 

42	 William Labov, Principles of Linguistic Change: Cognitive and Cultural Factors, Volume 3, 3 volumes 
(Oxford, Wiley-Blackwell, 2010).
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Linguists process their selected oral history interviews into a corpus. Some of these 

steps can be conducted by linguists who may not employ a corpus linguistics approach. 

As mentioned earlier, some linguists select an extract from the wider oral history inter-

view for sociolinguistic analysis.43 Those extracts are then transcribed – and this may 

occur even if there are existing transcripts, because linguists have their own technical 

standards for transcription, which vary across subdisciplines. The process of tran-

scribing, or retranscribing, ensures transcripts are machine-readable so corpus linguists 

can use digital software to conduct analysis. Roller and Travis are among linguists 

who explain the process they used to convert oral history interviews into a suitable 

linguistic corpus, offering valuable insight into the methodology for oral historians.44 

The publication of Fitzgerald and Timmis’ Corpus Linguistics for Oral History in late 

2024 indicates growing attention to the application of corpus linguistics methods to 

oral history interviews.45  

Understanding how some linguists use oral histories has potential implications for oral 

historians and oral history curators and archivists. Increasing the availability of demo-

graphic information about interviewees in archived collections (to the extent that it is 

appropriate), with details such as their gender, age, place of birth and ethnicity, would 

benefit linguists and other researchers reusing such collections. Linguists explain 

the value and importance of being able to access metadata about oral history inter-

viewees to facilitate their use of oral histories.46 Some oral history projects collect such 

information to aid with interviewee selection or, less commonly, to support interpre-

tation.47 Making it a standard, or at least a desired, practice to collect and archive such 

43	 Braber and Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History’, 100; Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’ 172–173.

44	 Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 78–82; Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 163–181.

45	 Fitzgerald and Timmis, Corpus Linguistics.

46	 See, for instance, Braber and Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History’, 98–107; Roller, ‘Towards the 
“Oral”’, 73–84.

47	 The Australian Generations Oral History Collection, archived at the National Library of Australia, is 
one example of a project that collected and archived project materials, including the project team’s digital 
Zotero database, to facilitate future researchers’ use of the collection. The archived Zotero database is closed 
for use for some decades, but it does include interviewees’ Expression of Interest (EOI) forms which contain 
demographic details about individual interviewees. See Alistair Thomson, ‘Digital Aural History: An 
Australian Case Study’, Oral History Review 43, issue 2 (2016), 292–314 and Kevin Bradley and Anisa Puri, 
‘Creating an Oral History Archive: Digital Opportunities and Ethical Issues’, Australian Historical Studies 
47, no. 1 (2016), 75–91. 
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interviewee metadata so that archivists can make sections of such documents avail-

able to researchers (in accordance with interviewees’ chosen access conditions) would 

enhance the ease of reuse for researchers from many fields. For example, the British 

Library’s web resource, mentioned earlier, created new catalogue records that included 

‘content descriptive information’ and other linguistic information, with the aim ‘to 

provide detailed guidance concerning the specific linguistic features that identify a 

speaker with a particular part of the country’.48 Their records may not have included 

the exact form of interviewee information I have described here – the web resource is 

unfortunately not currently available – but it still serves as an example of a collecting 

institution providing valuable contextual information about interviews.

There are other potential positive effects of increasing oral historians’ understandings 

of how linguists use oral histories. Since working with linguists, I have begun to pay 

greater attention to the topic of language in my own interviewing practice. While the 

interviews I am conducting are in English, they still feature details about interviewees’ 

linguistic lives in cases where interviewees speak other languages – and this is partic-

ularly relevant when interviewing migrants. Interviewees’ reflections about topics 

such as mother tongues, language acquisition, and the relationships between language 

and identity, and language and family, for instance, result in richer interviews for all 

researchers interested in language use and relationships to language(s). Linguists have 

also described how oral histories can contain valuable information about language 

history: Denis, for instance, reflects that the interviews he consulted offered ‘insight 

into the cultural and language history’ of the relevant areas.49 Linguists, such as Roller, 

have worked to increase linguists’ knowledge about specific oral history collections.50 

Roller notes that she would share her Millennium Memory Bank transcripts with the 

British Library after completing her research so those resources could be made available 

48	 Perks and Robinson, ‘“The Way We Speak”’, 86.

49	 Denis, ‘Oral Histories’, Transcript of Audio Feature, 12. For more on oral history as language history (and 
language history as cultural heritage) see Natalie Braber, ‘“We Didn’t Realise Our Language Was Part of 
Our Heritage”: Oral Histories with East Midlands Coal Miners’, Oral History 52, no. 2 (2024): 86–98.

