
Life Stories CURA Project – Occasional Paper #1 – Afsaneh Hojabri 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Occasional Paper #1:  

Methodology, Ethics and Training in the  

Montreal Life Stories CURA 

 

Afsaneh  Hojabri 

 

December 2008



Life Stories CURA Project – Occasional Paper #1 – Afsaneh Hojabri 

 

2 

 

Background
1
 

Life Stories of Montrealers Displaced by War, Genocide and other Human Rights Violations is 

an oral history project exploring experiences and memories of mass violence and displacement, 

through recording life story interviews with 500 Montreal residents over the course of five years.  

Through individual and community testimony, the project is asking how large scale violence is 

experienced and remembered in the city‟s diverse immigrant communities, notably amongst 

Montrealers of Rwandan, Cambodian, Haitian, and Jewish origins. What does it mean to be a 

“survivor” of war or genocide living in Canada? How do individuals and communities construct 

and transmit their stories to their children and to people outside their social networks? When, 

where, and why are particular stories about mass violence told, and by whom? How can these 

life histories most effectively be represented and communicated to wider publics in Montreal and 

beyond.  

The Life Stories CURA is organized into seven working groups comprising 40 university-based 

researchers and community co-applicants, as well as 18 community partners. Four of these seven 

working groups are organized on the basis of specific diasporic communities (Rwandan, 

Cambodian, Haitian, Jewish). The other three are organized according to shared methodological 

approaches and key questions (education, artistic performance and refugee youth). The 

membership of each working group is comprised of university and community based co-

applicants, partner organizations, affiliated students, interns and volunteers. Each working group 

has a team of trained interviewers and a designated Team Leader (or Interview Coordinator). The 

working groups mostly function autonomously – they are, for example, responsible for recruiting 

and selecting interviewers within their groups, and providing specific or additional training 

workshops. Meanwhile, working groups coordinate their efforts and voice their opinions through 

regular meetings between Team Leaders, the Interview Coordinator and the Project Coordinator.  

All seven working groups are engaged in life history interviewing and collective storytelling.    

                                                           
1
 Taken from Life Stories CURA Proposal, complete version available online at www.lifestoriesmontreal.ca  

http://www.lifestoriesmontreal.ca/
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Three years following its conception, and one full year into the research phase, the Life Stories 

project has grown into a large and complex body of study and practice, with an equally large web 

of promises and challenges to follow in the next four years. This paper provides us with an 

opportunity to “look back” on the many choices that we have been faced with over the past year, 

focusing only on one of the project‟s many dimensions: the intersection of ethics and training
2
.  

Intersection of Ethics and Training 

Ethics are at the core of life Stories project and so is training. It should come as no surprise that 

in any project ethical principles are the most difficult to formulate and grapple with. Yet for a 

project of this size, objectives and nature, where we are expecting to collect in-depth life stories 

of 500 individuals, training close to 200 interviewers in the process, ethical issues are manifold, 

posing an extraordinary set of challenges. It took the project‟s Ethics and Training Committee 

six months of reflection and consultation to compile a formal application for submission to the 

university‟s ethics office. It will take the next four years to unravel the many on-going ethical 

issues that come out of the training process alone. What are the ethical issues in training, and 

how do we train researchers in ethical issues? These are the questions that I intend to explore in 

this paper. 

In February 2008, our Ethics Committee came up with a step by step “Interview and Training 

Plan”. The steps laid down in this “framework document‟, as we often like to refer to it, highlight 

the methodological choices that we made at the outset, and the ones that we continue to make, 

including changes to the document and the process, as we proceed to elaborate on one step, 

remove another, and adjust yet another.  To cite only a few examples, we opted to interview 

people in their homes, in multiple sessions, using an in-depth life history methodology. We also 

opted for two person interview teams, with one person being responsible for conducting the 

interview, and the other person responsible for video-taping. And it was decided that all Life 

Stories members be required to complete a seven-hour “Core Training Workshop” before 

                                                           
2
 Indeed, separate papers could be written on how “sharing authority”, the project‟s central ethos, has been 

implemented at various levels of the project; on the pivotal role of the life stories approach, and on the significance 

of digital audio and video recording employed by this project. 



Life Stories CURA Project – Occasional Paper #1 – Afsaneh Hojabri 

 

4 

 

conducting interviews. Training thus became a cornerstone of the project. As of November 2008, 

we have organized five rounds of English and French-language workshops and 124 people have 

been formally “accredited”.   

In what follows, I will first look back at the process of “Developing a Training Booklet and 

Holding Workshops”. In doing so, I will describe the flexible nature of our training methodology 

and address some of the practical limitations and ethical issues we encountered while 

undertaking this path.  

None of the steps in the Life Stories “Interview and Training Plan”, which is highlighted in the 

chart that follows, can be analysed in isolation or independent from ethics. I will therefore 

further examine the intersection of training and ethics along three interconnected themes: 

“Learning as a Continuum and Feedback Loop” underlies what I perceive to be one of the 

project‟s greatest strengths, and the specific kinds of challenges associated with a participatory 

approach. Under “Sharing Authority- Sharing Responsibility”, I will demonstrate why and how 

the efficiency of our training methodology is maximized only through active engagement of all 

parties involved - individual interviewers, working groups and working group leaders, and  the project‟s 

central governing body. I will also highlight the mechanisms put in place to ensure some level 

consistency across the project. Finally, under the category “Underlying Challenges” I will 

provide a synthesis of the previously discussed issues and flag seven major areas which mark 

significant achievements and challenges that the Life Stories has experienced to date, with 

respect to conducting interviews.   
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Training & Interviewing Steps 

 
1. Core Training 

Three Core workshops (3 English – 3 French) 

Beginning end of March 2008. 

