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Memwa Ayisyen / Haitian Memory 

A guide for trainers 

who are helping survivors record and archive the stories of their peers 

 

Throughout the world stories are told about what happened in Haiti on January 12, 2010 and 

during the days and months that followed. There are stories of devastation and stories of the 

generosity of people from foreign lands who traveled great distances to offer their help. But the 

stories of the insiders – told by Haitians who suffered, survived, and came to the aid of their 

neighbors – remain mostly unheard outside of the tellers’ neighborhoods. Now Haitians are 

recording one another’s voices to create a self-made record of their neighbors’ suffering, 

heroism, courage, kindness, and endurance. We are creating this record with the intent that it will 

be shared today as well as in future generations.  

 There are many reasons for disaster survivors to record the accounts of fellow survivors. 

In talking to someone who has shared his or her experience, the interviewee tends to bond with 

the survivor interviewer  and  feel understood; this shared understanding often inspires the teller 

to speak more openly. This is one of the reasons why survivors are interviewing one another in 

this project. Furthermore, a survivor interviewed by a fellow survivor tends to speak in the 

language of his or her community rather than simply as a nameless face responding to the “yes” 

or “no” questions posed by a foreign reporter. Some survivors tell their stories for future 

generations to hear, and some tell them in an attempt to reach and teach outsiders. Some tell the 

stories to praise fellow Haitians who offered help, and some to memorialize their friends and 

relatives who did not survive the earthquake. Though some people wish to speak entirely or 

primarily about the earthquake, others wish to speak about their former neighborhoods that were 

destroyed in the quake. Whatever the teller wishes to speak about is the right subject. In this 

project, the teller is always right, and our job is to honor the teller’s wishes. 

The pages that follow offer the outline of a training session that is designed to run for five 

days. In each section the words in italics are addressed to the trainer. All of the other words are 

words that the trainer will speak to the trainees during the session.   
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Day 1 

 

DAY 1, part 1 Why Are You Here? 

Get the group to arrange the desks or chairs in a circle or square so that it is easy for 

everyone to see everyone else. Begin the session with words like these: 

 Thank you for coming to participate in Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen. Let’s 

introduce ourselves. As we go around the room, each of you please tell us your name and where 

you come from. Then tell us why you decided to participate in this project.  

In earlier training sessions the trainees mentioned many reasons for participating. Few 

mentioned money, even though the money did make a difference in their lives. Instead, they spoke 

of the need for survivors’ voices to be heard; and they affirmed that the best person to interview 

a survivor was a fellow survivor. Some spoke of the historical importance of the stories; they 

wanted it to be possible for future generations to hear these stories. Some spoke of creating a 

record of the social injustices that helped cause, intensify, and prolong the disaster. Some 

dedicated their work to the people of their community, or for the good of Haiti. But the majority 

spoke in deeply personal terms. Some said that they felt that listening to others’ experiences 

would help them heal.  And some people said something like this, “We want outsiders to know 

who we really are. So many people have been so generous, but even the most generous often do 

not have a clue of what we’ve been through. We are not criminals or helpless victims. We have 

honor, respect, and pride, in others and in ourselves. We don’t want people to scorn or pity us—

we want them to know who we are.” This exercise reinforced the notion that the session’s goals 

were, in fact, exactly what the survivors wanted from it.  

You may wish to note the words of each trainee; future sessions should take into account the 

reasons that trainees give for participating. 

DAY 1, part 2 “You are the experts.” 

 It is important to point out that, even if the trainees have no prior experience in 

interviewing people, they nevertheless possess certain knowledge and experience that no 

outsider can match. Speak to the group using words like these: 
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We are asking you to take on the work of recording the stories and memories of your fellow 

survivors because you are the experts. Whatever else you may know or not know, it is those 

who lived throughout the earthquake and the month and years that followed who know more 

about it than anyone else. There are many people from around the world who have read about 

your history, or who came to Haiti for a few days to witness what happened, but you are the true 

experts. With your work, we can ensure that people in Haiti and around the world will learn from 

the stories that you record as a result of this training. 

Unlike many of the strangers and reporters who have asked us for our stories, you have heard 

these stories yourself, from your family, friends, and neighbors. You know what the stories 

sound like when they are told naturally – when there is no recorder around. That is the way we 

want to record them: the way you would tell them to people who matter to you. Your expertise 

will help the storytellers feel relaxed, natural, and poised to tell their stories the way they 

normally do.  

Each of you has a story of what happened to you that day. The best way to start off is to share 

your story with the person next to you. 

 

DAY 1, part 3 Telling Stories One-to-One 

Go around the circle, dividing the group into couples. Then say something like this: 

The person next to you is your training partner. The first story that you hear as a trainee will 

be your partner’s story. After one partner’s story ends, the other partner will tell his or her story. 

Remember your partner’s story well, because when you are both done telling your stories to each 

other, each of you will tell the whole group the story that you heard from your partner.  

If there is one person left without a partner, match up with that person and listen to his or 

her story, and then tell him or her your story. 

Give everyone these directions: 

I’m going to give you all about 30 minutes to exchange stories with one another. Ask your 

partner some basic background questions: where and when you were born, where you grew up, 

what your daily life was like in 2009.  

Then ask three broad questions: 

(1) Where were you and what did you experience on January 12, 2010? 