50	 Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 77; Catherine Travis, Gan Qiao and I also presented papers at the Forum of 
Englishes in Australia and the Australian Linguistics Society Conference in 2024 to help raise linguists’ 
awareness about the value of oral histories for linguistic research.
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to others.51 Linguists’ use of archived oral histories has the potential to enhance inter-

view documentation which benefits anyone revisiting interview collections, if more 

linguists, and indeed other researchers, follow Roller’s approach.

SOCIOLINGUISTIC INTERVIEWS AS HISTORICAL SOURCES

Braber and Davies’ argument that ‘dialect research can … be an alternative source of 

oral history’52 prompted me to consult a sociolinguistic interview collection as an 

experiment to explore its potential value for historical research. I selected the Sydney 

Social Dialect Survey (SSDS), which is a collection of 177 sociolinguistic interviews 

with adult and teenage Anglos, Greeks and Italians in Australia, recorded by Barbara 

Horvath and her team in Sydney between 1977 and 1981.53 The project interviewed 

the adult parents of the teenage participants, to the extent that was possible.54 Horvath 

was a pathbreaking sociolinguist and a leader in early sociolinguistics in Australia. Her 

work in the late 1970s and early 1980s investigated whether and how recently arrived 

postwar migrants were influencing Australian English as spoken in Sydney. Ninety-two 

interviews from the SSDS collection formed one of three sub-corpora used by Sydney 

Speaks (alongside their sub-corpus featuring Bicentennial project interviews and their 

sub-corpus containing contemporary interviews in their own newly created ANU 

Corpus of Sydney Speech).55 Sydney Speaks’ three sub-corpora have been onboarded to 

the Language Data Commons of Australia (LDaCA), which is a large national research 

infrastructure project with multifaceted aims, including increasing the findability of 

underused language collections and helping to secure at-risk collections. I chose to 

consult the SSDS materials because it was a historical collection, because I knew I 

could request access to the materials for research purposes, and because it contained 

51	 Roller, ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 82.

52	 Braber and Davies, ‘Using and Creating Oral History’, 106.

53	 I have used the terms Anglo, Italian and Greek as these were the terms Barbara Horvath used: Barbara M 
Horvath, Variation in Australian English: The Sociolects of Sydney (Cambridge, New York and Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 1985), 49–50.

54	 Horvath, Variation, 50.  

55	 Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 165–166. For details about the Sydney Speaks Corpus, see Catherine E 
Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks’, Australian Research Council of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language, Austra-
lian National University, 2014–2022, https://dx.doi.org/10.25911/m03c-yz22. 
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interviews with teenagers, including migrants, so the collection seemed relevant to my 

interests as a historian of post–Second World War youth migration to Australia.

I received permission to use the Sydney Speaks’ SSDS sub-corpus after I lodged an 

online request form, managed by Sydney Speaks project leader Catherine Travis, in 

which I outlined my intended use of the material.56 I accessed the Sydney Speaks’ 

SSDS sub-corpora, not the unprocessed SSDS collection in its entirety. I received 

access to deidentified interview transcripts, audio files, and a metadata spreadsheet 

with demographic information about participants. These materials related to roughly 

30-minute interview extracts rather than the entire interviews (as is often the case in 

sociolinguistic corpora when the interviews are longer than is practically feasible for 

analysis). Rich contextual information about the creation of the SSDS collection and 

its subsequent reuse helped inform my understanding of the project interviews. This 

information includes Horvath’s 1985 book Variation in Australian English: The Socio-

lects of Sydney, based on her SSDS research, and Travis’ ‘data article’ in the Australian 