2. Interviewee Recruitment 
Trained interview teams and team leaders working 

with Interview Coordinator. 

Work is coordinated, but decentralized. 

3. Research & Preparation 
Development and distribution of reading materials, 

bibliographies and resource lists, as well as 

\organization of workshop-seminar series. 

4. άtǊŜ-LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿέ tǊƻŎŜǎǎ 
Meetings between interviewees and interviewers, 

getting to know one another, trust-building. 

5. Interviews 
Interviewees need a range of materials (various guides 

included in this booklet, and in interview kit).  

6. Post-Interview Follow-up 
Reflection on interview, as well as debriefing, 

summary, chronology, contacting interviewee. 

7. Transcription, Translation & Post-Production 
Many things to be done before next interview: 

transcription, translation, capture, render, burn DVD 
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I. Developing Training Booklet and Holding Workshops 

I joined the training and ethics team of the CURA Life Stories project at a crucial turn of its life, 

in the beginning of March 2008, when the training process was about to start; when a collective 

and energetic push was needed.  A tremendous amount of work had already gone into the 

planning and drafting steps in the framework document and we now needed to implement those 

steps, commencing by holding our first set of Training Workshops. But before then we needed to 

develop some kind of package, a booklet or a manual, which we could then use in our 

workshops
3
.   

That month, we succeeded in finalizing our guidelines on four essential themes related to 

conducting oral history interviews: General Interview Guides; Ethics Guide Summary, 

Psychological Support Guidelines and Videography Guide (you can consult these guides at: 

www.lifestoriesmontreal.ca ). These guides, which formed the basis of the booklet handed out at 

our training workshops, corresponded to the topics of the sessions that we offered and were 

initially meant to be used as a „text book‟ during core workshops. However, curiously enough, in 

reality the trainers rarely referred to the contents of the booklet during the sessions, mainly 

because each trainer developed their own “course line” according to their skills and experiences. 

Additionally, we did not (could not) „require‟ participants to read the booklet either prior or after 

the workshop sessions.    

The objective in developing these written guidelines was to base the training process on solid 

textual ground, and in so doing feel equipped enough to embark on the process.  Needless to say, 

the booklet and its guidelines remain an invaluable source for all of us: On the trainers‟ side, we 

rely on the guidelines as a point of reference for the wealth of issues that we need to address 

                                                           
3
 The Life Stories project requires all of its members to complete a seven-hour “Core Training Workshop” 

before conducting interviews. The bilingual workshops are held regularly, covering three or four main themes 

(Introduction to Life History Interviews, Ethics, Interviewing and listening to survivors and initially a “Technology” 

session as well). Upon completing the core workshops, potential interviewers receive a certificate from the project, 

which is an official way of authorizing them to conduct interviews, provided, of course they are affiliated with one 

of the working groups. 

 

http://www.lifestoriesmontreal.ca/
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during each session and the ones that we need to revise and modify subsequent to each workshop 

series.  On the trainees‟ side, the booklet serves as a package of essential information and guides 

that they could receive in advance, and take home for future reference and study.  

Like other elements of the training process, the training booklet has an ever-evolving nature.  All 

component parts of the booklet, including the guidelines, are subject to modification, and 

improvement as we review the project‟s progress and needs, as we learn more about participants‟ 

expectations, and as we discover new sources of advice and insight related to the topics at hand. 

A crucial challenge is how to ensure that all team members are informed of changes to training 

procedures and ethical protocols as our manual is revised and our methodology evolves
4
. I will 

return to this point when discussing the notion of “sharing authority; sharing responsibility”  

Next, we had to settle the structure, length and composition of the workshop sessions. Regarding 

the workshop‟s structure, we agreed on a full-day, seven-hour session to maintain overall flow 

and cohesion. It also sounded logical to start with an “introduction to Oral History and Life Story 

Interviewing” as a means of setting the context. We kept “Ethics” and “Interviewing Survivors” 

as two separate yet closely linked themes to be followed by a session on technological aspects of 

the project, with a focus on how to video or audio tape the interviews. This session was designed 

to provide a very brief and hand-on exercise just to demystify the camera use.  All core 

workshops were to be video-taped for future research use.  

Tracking some of the changes:  

Feeling quite accomplished to have trained about 50 people in the first round, we got together 

soon after the workshop to review the participants‟ evaluations, assess our performance and 

reflect on our experiences as trainers. Such practice proved so fruitful that we now have regular 

                                                           
4
 For example, in August 2008, we completed a thorough Post-Production Guide which we added to the fifth version 

of the training booklet. That guide is now included in the “Interviewer Package” that all the interviewers receive 

before they sign in with the centre to conduct an interview. Meanwhile, other documents modified in the manual 

might not be available as surely to all the trainees who attended the earlier core workshops. For instance, the 

decision regarding eliminating the transcription component of interviews is reflected only from the third booklet on.   
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pre and post workshop meetings where we discuss and decide most changes to the format and 

contents of the workshop and booklet.   

