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A CELEBRATION OF AMERICAN LIFE
FROM THE STORYCORPS PROJECT

Discussion Guide and
How to Record Your Own Story

INTRODUCTION

StoryCorps began with the idea that everyone has an important story to
tell. Since 2003, this remarkable project has been collecting the stories of
everyday Americans and preserving them for future generations. In New
York City and in mobile recording booths traveling the country—from small
towns to big cities, at Native American reservations and an Army post—
StoryCorps is collecting the memories of Americans from all ages,
backgrounds, and walks of life. The project represents a wondrous
nationwide celebration of our shared humanity, capturing for posterity the
stories that define us and bind us together.

In Listening Is an Act of Love, StoryCorps founder and legendary radio
producer Dave Isay selects some of the most remarkable stories from the
already vast collection and arranges them thematically into a moving
portrait of American life. The voices here connect us to real people and
their lives—to their experiences of profound joy, sadness, courage and
despair, to good times and hard times, to good deeds and misdeeds.

To read this book is to be reminded of how rich and varied the American
storybook truly is, how resistant to easy categorization or caricature.
Above all, this book honors the gift each StoryCorps participant has made,
from the raw material of his or her life, to the Americans who will come
after. We are our history, individually and collectively, and Listening Is an
Act of Love touchingly reminds us of this powerful truth.



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
I. Why do our stories matter?

Il. Has anyone in the group done a StoryCorps interview? Interviewed
members of their family or their friends? What was their experience? Did
they learn anything that surprised them?

lll. If you could interview anyone, whom would you choose?

IV. What questions would you most want to ask him or her?

V. What story would you like to tell?

VI. Is the act of listening a lost art in our culture?

VII. In what ways will being better listeners change the world around us?
VIIl. What important lessons have you learned in your life?

IX. What does your earliest memory say about who you are? Your most
precious memory?

X. Why do we—or do we—care more about celebrity stories than our own?
RECORDING YOUR OWN INTERVIEWS

We encourage you to participate in StoryCorps. Please visit our website,
www.storycorps.net, to learn about the locations of our StoryBooths across
the country. We also have two permanent facilities open year-round in
Manhattan. Come visit New York City, make an appointment and record
your loved one's voice for history. If you want to record an interview but
are not able to visit one of our StoryBooths, we encourage you to do-it-
yourself. Conduct your own interview and ask the questions you've always
wanted to ask. You may well be surprised by the power of the experience.
Here's how:

1. Pick a Storyteller

Start the process by figuring out whom you want to interview. A
grandparent? An old friend? Your mom? The person you invite might be
hesitant. "l don't have much to talk about," he'll say, or, "You already know
everything about my life." Remind your friend, your mother—whoever it



is—how important you think their story is and how valuable it will be to
future generations. Let that person know you would be honored to record
his story.

2. Create a Question List

No matter how well you know your storyteller, a little preparation will
improve the quality of your interview enormously. What would you like to
learn from that person? We've designed a question generator to make
preparing questions a little easier. You can find it at www.storycorps.net.

Here are some questions that have yielded great responses (See the full
list of Favorite StoryCorps Questions at the end of this document):

e What have you learned in life?

e What does your future hold?

e What are you most proud of?

e Do you have any regrets?

What was the happiest moment of your life? The saddest?

Is there something about yourself that you think no one knows?

How would you like to be remembered?

We've also found that at the end of a session it can be powerful to turn the
tables and tell the person you're interviewing what they mean to you.

3. Purchase or Borrow Recording Equipment (and Get Comfortable with
It)

It is not difficult to make a terrific and clear recording of someone's voice.
We strongly suggest that you create a recording with the best sound
qguality possible—it's much more enjoyable and easy to listen to and will
be appreciated by future generations. You will need three pieces of
equipment: a recording device, a microphone and headphones. (You can
learn more about equipment options at our website.) The recording
equipment can be as simple as a micro cassette recorder or basic digital
voice recorder, a pair of headphones and an inexpensive microphone
(handheld, not clip- on). You can find both basic and more sophisticated
recording equipment at your local electronics store. (StoryCorps also has a
small equipment loan program called StoryKits, which you can also learn
about at our website.)

Whatever equipment you choose, we strongly suggest that you practice
using your equipment before you sit down for your interview.