Journal of Linguistics which provides an overview of the creation of the Sydney Speaks 

corpus.57 The data article also offers a useful model that oral historians could adopt for 

newly created oral history collections, since an article that describes and summarises a 

collection, and explains decisions made during the process of its creation, greatly assists 

researchers later revisiting the interviews. The provided participant metadata made it 

easy for me to select a sample of interviews. I chose nine interviews to include in my 

sample, which only featured the project’s teenage participants. I strove for diversity 

in terms of gender, ethnicity and age (at the time of interview, within the teenager 

category). Participants in my sample were born between 1960 and 1967.

As I listened to these interviews, I learnt about the genre of the sociolinguistic inter-

view. The sociolinguistic interview approach has its own history, evolution, and 

56	 Sydney Speaks Corpora Application for Use Form. Available at  https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1hWW-
0WEBE9PQn-m-3gvSyR-eAGEZmCwq5aE6iuqupI1Y/viewform?edit_requested=true. Accessed 28 
January 2025.

57	 Horvath, Variation; Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’. Also see Catherine Travis and Cale Johnstone, ‘Sydney 
Speaks’, Language Data Commons of Australia case study. Available at https://www.ldaca.edu.au/resources/
general-resources/case-studies/sydney-speaks/. Accessed 28 January 2025; Elena Sheard, ‘The Sydney 
Speaks Lifespan Corpus’, Australian Journal of Linguistics 44, issue 2–3 (2024): 182–199.   

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1hWW0WEBE9PQn-m-3gvSyR-eAGEZmCwq5aE6iuqupI1Y/viewform?edit_requested=true
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1hWW0WEBE9PQn-m-3gvSyR-eAGEZmCwq5aE6iuqupI1Y/viewform?edit_requested=true
https://www.ldaca.edu.au/resources/general-resources/case-studies/sydney-speaks/
https://www.ldaca.edu.au/resources/general-resources/case-studies/sydney-speaks/


119

nuances, but my aim here is to describe the style of interviewing in the SSDS interview 

extracts. Various interviewers conducted the interviews in my sample. Interviewers 

used a questionnaire, which some adhered to more strictly than others, and they also 

asked interviewees to read a list of pre-determined words. Horvath’s 1985 publication 

explains the design of the interview questionnaire.58 The approach followed Labov’s 

model.59 Upon listening, I noticed that there is sometimes variation in genre within 

an individual interview extract: in one interview, in particular, the pair moved from 

the more formal question-answer model of interview they began with into more casual 

conversation. Because the goal of sociolinguistic interviews is to obtain spontaneous 

speech,60 the SSDS interviewers do not necessarily invite depth and detail through 

relevant follow-up questions that are common in oral history interviews. Horvath notes 

that the ‘topics that are brought up are meant to put the subject at ease and to give him/

her enough scope to carry most of the conversation’.61 While there may appear to be 

some similarities with oral history practice here, the primary goal of the sociolinguistic 

interview differs to that of oral history interviews: the ‘overall aim’, Horvath explains, 

‘was simply to get them talking freely’.62 The SSDS interview questionnaire also largely 

appears to direct the conversation, unlike in many oral history interviews in which 

topics that are significant to the interviewee shape the conversation. Denis explains 

that Labov outlined five contexts that are best for inviting casual speech.63 Two such 

contexts are discussions of ‘childhood rhymes and customs’ and ‘the danger of death’.64 

Childhood play is a major theme in the SSDS interviews and the subject of fearing 

death is adapted in these interviews to a question about whether participants have ever 

felt very afraid. These linguistic interviews also do not employ the life story approach 

that is often used in oral history interviews. 

