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Abstract

Increased accountability and emphasis on teaching reading and mathematics have left little time
for social studies instruction in elementary schools. The results are that students have deficits in
social studies content knowledge and pre-service teachers lack exposure to exemplary
instructional strategies. The purpose of this study is to examine the impact of oral history as a
strategy for social studies instruction implemented by a group of preservice teachers. This oral
history project was a collaborative effort among 57 university pre-service teachers in Alabama,
40 local elementary school fourth graders and their 3 teachers, and 5 community members
serving as interviewees. Findings indicate overall positive attitudes by pre-service teachers’
concerning the use of this strategy, a renewed interest in history as a discipline, and acquired
social studies teaching efficacy. Elementary students gained content knowledge and interest in
learning history.

Introduction

Due to increased accountability and the resulting emphasis in the areas of reading and
mathematics, social studies has been marginalizedi n t oday " s e |Teemnffectdafar y sch
such practices yields deficits in content knowledge for elementary students. In addition, pre-
service teachers lack exposure to exemplary instructional strategies in the field experiences.
Teachers are challenged to find ways to effectively meet all the demands placed on them
regarding an ever-increasingly crowded curriculum. With these conditions, how can elementary
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students gain social studies content knowledge and pre-service teachers gain exposure to

exemplary instructional strategies? One solution to the problem is for pre-service teachers to

learn instructional strategies that teach powerful social studies lessons—Ilessons which are

meaningful, integrative, value-based, challenging, and active (National Council for the Social

Studies, 1994). Collecting oral histories is a strategy that provides an active and personal

learning experience, integrates other disciplines, and is considered “ An historical method that

collects and preserves spoken memoriesthrough r ecorded i nterivi ews” (R
research study investigated the implications of using oral history as a strategy for social studies

instruction for elementary teachers. This qualitative study considered how pre-service teachers

and elementary students were impacted by their experiences in a local oral history project.

Literature Review

The review of literature examines oral history both as a phenomenon and as an
educational tool. It addresses topics related to young children as history learners and addresses
what oral history is and why historians find it important. It discusses oral history as a strategy
for powerful elementary social studies instruction and the benefits of using oral history as a
strategy for teaching history to children.

Teaching History to Young Children

Research indicates that young children have difficulty with time perception and
chronology of events (Zaccaria, 1978). History instruction is better when gradually introduced
beginning with ¢ omprrentretatiosships and expdnding beyonde¢hém. | d“ s ¢t
Children begin to understand that they are also part of history, consequently history becomes
personally meaningful. Brophy and Van Sledright (1997) found that even the youngest
elementary students have a sense of history and many times bring prior conceptions of the past

intothe classsoom. Teacher s must explore children®s prior
information not only to reconcile misconceptions but also to increase the chances that students
will remember the content. Hi st or i c al information that has not

knowledge will likely not be remembered. Wineburg (2001) demonstrated that learning to think
historically is a process that must be taught; young children will not develop this skill naturally.

What Is Oral History, and Why Is It Important to Historians?
Oral histories are stories that are told to others, passed on from memory. They are the

systematic coll ection of Wwnexpe migempeop! e doy erst
p. 1), and according to Shopes (2006), the following is relevant:

Oral history might be understood as a self-conscious, disciplined conversation between
two people about some aspect of the past considered by them to be of historical
significance and intentionally recorded for the record. Although the conversation takes
the form of an interview, in which one person—the interviewer—asks questions of
another person referred to as the interviewee or narrator—oral history is, at its heart, a
dialogue. (pp. 2-3)

It is not folklore, hearsay, or gossip, because “ Or a | hi storians attempt to
analyze them, and place them in an accurate hi
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concerned with storing them for use by other scholars. These memories are valued not because

they are derived from the rich and famous, but because they are stories of ordinary people who

lived through historic events. They are the stories of everyday life. Much of the significance of

the interviews relates to perspective s or di f f er i Thegvoig ofthenarratoro f  vi e w,
l iterally contends with that of the historian
are not only links to history, but to values, traditions, and communities. For example, “the story

of a family is embedded in the history of a community, a nation, and theworld--a |l | at once”
(Klein, 1999, p. 1). These stories influence values because they teach us to respect the people

who have come before us: their strugglesand ideals,and“ For t he hi st orian, ofr ¢
interviews are valuable as sources of new knowledge about the past and as new interpretative

per spectives on it” (Shopes, p. 3).