A few things to remember:

e It's best to always wear headphones when recording. Your headphones
are your "ears" for the interview; they tell you exactly what you'll hear on
your finished recording. Use them to adjust the microphone position so the
sound is as clear as possible.

e Hold the microphone close, about one spread-out hand's length from
your storyteller's mouth. Always hold the microphone in your hand, moving
it between you and your storyteller.

e Be careful of microphone noise. The low rumbling sound you hear when
you move the microphone in your hands is known as "mic- handling noise."
You can avoid it by using a light touch and not shifting around too much. If
you need to move the microphone, make sure to wait until your storyteller
has finished speaking.

You may want to get together a group of friends and purchase recording
equipment together. Someone from the group can act as the "engineer"
during your interview and operate the equipment so you can focus on
asking the questions. You can also share and talk about the stories you've
recorded with the group.

4. Choose an Interview Location

Pick the quietest place possible. A carpeted living room or bedroom is
often best. Avoid large empty rooms and kitchens, which are filled with
reflective surfaces and appliance noise. We try to make the inside of each
StoryCorps booth something of a sacred space, as peaceful and serene as
possible. You may want to do the same: turn the lights low. Do whatever
you can to make you and your subject as comfortable as possible.

Prevent noisy distractions. Close the door; unplug the phone; turn off your
cell phone. Turn off anything that is making noise: buzzing fluorescent
lights, air conditioners, fans. Listen for noise during the interview as well. If
your storyteller fiddles with her necklace, for example, feel free to let her
know it's making noise. Never record interviews with a radio or television
on in the background.

5. Set Up and Test the Equipment

Set up your equipment as early as possible and make sure you're
comfortable with it. This way you'll be able to focus on the person you are
interviewing and not the equipment. Before you begin your interview,
record your storyteller answering a few warm-up questions such as "Can
you describe what this room looks like?" or, "Tell me what you had for
breakfast." Stop, rewind and listen to the recording you just made to make
sure everything is working. Remember to press RECORD again when you
start the interview for real.



6. Begin the Conversation

Start your interview by stating your name, your age, the date and the
location of the interview. For example, "My name is Annie Smith. I'm forty-
one years old. The date is November 23, 2008, and I'm sitting with my
grandfather Mark Smith in his living room in Hannibal, Missouri." Now ask
your storyteller to state the same information. Use your question list.
Remember, the questions you write in advance are just suggestions. Trust
your instincts. If something interests you or merits further exploration, ask
more questions. Sometimes your storyteller will need "permission” to talk
about a certain topic. Granting that permission might be as easy as saying,
"Tell me more." Don't let the question list constrain you. Feel free to ask
questions in whatever order feels right. Take breaks if your storyteller
needs them. Try not to say "uh huh" or interrupt when something
interesting or important is being said. You can always use visual cues like
nodding your head when you want to encourage the storyteller to keep

going.

7. Get Great Stories

Here are some tips for helping the conversation flow: Listen closely. Look
at your storyteller's eyes, not the mic. Nod your head. Smile. Stay
interested and engaged.

Be yourself. You can laugh with the person you are interviewing or even
cry with him. Real moments are the best moments.

Stick with the good stuff. When you hear something that moves you, feel
free to talk about it more. If the current topic isn't what you wanted to put
on tape, gently steer the conversation back on course.

Ask emotional questions. Questions such as "How does this make you
feel?" often elicit interesting responses. Don't be afraid to ask.

Respect your subject. If there's a topic she just doesn't want to talk
about, respect her wishes and move on.

Take notes during the interview. Write down any questions or stories
you might want to return to later in your interview.

Be curious and honest and keep an open heart. Great things will
happen.

8. Wrap It Up

Before you turn off your recorder, do two things: ask the storyteller if there
is anything else that she wants to talk about and thank her. Sharing a story
can be difficult for some people. It's a privilege to have someone share
her story with you. Express your gratitude. If you have a digital camera,
take a picture of your interviewee against a plain background (or, if there's
someone else around, have him take a picture of the two of you) in the



style of the StoryCorps pictures you find in this book. Make sure to label
your recordings properly, make copies for relatives and friends and store
them in a safe place so they'll be available for generations to come.
(Unfortunately, StoryCorps does not have the capacity at the present time
to enter these do-it-yourself interviews into our archives.)