58	 Horvath, Variation, 50–51. 

59	 Horvath, Variation, 50. Horvath, however, notes a point of departure from Labov’s model: see Variation, 51. 

60	 Horvath, Variation, 50.

61	 Horvath, Variation, 50.

62	 Horvath, Variation, 51.

63	 Denis, ‘Oral Histories’, Transcript of Audio Feature, 4–6. 

64	 Labov, Sociolinguistic Patterns, quotes from 91 and 92. See 87–94 for all five contexts.
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These are not oral history interviews, but they are rich historical sources voiced by 

children and young people themselves. The diversity of Australian accents across the 

interviews is striking. Interview themes include prompted reciting of popular rhymes; 

descriptions of childhood games, schools, school layouts, and teachers; reflections on 

Australian English and Australian accents; comparisons between their experiences and 

their parents’ experiences; and for the second-generation migrant teenagers, the extent 

of their connection to the language spoken in their country of origin. These interviews 

can perhaps be seen as a source of children’s folklore. Participants had been deidentified 

using pseudonyms, and the names of people and places were blurred in the audio and 

altered in the transcripts, which is in accordance with standard ethical treatment of 

much linguistic data but creates a loss of historical context for historians. The material 

is often very fragmentary but historians are trained to work with fragments. My SSDS 

interview sample offers valuable oral evidence from young people about their lives in 

the late 1970s, on topics including play, gendered expectations, multicultural school 

environments, and language and culture. The interviews also feature interviewees’ 

reflections on their younger selves: when 15-year-old John, who was born in 1966, 

mentions learning about the Fraser government from a teacher at school, he reflects 

‘because you know, when, when you’re about nine or ten, or twelve, you know, you 

don’t understand what’s politics and all that’.65 

It is often argued that child-authored material is rarely held in historical archives, 

but as childhood historian Emily Gallagher argues in her recent survey of Australian 

museums and archives, there is more child-authored material in Australian repositories, 

from large institutions to historical societies, than is typically recognised.66 The SSDS 

collection’s existence signals that there are valuable historical sources that capture chil-

dren’s voices and experiences outside of the repositories that historians most typically 

consult. 

65	 SSDS_GTM_847, quote from 21.07–21.15. Examples are produced verbatim, with removal of some 
Sydney Speaks transcription conventions and the addition of some standard punctuation to ease readability. 
I have cited the corpus, speaker code and number, and beginning-ending time stamps of the excerpt given. 

66	 Emily Gallagher, ‘Hidden in Plain Sight: Child-Authored Material in Australian Museums and Archives’, 
Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 16, no. 3 (2023), 384–419.
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In the following extract, Ryan – an Anglo 15-year-old – answers a question about whether 

he ever chased cicadas. Ryan’s response illuminates his encyclopaedic knowledge about 

cicadas, provides insight into children’s interests and play, and shows that play is a lens 

through which we can learn about children’s relationships with the natural world:

Oh yes, we have the Greengrocer and the Brown Baker and the Black Prince 

and the Spotted Black Prince and the – the Greengrocer is the most common. 

The Black Prince is, hmm, harder. Harder to find. And the Spotted Black Prince 

is fairly hard as they’re in different kinds of trees. Oh you’d get red ones, you’d 

get ghost, ghost ones, albino type ones which are very rare, I’ve only seen one. 

And brown ones, and yellow, yellow, oh they’d probably be same sort of the 

brown but they’re, they are a distinct yellow. Yellow Mungas67 we used to call 

them. Brown Bakers 

Yellow what?

Mungas. Mungas. Brown Bakers, Greengrocers, Black Prince, Spotted Black 

Prince. Oh yes, a Union Jack, a Union Jack that used to be a reddish, no sort of 

a blueish green. Oh there’s lots of different colours of those cicadas but mainly 

they were green. Green and black were the main ones. And some brown. It’d be 

very rare to find these other ones in fact. I don’t think whether you’ve seen it 

but there’s a, I’ve read in a book there’s over a hundred species so there must be 

[clunk] you know many, many different colours and sorts and sizes. But mainly 

around here Greengrocers and used to go up into the trees and collect them 

and make them go, ‘ra ra’, you know make them – noise and usually let them 

just fly away overall. You wouldn’t

You wouldn’t kill it.

No, usually not. You used to, you’d collect the shells.68

67	 I suspect ‘Yellow Mungas’ is a reference to the cicada species Yellow Monday.

68	 SSDS_ATM_702, 31:45–33:33.
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When 13-year-old Sara, who has Italian heritage and was born in 1965, is asked whether 

schoolteachers should be strict, she initially responds: ‘only if they got a reason to’.69 

Her comments include:

Hmm, because our school’s got a bad reputation. We’re called the pig farm. 

