
WRITING NARRATIVES

Historically Significant IVIemories in Social Work: Two Perspectives
on Oral History Research and the Helping Professions

This article describes two perspectives about the powerful appeal oral history research projects exert
on members of the helping professions. Charles T. Morrissey is an oral history practitioner and consultant
who has taught intensive oral history workshops throughout the country as well as oral history courses at
several universities. He has conducted oral history research projects for many major organizations, including
the Ford Foundation, the presidential libraries of Harry Truman and John Kennedy, and a Washington-based
association called Former Members of Congress. John Kayser is a social work educator with a personal and
professional interest in narratives and oral histories. Using the experience of attending an oral history work-
shop at Vermont College in 1996 as a "case example," Kayser describes the application ofMorrissey's guide-
lines in conducting subsequent oral history research on the life stories of retired women social work profes-
sionals in Colorado. The importance of using oral history interviews to capture previously undocumented,
historically significant memories is illustrated. In the concluding section, the authors reflect on the enduring
attraction and value oral history research has for helping professionals. Beneficial outcomes ofthe attraction
appear to be increased self-awareness both for informants who share memories about their life experiences and
for professionals conducting oral history research

Our joint authorship of this narrative essay arose from our previous contact in a 1996 summer oral
history workshop held at Vermont College in Montpelier, a unit of Norwich University. John Kayser (JK)was
the student and Charles Morrissey (CM) was the teacher JK was one of many students from the helping
professions (broadly defined here to include mental health and social service professionals, clergy members,
and lay archivists, educators, historians, librarians, and theologians) who have sought specific training in
oral history methods. Over the years, helping professionals have comprised the largest group of participants
attending workshops. This essay is a joint reflection on the powerful appeal oral history apparently exerts for
such professionals, and how oral history interviews capture important, previously undocumented information
about individuals and events in the life ofthe profession.
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From Charles T. Morrissey:

Since 1975,1 have been profes-
sionally self-employed as an

oral history practitioner and
consultant. Currently, my cli-
ents include Baylor College of
Medicine, the Howard Hughes
Medical Institute, the Pew
Charitable Trusts, and the Or-
egon Health Sciences University.
In addition to the annual Ver-
mont College workshops, I offer
yearly workshops in San Fran-
cisco and at Portland State Uni-
versity. Occasionally, I have
taught oral history courses at
other institutions, such as Uni-
versity of California—Santa Bar-

bara, Wayne State University,
and Clark-Atlanta University.
Although not holding a conven-
tional academic position, I fre-
quently instruct faculty mem-
bers such as John Kayser as well
as a wide range of helping pro-
fessionals in oral history meth-
ods. The workshops usually are
taught in an intensive one-week
format, involving between five
and twenty-five participants.
The workshops cover both theo-
retical perspectives about oral
history within the larger context
of historical research as well as
practical concerns, such as how
actually to conduct an oral his-
tory interview (e.g., phrasing

Information on oral history training can be obtained from Charles T. Morrissey, Baylor College of Medicine,
Oral History Project, Office of the Chancellor, One Baylor Plaza, Houston, TX, 77030. Phone: (713)-798-5130. '

REFLECTIONS: FALL 1998 61



ORAL HISTORY AND HELPING PROFESSIONS WRITING NARRATIVES

questions, confronting sensitivi-
ties, etc.) and how to design,
structure, manage, and seek
funding for oral history research
projects.

In the workshop, I em-
phasize that people, unfortu-
nately, often wait a generation
before they begin to think about
capturing oral histories. Usu-
ally this occurs when there is a
recognition of "history being
lost"—that is, knowledgeable
informants' memories have be-
gun to fail, or key informants
have died, or important docu-
mentation may be lost and un-
recoverable unless prompt ac-
tion is taken. However, using
the "History Now" rubric, I em-
phasize that if you move quickly
on the heels of events, you can
double the quality of an oral his-
tory at half the cost. If you wait
a generation before beginning, it
is much more difficult and ex-
pensive work.

From John A. Kayser:

My interest in narratives
and oral histories has

many beginnings. As a child, for
example, I remember pestering
my mother often to tell her au-
tobiographical history. Her ex-
perience in growing up in a
large extended farming family
in the rural Midwest was so dif-
ferent from the small, urban-
situated, nuclear family I was
growing up in that I was con-
stantly amazed at hearing the
differences. The most recent
impetus for learning about oral
histories began several years
ago when I composed a bio-
graphical tribute for the alumni
newsletter of my MSW program

describing Betty Hutchinson, a
social work teacher and mentor
who recently had died (Kayser,
1992). I recounted the impact
she exerted on me as a young
graduate student, feeling dis-
placed and far from home, un-
certain about whether I was a
good fit for the field of social
work. I shared the advice she

subsequently gave me as I
moved into my post-master's
practice career, and then later,
the help she gave when I was
contemplating going on for doc-
toral education.