A reflection on the first few rounds of workshops and tracking some of the changes that we made 

along the process will demonstrate the manners in which our training methodology has been 

flexible enough to respond to the project‟s training need. After our first set of workshops, most 

participants as well as trainers identified time limitations, combined with the large volume and 

complexity of the material, as significant obstacles. On the one hand some participants were left 

with unanswered questions, while given a certificate that would allow them to conduct 

interviews. On the other hand, the project could not realistically require people to attend more 

compulsory workshop before accrediting them. As a partial solution, we aimed at having the 

second set of workshops divided into two consecutive weeks so as to reduce the intensity of the 

sessions. We also agreed to emphasize the “introductory” nature of the workshops and try to 

encourage people more strongly to use their training booklet and other training facilities at the 

Centre for Oral History and Digital Storytelling, the home of the Life Stories project to further 

familiarize themselves with the topics. Finally, in the booklet, we made substantial revisions to 

our videography guide and added a large volume of informative material. We did not hope to be 

able to cover the extended part of that section during the workshop, but felt it could be a useful 

resource for those with no or limited knowledge of video and audio recording. 

Time limitation, combined with the intensity and large volume of the subject matters tackled 

during the workshop sessions continued to be identified as  major obstacles, and offering the 

“course” in two sessions, one week apart, did not necessarily improve matters
5
.  

When planning for the third round of workshops we were convinced we needed to simplify the 

contents if we were to resolve the time-limitation issue. From the third series on, we returned to a 

                                                           
5
 It is interesting to note that the problems identified were very similar in English and French language workshops, 

despite the fact that trainers were not following the same outline to facilitate their sessions and the number of people 

attending in each workshop differed. 
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single-day format. We eliminated the “Life History” overview segment of the first session, 

keeping it focused on “Interviewing techniques” alone for the duration of morning slot (three 

hours). We cut the technology workshop altogether, and allocated the afternoon to two sessions: 

“Ethics” and “Interviewing survivors”. The parts eliminated from the workshop were nonetheless 

kept in the booklet, precisely because we wanted to ensure basic information was provided for 

participants to easily access. Another major improvement to the third set of workshops, again 

stemming from participants‟ evaluations, was that we prepared the training booklet sufficiently 

in advance to send to the attendees via email beforehand. The third set of workshop sessions ran 

much more smoothly, as have subsequent sessions: time restriction as an obstacle was no longer 

mentioned anywhere in the evaluation forms, and the efficiency level was perceived to have 

increased substantially.   

We decided to eliminate the technology session from the core workshops, not only to allocate 

more time to other themes, but also because we felt that the technology sessions were simply not 

very effective. We initially intended to „demystify‟ video-recording and digital recording; to this 

end, we distributed several digital video-cameras, and invited people to “play around” with them, 

while a facilitator or two answered questions as they came up. However, for those completely 

new to the field, the practice actually seemed to further mystify video use! and for those already 

familiar with it, it was not worthwhile. The solution was to take the videography session out of 

the core courses and compensate for its absence by offering it within another training space. 

“Introduction to Vidoegraphy” is now being offered as a part of our complementary workshop 

series, for those who feel they need it. Additionally, videography and other technical support are 

made available by the Life Stories project, under the guidance of a part-time staff member whose 

work centres on video and audio postproduction. 

While evaluation forms filled out at the end of such workshops generally seem overly generous 

and polite to be taken as the only indicator, our experience has been that they provided 

invaluable sources of feedback, especially when a pattern is observed.  Another example is the 

consensus among participants in favour of using hand-outs, power point presentations, video 

clips and printed material during the workshops. We now take every measure possible to 
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visualize the subject matters discussed during the sessions. For the workshops planned for 2009, 

we hope to use video-clips from the interviews that have been conducted within the project in 

both languages.  

II. Learning as a Continuum and as a Feedback Loop 

The core training workshop sets the stage for learning, but by no means does learning stop there. 

The chart inserted on page 4 of this paper, indentifies the “training” segment of our project as a 

starting point, from which we take other steps. While this is an accurate observation, it is not a 

thorough one. In reality, the process of training is intended to extend beyond a single step in the 

interview process; in reality, the process of learning and re-learning is apparent before, during 

and after each interview.  

Learning as a continuum means, above all, that the process of training is not a one-time event. 

But rather it is factored into much of what we do. Time and time again, in our Ethics and 

Training Committee, as well as during the workshops themselves, the question has been raised: 

“Is this enough time to prepare participants for life story interviewing, especially on such 

sensitive issues?” The answer is simply “no”! The core workshops have never been intended to 

be more than an „introduction‟. We need to remind ourselves that it has never been our intention 

to limit our notion of training to the mandatory workshops alone.  

To begin with, participants intending to take our core workshops often start learning about the 

project beforehand:  from a professor in a university classroom; from a friend at Teesri Duniya 

Theatre or a colleague at the Canadian Council for Refugees, to cite two real life examples. 

People can also learn about the project from our public website; or if already a member, from the 

project‟s online information management system, Basecamp. The training workshops, thus, bring 

together team members (be they co-applicants, staff, student affiliates, community partners, 

interns, volunteers), and occasionally individuals remotely familiar with the project, but 

interested enough to be a part of it.   
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Once potential interviewers complete the core training course and are accredited, they are 

required to establish “affiliation” with the working group of their choice in order to be qualified 

to conduct interviews. The process involves submitting an application form, a letter of intent, and 

a CV to the group‟s Team Leader and being evaluated for selection by that group.  At that point, 

once an individual‟s affiliation with one of the project‟s working groups is finalized, new team 

members are encouraged to engage at another level of learning: they are invited to attend 

additional training workshops, as well as participate in the life of the project – through on-line 

discussions carried out in the project‟s virtual meeting space, Basecamp, social gatherings and 

formal meetings (Affiliation with a working group makes access to our central database or 

Basecamp, possible). Once affiliated, possibilities for interaction, sharing and learning are 

immeasurable. The themes of the complementary training workshops are based on our needs 

assessment, stemming in part from the evaluation forms that we receive from participants at the 

end of core training workshops. For example for 2008-2009 we are offering a range of such 

workshops on videography, video-editing, database management, and gender issues. 