(2) What did you see and experience in the days and weeks that followed? 
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(3) What has your life been like since then? 

Each trainee will have about 15 minutes to tell his or her story to his or her partner. Once 

one of the tellers finishes, s/he becomes the interviewer of his or her partner. Once they’ve 

finished, each person will tell the story of his/her partner to the whole group. The group will then 

pick one story that they want to hear from the original teller. That person will become the first 

interviewee to have his or her story sound-recorded. 

Have the trainees discuss why they want to hear the particular story that they have chosen. 

In earlier sessions, the trainees typically chose the most dramatic story: the story involving the 

most danger and destruction. This is a time for you to emphasize that all the stories are 

important and that some of the stories that have most affected others are stories of rescues, 

stories of thanks, stories of endurance. A story does not need to be dramatic to be important. 

 

DAY 1, part 4  Basics of Interviewing 

Tell the trainees to open their manuals to the “Types of Interviews” section (page 14, below). 

Explain that they will try to use the “Kitchen Table” interview style most of the time. But, they 

will also use the “Teach Me” interview style when they are interviewing older people, people 

who come from a different part of the country, or people who have experienced many things that 

the interviewer is unfamiliar with.   

Tell the trainees to open their manuals to the “Interview Outline” (page 15, below). Discuss 

the “plot” of the interview with them. 

Then review the section on “Interview Basics” (pages 16-17, below). 

 

DAY 1, part 5 Model Interview 

 Now you will interview the person who has been chosen by the group. Try to simulate the 

entire interview situation. Pretend that you and the interviewee haven’t met before and that you 

are visiting the interviewee at a place that s/he has chosen: the person’s home, the kitchen in the 

orphanage, a classroom in the school, etc.  

As you are welcomed in, make small talk. Ask the interviewee, “Where would you like to sit? 

Where would be the most comfortable place for you?” Explain some more about the project to 

the interviewee. Tell the interviewee, “I want to hear about your life, your experiences, and the 
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things that you have seen. I will ask you some questions, but nothing that I ask will be as 

important as what you want to say.”  

Explain what will happen to the recording: the interview may be used in any way that the 

interviewee wishes. If the interviewee permits, it will be put in an archive. [see page 18, below]. 

If the interviewee permits, parts of it may appear online or in a radio broadcast. If the 

interviewee permits, parts of it may be used for research on how to respond to an earthquake.   

Continue your conversation as you show the narrator the audio recorder and test it for 

sound. 

Begin with a simple statement introducing the date, yourself, your interview, and your 

general location. For example, “Today is the 20
th

 of May 2014. My name is Michel Domingue, 

and I am in Port-au-Prince in the home of Nissage Saget. Nissage, I am eager to hear you speak 

about the things that you experienced and witnessed as a young person all the way up to the 

present day. I will ask you a few questions, but nothing I ask is as important as what you want to 

say. Thank you for sitting down with me to share your story.” 

You first questions may be simple one-part questions to establish background — “Where and 

when were you born?” But as soon as possible, encourage a shift into narrative mode, following 

the chronology of the interviewee’s life: for example, “What are your earliest memories of family 

life?” “What was it like in the neighborhood where you grew up?” “What would be a typical 

day when you were first going to school in your neighborhood?” Try to get make the interviewee 

as comfortable as possible; give him or her the chance to talk about his or her childhood days. If 

your schedule does not permit you to conduct a full-length interview and you have to move on 

to speak about the earthquake before the interviewee has the opportunity to say much about 

his or her life before the disaster, be sure point out to the trainees that they will need to give 

their interviewees plenty of opportunity to talk about life before the disaster. 

Then ask three broad questions: 

(1) Where were you and what did you experience on January 12, 2010? 

(2) What did you see and experience in the days and weeks that followed? 

(3) What has your life been like since then? 

If the narrator looks at you expectantly, anticipating another question, give her or him silent 

encouragement to continue speaking. Ask no more questions than necessary. Once the 

interviewee has told you what his/her life is like today, ask if there is anything else that s/he 
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would like say. Sometimes the answer to that last question becomes the longest section of the 

interview. If you have specific questions, save them until the very end of the interview. 

 

DAY 1  Homework    

Tell the group, Think about the model interview. Think about the parts that worked well, and the 

parts that did not work so well. Be ready to talk about the interview when the group meets the 

next morning. 

 

BEFORE DAY 2 print 2 copies of the “Supply List”  (page 19, below) for each member of the 

training session. 

 

Day 2 

DAY 2,  part 1 Debrief and Practice 

First the group talks about yesterday’s interview and shares their evaluation: which parts 

worked best, which parts did not work as well, and how would each trainee have conducted the 

interview?  

 

DAY 2,  part 2  Logging the Practice Interview 

Ask the trainees to turn to pages 20-21 of the trainee manual and review the discussion of the 

purpose and practice of logging. Now play the interview that you recorded the day before and 

create a log for it together. Tell the trainees that each of them will be creating a log for each 

interview that s/he conducts.  

 

DAY 2, Part 3 Distributing Equipment and Supply List 

Begin by giving one copy of the “Supply List” (page 19 of the trainee manual) for each 

member of the training session.  

Then, distribute the equipment. Each set will contain an Olympus LS-12 audio recorder, ear 

buds, and four rechargeable batteries.  