And so um where there’s girls smoking, girls on drugs and – but this doesn’t 

apply to any of the first formers. But that’s the main thing that teachers have 

to be strict about. And now they have to put a teacher on every morning at the 

bus stop because there’s been girls smoking and there’s been too much racket 

outside of the home unit. And well it’s not mainly us first formers because we, 

we know, we don’t do those things but you know there’s girls with boys over on 

the other side and the bus driver calls us animals and all this and – but that’s the 

main thing that teachers have to be strict [about].70

Sara’s reflections tell us about her school’s reputation, about social expectations 

regarding acceptable behaviour by girls in the late 1970s, and about how some teenage 

schoolgirls in Sydney were rebelling against such expectations. Her repeated emphasis 

on first formers not participating in such behaviour may indicate a desire to ensure her 

interviewer knows that she and her cohort are not rebelling in these ways. The phrase 

‘too much racket outside of the home unit’ is perhaps suggestive of what Sara has learnt 

is unacceptable conduct by schoolgirls, given her framing of this context as a situation 

that warrants a firm response from teachers.71 The phrase also evokes a sense of histor-

ical language from earlier decades, as it is not a commonly heard expression in Australia 

in the mid-2020s. These interview extracts offer glimpses into young peoples’ internal 

and external worlds. 

While I have explored the value of a sociolinguistic collection, other types of oral 

linguistic sources may also be valuable for historians. While many oral historians have 

long worked with existing archives and libraries to deposit collections in these insti-

tutions, in recent decades linguists who recognised the significance of their material 

69	 SSDS_ITF_120, 20:54–20:56.

70	 SSDS_ITF_120, 21:05–21:58.

71	 SSDS_ITF_120, 21:35–21:38.
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and the importance of preserving it have established their own archives for linguistic 

material, with their own standards. Linguists have therefore increasingly begun to 

archive oral linguistic collections in such repositories. LDaCA, which aims to establish 

best practices for archiving language collections and create a long-term repository, is a 

current example of such practice in the Australian context. The Pacific and Regional 

Archive for Digital Sources in Endangered Cultures (PARADISEC), which is based 

in Australia, The Language Archive, and The Endangered Languages Archive (ELAR) 

are examples of digital archives that hold oral linguistic collections that may interest 

historians – especially those working in languages other than English.72 Some linguists 

archive narrated accounts of oral traditions and these sources may be of particular 

interest to historians.

Ethical practice is, of course, vital in both oral history and linguistics, but there are 

sometimes differences in approach. SSDS participants were informed that participa-

tion in an interview involved remembering their childhood and that the researchers 

‘were conducting a study using teenagers and adults, children and their parents where 

possible, trying to ascertain the similarities and differences between the childhood 

experiences of the adults and that of the teenagers’.73 Broadening the stated purpose 

of a study sometimes occurs because explicitly stating that the research’s primary focus 

is language is understood to alter how participants behave and speak. This approach 

differs from how the field of oral history approaches informed consent. Horvath and 

the Australian National University’s Human Research Ethics committee approved 

re-use of the SSDS interviews in the Sydney Speaks project, and the ethics board 

granted approval for the Sydney Speaks team to make their deidentified versions of 

the material, from which sensitive content had been deleted, available for subsequent 

research approved by the Sydney Speaks team.74 There is also another version of the 

Sydney Speaks material that can only be accessed by the Sydney Speaks research team, 

72	 The Pacific and Regional Archive for Digital Sources in Endangered Cultures, available at https://www.
paradisec.org.au, accessed 28 January 2025; The Language Archive, available at https://archive.mpi.nl/tla/, 
accessed 28 January 2025; The Endangered Languages Archive, available at https://www.elararchive.org, 
accessed 28 January 2025.