Oral History as a Strategy for Teaching Powerful Elementary Social Studies

In the book, Expectations for Excellence: Curriculum Standards for Social Studies (1994)
the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) identifies and describes several teaching and
learning principles that constitute excellent social studies programs. It states that social studies
teaching and learning are powerful when they are meaningful, integrative, value-based,
challenging, and active. Meaningful instruction emphasizes the use of authentic, real-life
activities that help students gain deep knowledge of important ideas. Excellent social studies
lessons integrate topics, disciplines, technology, time, space, knowledge, skills, beliefs, values,
and attitudes. Value-based social studies helps students consider multiple perspectives, think
critically, and make ethical and thoughtful decisions. Social studies lessons that challenge
students require them to think and offer opinions supported by relevant evidence. All of these
principles support the view that teachers are responsible for selecting or formulating appropriate
strategies that help students learn through active mental and physical involvement (Sunal &

Haas, 2005),and“* Teacher s facilitate meaningful | earnir
experiences thatengagest udent s i n working through social s
25).

Our students need to develop social studies knowledge, skills, and attitudes, but the
guestion is, “What should we teach amrddeshow?” [
this question is often perplexing because of the multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary nature of
social studies. However, the diverse character of social studies actually implores teachers to
develop teaching strategies and methods which are useful in integrating social studies with other
disciplines as well as consolidating content, skills, and attitudes within lessons. When discussing
social studies Sunal and Haas (2005)note“ 't i s seen as the core to wl
elementaryandmi ddl e school curriculum can be tied” (
appropriate for teaching standards-based, integrative lessons. Real-world involvement is
appropriate to increase individual responsibility for learning. Lessons designed with experiential
components that perpetuate student participation within their own communities are real-world
activities that are relevant for learners. Teachers should ask questions that invite discussion,
“And then, teacher s mupsoblemhtiedndposisivie histbrécaldnds e x a mi n ¢
current events honestly, and a&Hydey2008 p.tl7B)ei r me &
Opportunities for reflection, discourse, and self-assessment must be available so that students are
able to process relationships between ideas and think about their own thinking.

Content, from both primary and secondary sources, should be used as a vehicle to answer

369



Social Studies Research and Practice Busby and Hubbard

essential questions and formulate big social studies ideas. These important ideas should be built
upon prior knowledge and should be timeless so that they are useful to students in future
applications, because®* St udent s shoul d analyze the signific
within the material studied. Then the answers should be valued by extending discussion out from
t h e mZemelnfan, Daniels, & Hyde, 1998, p. 183). These and other strategies and methods
for teaching powerful social studies should be based on the national standards, best practice
research, and principles for excellent social studies programs set forth by NCSS.
Oral history is one strategy for teaching history that can be meaningful, integrative,
value-based, challenging, and active, forit 1 s “an hi stori cal met hod t h
spoken memori es t hr qRitchie, 2003. Orel histioaads atienmpt teverityi e ws ”
their findings, analyze them, and place them in accurate historical context. During an oral history
project, teachers facilitate as students learn history first-hand from primary sources: people who
have lived through history. Students interview community members, gain differing perspectives
about lived events, and practice critical thinking skills as they reflect upon the opinions and
values expressed by the interviewees.

Most students in any age group or social stratum know little of the historical and political
developments that affected their families and forebears. History, politics, economics,
culture, folklore—all become more meaningful to students through interviews with
parents, grandparents, neighbors, and other adults. (Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, p. 182)

Oral history is one instructional approach that provides a learning experience for students in
which they can learn history in an active, personal, and meaningful way, connecting students to
their communities through conversations with ordinary people. Content knowledge becomes
more relevant to the learner. Oral histories are useful for providing the personal, human link to
real people of the past that students need in order to relate to history.