Additionally, each working group is responsible for developing reference guides related to the 

history and culture of the community they are working with, and are encouraged to design and 

offer additional mandatory workshops on group-specific methodological questions, or cultural-

specific issues arising before or during interviews.  

The process of informal training/learning is meant to continue after an interviewer starts 

conducting interviews. To this end, we have put in place two mechanisms: monthly debriefing 

sessions and individual consultation sessions:  The debriefing sessions, which are facilitated and 

videotaped for research purposes, are designed to provide the interviewers with an opportunity to 

reflect on their interviewing experience, to interpret what they have heard, seen, and learned 

during the interview process, and to share their concerns and insights within the group. 

Debriefing sessions are intended as major vehicles for promoting project-wide discussion, as 

they will provide interviewers, facilitators and other members of the project with an opportunity 

to think through important ethical and psychological issues through. Paid interviewers are 

required to attend these sessions and all others are strongly encouraged to do so.  Interviewers 
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also have the option of individual consultation with a Training Coordinator or psychologist, the 

idea being to provide individuals with a more private learning and counselling space.  

Training in its broadest sense thus takes place over a long period, at various stages and in diverse 

ways: in actual and virtual spaces, collectively and individually, project-wide and within 

individual working groups. We „require‟ everyone to complete core workshops; meanwhile, the 

subsequent learning process almost „necessitates‟ that all interviewers actively update their 

knowledge, share their experiences and skills, and seek and give peer-support. The process of 

integration and socialization amongst project members outside of formal training contexts, 

through working group and project-wide mechanisms and activities, encourages a greater sense 

of identification with, and internalization of, shared goals and ethical concerns. This should 

ultimately provide project members with the support and confidence they need to conduct 

interviews, and reflect and build on these experiences.  

Learning as a continuum, or as a feedback loop, implies not only the ongoing and multi-layered 

nature of learning experience, it also means that our training curriculum is flexible rather than 

static and pre-fabricated.  That is to say, all component parts of the training process, including 

the contents of the training booklets and the format of the Training Workshops are meant to 

evolve. We collectively learn from the participants‟ expectations and needs. Since the first set of 

English and French workshops in March 2008, the Training and Ethics Committee got into the 

habit of holding regular preparatory and evaluation meeting as an integral part of our training 

methodology. In these meetings trainers reflect on past experiences of workshop sessions, 

identify strengths and shortcomings, deliberate on the trainees‟ evaluations and come up with 

resolutions and new format designs for future sessions. As a consequence, of the five sets of 

training booklets that we have developed for our five sets of workshops none are exactly the 

same; the differences will most probably carry on and widen as we move along.   

I consider the flexible nature of our training package (booklet and workshop) one of the project‟s 

great methodological strengths. Our training strategy, we hope, is responsive, and capable of 

improvement. Having said that, it remains a challenge to be able to bridge the gap between the 

first and, let us say, the sixth version of the booklet, and more importantly to communicate these 
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changes to those who have not received them in the first place. How do we ensure that updates 

on certain guides are passed on to all interviewers?  How do we ensure that all participants are 

informed about, let us say, the availability of supplementary workshop on technology outside the 

core workshops? How, in a general sense, do we communicate the logic of our flexible approach 

to all the project‟s members without giving the impression of ambiguity in our guidelines and 

training methodology?   

It must be realized that precisely because our training methodology relies upon collective 

reflection and the integration of feedback, individuals‟ participation in project-wide 

conversations and their active engagement over a prolonged period is critical to the success of 

our methodology. It is equally crucial that information be socialized and managed effectively 

project wide, as well as at working-groups‟ levels. The questions posed above, therefore, are 

technical issues as much as ethical ones that can be addressed within a context of mutual 

responsibility and shared authority, and the effective mobilizing of the Life Stories Project‟s 

coordinating committee.   

III. Sharing Authority – Sharing Responsibility 

The Life Stories project is built on the framework of “shared authority” (Frisch)
6
 and strives to 

remain a collaborative endeavour, in every sense and all levels, namely through sharing the 

authority of the interviewer who brings questions, training and some “distance” and the 

interviewee who brings life experience and storytelling. An in-depth discussion of the notion of 

sharing authority and the many ways it is implicated within the Life Storiesô project is beyond the 

scope of this paper. Here, I would like only to draw attention to a less pronounced aspect of 

sharing authority: within such an ethos, authority, as well as the responsibility which comes with 

it, should be shared not only between interviewer and interviewee - researcher and researched, 

                                                           
6
 Michael Frisch, The Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany: State 

University of New York, 1990). A special issue of Oral History Review appeared in 2003 on this theme. Linda 

Shopes‟ commentary is particularly useful – “Commentary: Sharing Authority,” Oral History Review 30, 1 (2003), 

103-110. Also see Daniel Kerr, “„We Know What the Problem Is‟: Using Oral History to Develop a Collaborative 

Analysis of Homelessness from the Bottom Up,” Oral History Review 30, 1 (2003). 
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but also among researchers. I would also like to explore our ethical obligations towards 

interviewers and interviewees. How do we, as a project, ensure interviewers‟ expectations and 

needs, as well as the project‟s ethical principles with respect to the interviewees, are met?   

