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An Oral History Audio Series:  
From Concept to Production

ALEXANDRA PIERCE

Alexandra Pierce splits her time between editing and publishing a literary 
journal, Speculative Insight, and doing various history-related things. Her 
podcast, Women, Conscription, War won the 2024 Oral History category of 
the Victorian Community History Awards. She was previously a history teacher. 

This report is based on my paper presented at the 2024 Oral History Australia confer-

ence, called ‘An oral history audio series: from concept to production’. It was based on 

my experience of creating a podcast using 57 interviews conducted over five years with 

Melbourne women who protested against the Vietnam War, and the National Service 

Act. Undertaking this project was my first experience of oral history, although I did 

have experience as a podcaster, including hosting and producing two interview-style 

podcasts. I undertook almost every aspect of this project by myself, and for the first 

three years, I was also working as a high school history teacher.

I started undertaking these interviews in order to have resources to use with my 

students. The number of interviews grew, as did the amount of archival research I had 

done, and I realised I had a treasure trove of information. I loved the women’s own 

voices telling these stories, and because of my podcasting experience, a podcast made 

sense to me. Thankfully, I had already gained permission from my subjects to use the 

recordings and transcripts publicly, as I intended to use them in the classroom; I also 

thought I might write an article about the topic at some point. 

The first step in creating a podcast is having the idea – preferably before you start 

collecting information and audio, but of course, that’s not always possible. In an 

example of ‘do as I say, not as I do’, I do recommend considering from the outset what 

sort of podcast you wish to create. If – unlike me – you decide from the beginning 

that a podcast is your ultimate goal, your decision may impact how you conduct inter-

views. Podcasts range from chatty and informal to more formal. All are valid, and 

your intended audience and topic will influence your choice. If you are unfamiliar 
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with podcasts, it is worth listening to a variety to understand different formats. (Two 

examples: I love RadioLab, which is incredibly well-researched, very approachable, and 

on the more formal end, and The Sporkful, which is more informal.)

The second step is gathering the information: conducting interviews and undertaking 

the archival research to support those interviews. From the outset, I transcribed my 

interviews almost immediately, which proved invaluable when the time came to write 

episode scripts, as the interviews were easily searchable. For the transcripts, I initially 

paid a friend with this expertise. I then discovered transcription software that I could 

use myself. There are several such services online; I used Otter.ai. It is worth researching 

before committing, as project requirements (for example, how much audio you need to 

upload at any one time) and project budget will make a difference. Using this software 

will not absolve you of working on the transcriptions: Otter.ai does not always cope 

with Australian accents, and all automatic transcriptions will require corrections, espe-

cially for technical or project-specific language.    

Having gathered your resources – or even while you are still doing so – a decision must 

be made as to presentation. I had been inspired by Kirby Fenwick’s ‘First Friday in 

February’, an exceptional audio documentary about the first AFLW game. It presents 

the voices of women chronologically – and no other narration. I considered something 

similar but realised that a story that happens over eight years, in multiple locations, does 

not lend itself to that format. I decided on ‘chapters’ dealing with discrete issues. My 

series is not chronological; it is more place-based. Choices must also be made around 

length: my podcast series has 15 episodes, each between 20 and 40 minutes in length. 

Kirby Fenwick’s football documentary goes for an hour. In just 13 minutes, the ABC 

News Daily episode ‘The day three men in a tugboat prevented a disaster’ ( July 2022) 

is incredible. Amazing experiences can be created at a variety of lengths. 

Next is scriptwriting. For me, deciding how many excerpts from different women 

I could include was a key consideration, as I wanted to make their voices central. I 

therefore chose to only include connecting narration for two reasons: for context (for 

example, to explain what groups such as the NLF – National Liberation Front – were), 

or to discuss women who had already died but were important to the story. Decisions 
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about the quantity and reason for additional narration will depend on the style and 

overall vibe desired for the podcast. (You will also need to decide whether you will do 

your own narration or find someone else to record it.)

Having written the scripts, I then wanted to check that they made sense, so I brought 

in assistance. I have a good friend who is a professional editor and very history-smart, 

but not au fait with my particular topic. This made her perfect for my needs. She gave 

invaluable feedback about ideas that I had not explained clearly or needed to restruc-

ture. Another eye on your work is invaluable, especially if you have largely been working 

solo to this point. A note on content: oral historians are accustomed to discussing 

potentially confronting material. A publicly accessible podcast means that a listener 

may find your work with no context, or understanding of who you are as an historian. 

This requires a creator to consider how potentially contentious or difficult issues might 

best be framed. My solution was twofold. In the introductory episode, I discussed the 

possibly contentious nature of the material, and my approach to it. Then, inspired by 

the way many podcasts warn listeners about explicit language or difficult subjects at the 

start of an episode, I reiterated some of this information at the start of each episode, 

since people may not listen to episodes in order. 

Now comes the less history-focused part of the project: the audio engineering. I used 

a programme called Audacity, but there are many options to choose from. My advice 

is to find one that makes sense for the level of technical knowledge you are willing to 

develop, and that fits your budget. Although I had used Audacity before, I decided 

to undertake an online tutorial series called Audacity for Beginners to learn specifics. 

Again, there are many options for such courses, ranging from free (many videos on 

YouTube) to very expensive. This course was $200 a few years ago. It taught me basic 

things like doing fades between sections of audio, as well as options for improving 

audio quality.

After the narration is recorded comes the creation of the podcast. This involves copying 

and pasting interview excerpts, plus the narration, into a new audio file. At this point 

you also need to consider transitions, especially if there are multiple voices or ideas in 

one episode. I received permission to use a two second clip from a song from the period 
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as my segue. If you have discrete moments or changes within your podcast, this sort of 

signpost to the listener can be very effective. 

After creating a podcast, the final step is making it public. One option is to use a hosting 

service such as Podbean, which is entirely geared towards podcasts. I chose to create an 

entire website using Squarespace, which is on the pricier side but supports audio well, 

because I wanted to showcase other material alongside the audio. Squarespace also has 

a large library of help pages and a significant online support forum. I sourced images 

and acquired permission to use them. I then made individual pages for each episode so 

that I could include credits and a bibliography for each. I also chose to include tran-

scripts for every episode, as they already existed. This not only makes the website more 

visible to Google searches, it makes the information more accessible in general. Finally, 

I added the podcast to various platforms such as iTunes, Spotify and iHeartRadio. It 

can be fiddly to add podcasts to those services (and is an advantage of Podbean and 

similar, since adding to those services is integral to their hosting), but step-by-step 

instructions are available on the internet.

The final product of this work was the 15 episodes of Women, Conscription, War. My 

podcast was commended in the 2024 OHA biennial media award and won the Oral 

History category of the Victorian Community History Awards. I am ultimately very 

happy with how it turned out. As this was my first adventure with oral history, my 

key learnings were on the interviewing side: needing to record somewhere quiet (not 

a café!); and letting interviewees talk, rather than rigidly guiding interviews where I 

think they should go. 

Depending on how willing you are to learn the technical side of audio engineering, 

making a podcast by yourself isn’t difficult. It is time consuming, especially if you’re 

doing it mostly by yourself. It’s also deeply satisfying, knowing that you’re sharing the 

actual voices of the people you’ve been working with. 

The author’s podcast can be accessed here: https://www.womenconscriptionwar.com
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