9. Share the Conversation

The conversation doesn't have to end once you turn off your recorder. In
fact, it may just be the beginning. With the permission of your storyteller,
you might share the interview by making copies of your recording to give
to family and friends. You might also host a listening party. Invite others to
your home to listen to your recording and share a conversation afterward.
You could also listen to StoryCorps stories on our website.

10. Plant a Seed

Storytelling can be a powerful tool, and your imagination is really the limit
of what you can do with it. If you are a teacher, for instance, you might
consider playing clips in your classroom as part of a history or writing unit.
If you are part of a mentoring program, you could interview your mentor or
mentee about their life experiences. Use the checklist and questions that
follow to make sharing stories a part of your family, community or working
life. Congratulations! You have just joined the StoryCorps revolution!

DO-IT-YOURSELF CHECKLIST

Things to Bring to the Interview
e Your question list

Recording device

Microphone

Headphones

Extra batteries and tapes

Pen or pencil

Before You Begin Your Interview

e Find the quietest place possible to record.

e Turn off radios and TVs and move away from noisy appliances like
refrigerators and clocks.

e Make sure you and your storyteller are comfortable.

e Do a test recording, holding the microphone about one spread- out
hand's distance from your storyteller's mouth. If anything sounds strange,
stop and figure out what the problem is before starting the interview.



During Your Interview

e Double-check that the recorder is actually recording (not on PAUSE).

e Start each tape with an ID: State your name, your age, the date and the
location of the interview. Ask your storyteller to state the same information.
e Don't say "Uh huh" when your subject is talking. Instead, nod your head.
e Ask emotional questions such as "How did this make you feel?"

e Look your storyteller in the eyes and stay engaged.

e Respect your subject always.

e Don't be afraid to stick with amazing moments in the interview—if you
hear something you're interested in, ask follow-up questions.

e Be curious and keep an open heart. Great things will happen.

When You Finish
e If you recorded the interview on tape, label it. Store the tapes in a cool
place out of direct sunlight.

FAVORITE STORYCORPS QUESTIONS

General

e What are the most important lessons you've learned in life?

e What are you most proud of?

e What was the happiest moment of your life? The saddest?

e Is there something about yourself that you think no one knows?

e How would you like to be remembered?

e Is there anything we didn't talk about that you would like to add?

Childhood and Family

e When and where were you born?

e Where did you grow up and what was it like?

e Tell me about your parents.

e Did you get into trouble? What was the worst thing you did?

e Do you have any siblings? What were they like growing up?

e What did you look like?

e How would you describe yourself as a child? Were you happy?
e What is your best memory of childhood? Worst?

e Did you have a nickname? How'd you get it?

e Who were your best friends? What were they like?

e How would you describe a perfect day when you were young?
e What did you think your life would be like when you were older?
e Can you tell me some classic stories from your childhood?



School and Education

e What are your best memories of grade school/high school/college/
graduate school? Worst memories?

e What kind of student were you?

e What would you do for fun?

e How would your classmates remember you?

e Was there a teacher or teachers who had a particularly strong influence
on your life? Tell me about them.

e Do you have any other favorite stories from school?

Love and Romance

e Do you have a love of your life?

e When did you first fall in love?

e Can you tell me about your first kiss?

e What was your first serious relationship?

e What lessons have you learned from your relationships?

Marriage and Commitment

e How did you meet your husband/wife?

e How did you know he/she was "the one"?

e How did you propose?

e What were the best times? The most difficult times?

e Did you ever get divorced? Can you tell me about it?

e What advice do you have for young couples?

e Do you have any favorite stories from your marriage or about your
husband/wife?

Parenthood

e When did you first find out that you'd be a parent? How did you feel?
e Can you describe the moment when you saw your child for the

first time?

e How has being a parent changed you?

e What are your dreams for your children?

e Do you remember when your last child left home for good?

e Do you have any favorite stories about your kids?

Work

e What do you do for a living?

e Tell me about how you got into your line of work.

e Do you like your job?

e What did you want to be when you grew up?

e What lessons has your work life taught you?

e Do you plan on retiring? If so, when? How do you feel about it?



e Do you have any favorite stories from your work life?

Religion and Spirituality

e Can you tell me about your religious beliefs/spiritual beliefs?
e What is your religion?

e Have you experienced any miracles?

e What was the most profound spiritual moment of your life?

e Do you believe in an afterlife? What do you think it will be like?
e When you meet God, what would you want to say to Him?