It may happen that each recorder will be shared by two partners; if that is the case, make 

sure that each partner has a supply list and that both sign each other’s lists, because the 

signature is the trainee’s pledge that s/he will be responsible for the equipment.  
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[After testing the equipment, the trainees will sign the supply list. This will occur in Day 2, 

part 4.] 

 

Day 2, part 4 Learning to Use the Equipment 

Trainees will learn how to:  

 Insert the batteries, 

 Turn the recorder on and off, 

 Test and adjust the volume. 

 Begin and complete the recording.    

 Monitor the recording. 

 Download the sound file onto a computer.   

Once all of the trainees have established that their equipment is working well, they will sign 

the supply list, keep a copy for themselves, and return one copy to you, the trainer. Make sure 

that you have a signed sheet for each trainee. 

 

Day 2, part 5  Practice Introductions 

Go through the “Interview Supplies Checklist” with the trainees [page 4 of the trainee 

manual]. Make sure that they understand that in addition to the recording equipment they will 

need two copies of the background and contact sheet for each interviewee, as well as two copies 

of the deposit form and the other items needed on the checklist [pages 22-24 below]. 

Then, go over the first part of the interview protocol [page 25-26 below]. Have the partners 

practice the introductory steps with their equipment and with each other.  

 

Day 2, part 6  First Practice Interview 

Now have all of the trainees get together with their partners from the first day. One person 

from each couple will be the interviewer and the other person will be the interviewee. The 

interviewer should try to conduct a full interview, beginning with the conversation that s/he 

makes with the interviewee while setting up the recording equipment. Tell the trainees that if the 

interviewee gives his/her permission, the recording will become a part of the Memwa Ayisyen 

archive.  All of the time remaining in the day shall be used for the practice interview. 
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DAY 2  Homework    

Each interviewer will make a log of the practice interview and be prepared to share that log 

with all the trainees on Day 3. 

Each interviewee will write an interview evaluation. When was the interviewer most 

successful? What were the problems? How would the interviewee have conducted the interview? 

How does the interviewee feel about the interview? What should be done differently next time? 

All trainees: think about the first interview that you will be conducting after the training is 

over. How do you plan to approach the interviewee and describe the project to him/her? 

 

BEFORE DAY 3 The interviewers will print out the logs from the Day 2 interview for 

everyone to read the next day OR they will send them via email to all of the trainers and trainees.  

 

 

Day 3 

 

DAY 3,  part 1  Interview Debrief  

The interviewees of the Day 2 interview will take turns telling the group what worked and 

what didn’t work during yesterday’s interview. 

 

DAY 3,  part 2  Logging Review 

The group will review the logs that the interviewers created from yesterday’s interview. 

 

DAY 3,  part 3  Transcription 

Sometimes when writing the log, the best thing the interviewer can do is to quote the exact 

words of the interviewee. Spend a while talking about transcription and underlining the need to 

use the exact words of the interviewee each time that you use quotation marks. Use some 

examples from the logs that you have reviewed.  

 

DAY 3,  part 4  Recruiting Interviewees 
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Have each member of the group talk about the first interview that s/he will conduct after the 

training session is over; practice introducing and explaining the project to people who are not 

familiar with it. 

 

DAY 3,  part 5  Second Practice Interview 

Now have all of the trainees get together with their partners from yesterday. The person who 

was the interviewee yesterday will now be the interviewer, and yesterday’s interviewer will now 

be the interviewee. The interviewer should try to conduct a full interview, beginning with the 

conversation that s/he makes with the interviewee while setting up the recording equipment. The 

interviewers will describe the project to the interviewees and practice reading and explaining the 

forms. Tell the trainees that if the interviewee gives his/her permission, the recording will 

become a part of the Memwa Ayisyen archive.  All of the time remaining in the day shall be used 

for the practice interview, which will end with the signing of the deposit forms. 

 

DAY 3, Homework    

Each interviewer will make a log of the practice interview and be prepared to share that log 

with all the trainees on Day 3. 

Each interviewee will write an evaluation of the entire interview. When was the interviewer 

most successful? What were the problems with the interview? How would the interviewee have 

conducted the interview differently? How does the interviewee feel about the interview? What 

should be done differently next time? 

Every Day 3 interviewer will transcribe 3 minutes from the Day 3 interview. Every Day 3 

interviewee will transcribe 3 minutes from the Day 2 interview. 
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BEFORE DAY 4  

 

The interviewers will print out the logs from the Day 3 interview for everyone to read the next 

day OR they will send them via email to all of the trainers and trainees.  
 

 

 

DAY 4,  part 1  Interview Debrief  

The interviewees of yesterday’s interview will take turns telling the group what worked and 

what didn’t work during the Day 3 interview. 

 

DAY 4,  part 2  Logging Review 

The group will review the logs that the interviewers created from the Day 3 interview. 

 

DAY 4,  part 3  Transcription Review 

      Go over the transcriptions made by the trainees on Day 3. 

 

DAY 4,  part 4 The Ethics and Moral Obligations of Recording  

 Tell the trainees: This project is committed to the wellbeing of everyone who 

participates. In order to make sure that these interviews are beneficial to the interviewee, it is 

essential to remember and follow these special rules. 

 Rule 1. The Interviewee Is Always Right. It is essential to respect the interviewee’s  

wishes in all matters related to the interview. 

