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Introduction to Oral History Centre



Our collection
No. of Interviews No. of recording hours

A total of 4537 interviews

External 
Collection

37% 

Internal
63%

Close to 23,000 hours collected, out of

which majority are interviews conducted by

Oral History Specialists and rest collected

through deposits and purchases.

Internal
95.6%

External
4.4%



Chinatown 1.2%

Chinese Clan Associations 0.3%

Chinese Dialect Groups 6.5%

Communities in Singapore (Minorities, 
Malay and Indian) 8.5%

Development of Singapore Legal System 
0.9%

Economic Development of Singapore 
3.4%

Education in Singapore (English, 
Chinese, Malay, Tamil) 8.3%

Grassroots 0.9%

History of Broadcasting 1.1%

History of Labour Movement 0.7%

Japanese Occupation of Singapore 7.2%

Literary Scene in Singapore 1.5%

Medical Services in Singapore 3.5% 
New Citizens 2.7%

Oral Traditions 1.3%

Performing Arts in Singapore  5.1%
(Dance, Music, Opera, Theatre) 

Pioneers of Singapore  1.8% 

Women Through the Years: Economic 
& Family Lives  2.5%

Visual Arts 2.5%

Vanishing Trades 3.8%

Urban Planning in Singapore 0.2%

Transportation in Singapore 1.3%

Traditional Chinese Medicine in 
Singapore 0.8%

The Public Service – A Retrospection 
8.3%

The National Library Board 0.5%

Story of Joo Chiat 1.1%

Sports Personalities of Singapore 1.9%

Special Project 10.6%

The Social Sector 0.7%

Singapore Film Industry 0.2%

Senior ASEAN Statesmen 1.1%

Prisoners-of-War (POWs) 2.6%

Print Media 0.8%

Political History of Singapore (1945 –
2005) 6.2%

Our Collection: > 4000 interviews across 34 projects



80% of 
recordings 

are 
available 

online

http://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/oral_history_interviews/



What is oral history?



“… oral history collects spoken memories and
personal commentaries of historical significance
through recorded interviews.”
- Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History, 1995

“… the interviewing of 
eye-witness
participants in the 
events of the past for 
the purposes of 
historical
reconstruction.”
- Ronald J. Griele, 1996

“… the process by 
which memories of 
the past are collected
and used.”
- Allan Redfern, Talking 
in Class: Oral History 
and the National 
Curriculum, 1996



“Oh, so it’s just 
interviewing 
people, right?”



Are these oral history?
- Newspaper feature story on a 
personality

- Celebrity/current affairs talk 
show

- WW2 documentary featuring 
testimonies of war survivors

- Academic thesis that quotes 
extensively from field interviews



Key characteristics of oral 
history
- systematic collection of memories and 
knowledge about past events and periods
-interviewees with personal experience
- interviewers are trained and well-prepared
- recorded interviews are preserved for 
posterity
- made available for research purposes in 
adherence to interview access agreement



Why oral history?
- fills in data gap in written/textual history

- preserves the voices of people, adding a sound dimension to written 
records

- captures feelings and emotions missing from text records

- provides subjective first-person insights 

- gives a voice to non-elites, the illiterate and other marginalised 
communities

- promotes inter-generational understanding and empathy

- therapeutic effects – encourages reflection on the past to achieve 
closure



OHC Workflow

Project Paper / Research

Recording

Preliminary Interview

Documentation

Writing SynopsisCase File Transcript Updating Database

Dissemination

Archives Online Workshops Exhibitions Publications

Preservation

Save into Wav format Accession & Catalogue Storage & Repository



Project planning
1. Project objectives
2. Literature review
3. Working budget
4. Project timeline
5. Scope
6. Shortlisting interviewees
7. Sourcing interviewees
8. Interview outline
9. Access and usage



Project monitoring

Interviewee/ 

Accession No.

Access 

Conditions*

Dialect/

Language

Interview 

Session No.

(Eg. 1-2)

Total 

Recorded

Hrs

Synopsis 

written  (hrs)

Transcript 

Status (Y/N)

In Progress/ 

Completed
Vocations/ Disciplines

1 Mr A/ 2955 U English
CD10

CD10 1 1
N In progress

Nursing School/

Nursing

2 Mr B/ 2944 U English
CD08-09

CD08 1.5 1
Y In progress

Administrators/

Surgery

3 Mr C/ 2947 A English
CD24-26

CD18-26 2.5 9.5
Y Completed

Social Worker/

Rehabilitation

4 Ms D/ 2977 A Malay CD03-06 0 3.5 N Completed Laboratory Technician

5 Ms E/ 2531 B Mandarin
CD11-12

CD10-11 2 2
N Completed

Academia/

Dentistry

6 Mr F/ 2979 U Teochew
CD05-07

CD02-03 3 1.5
N In progress

Hospital 

Attendant

7 Mr G/ 2985 U Hokkien
CD01-04

CD02 4 1
N In progress Canteen Operator

14 19.5



Interview contents Interviewees

A B C D

Personal background (brief) X X X 

Family background (brief) X X X 

Schooling years (brief) X X 

Life during Japanese Occupation and its impact (if applicable) X X X 

Medical education X X X X 

Medical school X X X 

Postgraduate study X 

Medical practice (Government) X X X X 

Private practice X 

Academia X 

Salary structure X X X 

Medical facilities, equipment and instruments X X 

Evolution of medical treatment X X X X 

Profile of patients X X 

Government policies relating to medicine X 

Medical associations X 

Significant milestones X X 



Thank you

MARK_WONG@NLB.GOV.SG