Ethnicity and Family Heritage

e What is your ethnic background?

e Where is your mom's family from? Where is your dad's family from?

e What traditions have been passed down in your family?

e Who were your favorite relatives? Can you tell me any stories about
them?

e Do you remember any of the stories they used to tell you?

e What are the classic family stories? Jokes? Songs?

War and Service

e Were you in the military?

Did you go to war? What was it like?

How did war change you?

During your service, can you recall times when you were afraid?
What are your strongest memories from your time in the military?
e What lessons did you learn from this time in your life?

lliness

e Can you tell me about your illness?

Do you think about dying?

Are you scared?

How do you imagine your death?

Do you believe in an afterlife?

Do you regret anything?

Do you look at your life differently now from before you were diagnosed?
Do you have any last wishes?

If you were to give advice to me or my children, or even children to come
in our family, what would it be?

e What are the most important things you've learned from life?

e Has this illness changed you? What have you learned?

e How do you want to be remembered?



A CONVERSATION WITH DAVE ISAY
Q. Tell us about StoryCorps.

A. StoryCorps is about celebrating and honoring each others' lives. We
launched four years ago in October 2003 in Grand Central Terminal with a
very simple idea. We built a booth where you bring your mother, father,
friend, or anyone in your life that you want to interview. A StoryCorps
facilitator, who serves a one year term-of- duty, meets you and your
partner at the booth. The facilitator brings you inside the booth and closes
the door. The lights are low, you are in complete silence, and the space is
designed to feel almost sacred. For forty minutes you sit across from your
loved one and you look into their eyes and ask whatever questions you
want to ask. Most people ask the big life questions: "what are the most
important lessons you've learned in life?" "how do you want to be
remembered?" (we have scores of questions at our Question Generator at
StoryCorps.net/questions). At the end of the interview, two CDs have been
burnt—one goes home with the participants and the other goes to the
Library of Congress to become part of an oral history of America. It started
four years ago as an idea, and has caught on like crazy. We've grown ten
times in size over the past four years, and our not-for-profit organization
is one of the fastest-growing in the United States.

Q. What was your inspiration for the StoryCorps project?

A. There were lots of inspirations for the project. Oral historian, Studs
Terkel, who cut the ribbon on our first booth, is a huge hero to me. One of
our traveling StoryCorps booths is actually named after him.

Listening to the amazing oral history recordings that were made as part of
the Works Progress Administration "Federal Writer's Project” in the 1930s
and 1940s was also an inspiration. Historians and folklorists traveled
across the country collecting the stories of everyday people using huge
acetate disc recording machines. Listening to these voices just takes you
back in time. The WPA recordings remain the single most important oral
history collection ever gathered. I'm proud that the StoryCorps collection
sits alongside the WPA recordings at the American Folklife Center at the
Library of Congress.

| had also been doing radio documentaries for about 20 years before
starting StoryCorps. This documentary work, which focused on the lives
and stories and poetry in the words of everyday people, led directly to the
creation of StoryCorps.
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Q. How did you select the 50 stories included in the book out of the
15,000 interviews recorded to date?

A. We combed through the 10,000 interviews that had been recorded up
to the time we began writing the book, and the notes that facilitators keep
during the recording session. We picked the ones that we thought might
work best on the printed page. Some of these had appeared as
StoryCorps segments on NPR's "Morning Edition," but many had not. We
transcribed several thousand of the stories, read them through, and cut
them down until we arrived at the 50 that we thought really electrified the
page and spoke to the core messages of StoryCorps, which is that our
stories, the stories of reqular people, are just as interesting and important
as the kind of celebrity nonsense we are barraged with everyday.

Q. Can you explain why you divided the collection of interviews into
themes?

A. | met with our editor and publisher at Penguin Press about two months
after StoryCorps launched, and we spoke about the possibility of doing a
book. They were very encouraging despite the fact that the project was as
yet largely untested. We decided to wait until after StoryCorps launched as
a national project (in 2005) to make sure we had stories representing the
entire US, not just New York City. When we hit 10,000 interviews we put
together the book.