What I did not write
about in that biographical
sketch, however, has become the
more significant force propel-
ling my interest in oral history
research. Betty died my first
year on faculty. I knew she was
ill. I kept meaning to call. I had
every intention of visiting. But,
I kept putting it off. I had prepa-
ration to do for upcoming
classes. Then, it was too late.
She died. All of the questions I
had wanted to ask her about her
experiences as a teacher, all of
the things I wanted to share

about my own educational be-
ginnings as a faculty member,
would remain forever unspo-
ken. The sense of loss and dis-
connectedness to my profes-
sional roots was profound and
overwhelming. I began to real-
ize that—first and foremost—
oral history is an urgent activ-
ity

"Paper Trail First,
Memory Trail Second"

From CM:

When JK came to the 1996
Vermont College work-

shop, he was representative of
the dominant cohort of partici-
pants who previously had at-
tended my workshops. What
brings these mental health and
social service practitioners and
educators to seek oral history
training? Why them, as op-
posed to—say—members of the
business community? I still am
waiting for the first representa-
tive from a Fortune 500 com-
pany to register for one of my
oral history workshops. Sig-
nificantly, businesses execu-
tives do not experience the
same felt imperatives about re-
cording and preserving their
own careers or organizational
histories as do individuals from
ostensibly more humanistic or-
ganizations and/or altruistic
career preferences.

What I remember most
about JK from that week in
Montpelier was his constant
note taking during the daily ses-
sions. When we first discussed
collaborating on this article, I
was pleased to learn that after
the workshop he subsequently
had followed one of the key oral
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history principles stressed in the
workshop—using the paper
trail as a parallel or tandem ap-
proach to gathering oral history
recollections. In this case, JK
had created his own paper trail
by taking the time to transform
his handwritten notes about
workshop sessions into an ex-
tended typewritten field memo-
randum. In the section which
follows, JK draws from these
notes and summary to share one
person's experience of how oral
history can be beneficial for the
helping professions.

From JK:

W hat brought me to the
Vermont College oral his-

tory workshop was my own re-
search interest in gathering the
lived experience of contempo-
rary social workers regarding
their personal and professional
development. One of my main
questions concerned how narra-
tive theory might connect with
oral history research methods. I
had just completed a set of oral
history interviews with social
work practitioners currently in
the field and was hoping to ex-
tend that work further by inter-
viewing a set of retired women
social workers who were alum-
nae or faculty members from the
University of Denver. I knew I
needed more formal training in
conducting oral history inter-
views.

One of the things I
quickly discovered is that at-
tending an oral history work-
shop promotes the sharing of
stories. As CM facilitated the
initial introductions and interac-
tions among participants
throughout the week, partici-

pants shared information about
their backgrounds and interests
in oral histories. There were six
of us at this particular work-
shop—four women and two
men. One person was African-
American and the rest Cauca-
sian. Workshop members were
employed variously as urban
ethnographer, historian-archi-
vist, history teacher, MA student
in history, librarian, and social
worker. Most lived in the east-
ern United States; I was the lone
representative from west of the
Mississippi River. Two partici-
pants were interested in the oral
histories of women in the mili-
tary during WW II; one was in-
terested in the oral histories of
people who lived in the "Ruffled
Shirt District" in Rochester, New
York (where all of the old build-
ings and structures had been
razed and former residents dis-
persed as part of "urban re-
newal" in the 1970s); one person
was interested in teaching oral
history methods to college stu-
dents as part of an environmen-
tal history course; one person
was conducting an ethno-
graphic study about the "under-
ground economy" in a histori-
cally black neighborhood near
Chicago and was interested in
comparing ethnographic inter-
view approaches with oral his-
tory interviewing.

CM began the workshop
by defining oral history as "re-
corded interviews which pre-
serve historically significant
memories for future use." These
interviews are recorded dia-
logues between knowledgeable
informants and oral interview-
ers/historians. Also helpful as
part of the oral history method

is a recorded memorandum that
an interviewer can dictate
shortly after the completion of
an interview in which the inter-
viewer details the environment
in which the interview was con-
ducted and notes aspects of the
dialogue that might warrant
subsequent clarification. Oral
history researchers act as surro-
gates for future scholars who
will reference oral history inter-
views along with other materi-
als and evidence in their forth-
coming investigations.

