Category: Finding Significance

Title: Not an Oral History: An Approach to Personal Narratives

Designed by Jen Brewington

Lesson Objectives: To introduce the Personal Narrative as a form of social interaction. Students should see how personal narratives move from the private to public realm of discourse and find significance in their story as it relates to their communities.

Preparation and Materials: The lesson would be taught after the initial introduction to the assignment. By the time this class is taught, students would have a general understanding of the Personal Narrative and would have been given a handout with common oral history questions and techniques as models for developing interview questions. Questions might include: Describe an event that had a significant influence on your life. What experiences have caused you to change course and rethink your world views? Is there a moment you acted one way and you wish you acted another. Explain the significance of this moment. Follow-up questions might include: Please clarify that response with specific details of the event. What about this moment changed your world view? 

Guidelines for conducting interviews may include the following as excerpted from Oral History for the Local Historical Society by Willa K. Baum: 

· An interview is not a conversation. The whole point of the interview is to get the narrator to tell his or her story. Limit your own remarks to a few pleasantries to break the ice, then brief questions.

· Ask open-ended questions, ones that require more of an answer than "yes" or "no." Start with "why," "how," "where," "what kind of. . ."

· Ask one question at a time.

· Ask brief, understandable, and clear questions.

· Start with questions that are not controversial; save the sensitive questions, if there are any, until you have become better acquainted. A good place to begin is with the narrator's youth and background.

· Don't let periods of silence fluster you. Give your narrator a chance to think of what he or she wants to add before you hustle him or her along with the next question.

· Don't interrupt a good story because you have thought of a question, or because your narrator is straying from the planned outline. If the information is pertinent, let him or her go on, but jot  down your questions on your notepad so you will remember to ask it later. Be willing to let the  interview wander – but if you’re not getting interesting material, put it back on track with a question.

· Be respectful.

· It is important to ask about their perception of these events: “How did hearing about this event affect you?” or “What did you think this event meant?”

Using those techniques, students would be asked to make a list of ten questions to be turned in prior to class for instructor approval. Instructors would provide feedback and return the questions to students for revisions. On the day of this lesson, students would have their approved questions. This assignment should be introduced on the same day the project is introduced, so that the interviews can take place during the third class of the unit.  

Procedures: The activity provides a good opportunity to pair students with classmates with whom they are unfamiliar. Students would conduct interviews with one another based on the list of questions they developed prior to this class. The activity would be an in-class writing assignment with answers transcribed in writing rather than recorded. Since oral histories are based on personal narratives, introducing students to oral history as a technique would help them avoid the tendency to conduct a journalistic interview, and their responses would take on the story-like quality of an oral history.

The process of asking and transcribing answers helps students take in, process, and record information using writing as a skill. During the interview process, the interviewer would transcribe answers from the interviewee and ask follow-up questions based on information that piques their interest. At the end of class, students would exchange interviews, and each student would have the questions and the transcribed answers to begin drafting a personal narrative. 

By the end of the activity, students would be able to relate to essays as both the author and reader. This would help them to identify as writers and audience, which would improve their understanding of turning a private document into a public one. They would also have an opportunity to learn what others wonder about them and this might influence how they write their story.

Conclusion: The personal narrative assignment might be uncomfortable for students, if they do not have a clear understanding of how their story is significant to public discourse. By thinking about the project with oral history techniques as their foundation, students learn to listen for significance in others' stories and challenge themselves to respond to questions of their own design in order to help them see their story move from the private to the public realm. 