When we looked at the stories we had chosen, we saw that they fell
naturally into five categories—Home and Family, which consists of stories
about growing up and family lives; Work and Dedication, stories about
people's jobs, or the work that their parents did; Journeys, stories of
overcoming adversity or challenge; History and Struggle, which shares
personal stories about historic events like the Depression and the civil
rights era and Vietnam; and Fire and Water; which presents stories from
the two most significant moments in the past few years, September 11,
2001 and Hurricane Katrina. These themes became the narrative
structure of the book.

Q. What kind of portrait of America do these stories weave?
A. If you were an alien dropped down on earth and watched popular or
tabloid media, you might think we are a country of Internet sex predators,

spoiled children of billionaires and want-to-be reality TV contestants. That
is not who we are as Americans. The real Americans are the vast majority
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of people who care about their families and communities, and live lives
defined by quiet acts of courage and kindness, and sometimes even
heroism. In gathering stories for StoryCorps from every corner of the
country I've seen who we really are as Americans and it is absolutely
inspiring.

Q. What are some or your favorite questions from the StoryCorps
interviews?

A. | am a big fan of asking questions of the heart like, "What are the most
important lessons you have learned in life?" and "What are you most proud
of?" These are the kind of questions that allow people to reflect on their
lives and all that they've learned and impart wisdom to future generations.
But the best questions are always the questions that the participants really
want to ask and really want to know. StoryCorps is a citizen generated
oral history—it's people that care about each other asking questions and
listening closely. So it's whatever comes from the heart during the course
of an interview session that is the best question of all. Every interview has
the potential to be something of a sacred experience for participants.

Q. How do you ensure that the StoryCorps interviews represent a
wide range of Americans?

A. Most people who participate in StoryCorps know about us from NPR,
where we broadcast a segment each Friday on "Morning Edition." We do a
lot of work to reach both the public radio community and beyond.
Wherever we go with StoryCorps, we reserve interview slots for
communities and organizations that might not have heard about us on
public radio. Our outreach is to all sorts of folks whose stories might not
typically be represented in the mainstream media—from homeless
people, to people with HIV to veterans to inner-city school groups. We
work very hard to ensure that the stories we gather represent the full
spectrum of lives and stories that are found in this country. Our mobile
booths have made about 80 month-long stops since launching in 2005.
They have traveled to big cities to Native American reservations to
penitentiaries to the smallest hamlets. We also ask for a donation of $10
for each interview, but if you can't afford the donation, you can participate
for free. This guarantees that the opportunity is available to anyone.

Q. Why is it important to keep the oral tradition alive and focus on
each other's stories at this particular moment in time?

A. | think that anytime is a good time to focus on the stories of the people
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who matter to us. We're at a point where we're deluged 24-7 with stories
of Britney Spears and Lindsay Lohan everywhere we turn. | think it's
important to take a deep breath, turn off the TV, and focus on the people
around us and the stories that are really important and that inspire us.
StoryCorps is a project about getting people to listen to each other. At its
core the project tells people that they matter and they won't be forgotten.
In the midst of all of the technology that we're barraged with and often
distracted by — Blackberries, the Internet, endless cable television
stations — StoryCorps is about setting aside time to focus on someone
important to you face-to-face; telling them you love them through
listening. It's about honoring people who matter to you.

Q. What has the response been to StoryCorps since you launched
the first booth in 2003?

A. It's been absolutely overwhelming. StoryCorps is a very simple idea, but
it really seems to resonate. | think it's a message that people want to
hear—this idea of the importance of honoring families by listening carefully
and the value of authentic stories. And that's what StoryCorps is all
about—when you hear these stories on public radio or read them on the
page, there is no denying that you are experiencing something that is
genuine. We live in a society now where sometimes it's hard to know
what's real and what's an advertisement. People have been so touched
and responded so deeply to StoryCorps and it surprises and inspires me
everyday.

Q. What does the future hold for you and the StoryCorps project?

A. | was a public radio producer for many years, but | am going to devote
the rest of my life to seeing this project take root and helping to build
StoryCorps into a national institution. | hope that StoryCorps will become
part of the fabric of life in this country, a project that helps to document
and define who we are as a nation. We want to make sure that StoryCorps
is accessible to anybody who wants to participate anywhere in the nation. |
believe that StoryCorps has the potential to grow into an institution that will
live on for generations, helping Americans connect and listen to one
another and helping them to recognize how amazing and important our
stories are. These stories of everyday people remind us how great it is to
be alive. | see us as being at the very beginning—the first pitch of the first
out of a very long game.
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