The question of what
constitutes "historically signifi-
cant memories" was particularly
intriguing to me. As a narratist
(and before that, a clinical social
worker), I was accustomed to
exploring informants' lived ex-
periences—seeing their life
story as being important in and
of itself. However, I had not
given much thought to whe-ther
an individual had recollections
which could be considered "his-
torically significant." Nor had I
thought at all about "starting
with the paper trail" (e.g., re-
searching relevant written docu-
mentation including public
records, grade sheets, year-
books, daily news accounts, per-
sonal correspondence, curricu-
lum vitae, college bulletins, pho-
tographs, etc.) prior to conduct-
ing the oral history interview.
As CM instructed, some reluc-
tant interviewees may be more
forthcoming when they appre-
ciate the extent to which you
have diligently done your
homework. In addition, being
familiar with written documen-
tation may assist interviewers in
eliciting more accurate memo-
ries from interviewees. This
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helps to increase credibility and
trustworthiness as opposed to
spontaneous, unstructured,
unpursued recall.

The value of these work-
shop lessons was realized imme-
diately upon my return to Colo-
rado. Prior to beginning the sec-
ond oral history project with the
retired social work alumni and
women faculty members, I re-
viewed several written docu-
ments, including the school's
course bulletins for the years
they were enrolled or taught,
both for my own preparation
and as a prompt for their recol-
lections. As a result, I was able
to explore specific details of in-
formants' lived experiences in
greater depth, thereby acting on
CM's tenet that broad generali-
zations are the curse of oral his-
tory, and "pursuing for details"
is one of its best strategies.

"Oral histories are essential
for documenting the
undocumented"

From CM:

One of the points I stress in
workshops is the idea that

oral histories restore the sense of
uncertainty to history. If histo-
rians rely only on written docu-
mentation in examining the
past, we may learn only about
the outcomes that were made or
decisions that were recorded.
The outcomes, in fact, may de-
termine the recollections. As a
result, we may get a skewed
view that the outcome somehow
was inevitable or preordained.
Unfortunately, this approach re-
veals little or nothing about the
ambiguity facing people at the

time choices are confronted.
Thus, oral histories are essential
for documenting what heretofore
had been undocumented—that
is, knowledge which earlier had
been omitted, marginalized, sup-
pressed, subjugated, or re-
pressed. This is especially true
if the person providing the oral
history is representative of oth-
ers whose memories of similar
experiences have been neglected.

As the following seg-
ment illustrates, JK discovered
the importance of how an oral
history can unexpectedly cap-
ture historically significant
events that had been undocu-
mented or ignored.

From JK:

One of my oral history inter-
views was with a hesitant

informant. This retired social
worker—a person of color—had
backed out of several scheduled
appointments and, at times,
seemed uncertain about the pur-
pose of the project. Following
CM's emphasis on the impor-
tance of collaborative rapport-
building (i.e., anticipating the
tensions which silently might
divide an interviewer and infor-
mant), I began to suspect that
one source of the reluctance
might be rooted in the cultural
differences between us. We dif-
fered not only in gender, race,
and age, but also in the geo-
graphic location and historical
time in which we grew up. (In
the earlier set of oral history in-
terviews, another social worker
of color had told me how wary
he had become in sharing his
story because of how his per-
sonal information had been dis-
torted. He strongly objected to

members of the dominant cul-
ture who treated his unique
story as if he was the universal
spokesperson for the "African-
American experience.") Thus, I
could appreciate her caution
with an unfamiliar White male
and did not personalize it.

Hoping to show myself
as a trustworthy individual
genuinely interested in hearing
her story, I raised the issue di-
rectly of the cultural differences
between us, asking whether she
had questions about whether I
would be able to understand
w^hat her life was like. Quoting
CM's words from the workshop,
I said: "No one knows your life
like you do. If you don't tell
your story, no one will. History
belongs to the articulate." With-
out acknowledging my question
about cultural differences, she
began to show greater interest in
this project. She asked me how
I got started on this project. I an-
sw^ered by sharing some of my
own personal and professional
life journey. This further ap-
peared to strengthen our rap-
port and her willingness to par-
ticipate in the project.