73	 Horvath, Variation, 43.

74	 Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 176. 
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in which participants are identified.75 External researchers requesting permission to use 

the deidentified material must complete a form detailing their intended use, which is 

assessed by the project team, and consent to Sydney Speaks conditions of use if permis-

sion is granted. Reapproaching SSDS interviewees, decades after their interviews, to 

request explicit permission to archive and re-use the sociolinguistic interviews was not 

part of this process (as would be expected if the interviews were oral histories).76 More 

broadly, linguists have their own tailored approaches to ethics, which are not neces-

sarily standard practice in oral history. Understanding that there may be differences 

in how ethics are conceived and practised in oral history and linguistics because the 

fields have different aims, approaches, and methods is a useful first step towards helping 

oral historians to deepen their understandings of how linguistic collections are created, 

managed and preserved. 

EXPERIMENTING WITH ANTCONC: A CORPUS LINGUISTICS RESEARCH 

TOOL

While there are several linguistic digital programs available, I focused on one software 

to explore the potential usefulness of linguists’ digital tools for oral historians. I exper-

imented with AntConc, which is a free, popular corpus linguistics concordancing and 

text analysis software used by linguists and other researchers to analyse written texts 

including transcripts of oral materials.77 Laurence Anthony, a Professor in Applied 

Linguistics, created AntConc and continues to update the software. AntConc can 

be accessed by downloading the program onto a computer. Linguists Gan Qiao and 

Monika Bednarek alerted me to the potential value of text analysis software such as 

AntConc for oral history work and the relevant literature also contains suggestions 

about how concordancing software may benefit oral historians.78 Cord Pagenstecher 

and Stefan Pfänder suggest that ‘A linguistic approach can help historians to listen more 

closely to the details of narrating, focusing on specific word patterns rather than on the 

75	 Travis, ‘Sydney Speaks Corpus’, 176. 

76	 For an introduction to ethical practice in oral history, see ‘Guide–Ethical Practice’, Oral History Australia, 
2007. Available at https://oralhistoryaustralia.org.au/guide-ethical-practice. Accessed 28 January 2025.

77	 Laurence Anthony, AntConc (Tokyo, Japan: Waseda University, 2024, version 4.3.1), Computer Software, 
https://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/AntConc 

78	 See, for instance, Roller ‘Towards the “Oral”’, 78. 

https://oralhistoryaustralia.org.au/guide-ethical-practice
https://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/AntConc
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general historical context’,79 and although they were not referring to concordancing 

software, their sentiment encapsulates why I wished to use AntConc. The word-based 

focus of text analysis software does, however, deemphasise the aurality of oral sources.

I used transcripts from my sample of nine SSDS interviews when trialling the software. 

The Sydney Speaks team shared transcripts of the interviews in my sample with me 

that had been prepared in a .csv file format that was suitable for analysis in AntConc. 

To create a corpus of interview transcripts in AntConc, you upload the content you 

wish to analyse. I uploaded transcripts that excluded the interviewer’s speech so that 

the software would only analyse the interviewee’s speech, with an awareness that these 

transcripts decontextualised the interviews. For oral historians, then, the first step in 

using AntConc may involve editing available transcripts based on your needs, such as 

deleting interviewer’s speech or removing the names of the interviewer and interviewee 

from the transcripts. Users also need to check whether the file format of their inter-

view transcripts is compatible with AntConc. Anthony’s website offers software named 

AntFileConverter which converts file formats.80 

AntConc contains several tools. AntConc’s tools are best suited for a literal analysis 

of words, not the identification of indirectly expressed interview topics. I focus here 

on a few tools in AntConc that I found most useful, but Fitzgerald and Timmis offer 

a detailed introduction to corpus tools included in programs such as AntConc.81 

AntConc allows a user to create a reference corpus and a target corpus, which enables 

comparative searches across two sets, or sub-sets, of interviews. Key Word In Context 

(KWIC) is a tool that enables a user to search for a word or phrase across several inter-

views and it displays the results with some words spoken before and after the searched 

term to provide some context. You can click into the featured results to be taken to the 

entire uploaded interview transcript, but because I had uploaded only the interviewee’s 

speech, I had to consult the full relevant transcript outside of AntConc to understand 

the context. You can also use AntConc to generate word lists that identify words that 

79	 Pagenstecher and Pfänder, ‘Hidden Dialogues’, 202.

80	 Laurence Anthony, AntFileConverter (Tokyo, Japan: Waseda University, 2024, version 2.1.0), Computer 
Software, https://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/antfileconverter/ 

81	 Fitzgerald and Timmis, Corpus Linguistics, see, in particular 46–66. 
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occur most frequently in interviews, identify words that appear uncharacteristically 

often in one corpus compared to another, and generate word clouds. 