Our training procedures – the way they are designed, and delivered can only be maximized 

through active engagement of all parties involved, over a long period of time, and multiple layers 

of responsibility. First, the responsibility of familiarizing oneself with the project‟s themes, 

interviewing techniques and technical issues lies with each individual interviewer who 

participates in the project. As previously noted, workshop participants are informed of the 

introductory nature of the core workshops and are “strongly encouraged” to take it upon 

themselves to further learn about any aspect they feel they are not sufficiently equipped to 

manage. We encourage participants to read through the guides they are given; to meet with a 

staff member to learn how to use Basecamp; to sign out video-cameras to play around with them 

so as to ensure familiarity with the equipment; and to keep in touch and informed about 

upcoming events.  Moreover, the project‟s working groups play a prominent role in training 

interviewers, and in deciding who will in fact conduct interviews and who will not.   

The ultimate responsibility for “mitigating harm” and maximizing support (for the interviewers 

and interviewees alike) and controlling the quality of interviews lies with the project‟s central 

body: the Coordinating Committee and Ethics and Training Committee. Over the course of the 

past few months, we have put in place several mechanisms precisely to this end.  

1. Immediate Feedback to Project:  All interviewers are required to post a message 1-2 

pages length in a central blog, Basecamp, detailing their initial thoughts and feelings 

about the interview within 24 hours of each interview session.  The two interviewers 

could co-write the message, or write separately, as they wish.  What patterns did they 

see? What stood out?  What would they do differently?  We want interviewers to reflect 

on the interview while it is still fresh. In addition, these reports serve an excellent source 

of sharing and learning, and open a window through which the Training team and 

Interview Team Leaders of each working group can gain some insights to the quality of 

the interview.  
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2. Regular debriefing and individual consultation sessions: As previously noted, group 

debriefing sessions and individual consultation sessions are two avenues for keeping the 

train of learning and sharing going throughout the course of conducting interviews. Less 

experienced interviewers might particularly benefit from group discussions, and the 

training team would get the opportunity to adjust specific segments of the postproduction 

process (and guidelines) based on issues raised by the groups or individuals. In addition, 

both debriefing and consultation sessions could pinpoint potential complicated situations 

where, for example, the interviewer is not following the project‟s ethical principles. 

3. Interviewees’ feedback: In an attempt to incorporate the interviewee‟s voice in our 

evaluation process, we have taken two steps: First, in the consent form presented to the 

interviewee during the first contact, we provide the contact number for an independent 

ethical body, the Research Ethics and Compliance Officer at Concordia University, 

should the interviewee feels the need to voice their opinions outside the project‟s 

framework. Furthermore, at the end of each interview, interviewees are asked to fill out 

an evaluation form and mail it to the Project‟s centre.  As for the latter avenue we 

obviously expect what interviewees might have to add would provide further positive 

feedback and contribution. We hope that this would be regarded as a safe forum for 

expressing discomfort, or voicing complaints about the interview procedure.     

In developing the steps involved in our training and interview document, we were initially 

considering an “exit interview” with the participants at the Training Workshops, as a means to 

ensure potential interviewers are qualified to conduct interviews. However, we concluded that 

such a procedure would probably not be feasible to apply globally, mainly because it would be 

hugely time-consuming. Alternatively it was agreed that providing a consultation session might 

be a better strategy to provide guidance when needed without discouraging people or putting too 

much test-like pressure on them. (As previously noted, in addition to monthly debriefing 

sessions, interviewers have the option of individual consultation with a Training Coordinator or 

psychologist, in case they need a more private space to address their questions and concerns). A 

request for individual consultation sessions could be initiated by the interviewer, or by a Training 

Coordinator, or Interview Team Leader who might have observed a need for guidance, 
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intervention, based on, among other factors, post interview session blogs, or written feedback 

from the interviewee. 

The above-noted measures were developed as a part of our central training scheme, and are being 

applied project-wide. They serve to set training and interviewing standards across the project and 

as such the responsibility for seeing them through lies with the project‟s coordinating committee. 

Nonetheless, these measures will only be applied to positive effect through collective and shared 

responsibility. For example, while it is the responsibility of the Training Coordinator to ensure 

that all workshop participants receive the most recent version of the training booklet, it would be 

the responsibility of individual participants to take time and read them through and ensure they 

are aware of any modifications made. As another example, the practicality and efficiency of 

individual consultation sessions as a mechanism whereby interviewers‟ qualifications is ensured 

remains to be tested in practice, because while the project has set this provision, it does not 

oblige all members to take advantage of it. It is the responsibility of each and every individual to 

participate in this centrally-facilitated procedure. Above all, participation of individuals in the 

life of the project, and effective communication of updates and information should be primarily 

initiated and facilitated by working groups‟ Team Leaders (or Interview Coordinators) who, as 

we recall from previous sections of this paper, are responsible for evaluating and selecting 

potential interviewers. This is a challenge that is worth further reflection. 

IV. Underlying Challenges  

Our ethical principles require us to put the well-being of interviewees first. At the same time, 

because we share authority not only with interviewees, but also with the project‟s team members, 

we need to address ethical issues affecting all parties involved in the project. Most importantly, 

we need to address the dilemma as how to build confidence in interviewers and ensure quality of 

the interviews.  