  Rule 2.  Never Force a Story. The interviewee must be ready and willing to narrate. 

Never entice, cajole, or otherwise push a person to share a story. In order to have a positive 

effect on the narrator, the story must be told voluntarily. If a person feels stress when asked to 

tell his/her story, there is a good chance that person is not ready to tell that story, and there is a 

strong possibility that s/he could be hurt by trying to share the story at this time.  

It is likely that sometime you will schedule an interview with someone who says that s/he 

really wants to tell her/his story, but then when you meet for the interview, s/he will say, “I just 

can’t talk about it today.” The interviewee is always right. S/he may feel like telling the story the 

next day, or s/he may never record the story with you. It is essential to follow the interviewee’s 

wishes. 
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Rule 3. If you ask for a story, you must be prepared to tell your own. If you are not 

ready to tell your own story, you are not ready to record other people telling their stories. In the 

training sessions, each participant took turns on both sides of the mic. This practice was essential 

for overcoming the role of the disengaged interviewer. Each interviewer in this project needs to 

be equals with the interviewee.   

Also, if you are not ready to tell your story, you could discover that listening to others is 

too painful for you. Some people experience “vicarious traumatization”: when they listen to pain 

that others suffered, they feel more pain themselves.  

Rule 4. Make sure that your interviewee knows his/her rights concerning the 

recording. Let him/her know that s/he can stop the interview at any time, that they can refuse to 

answer any question, that they can have the recording paused if they feel uncomfortable or need 

to take a break. Once the recording is finished, they may still decide not to contribute the 

recording the archive. If they feel that part of the recording should be erased for any reason 

before the recording is archived, that is okay. They may keep a copy of the recording. They may 

require  the interviewers to contact them.  

Rule 5. Do your best to help make the interviewee comfortable. For most people, the 

most comfortable setting is a “kitchen table” setting – sitting together in a familiar place, a place 

that allows the interviewee to speak the way s/he normally would when talking with a relative or 

close friend. But if your interviewee prefers a more formal setting, honor the interviewee’s 

wishes.  

Rule 6. Make sure that you can be fully sympathetic with the interviewee. It will 

sometimes happen that the interviewer and the interviewee have conflicting feelings about what 

happened before, during, or after the disaster.  So it is possible that you will interview someone 

whose beliefs or experiences are the opposite of your own. For example, the interviewee may 

blame the Haitian government for a certain act of violence that occurred in 2009, and you, the 

interviewer, may blame anti-government forces. If the interviewee holds convictions that are the 

opposite of yours, and you feel that you cannot listen to the interviewee in complete sympathy, 

please do not feel required to conduct the interview. Sometimes interviewers are comfortable 

putting their feelings aside and listening sympathetically even to stories that contradict their 

convictions; but if there is any doubt on your part, it is better to find another interviewer. 
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Rule 7. Before leaving the interviewee, make sure that s/he has the necessary 

information. Make sure that you leave your interviewee with a description of the project, a copy 

of the deposit form, and contact information that will allow him or her to get in touch with you 

and with the project if s/he has any questions.  

Rule 8. Pace yourself. Even the most eager interviewer may sometimes need to take a 

break from interviewing. In order to be a good interviewer, you need to be good to yourself. 

There may be days when you don’t feel up to hearing about the suffering of your neighbors. 

Listen to yourself. If you need to wait to do the interview, the interview can wait. 

Rule 9. Process one interview at a time. Every story deserves special attention. Once 

you record a story, be sure that you log the entire recording before conducting another interview. 

That way, you will be able to devote yourself entirely to each interviewee. 

Processing one interview at a time is the most respectful thing that you can do for your 

interviewee, but it is also the best thing that you can do from a practical point of view. If you do 

the logging as soon as possible after making the recording, you will remember the interview 

better and you will be able to do a better job with less effort than you would have to make if you 

did the logging later.  

 

DAY 4,  HOMEWORK  

End Day 4 by sending the trainees to record their first interview outside of the training 

session. Give them two days or so to record and log their first interview. Set a date and time for 

everyone to meet for the final session. 
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Day 5 

Day 5, part 1  Debrief 

All of the participants meet again for the last time as trainees. Each participant talks about 

his/her recording, plays parts of the recording, shares the log, and discusses what worked and 

what did not work. 

Day 5, part 2  Evaluation 

The trainees evaluate the training session. What worked for them, and what did not? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first draft of this manual was written by Carl Lindahl and edited by Rebecca 

Hallman and Lindsay Graham. This version incorporates changes suggested by Haitian 

trainers. It is our goal to have the Haitian trainers create a Kreyol version that will be best 

suited for Haitian interviewers and interviewees. 
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Please contact Carl Lindahl with any suggestions for improving this manual. 

LindahlCarl1@gmail.com. 

 

TYPES OF INTERVIEWS 

 

All interviews will be conducted according to the basic chronological outline on p. 24. 

Every interviewee should have the opportunity to choose the type of interview that s/he 

wants to give. Below are some of the most common types of interviews. 
  

The “Teach Me” Interview. This is the “outsider access” interview. If you are interviewing 

someone who grew up in a neighborhood that you don’t know much about, or if you are 

interviewing an older person about what his community was like before you were born, your 

interviewee may take on the role of teacher and tell you many things that are new to you. This is 

important and essential information for outsiders, but unnecessary for insiders. Many older 

people will feel comfortable in the role of community expert; your job is to be the eager student. 