Oral history allows students to act as real historians. They are exposed to historical
inquiry through the process of collecting oral histories. First, the student conducts background
research on a particular period in history. From that research, the student compiles a list of
questions to ask an interviewee. Often, interviewing a relative provides a link for overcoming
generational and cultural differences adding an additional benefit to the process (Parsons, 2000).
Next, the student conducts the interview, recording it for later transcription. Finally, the student
must analyze the interviewee"s report in the ¢
obtain an accurate picture of this time in history. The student must also compile biographical
data and obtain a release form from the interviewee. The oral history should be shared in some
manner and archived for future reference (Whitman, 2004). All of these steps take the student
through the process of historical inquiry that a real historian would use for recording history.

Benefits of Using Oral History as an Instructional Method

The benefits of using oral history as an instructional method are numerous. Oral history
provides students with opportunities to examine historical information in places other than
textbooks, providing a more comprehensive background for studying history. In addition, a
narrative approach to learning history is available, creating more interest in the subject.
Specifically, in the field of social studies, teachers have typically taught facts in isolation leaving
the learner with little meaningful or personal experiences with the content (Cotton, 1996).
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Students have been passive recipients of knowledge as they sit listening to teachers lecture as
well as reading and answering questions in textbooks (Goodlad, 1986). Textbooks themselves
have been shown to limit subject matter and be lifeless and boring to students, yet 90% of
teachers use textbooks as their primary instructional tool (Kickbusch, 1987).
Besides its obvious emphasis on historical content, oral history has the potential to
incorporate any discipline because the design and implementation can be easily manipulated by
teachers and students. In the process of gathering, analyzing, and reporting oral histories,
students will listen, speak, and read. Opportunities for teaching writing are also available
(Parsons, 2000). Some teachers require that the collected oral histories be posted on the school
website or that the interviews, supported with historical research, be transformed into Microsoft
PowerPoint or digital story projects. This incorporates technology skills as well. Another
advantage of oral history is that it increases the likelihood that students will become more
interested inthesubject of hi st ory. Hirshfield (1991) not
events that can be provided only by the persor
interviewer inevitably devel ops a deeper under
to recognize that every person is a part of history. A narrative approach is more efficient than the
typical textbook one because it activates emotional links needed for reflective thinking (Egan,
1982).
Oral history extends beyond the limits of the textbook. Higher-level thinking processes,
including critical thinking, problem solving, and decision making are almost non-existent when
relying on textbooks alone (Cotton, 1996). Such practices are vital to the continuation of
democracy. Cotton furtherreports, “ The abi |l ity to generate hypot
evidence, see and understand competing positions in a controversy, and remain open-minded
enough to change one®"s view when the evidence
del i ber attslarnthatall l8story id sebjective and dependent on the interpretation of
the recorder. Oral history depends upon human memory and additional sources are needed to
establish accuracy of what the interviewee says. The student is involved in an authentic, real-life
experience instead of a textbook-centered activity (Wood, 2001).

Problem and Purpose of Study

Today, federal legislation in the U.S. has affected the curriculum that is taught in the
schools. Specifically, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) focuses heavily on using reading and
mathematics test scores to determine whether schools are making progress in closing
achievementgaps(Cawe l t i , 2 0 0 6 ychoolm npsnarqwing thetcurrigujum “
because they are under considerable pressure to show adequate yearly progress in reading and
mat h” To some defjrge,71% of districts are reducing attention to other subjects., and“ T h e
subject most affected is social studies” ( Jenni ngs & Rentn@006) 2006, p.
contemplatesour soci ety"“s prospecti ve fcasetsagnar®es when he
that could result from an unbalanced curriculum is a generation of youth who have good ,word
attack” skills but who know little and care less about important facts, events, and concepts in
history,s ci en c e, a n dnatditien, narowing the currigulum &ftgn.means that
teachers choose to focus on the recall of information rather than in-depth understanding, thus
leading to limited instructional strategies; unfortunately,” T e a c h er s -effitieato s e t i me
delivery models of instruction (e.g., lecture) over instructional models that promote critical
thinking, problem solving, and inquiry (experiential education-bo a sed model s)” (1l ves
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Obenchain, 2006, p. 63).