When I first used some of AntConc’s tools, words such as ‘and’, ‘the’, and ‘you’, domi-

nated my results. Catherine Travis shared her own ‘stopwords’ list with me which I 

uploaded to AntConc so that the program excluded the common clutter words on 

the list when I used the tools. The help of generous linguists enabled me to easily and 

quickly tailor AntConc to my needs.

As an oral historian, I found the software to be a useful tool for discovery that offers a 

novel entry point into transcripts and enables easy searching across transcripts, or even 

within a single transcript. Oral historian Mary Larson similarly reflected that when she 

used AntConc in her work with interviews with rural women, she did so ‘not with the 

idea that the results would be giving me any specific answers, but that they might give 

me other research threads to pull on’.82 Alison Sealey’s work using a critical discourse 

approach to analyse the phrase ‘I couldn’t’ in an oral history corpus is a useful example 

of scholarship that is grounded in the use of AntConc (and a similar program named 

WordSmith) and deeply considers the social meanings of the findings.83 

Working with my SSDS sample in AntConc prompted red herrings and new research 

avenues. Some search queries were easily answered: it initially seemed odd when ‘potato’ 

appeared in the list of the top 250 words spoken by interviewees but it was because 

many interviewees mentioned the ‘one potato, two potato, three potato, four’ rhyme. 

This ‘potato’ result offers a reminder that oral historians using text analysis software 

must approach such tools critically. Keyword word cloud searches showed me that boys 

said the word ‘play’ more than girls and that girls said the word ‘teacher’ more than 

boys. I wondered why. The project’s questionnaire (included in Horvath’s book) 

contained a detailed general section on games but it also provided tailored questions 

82	 Mary A Larson, ‘From Contextualised Interview to Anonymous Data: Making Meaning with Oral Histo-
ries in the Age of Big Data’, Ethical Considerations in the Age of AI Session, AI in Oral History: How New 
and Evolving Technologies will Impact the Profession Virtual Symposium, Oral History Association (15–19 
July 2024), https://oralhistory.org/ai.  

83	 Alison Sealey, ‘“I just couldn’t do it”: Representations of Constraint in an Oral History Corpus’, Critical 
Discourse Studies 9, no. 3 (2012): 195–210. 

https://oralhistory.org/ai
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about girls’ games and boys’ games. The word ‘play’ was slightly more prominent in the 

questions about boys’ games compared to girls’, which may have influenced the gendered 

differences in participants’ responses, but perhaps that was only part of the story. What 

alternative words might girls be using instead of play, if any? The questionnaire listed 

the same questions about teachers for girls and boys. Is it historically significant or 

revealing that girls said the word teacher more often than boys did? The word ‘Austra-

lian’ was not uttered by any of the Anglo participants and was only said once by one 

Italian participant, but I found that it was said 19 times across the three relevant tran-

scripts with Greek participants. Why, and what might this mean? Historian Tim 

Sherratt emphasised that ‘search is a research method’ in his 2024 workshop about 

Trove,84 and that statement felt apt as I used AntConc to try to find different ways of 

thinking about the SSDS interviews. Rather than viewing AntConc as an analytical 

tool for oral historians, I see it as a tool that can help identify new research questions, 

and can confirm or complicate pre-identified themes. AntConc also helps immerse oral 

historians in the granularity of our research material to help us think deeply about 

individual words used and their potential historical significance. 

Figure 1 A screenshot of AntConc showing 62 Key Word in Context search results for the word ‘play’ across the nine inter-

viewee transcripts from my SSDS sample.  