         Typical question: “Please tell me what it was like to grow up in Delmas around 1950.” 

Note that by asking such general questions you give your interviewees lots of opportunity to tell 

their own stories in their own ways. 

 The more experiences you share with your interviewee, the less likely that you will be 

asking elementary questions. You may be able to adopt a second role, “mutual friend.” If, for 

example, you have interviewed a fine narrator who constantly referred to the experiences of 

stories of the person you are interviewing today, you may be able to get to the less formal aspects 

of the narrator’s experience with such leads as, “Michel was telling me that you that there was a 

huge amount of destruction right here in Delmas….” The important thing to remember is that the 

interviewee is always right. Ler the interviewee tell the story the way that s/he wants to tell it. 

  

The Investigative Reporter Interview. Your interviewee may have special knowledge about a 

major event, a traditional celebration like rara, or a famous person like Michel Martelly or 

Wyclef Jean. Your interviewee may wish to talk about that event or person more than anything 

else. Because the interviewee is always right, go along with him or her, but try to conduct the 

interview in the prescribed, chronological fashion. The interviewee may go into great detail 

when s/he reaches that part of the interview that’s of special interest to him or her. If not, let the 

interview proceed. 

  

The Kitchen Table Interview. This is the ideal interview for our project: the interviewee feels 

totally comfortable and shares the stories of his or her life in an informal and relaxed way. 

Always leave space for the narrator to step in and take control: to tell a story, register an opinion, 

express his or her philosophy of life. The meat of the interview often lies in those intimate 

moments. They are seldom really digressions. Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen relies upon 

“non-directed” interviews that give the narrators the freedom to tell their stories on their own 

terms, in their own way. 

 
In all of these interview situations, your insider knowledge and interest are important factors to bring into 

play. Do not strive to be an “objective” interviewer. Without artificially inflating your experience, you may 

still rely upon it, for example by saying, “I’ve never been to Delmas before, but I hear about it all the time 

from friends who have family there. They’ve told me about the 28 Delmas Church of Christ, and it’s good to 
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finally be here myself.” The common ground that you establish with the interviewee will serve you in the role 

of interested listener. 
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INTERVIEW OUTLINE 
  

Put together a short list of simple questions for each of the categories below, but remember it’s 

often best to avoid asking any question that you do not have to ask. Only use your questions if 

the interviewee gets “stuck” and looks to you for direction. Remember not to ask “emotional 

questions” (e.g., “How do you feel about X?”). Instead, ask descriptive questions: “What are the 

earliest things you remember about living in Cap Haïtien? What would be a typical day in your 

neighborhood in Cap Haïtien when you were first going to school?”) 

  

It is almost always best to ask questions in chronological order: for example, “Would you tell a 

little about your parents?” Then, if necessary, “Where were you born?” When the interviewee 

comes to a stop, use eye contact to indicate that you’re still listening and that the interviewee is 

welcome to continue. If the interviewee remains silent, the single best follow-up question is, 

“Then what happened?” 

  

 The following is an example of how to chronologically order your questions: 

 

1.  Please describe your family and your early life. [Possible follow through questions include: 

“Where were your parents from? Where were you born? Describe the neighborhood where you 

were born? What was your school life like? Where were you living at the beginning of 2012? 

What was it like?] 

 

2.  Where were you living in January 2010? Describe what happened on January 12. What did 

you do during the days and months that followed? [Here please add two specific questions if they 

have not been clearly addressed earlier: Did you witness any acts of Haitians helping Haitians 

after the quake? If so, please talk about that. Did you witness Haitians exploiting or abusing 

Haitians during this time?] 

  

3.  Describe your life up to now. 

  

4.  Summary. Now it’s time to ask the interviewee a broad wrap-up question: for example, 

“What would you like to say that we haven’t covered so far?” Sometimes the answer to this 

question is as long as all the preceding parts of the interview. 

  

5.  Finally, if you have piled up specific questions about certain things that the interviewee said, 

this is the time to ask them. For example, “You said that your father would have been proud to 

see what his grandson did during the emergency. Would you say a little more about what his 

grandson did?” Or who may ask for simple clarifications or details: for example, how to spell a 

town name or a person’s name. 
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SOME INTERVIEWING BASICS 
  

1. Choose a role that you are comfortable with, a role that also takes into account the comfort 

level of your interviewee. The ideal is to have the interviewee speak naturally, but also keep in 

mind that different people have different ideas of what is natural and comfortable. For example, 

some older people expect to be treated more formally than younger people. Whatever roles you 

may play, two that are easy and likely to work – each in its own ways – are those of student and 

fan. If you are interviewing a family member, try to speak and ask and listen as you normally do.  

  

2. Make sure that the interviewee is comfortable with you. If, for example, you worked in a place 

that the interviewee had conflicts with, that might be a problem for some people and not for 

others. If you sense that the interviewee will not be comfortable with you, but would still like to 

interview, see if we can identify someone else that the speaker would be more comfortable with. 

  

3. Although the goal is an informal interview, it is the interviewee's choice to be formal or 

informal. The interviewer should follow the lead of the interviewee. 