All of these issues related to accountability make it progressively more difficult for pre-
service teachers to observe, much less, experience powerful social studies education and learning
based on best practice models. They have limited exposure to exemplary instructional strategies,
which, in turn, affects social studies teaching efficacy. There is also a growing fear that the
combination of less time for social studies instruction coupled with ineffective strategies has
given elementary students fewer opportunities to learn the social studies content, skills, and
dispositions needed to manage and regenerate our society. More than ever, social studies
teachers must develop and adopt strategies that are interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary in
order to circumvent the situation.

The purpose of the study was to examine the impact of a strategy for social studies
instruction that was implemented by a group of pre-service teachers. The specific strategy
selected to frame and guide the investigation was oral history because of its potential to address
the characteristics of powerful social studies instruction set forth by NCSS (National Council for
the Social Studies, 1994) and supported by best practice research.

Although much has been written about collecting early accounts of the past in the form of
oral history interviews, there is limited data about how oral history has been used as a strategy to
teach social studies methods to pre-service teachers and historical content to elementary students.
Secondary topics of interest, for this particular study, relatetopre-s er vi ce teacher s s
teaching efficacy and the gener al effects on s
the oral history strategy has been implemented.

To investigate the problems, this study centered on the experiences of a group of pre-
service teachers in social studies methods classes in Alabama, fourth-grade students from a local
K-12 school studying the Civil Rights Movement in Alabama history, and interviewees selected
from the immediate community. The descriptions of the experience and results of this study
addressed guiding questions. The two main areas for investigation were as follows:

1. Howarepress er vi ce teachers® attit ategefer about us
teaching elementary social studies affected?
2 . How is the development of el ementary st

result of participation in oral history as a strategy for social studies instruction?

Secondary topics of interest relatedtopre-s er vi ce t eacher s soci al St u
the gener al effects on students® attitudes abc
strategy was implemented. Guiding questions were as follows:

1. Howarepre-ser vi ce teachers"™ attitudes about soc
as a result of participation in oral history as a strategy for social studies instruction?
2 . How are el ementary students® dattitudes

result of participation in oral history as a strategy for social studies instruction?

True meaning, which includes interaction between people, objects, events, processes, and

actions, is interactional and interpretative (Denzin, 1989). Therefore, this study attempted to
uncover and examine the “lived experiences,
teachers and students during this collaborative process.
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Significance of the Research and Overarching Research Question

The characteristics of strategies such as oral history may be instrumental in helping
students construct knowledge, skills, and dispositions. It has been asserted that oral history is
effective in increasing cognitive and affective achievement at most educational levels (Cavallini,
1980; Fonsino, 1979; Lanman, 1987; Mercier & Buckendorf, 1992). Emotional attachment to
content aids the learning processes (Egan, 1982; Hirshfield, 1991). Students learn best by being
engaged in authentic learning experiences (National Training Laboratories, 2005; Whitman,
2004; Wood, 2001).

Such programs build on and reinforce the basic academic skills that many teachers are
struggling to help students master by putting those skills to work in the real world. But more than
this, they also build stude n t s-tonfideack ahd conviction of self-worth; they give students an
intimate knowledge of the background and culture of their community out of which the

commitmenttoitsf ut ur e gr ows ... (Wi ggi ngt oldspromisefd 5 , 4 4
teachers in the elementary schools because it can be designed to be meaningful, integrative,
value-based, challenging, and active. The results of this study and descriptions of the experience
addressed this overarching question: What was the impact of a strategy for elementary social
studies instruction that was implemented by a group of pre-service teachers?
Assumptions of the Research
The study incorporated the following assumptions:
1. Oral history could be an effective strategy for elementary social studies instruction.
2. Knowledge is constructed by the learner and developed though experience.
3. Pre-service teachers and elementary students participating in an oral history
experience learn through the process of social interaction.
4. Participation in an oral hi story exper.i
content knowledge development of historical content knowledge.
5. Participation in an or al hi stordesexper.

about social studies learning.