In developing the steps involved in training and interviewing, we chose to start the process by 

offering core training workshops in order to introduce relevant themes; to accredit participants so 

as to formalize their commitment; to require affiliation with working groups as a means to 
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decentralize the process and share authority and the responsibility with different groups for 

recruiting interviewers.  We also incorporated several mechanisms whereby through reflection 

on the interview process, project-wide discussion, individual consultation, and the interviewees‟ 

feedback from, we could ensure some degree of project-wide consistency in these matters.  

The above noted measures were introduced, in part, to avoid overly complicated procedures, 

while ensuring interviewer‟s qualification. In theory, we could monitor the interviewer‟s and 

interviewee‟s feedback and ask for a consultation session if a “red flag” is raised. Yet, more 

difficult questions still need to be thought through. For example, who precisely should be in 

charge of interviewer evaluation and selection function? Is this the role of the project‟s two 

training coordinators (who are paid staff with relatively short-term contracts), or the Ethics 

Training Committee as a whole? What role should working group leaders and the lead 

interviewers play? What should be done in the event that a “red flag” is raised? The project 

requires only paid interviewers to attend consultation sessions, partly based on the assumption 

that others (including the faculty members and community group leaders) cannot be required to 

do anything that they do not want to. How legitimatize is that assumption and policy?  

The choices we made when drafting our framework document helped us set standards and 

envision the process. Many more choices need to be made along the road as new challenges, 

issue and questions are raised. In this section my objectives is to raise relevant questions, not so 

much to provide answers to them, but in order to draw attention to the project‟s unique features 

and strengths, as well as its potential gaps, and generate interest for future follow-up research 

and investigation.  These patterns and challenges can be divided into seven themes: 

1. Our Accountability to Interviewees: To ensure the integrity of the process, 

interviewee‟s are invited to fill out an evaluation form after the interview and mail it (in a 

pre-paid envelope) to the project directly. There is also the contact information for 

Concordia University‟s ethics officer on the consent form – providing the interviewee 

another option. I personally have some doubt, however, that our interviewees feel 

comfortable complaining to an un-known official body (i.e. Compliance Officer at 

Concordia) against an interviewer who may come from their own cultural community. 
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Additionally, we may ask at what stage should we be asking interviewees to fill in and 

send out that form? On the one hand we at the training team would like to have the 

evaluation right after the first interview session, so that we could take into account the 

contents of that evaluation in combination with interviewer‟s reflection blog, along with 

the outcome of the debriefing session, as the ground for evaluating the process, learning 

from it, and calling upon a consultation session, or even removing of the interviewer if 

necessary. On the other hand, we are aware that the project is immense, with a great 

number of participants and track-keeping tasks, and a long life span of five years. To 

ensure that all interviewees receive the form in a systematic and traceable manner, we 

have decided, at least for the time being, to send the evaluation form at the end of the last 

session of the interview, in a package containing a copy of the interview and a thank-you 

card. The dilemma remains what if the interviewee does have a complaint to make? Is the 

end of last session not too late to be informed of it – the damage may be done. 

2. Coordinated Decentralization: As for the role of working groups in providing 

educational resources and forums within the context of sharing responsibility, we may 

ask where do we draw a line when talking about “coordinated decentralization 

approach”? For example, should working groups be designing their own psychological 

support resources; or their own culturally-specific ethical principles as well? Should the 

project insert some level of control over the implementation of global ethical principles 

and if so how?  Quite evidently, a great deal of coordination must take place among the 

leaders of the working groups in order to maintain some level of consistency while 

respecting diversity. As to our electronic sources of disseminating and managing 

information, Basecamp, which is probably as close to absolute transparency as the project 

may wish to accomplish, we may still need to allocate more time and thought to 

managing it in a more productive way. For example, on one hand we want to keep all 

versions of all documents available on Basecamp, so as to maintain transparency and also 

to be able to study and document the evolution process in itself. The question is how to 

maintain such transparency and at the same time prevent potential discrepancy among 

tens of versions of one document piled up under several categories. Indeed, Basecamp is 
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a crowded school, and in absence of a caring school superintendent, a newcomer could 

get confused and lost!  

3. Workshop Dynamics: Each and every training workshop has a unique dynamic different 

from another, even if the same trainers followed the same training format and thematic 

chronology. Some of the variables determining workshop dynamics are: the language of 

the sessions; number of participants; and the participants‟ portfolio, including their 

professional background, knowledge of the field and inclination towards specific working 

groups. Obviously it is easier to generate group discussion (or break into smaller groups 

and regroup to communicate the result) than it is in a larger group. A group dominated by 

oral historians, genocide researchers, and teaching cinematographer may require less 

“introductory” notes on part of the workshop facilitators, than a group composed mostly 

of community workers, and student volunteers.  On the other hand, some university 

researchers who do not have experience in collaborative research methodologies and 

participatory decision-making may in fact require more in-depth discussion of these 

issues. The diversified nature of training workshops makes them all the more challenging 

to facilitate, and all the more prolific to learn from – and this is of great research value in 

itself. At the same time, it is important that we appreciate such diversity and be 

responsive to it.  