  

4. The beginning of the interview is usually ice-breaking time, and it is the one time in the 

interview when simple, informational questions and short answers are preferred, because they 

allow the interviewee to ease up and get used to the microphone. As time passes, the interviewee 

is likely to speak less self-consciously and at greater length. You will probably detect a point at 

which the interviewee “breaks through” into storytelling mode. 

  

5. In this project, it is important to remember that stories are more important than information. 

You can always get the simple, concrete facts later, but if you assume a very formal tone or lead 

the interviewee to think that you are more interested in factual details than in stories, you could 

lose a great story. 

  

6. When the interviewee is in storytelling mode, don’t interrupt. He or she may say something 

that confuses you, or you may have an idea of what s/he is saying and want clarification, but 

don’t break the flow of the story. Instead of interrupting, make a mental or written note of your 

question, and then circle back at the end of the interview to get information that you need. The 

best way of avoiding interruption is through eye contact. If the interviewee wants you to ask 

another question, s/he’ll usually look at you in a questioning way. Similarly, if you have a 

question and show it in your eyes, the interviewee will usually pause for you to ask. 

  

7. Let eye contact be your guide. If the interviewee is telling a story and you constantly interject 

with words and expressions like wow; oh, brother; yikes, etc., your comments are going to get in 

the way of later listeners. If someone, someday wishes to make this interview part of a 

documentary, such interjections could make the best parts of the interview unusable. Still, many 

interviewees want to see that you are engaged and responsive. With a little practice, you will 

learn to let your eyes and facial and hand gestures do the talking for you. These gestures don’t 

make noise, but they do encourage the speaker, 

  

8. Don’t ask the interviewee “emotional” or interpretative questions: for example, “How did you 



 18 

feel when you had your first accident?” Or, “What do you think about the hiring practices around 

here?” If the interviewee talks about his or her feelings and thoughts, great; but we don’t want to 

make them feel that they have to give answers to pointed questions of this sort. 

  

9. Once the interview is underway, it’s best to ask simple, concrete, one-part questions, questions 

that induce the interviewees to tell stories and to give vivid descriptive answers. For, example, 

when asking them about their work, don’t ask, “Did you like that job?” Instead, invite them to 

paint a picture with questions like, “Would you describe what you did/saw on an average work 

day when you started out at that job?”  

  

10. Once more: the interviewee is always right. If he or she doesn’t want to answer a question, so 

be it. The interviewee should be allowed to pursue the topics that interest him or her. Make an 

effort to be as engaged as possible. 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
  

  

The Idea: 
 

Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen is a public record of stories told by Haitians to fellow 

Haitians. The goal is to share these stories with one another and with the world beyond. Within 

these stories, people share the their memories of their old communities, describe their 

experiences in the wake of the 2010 earthquake, and talk about changes in their lives and 

communities since 2010. 

  

Although this project seeks to record the experiences of people during the disaster of 2010, the 

most important story that it will capture is the story each individual wants to tell. Many 

people grew up in neighborhoods that were destroyed in 2010, and they may wish to tell the 

stories of those neighborhoods. Many people lost friends and family members, and they may 

wish to talk about those people. Others may wish to describe their lives since the disaster. The 

‘before’ and ‘after’ stories are as important as the disaster story. 

  

Approach: 
 

The interviewers come from various communities in Haiti. Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen  

currently has trainers with the École Grandeur de Dieu (Cap Haïtien), the 28 Delmas Church of 

Christ (Delmas, Port-au-Prince), and Spirit of Truth (Kenscoff, Port-au-Prince). Trainers teach 

the interviewers how to record, transcribe, and log the interviews. 

 

The interviewers are ready to interview anybody who wishes to tell share the stories of his or her 

communities.  

 

The interviewee has the final say over what will happen to the interview. If the interviewee 

wants the interview to become part of an archive, the interview will be included. With -- and 

only with -- the interviewee’s permission, the project will do its best to share the recording on a 

website and/or through a radio broadcast.  

 

The idea is for each interviewee to tell his or her own story, on his or her own terms, and to share 

that story in the manner that s/he wishes. 

 

If you wish to become an interviewer for Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen, or if you wish to 

be interviewed, please contact [name] at [email and phone]. 
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SUPPLIES LIST 

  

  

Name: _____________________________________________________ 

  

  

Date: ______________________________________________________ 

 

  

  

Olympus LS-12 digital audio recorder 

  

4 rechargeable batteries 

  

Earbuds 

  

Battery charger 

 

Carrying case 

  

  

I understand that this equipment is on loan to me from the Sivivan pou Sivivan project and agree 

to be responsible for its care and security and to return it at the completion of the project or when 

so requested by the Director of the Sivivan pou Sivivan project. 

  

  

  

 

______________________________________________ 

Signature                           Date   

 

 

 

 

Trainer’s signature _______________________________ 
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GUIDE TO LOGGING 
  

You, as the interviewer, will be the first archivist of the interview: you are the person who will 

write the description of the interview that will guide others to it and help them find specific parts 

to listen to or research. It is likely that no one else, not even the interviewee, will ever know this 

interview as well as you do. In order to pass on your knowledge to others as effectively as 

possible, follow these rules. 