6. Participation in an oral history experience could impactpre-s er vi ce t eacher s*®

perceptions of social studies instruction.

7. Participation in an oral history experience could impact pre-serviceteacher s * s o c i

studies teaching efficacy.

This study outlines an innovative approach that addresses development of content knowledge
and social studies learning attitudes by elementary students and involves a method that provides
pre-service teachers with exposure to research-based teaching practices. Practicing elementary
teachers, policy makers, researchers, professors of social studies methods courses, and other
educational stakeholders may find this research of interest.

These assumptions imply that instructional strategies should be targeted and directly
related to interaction with other people in situated experiences. When teachers and students are
involved in a collaborative venture such as oral history, for which improvement is sought,
change should occur. Professional and personal beliefs influence curriculum and organizational
practices as well as cognitive and affective dissonance, because they are essential agents for
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growth and learning. There are no real learning communities without collectively considered
ways of coping with the disruption of previous ways of thinking and doing (Henderson &
Hawthorne, 1995). Changes in practice and attitudes can be by-products of this kind of growth
and the construction of knowledge is dependent upon it.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this investigation was based on the belief that individuals
construct knowledge, develop skills, and acquire attitudes through active involvement with
others and their environments. In schools, teachers immerse students in real-life, experiential
activities that promote deep learning, and to accomplish this, instructors must identify and test
strategies and methods that help students challenge their old ways of knowing and reflect on how
they learn. Cognitive constructivist theory, social constructivist theory, and communities of
practice theory provide theoretical foundations for designing and teaching powerful social
studies. Cognitive constructivist theory involves the basic premise that knowledge is not
transmitted but constructed by each individual (Fogarty, 2001; Good & Brophy; 2003; Iran-
Nejad, 1995; Lea, 1998; McNeil, 2003; Parkay & Hass, 2000; Wadsworth, 1996; Young, 1994).
Cognitive constructivism holds that knowledge is constructed by the learner but developed
through experience (Bush, 2006). Good and Brophy (2003) consider four basic principles of
constructivism when they write:

1. Learners construct their own unique representations of knowledge;
2. This knowledge is represented as networks structured around powerful ideas;
3. Learners make sense of new information by relating it to their prior knowledge; and
4. Sometimes new learning results in a restructuring of existing knowledge or a change
i n the | earner®s ueptd(p408)t andi ng of a key c

Constructivist theory is further distinguished from other learning theories in that reflection and
metacognition are essential aspects of constructing knowledge, and learning is a social activity
enhanced by shared inquiry. Learners clarify their understandings and reflect on the ways they
construct knowledge, and learners learn with more depth when they engage in dynamic and
synergistic thinking processes with others (Lambert, Walker, Zimmerman, Cooper, Lambert,
Gardner, & Ford-Slack, 1995). Social constructivists agree with the idea of knowledge
construction but emphasize the collaborative nature of learning. Individuals create meaning
through their interactions with one another and their environments (Kim, 2001). The term

“communidtyi cod” ppraesented by Wenger (2004) i s a
about learning within social situations,and® Communi ti es of practice are
engage in a process of collective Ill®arning in
Communities are places in which the sharing of

community of people is a place rooted in the biosphere, rife with activity, mutual respect, and the

recognition that everyone in that place is responsible for and accountable to one another, because

the Ilives of all are interdependent” (Hol ford,
discussion on the acquisition of knowledge is not simply confined to the construction of

knowledge within the individual or in relation to the environment. The condition or context of

the learning is also considered. That is, the nature of the situation and the process of social

participation within the specific situation are factors, which require examination (Smith, 2003).
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The union of cognitive constructivist theory, social constructivist theory, and communities of
practice theory supports the notion that knowledge construction is most reasonably assured when
individuals share collective learning in specific social situations. Social and environmental
interaction, experiential activities, reflection, and metacognition are strategies that influence
depth and clarity of human understanding.