84	 Tim Sherratt, ‘Understanding Trove’ Workshop, Australian Historical Association Annual Conference, 
Adelaide, 1 July 2024. Available at https://slides.com/wragge/aha-2024. Accessed 28 January 2025, slide 46. 
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Figure 2 A screenshot of AntConc showing 44 Key Word in Context search results for the word ‘play’ across the four inter-

viewee transcripts featuring boy participants from my SSDS sample. The ‘Target Corpus’ and ‘Reference Corpus’ sections on 

the left show how a corpus can be split into two to enable comparative analysis between two sets of interviews.

While software like AntConc treats oral histories as texts, it is possible that programs 

that facilitate oral historians to work directly with interview audio may offer the most 

exciting possibilities. ELAN, which is a transcription and annotation tool for audio 

and audio-visual recordings, developed at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguis-

tics, is one potential example.85 ELAN’s features include synchronising interview audio 

(and/or video) with the transcript and the option to add several other time-aligned 

annotation tiers, which could include notes on relevant topics (such as summaries of 

certain sections, reflections on body language, or aural clues in the material). It is diffi-

cult to assess on face value how applicable ELAN may be for oral historians, because 

ELAN involves a steep learning curve, but I plan to explore its potential value as a 

research tool for oral history in the future. 

85	 ELAN (Version 6.8), Computer software (Nijmegen, The Netherlands: Max Planck Institute for Psycho-
linguistics, The Language Archive, 2024), https://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan; Hennie Brugman and Albert 
Russel, ‘Annotating Multi-Media/Multi-Modal Resources with ELAN’ in Proceedings of LREC 2004, Fourt 
International Conference on Language Resources and Evaluation (2004). 

https://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan
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CONCLUSION

This article has offered an analytical synthesis of the fields of oral history and linguistics, 

alongside my own reflections from exploring intersections between these two fields, to 

show that each field is enriched when it learns from the other. Oral historians can deepen 

linguists’ awareness of existing oral history archives while also learning about linguistic 

work that might benefit the practice of historical research (through consulting oral 

linguistic archives) and oral history research (through using linguists’ digital tools). 

This article has also demonstrated the value of collaboration between linguists and oral 

historians, on a personal level, to deepen understandings of each other’s fields. Increased 

collaboration between linguists and oral historians would benefit practitioners in both 

fields. Bringing oral historians and linguists together to discuss our shared and diver-

gent aims and methods can facilitate exchange and learning. In Australia, a small group 

of linguists and oral historians participates in a regular online discussion group, which 

welcomes new participants.86 

Future work could explore how a deeper understanding of linguistic theories and 

approaches might benefit oral history analysis.87 Labov, for example, tracked topic 

initiations and shifts within an interview and used maps to depict the order in which 

topics are discussed (and who they are raised by).88 Might this approach be illumi-

nating for oral historians when considering the form and structure of an interview, 

and any associated meanings? Perks and Robinson highlight dialectologists’ theories 

regarding how interviewees adjust the way they speak in different scenarios and 

question whether oral historians may have overlooked these insights in their analyses.89 

Linguistic accommodation theory explains that we alter how we speak depending on 

who we are speaking to.90 While oral historians often consider how the positionality 

of the interviewer and interviewee affects the interview encounter, relationship, and 

interviewee’s narrative, my own research, for instance, has never examined the impact 

86	 To join the group, please contact Anisa Puri at anisa.puri@anu.edu.au. 

87	 Perks and Robinson, ‘“The Way We Speak”’, 89. 

88	 Labov, ‘Field Methods’, 32–39.

89	 Perks and Robinson, ‘“The Way We Speak”’, 89.  

90	 See, for instance, Howard Giles, Donald M Taylor and Richard Bourhis, ‘Towards a Theory of Interpersonal 
Accommodation Through Language: Some Canadian Data’, Language in Society 2, no. 2 (1973): 177–192.
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of my presence and speech as an interviewer on the aural elements of an interviewee’s 

story, such as their accent and manner of speaking. More widespread use by oral histo-

rians of such linguistic concepts might enrich oral history analysis, and is one of the 

many possible benefits of a closer engagement between oral historians and linguistics.
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