 

1. As explained on p. 18, write the log in the third person: e.g., “Jean grew up in Cap Haitien.” 

 

2. Also as explained on p. 18, represent the speaker’s thoughts and not your opinion of the 

speaker’s thoughts. If the speaker says with conviction, “I saw an alligator,” write “Jean saw an 

alligator,” not “Jean thought he saw an alligator” or “Jean says he saw an alligator.” 

  

3. As a general rule, make one entry for every 1-4 minutes of recording. Usually, the early parts 

of the recording will require a new entry more frequently than the later parts, because it’s usually 

toward the beginning of the interview that narrators give lots of factual detail: full name, birth 

date and place, etc. 

 

4.  Give specific details. For example, don’t write, “Jean describes the towns where he lived as 

child.” Someone may be looking for information on a specific town — like Ganthier or Croix de 

Bouquets — during a specific time period. If Jean states that he lived in Ganthier during the 

1990s and moved to Croix de Bouquets in 2005, write down that specific information to help 

potential listeners find what they are looking for. 

  

5. The questions asked by the interviewer are often [but not always!] a good guide as to when to 

begin a new entry: 1 new question = 1 new entry.  But often the interviewee will go his or her 

own way after a question is asked, which means that multiple entries may be necessary between 

questions. Remember though, some of the most important parts of the interview come out of 

these "digressions."  In such cases, what the interviewee has to say is far more important than 

what the interviewer asks. 

  

6. Begin each log entry by putting the time value inside square brackets; e.g., the first entry in the 

sample log (p. 11) begins: [0:44], showing that the narrator began speaking 44 seconds into the 

recording. 

  

7. To shorten your work: it’s not necessary to use complete sentences. Also, you may use 

abbreviations for terms that are often repeated. If you do so, write out the complete term the first 

time that you use it, followed by the abbreviation in square brackets. Example: in the summary 

of the sample record [p. 11], the interviewee is identified as “Angela Trahan [AT]”; at entry 

[3:45] Bay St. Louis is abbreviated BSL. 

  

8. While logging, if you run into important words that you don’t understand, put them in 

boldface and between [brackets]. Most such words will be names of people and places or 

specialized terms that have to do with job titles, special tools, etc. This boldface device is usually 
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temporary, a reminder to go back to the interviewee to clarification; once the correct word is 

determined, the record can be corrected. Example: Jean lived in the commune of [Abricots] in 

2009. 

  

9.  There’s no substitute for the interviewee’s own words. If the interviewee says something that 

you feel is very effective or important, write down the exact words inside quotation marks (See 

the examples under entry [3:45] of the sample record). Also, you will sometimes be unsure of the 

meaning of something that the interviewee says; instead of guessing what the interviewee meant, 

simply write the interviewee’s words and set them inside quotation marks. Be sure to accurately 

transcribe every word that you put inside the quotation marks. 
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28 Delmas Église du Christ 

INTERVIEW ID:______ 

ACCESSION NUMBER: ___ MA-DLK-XX-SRXX 

 

  

SIVIVAN POU SIVIVAN: MEMWA AYISYEN 

Project Permission and Release Form: Interviewee 

  

I wish to participate as an interviewee in Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen, a project 

conducted by 28 Delmas Church of Christ to record the stories and experiences of Haitians 

before, during, and since the earthquake of 2010. 

  

I grant my interviewer the right to record, photograph, and otherwise document my interview. 

  

I understand that the recording(s), images, and other forms of documentation (collectively, 

"Documentation") of this interview will be deposited in the permanent collections of 28 Delmas 

Church of Christ, where it will be made available to anyone interested in learning about my 

experiences. In addition, copies may be retained by the interviewer and/or a local organization 

participating in the Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen project. 

  

I grant to 28 Delmas Church of Christ the perpetual, nonexclusive, transferable, worldwide right 

to use, reproduce, transmit, display, perform, prepare derivative works from, distribute, and 

authorize the redistribution of the Documentation. This permission is limited to use of the 

Documentation for archival purposes (such as preservation and service to the public) and for 

non-commercial projects of these organizations. 

 

In giving my permission, I understand that I am the owner of my story. I may stop the interview 

at any time. I may decide not to contribute the interview. I may require that a portion of the 

recorded interview be deleted, and this will be done.  If I contribute my interview to the 

collection, I understand that may withdraw my story from the collection at any time. Also, I am 

free to share this or any other version of my story with anyone I wish. 

  

No one will be allowed to make copies of the Documentation without my permission. 

  

I hereby release and discharge Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen from any and all liability 

arising from any injury of any kind which I or my associates may sustain while participating in 

the Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen project. 

  

I warrant that I have the full right, power, and authority to grant this permission and release. 

 

  

Signature: _______________________ Date: _______________________ 
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Print Name: _______________________ Phone: _________________  Email: ______________ 

  

  

BACKGROUND AND CONTACT INFORMATION FORM 
  

This form must accompany all interviews. Please print clearly. 

