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What is oral history?
• “Oral history collects memories and personal commentaries of 
historical significance through recorded interviews… consists of a 
well-prepared interviewer questioning an interviewee and recording 
their exchange in audio or video format.” (Donald A. Ritchie, Doing 
Oral History: A Practical Guide)
•A form of “popular education” with connections to Foxfire, the 
Highlander Folk School, Freire, etc.
•An “interpretive and meaning making process” (Michael Frisch, A 
Shared Authority)
•A way of knowing 
•An empathetic practice



Why teach with oral history?

• “History happened here.” Oral history helps emphasize that real people 
make history.

• Oral history brings history alive—students connect with real, authentic 
voices.

• Oral history is adaptable to different learning styles and different forms of 
expression.

• Oral history incentivizes students to take charge of their learning.



Incorporating existing oral history 
resources into the classroom
20th c. Texas History: The Civil Rights in Black and Brown Oral History Project, Portal to 
Texas History

WWII: The Library of Congress Veterans History Project: D-Day Journeys and Determined to 
Serve: African American Women in World War II

Civil Rights History: 
The Library of Congress Civil Rights History Project
The Farmworker Movement Documentation Project

General Political History/Major Issues found in TEKS:
Truman Library Oral Histories, Eisenhower Library Oral Histories, Kennedy Library Oral 
Histories, Johnson Library Oral Histories, Nixon Library Oral Histories, Carter Library Oral 
Histories, Reagan Library Oral Histories, Clinton Presidential Oral Histories

http://crbb.tcu.edu
http://texashistory.unt.edu
http://texashistory.unt.edu
https://www.loc.gov/programs/veterans-history-project/about-this-program/
https://www.loc.gov/ghe/cascade/index.html?appid=c88d73171ff945d2a7538507b899bda6&bookmark=Introduction
https://www.loc.gov/collections/veterans-history-project-collection/serving-our-voices/world-war-ii/african-american-women-in-world-war-ii/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/veterans-history-project-collection/serving-our-voices/world-war-ii/african-american-women-in-world-war-ii/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/civil-rights-history-project/about-this-collection/
https://libraries.ucsd.edu/farmworkermovement/medias/oral-history/
https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/oral-histories/oralhis
https://www.eisenhowerlibrary.gov/research/oral-histories
https://www.jfklibrary.org/archives/about-archival-collections/oral-histories
https://www.jfklibrary.org/archives/about-archival-collections/oral-histories
http://www.lbjlibrary.net/collections/oral-histories/oral-history-collection.html
https://www.nixonlibrary.gov/oral-histories
https://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov/research/archives/oral-histories
https://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov/research/archives/oral-histories
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/audiovisual/ronald-reagan-library-oral-history-collection
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-oral-histories/bill-clinton


Designing an oral history project
• What do you hope to document (e.g. the history of your school, a civil 

rights movement in your community, experiences during the pandemic, 
some other subject of local history)? 

• Will you require students to conduct oral history interviews, or will you 
allow them to opt in? 

• What resources do you have for the project?
• What are the learning outcomes for students?
• Do your oral histories have to be recorded? Do they have to be 

archived? If so, does the archive have to be maximally accessible?
• Will there be a final product other than archived recordings? Examples 

could include exhibits (physical or online), performances, etc. 



Technology

•Keep it simple, and master whatever recorder you do choose before 
turning students loose
•Consider end use before recording
•Digital audio and visual recorders: pros and cons
•Cellphone recordings: pros and cons
•The storycorps app: pros and cons

https://storycorps.org/participate/storycorps-app/


Storycorps life cycle



Best practices for oral history
Before the interview:
• Informed consent is necessary; a release form may or may not be
• Do your homework. Decide on topics to cover and/or prepare questions
• Oral history interviewing requires empathy and deep, engaged listening. Practice it!
In the interview:
• Provide an introduction: “I’m So-and-so. Today is [the date], and I’m recording an 

interview with Mrs. What’s-her-name about her experiences in [whatever], where she 
was a [more detail].”

• Try to ask open-ended questions
• Think of a funnel: cover broad topics first, then narrow in on specific details with 

follow-up questions—the more details the better
After the interview:
• Save the recording in at least two places, if possible
• Provide the interviewee with some tangible token of thanks



Oral history resources on the web

•The OHA’s Principles and Best Practices for Oral History Education 
(4-12)
•The Oral History Association’s Oral History in Education section
•Glenn Whitman, Case Study: Oral History in the Classroom 
•The Smithsonian’s “How to Do Oral History” guide

https://www.oralhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/2013-1411_Oral_History_ClassroomGuide_Update_V2.pdf
https://www.oralhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/2013-1411_Oral_History_ClassroomGuide_Update_V2.pdf
https://oralhistory.org/education/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/2012/06/oral-history-in-the-classroom/
https://siarchives.si.edu/history/how-do-oral-history

