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ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

You will be interviewing a person at least 34-years old about one of the following:

a. His/her experiences as a young teenager (about your age) – If you choose this, include questions about such topics as friends, school, hobbies/interests, relations with parents (i.e. what did parents worry about in those days?), relations with siblings, clothes, music/dance, etc.

Or

b. His/her experiences as a student at Palms Junior High (as it was called back then) – If you choose this, focus on relations with teachers, friends, school rules (like dress code), activities, fears and hopes before coming, best and worst memories, how well PJHS prepared them for HS, etc.

Preparation – This is extremely important.  If you are poorly prepared, your interview will probably not go smoothly.  

a. Be sure to arrange for a quiet place and an interview time when you will not be interrupted. 

b. Make every effort to obtain a tape recorder; having to take notes will interfere significantly with the flow of the interview and may cause the interviewee to make his/her answers unnecessarily brief.  If you must depend only on notes, consider breaking the interview into two shorter sessions.

c. Be fully familiar with the questions the class came up with, and mark those you want to be sure to ask.

Interview

a. Think of yourself as a reporter.  A good reporter knows that being interested and politely persistent usually allows you to get the most information.  

b. Begin with an open-ended question – one that can’t be answered with a yes, no, name, or date.  The first question you ask will set the tone for the responses you get throughout the entire interview.   An example of an open-ended question is: “How would you describe the city or town where you lived when you were a teenager?”

c. Ask only one question at a time.  Wait for the complete answer.  If there is a pause, don’t feel obligated to fill it in with another question. This allows the subject to fill the space with his or her own thoughts and feelings.

d. Use words like “Why,” “How,” “Describe,” “Tell me about” when you ask your questions.

e. Don’t interrupt a good story.  It may not relate to what you asked, but let it run its course.  You might like the ending.

f. “It was this big,” and “I ran from here to there,” mean little when the tape is played back.  Add verbal descriptions to any vague gestures:  “You mean about as big as a box of Kleenex?”

g. Do not antagonize your interviewee by pressing him/her too hard to answer a question he/she has indicated he/she does not wish to discuss.

h. One question everyone should ask is, “What would you do differently if you were in middle school today?” or “What have you learned in life that you wished you’d known then?”

Post Interview Tasks

a. Thank your interviewee profusely for the time and effort made.  

b. As soon as possible after finishing the interview, listen to the tape or review your notes and jot down any follow-up questions you might have.  Ask for this further information as soon as possible.  

(Much of the above information comes from an article in Los Angeles Magazine and the Tell Me Your Stories course taught by Ellie Kahn of Living Legacies.)

Project – Use this format for your final paper:

a. Cover Page – Use a title that refers to a key point in the life of your subject, preferably a quote from your subject, and a subtitle that includes the subject’s name.

	Example:
	It’s a Fabulous Friday!

An Optimist Speaks, The Life of Lana Brody


b. Biography – Summarize your interviewee’s teen/junior high life in a 2 – 3 page biographical paper that has an appropriate opening and conclusion.  Be sure to compare and contrast your interviewee’s life with that of a modern teen/middle school student, either in the body of the biography or in a section at the end.

c. Appendix – Comment on your experience as an interviewer and listener.  Was it hard or easy to do the interview?  Why?  What did you do well and poorly?  What questions would you add or delete?

d. If possible, type the paper double-spaced.  If not, write neatly in cursive in blue or black ink, leaving a right margin.

Teacher’s Note:  This is the final project assigned by Mary Miller, Social Studies teacher, to her honors class at Palm’s Middle School, Los Angeles, California, at the end of teaching the Tell Me Your Stories Curriculum.