4. The Language Issue: From March to November 2008, we held five sets of workshops, 

four of which were simultaneous French and English workshops and one stand-alone 

English one (based on demand). Because we judged that delivering of the training in a 

single bilingual session would not be as effective, we chose to hold parallel sessions in 

English and French. As illustrated in chart 1, we have trained (%69) of the participants in 

English and the remaining (%31) in French. A small number of people, omitted in this 

chart, started a workshop series in one language and finished it in another one, and a 

larger proportion happened to attend the English (or French) language workshops, but 

was able to benefit from the other one just as well. The point worth deliberating here is 

that our bilingual sessions have developed, by necessity, in two separate, albeit similar 

and parallel paths. The trainers for each language workshop are the same over the course 
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of several workshops, which means they adjust their “course outline” based on their need 

assessment and experience of previous workshops, but they do not necessarily cross-

check it with their colleagues at the other league.  As a consequence, there is a potential 

risk that the formats, structures and inevitably the contents of the two sets of workshops 

will diverge as we move ahead. This risk could be of an even greater concern given the 

fact that members of some working groups tend to always choose one language over the 

other. For example the Holocaust working group members attend English workshops 

more than French ones, while members of Rwandan and Cambodian communities tend to 

register for French-language workshops. The bifurcated nature of our training thus 

prevents a project-wide dialogue.  The diversity of workshop participants in any one 

workshop is therefore circumscribed by the language barrier. There is also a danger that, 

in time, the “content” of our English and French-language workshop will diverge. A 

useful strategy would be to start switching our trainers between the two sets of language 

workshops as a means to facilitate a more holistic knowledge of the workshops‟ contents.   

 

Table1 . Training Workingshops: Language ratio at the end of the fifth series on Nov. 2008: Of the total of 

124 trainees, 85 attended English and and 39 French sessions.  

5. Working Group’s Participation: While Life Stories project has not established any 

quota with respect to the number of interviews to be conducted by different working 

groups, we do strive to reach out to all working groups and invite their participation in 
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the core training sessions equally. The data provided below indicates that the distribution 

of the working groups‟ participation in our training sessions has been uneven. As shown 

in Chart 2, out of the 124 individuals that we have trained as of November 2008, we have 

the highest representation from Holocaust working group (28), followed by Cambodian 

(23) and Oral History as Cultural Performance (18) working groups. Rwanda and Great 

Lakes Region working groups with 13 participants stands almost in the middle with 

respect to representation ratio. And at the lower end of participation, we have Education 

(9) and Haiti (8), followed by Refugee Youth working groups (4). Evidently, the total 

numbers of those trained is shaped by the total number of team members in each group 

and by the methodology being employed. Nevertheless, it remains a challenging task for 

the Coordinating Committee, and the Training Coordinators to ensure those working 

groups with significant number of “untrained” members are offered training opportunities 

and encouraged to benefit from it.  

 

Table2 . Training Workingshops: WG participation ratio at the end of fifth series on Nov. 2008
7
  

                                                           
7
 The category “Not affiliated yet” includes six staff members, and generally, its high number (21) is partly 

attributed to the fact that in the past recent months an increasing number of individuals from outside the project have 

been informed about its existnece and are attracted to it, without having decided yet which working group they wish 

to be affiliated with.  



Life Stories CURA Project – Occasional Paper #1 – Afsaneh Hojabri 

 

22 

 

6. VI) Distribution of Trainees across the community-university ‘divide’: As a CURA 

project, we are constantly working to bridge difference: difference between university-

based and community-based participants as well as differences in discipline, culture, 

language and generation. As Life Stories project, we inspire to get all members 

(applicant, co-applicants, project assistants, staff, students: everyone) to conduct at least 

one interview, so as to bridge the gap between the researcher and researched. The 

follwoing data shows that while we have been succesful in involving a wide spectrum of 

members in our training, we are still facing more challenges to reach out to all levels of 

the project in a proportionate way.  

When we break-down the numbers of those trained thus far into the categories of (1) 

applicant, co-applicants, and collaborators („official‟ team members according to 

SSHRC), (2) community affiliates, (3) student affiliates and interns, and (4) staff we will 

come up with the follwoing data: Of the 124 individuals trained as of November 2008, 42 

individuals (34%) are community-affiliates; 27 (22%) are students; 24 (19%) are among 

“staff” (most of whom are students, and some are community-affiliate as well); and 17 

individuals (14%) are among our co-applicants - either university or community based.  

In addition, we can idenfy about five individuas (4%) as faculty members, but not co-

applicants, and nine people (7%) who are no longer connected to the project and their 

affiliation is not clear. While the above numbers suggests that the community-based 

groups are ahead of others with repspect to undertaking the project‟s training, we should 

note that because other categories such as “staff” and “co-applicants” consists of  

university-based people, we have in effect been able to adhere to the project‟s ethos and 

maintaine a parity between university researchers and community representatives. In 

other owrds, more generally, if we categorize the trainees as either “university-based” or 

“community-based”, an ambiguous line to be sure, we find almost equal numbers (57 and 

58) on each side.  Having said that, it should also be noted that the group least likely to 

have undergone training seem to be co-applicants: of the toal of 40 co-applicants, only 17 

(about 43%) have participated in our training workshops as of Novemebr 2008. The 

project requires everyone to undertake traing before conducting interviews. It also hopes 
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that all its members, including, indeed particularly, co-applicants, conduct at least one 

interview as a means to be involved in the life of Life stories project. The challenge then 

is what strategy could we employ to get co-applicants more involved?  

Multiplicity in Method: What criteria does each working group use to recruit 

interviwers? What measure, if any, different working groups take to promote the 

participation of people in the project in general and in the core traing workshops in 

particular? What are some of the factors that accounte for a more visible presence of one 

working group over another? Most importanly, what could be learned from different 

starategies employed by different working groups and how these lessons could be shared 

among different component parts of the project.  Generally, each worksing group has a 

distinct strategy and indeed distinct goal, in ways of recruiting and training interviewers. 

A closer look at three working groups helps shed light on these differences. 