Once I turned the tape
recorder on, she told me several
important episodes about her
experiences of being discrimi-
nated against as a woman and
an African-American. What
made her account noteworthy
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was the fact that, in the stories
she selected to tell, the racism
and oppression involved the ac-
tions of other helping profes-
sionals. She recalled, for ex-
ample, applying to a graduate
social work school in the deep
south, only to discover that at
the time (late 1950s and early
1960s) the university did not
admit people of color. As I lis-
tened to her account, I realized
I was hearing a "historically sig-
nificant memory." Here was an
apparently hidden piece of the
history of social work—an ear-
lier time in which some students
of color were denied equal en-
try to the profession because of
their race. It suddenly became
much clearer why this student
eventually decided to apply to
schools outside of the south. I
began to see her journey to Colo-
rado in a completely different
fashion.

Some months later, I did
an oral history interview with
another retired African-Ameri-
can social worker and then, a
few weeks afterwards, had in-
formal con-tact with a third re-
tired social worker, also African-
American. Both of these sources
confirmed that the experience of
suffering discrimination by
schools of social work was not
unique to the respondent I had
interviewed previously. These
individuals also reported simi-
lar experiences. While the num-
bers of this sample are too small
and non-random to claim that
these accounts are representa-
tive of a larger population,
nonetheless their oral histories
are instructive. They disclose an
ugly chapter in our profession's
history—one apparently not ad-

dressed in contemporary histo-
ries of social welfare or social
work education (Austin, 1986;
Axinn & Levin, 1992; Hollis &
Taylor, 1951, Trolander, 1997 ).
Perhaps, we would rather not
know about this grim side since
it does not fit the fabric of social
justice with which social work-
ers usually adorn their profes-
sional identities and self-im-
ages. Nonetheless, incorporat-
ing this history into our insti-
tutional narrative about the de-
velopment of a profession may
help us appreciate the courage
it took for individuals (in and
out of the profession), schools,
and professional associations to
eventually confront and dis-
mantle these barriers. Using
oral history methods suggests
that the history of racial and eth-
nic minorities seeking civil
rights may not solely be their
struggle against narrow-
minded, bigoted "others." We
may have to look honestly in the
mirror and recognize, however
painfully, that prejudice and dis-
crimination also have been part
and parcel of our own
profession's history.

Conclusions

From CM:

Oral history and the helping
professions clearly have a

remarkable affinity for each
other. One need look no further
than previous issues of Reflec-
tions, which have contained oral
history interviews with key his-
torical figures in the develop-

ment of social work practice as
well as several articles which
feature reminiscences about pro-
fessional development and prac-
tice. This symbiosis deserves to
be strengthened and broadened
because a self-reflective profes-
sion is one always mindful of
how it has shaped itself over
time and been shaped through
interaction with the world it in-
habits. Times may change for
social work professionals, but
affirming identity through oral
history interviews can serve as
a continuing source of cross-
generational rejuvenation.

From JK:

A t the conclusion of oral his-
tory interviews, I ask re-

spondents what it was like for
them to tell their life stories.
Thus far, reactions have ranged
from pleasure to enlightenment.
Most of the social workers inter-
viewed actively enjoyed telling
their life stories and seemed
pleased that their personal and
professional histories were be-
ing recorded and preserved.
Some individuals, possibly
more action-oriented than re-
flective, discovered that the oral
history interviews afforded wel-
come opportunities to examine
their lives as a whole. In shar-
ing their memories, they ap-
peared to see formative aspects
of their development more
clearly than before.

There have been numer-
ous changes to me as well re-
sulting from my work as an oral
history interviewer. Attending
CM's workshop has allowed me
to explore the connections be-
tween narrative theory and oral
history research methods. I no
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longer see history as something
that happened "long ago and
far away" to someone else.
Rather, I have come to view it
as an unfolding, often untidy,
set of individual and collective
experiences and events which
continually shape and reshape
the contours and contexts of
life, constantly altering the
meanings ascribed to the past,
present, and future. As
Howard (1989) notes, one way
to conceptualize history is as
the "meta-story" which we live
in, live with, and are lived by.
Gathering oral histories has al-
lowed me to understand the vi-
cissitudes of how individual
life stories contribute to build-
ing the meta-story. Each person
I have interviewed has added to
my understanding of what it
means—and has meant—to be
a social worker. It allows me to
see my profession, other prac-
titioners, and myself in an ex-
panded, richer, and deeper
stream of experience. Q
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