  

Accession number: __________ MA-XX-SRXX ________________________ 

  

Name: __________________________________________________ Male / Female 
            First                          Middle                     Last                                         (Maiden) 
  

Current Address: ____________________________________________________ 
                                   Mail/Street Address 
______________________________________________________ 
City                                                      State                                    Zip 
  

Home Phone/s: _____________________ Cell Phone/s: _____________________ 

  

E-mail ____________________________ 

  

Other Contact Info 

Name / Address_____________________________________________________ 

  

Phone/s  ___________________________________________________________ 

  

Interviewee’s birthdate __________________  place of birth _______________ 

  

  

Cultural identification [for example, Ayisyen or Haitian American ] 

  

  

Occupation:__________________________________________________ 

  

  

  

Place/s of 

Employment:______________________________________________________ 

  

  

INTERVIEW ID:______ 

ACCESSION NUMBER:   MA-   -SR 
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 INTERVIEWER DEPOSIT FORM 

  

I am an interviewer participating in the Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Asisyen project, conducted by 28 

Delmas Church of Christ.  

  

With my signature below, I grant to 28 Delmas Church of Christ the perpetual, nonexclusive, 

transferable, worldwide right to use, reproduce, transmit, display, perform, prepare derivative works 

from, distribute, and authorize the redistribution of, the recording(s), images, and other forms of 

documentation (collectively, “Documentation”) generated by the interview that I am submitting here, 

but only to the extent of my rights in the Documentation. 

  

This permission is limited to use of the Documentation for archival purposes (such as preservation and 

service to the public) and for non-commercial projects of  28 Delmas Church of Christ. This 

permission authorizes use of the Documentation on websites, and in/on all existing and future forms of 

media, unless specifically prohibited below. 

  

I have asked the interviewee which restrictions, if any, s/he chooses to put on the interview, and s/he 

has indicated the following restrictions with his/her signature below and his/her initials: 

a) No restrictions  

    b) Pseudonyms for informants (or other individuals: specify) 

c) Pseudonyms for places  

d) Contact interviewee and interviewer if project is considered for other use than on the designated  

website  

     e) Do not put online or to any other public use. 

     f) Other (describe the restriction; use the back of this form if necessary) 

 

I here release and discharge  28 Delmas Church of Christ and Sivivan pou Sivivan: Memwa Ayisyen 

from any and all liability arising out of any injury of any kind which I or my associates may sustain 

from participation in this work. 

  

  

 Signature: _________________________________ Date: _______________________ 

  

  

Print Name: _______________________ 

 

 

Interviewee name and Signature: _____________________________________________ 

 

[Interviewee: also write your initials next to each restriction that you designate above] 
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
  

Before the Interview 
1. Set an appointment (Remember to have a simple project description handy so that you can 

explain it to potential interviewees if they ask for details; see p. 5-6). 

2. Customize your permission, contact, and release forms on pages 7-9 of this manual and run 

off at least two copies for each prospective interviewee. 

3. Practice positioning and monitoring your recorder; make sample recordings to get a sense of 

where to place a recorder during interviewing. 

4. Prepare your equipment using the interview checklist (p. 4) and the equipment list (p. 28). 

5. Make sure that all of the sound files currently on the recorder are copied on to a computer; 

then erase these files from the recorder; this will ensure that you have as much available time 

as possible on the recorder.    

 

 At the interview 
1. Have a “warm up” talk with the interviewee before setting up the equipment. Ask the 

interviewee’s permission to record the interview. Talk a little about the format of the interview, 

and remind the interviewee, “I will ask you some questions, but nothing I ask is as important as 

what you want to say.”  

2. Find a quiet location at the interview site. 

3. Set-up and test the sound equipment as “naturally” and unobtrusively as possible. 

4. Keep the recorder in your line of vision so that you can monitor your recording while in 

progress. Keep it close enough so that you can read the sound volume and tell if the recorder is 

placed too close to the speaker or too far away. If you can read the volume indicator, you can 

also see the flashing lights warning that the recorder is running out of recording time. 

5. As you begin the recording, record a statement to this effect: “Today’s date is May 14th 

2014. My name is Jean Avril and I am in the home of Prosper Richard. Prosper, you will be 

talking about your life in Haiti from your childhood up to 2010, your experiences in January 

2010, and how life has been since then up to the present day.” [If you are mentioning a private 

location, saying “the home of” is the best option; do not give a specific street address on the 

audio recording, as it may violate the privacy of the interviewee.] 

6 Begin by asking brief, non-threatening, informational, icebreaking questions the first few 

minutes. 

5. Continue by asking concrete questions in chronological order. 

7. Keep your question list on hold until the interviewee has had his or her say. 

   8. Don’t solicit evaluative questions until the last possible opportunity, if at all. 

9. When you finish the interview, remember to say, “I am Jean Avril and I have just concluded 

my interview with Prosper Richard.” 

10. Have the interviewee read and sign the Permission and Release Form (p. 7). 

11. Fill out background info and contact sheet with help from interviewee. 

12. Make sure to leave copies of the forms with the interviewee. 
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    Once back home 
   1. Copy your audio file to the computer as soon as possible. 

2. Listen entirely through the interview. 

3. Log the interview, following the format provided (p. 20). 

4. Write the summary (see p. 18). 

5. Fill out the rest of the record using the template on p. 10. 

  

    For every completed interview, assemble and turn in the following information: 
--the signed release form; make sure accession number is on all materials: MA-[your initials]-

SRXX 

--the background and contact sheet; make sure you include accession number: MA--XX-SRXX 

--the recording of the interview [on flashcard, in an envelope identifying the track/s on which 

the recording is found]; MA-XX-SRXX 

--a printout of interview record 

--an electronic copy of the interview record 

 

 

 
 

 