The Holocaust working group has trained, as of the date of this paper, 28 individuals in 

our core workshops, and intends to train more, mainly in order to reach out to a broader 

range of Holocaust survivors. The project has been advertised in the Candian Jewish 

News, and synagogue newsletters, in addition to university listserves, the Montreal 

Holocasut Memorial Centre (MHMC), and through word of mouth. All individuals who 

came forward were invited to attend the two special Holocaust group workshops. The 

strategy is that once participants have completed all required core training, including both 

working-group specific and the general Life Stories workshops, they will be sent out for a 

pilot interview. At that stage, the working group itself will evaluate the interviewers‟ 

performance, and provides further guidance or approves proceeding with further 

interviews accordingly.
8
 It is worth mentioning that the Holocaust working group is 

                                                           
8
 This working group has held two half-day training sessions. The themes covered in these workshops included a 

historical review of Holocaust, and the experince of Jews in Eastern Europe; importance of Bearing Witness, tips 

and insights into interviewing survivors of Holocaust by a practicing psychologist and a social worker; and group 

discussion generated by watching videoclips of an interview with a Jewish woman from Hungary, conducted in 

1994. 
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subdivided into several projects (such as interviewing Montrealers of Sephardic origin, 

and digital archiving project in collaboration with MHMC). As such, this working group 

operates at several levels and meets occasionally as a group to communicate various 

issues, but does not necessarily make all decisions collectively.     

Like the Holocaust working group, the Cambodian group, with 23 of its members trained 

as of November 2008 seeks to recruit more participants, albeit for a different reason: to 

diversify the background of its interviewers
9
. Unlike Holocasut working group (and 

almost identical to Haitian), this working group operates as a “collective” in every sense. 

Almost all the 23 trained members participated in our first two rounds of core training. 

They hold regular monthly meetings, where they raise methodological issues related to 

interviewing, schedule plans, and make decisions collectively after reflection and debate. 

This group is in the process of planning working-group specific workshops.  

For its part, the Refugee Youth working group has sent only four of their number to our 

core training workshops. This can be explained by the fact that the group is smaller in 

size than most, and has undertaken a series of photography and video workshops with 

erfugee youth rather than life history interviewing. The Refugee Youth Group has just 

completed a series of workshops to reflect on youth experiences of displacement material 

through photos, text, and peer interviews. Three working group‟s members trained in our 

core workshops acted as facilitators in these innovative workshops with young persons 

who identify themselves as having "refugee experience". The Refugee Youth group is 

working closely with the Maison des Jeunes de la Cote-des-Neige, a youth centre, and 

outreach is being done through flyers, attending neighborhood events, explaining the 

project to other non-profit groups, and by visiting a nearby school.  

Both Holocaust and Cambodian working groups have trained relatively large numbers of 

people and in so doing have trained over 90% of their affiliates; however, becasue they 

                                                           
9
 Presently, a large majority of this working group consists of community-affiliated members; the intention is to 

invite participation of student and faculty members as well.  
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intend to recruite more people, we should expect to train more individuals from these 

groups. On the other hand, the Refugee Youth Group who has trained only four people in 

our core training sessions is not likely to engage more trainees since its interviewing 

strategy is not based on the modle of one-to-one interviewing.  

As with the adopted methodology, it should come to no surprise that the Holocaust 

working group, equipped with a well-researched body of literature and practice, and a 

relatively identifiable target population as “survivors”, may adopt a recruiting and 

interviewing starategy quite different from the one developed by the Refugee Youth 

working group – a target population whose very composition implies a much wider 

spectrum of expereinces, and whose age, and integration challenges, among other factors, 

calls for a more community-based research approach. It is precisely these differences in 

approach that Life Stories project strives to make room for.  

V. Conclusion 

Right from the conception of the project we were aware that collecting the life stories of 

Montrealers affected by war, genocide, and other human rights violations would not be an easy 

task, and for this reason we allocated a great deal of time and thought on developing our ethics 

guides and training methodology. We now realize that it is crucial to keep reflecting on the 

process as we move forward.  In this paper I have partly reported, and partly reflected on our 

training methodology and some of the choices we have made in the past year – thanks to the 

flexible nature of our methodology. More importantly, I reflected on some of the practical ethical 

challenges that arise during the process of developing and delivering the project‟s training 

package. In doing so, I tried to raise relevant questions – not so much to provide answers to them 

but to provoke thought and trigger interest for further research and reflection. Indeed, the 

purpose of this paper has been to document the many choices we have made and the many steps 

we have taken in order to get to the starting point: conducting interviews. In the Life Stories 

project we have only just begun interviewing, and, we hope, further reflective pieces will follow 

on these and other component parts of the project.  



Life Stories CURA Project – Occasional Paper #1 – Afsaneh Hojabri 

 

26 

 

Acknowledgement 

I would like to thank Dr. Steven Hight, the project‟s leader, for initiating this paper, for helping 

to structure it, and for generously sharing his ideas.  I also wish to express my appreciation to 

Anna Sheflel, the Project Administrator for her helpful feedback on the first draft of this paper.  I 

am particularly grateful to Luis van Isschot, the Project Coordinator, not only for the time and 

effort he invested to (try to) make this paper readable through many hours of conversation, 

lending his ideas and insights, and proof-reading the earlier copies, but also for providing 

ceaseless support throughout my eight-month involvement as the Training Coordinator of Life 

Stories Project. Needless to say, I alone am responsible for any conceptual, analytical, and 

presentational shortcoming or error. 

 