Specifically, the oral history method, as used in this study, supports the theories of social
constructivist theory and the theory of communities of practice, because it required learning
through various forms of social interaction within a specific situation and context. The nature of
the project itself required and enticed active engagement and collaboration within a community
of learners. In this case, pre-service teachers guided elementary students through an historical
inquiry process which was dependent upon the spoken words of community members, the
interviewees, and the many conversations, meetings, and interviews were examples of social
activities used as tools for learning. As community members came together to discuss a common
event in their community as well as i n our nat
opportunities to learn how lives in a community are interdependent and how we are guided and
influenced by those who came before us. The fact that these were real stories by living people in
their own communities made the history authentic instead of just stories in a textbook. The entire
experience was an activity requiring the interaction of individuals and groups for the sake of
collective learning.

Constructivist ideas about how individuals create meaning were applied during this oral
history experience. Pre-service teachers reflected and considered their old and new beliefs about
how people learn social studies. Many stated that implementing this strategy had clarified or
changed their prior thinking, leading them to believe that teachers could make history interesting
and exciting for their students through the use of such strategies. Many even revised their
preconceived notions about history, saying that they had gained content knowledge and a
renewed appreciation for the discipline. Elementary students began the project with the pre-
service teachers by constructing KWL charts and discussing what they already knew about the
Civil Rights Movement and the concept of prejudice. Then, students extended and developed
that knowledge by researching Civil Rights concepts and asking specific questions of the
interviewees. Such a process not only facilitated individual construction of knowledge but also
the restructuring of it. Students gained a different historical perspective of the realities of this
time in history. Thus, the oral history method supported the construction and reconstruction of
content knowledge and perceptions in the learner.

Methodology
Design

Il n an attempt to answer the overarching qu
elementary social studies instruction that was implemented by agroupofpre-s er vi ce t eache
the research design consisted of a single case study. It involved a description of the instructional

strategy used, the oral history lesson, and the implementation of both. Accounts of the

circumstances under which it was used, the characteristics of the people involved in it, and the

nature of the place in which it was located offer descriptions of the experience. The researcher

functioned as a participant observer in an effort to understand the behavior and thinking

processes of the participants. While generalizations concerning applicability of findings are not
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appropriate in this case study, extrapolation may be useful. Patton (2002) explains extrapolations
as follows:
[M]odest speculations on the likely applicability of findings to other situations under
similar, but not identical, conditions. Extrapolations can be particularly useful when
based on information-rich samples and designs; that is, studies that produce relevant
information carefully targeted to specific concerns about both the present and the future.
(p. 584)

Participants and Setting

Participants in this study involved individuals from higher education, a small rural K-12
school, and adult community members. There were 57 elementary education undergraduate pre-
service teachers enrolled in a social studies methods course at a university in south Alabama.
This course is taken in the semester before their internships in the local elementary schools. The
university instructor acted as a participant observer and researcher. Two fourth-grade classes
participated, one of which was an inclusion class from a local elementary school in south
Alabama. There were a total of 40 fourth-grade students as well as 2 general education teachers
and 1 special education teacher. Five community members including a state senator, retired
principal, history professor, grandmother of one of the elementary students, and an administrator
served as the interviewees in the project.

Purposeful sampling was used with all participants in this study; therefore, empirical
generalizations from this sample to the general population are not recommended (Patton, 2002).
The main topic for the oral history interviews, the Civil Rights Movement, supports fourth-grade
curriculum standards in Alabama; therefore, fourth-grade classes were selected for the project.
The five adult interviewees were selected based on their personal experiences during the Civil
Rights Movement and their differing expertise and thematic perspectives regarding the impact on
society, politics, education, science and technology, and sports in Alabama. Participation was
voluntary and informed letters of consent were signed by all participants.

The fourth-grade students and their elementary teachers were invited to the local
university in which the pre-service teachers were enrolled in the social studies methods course.
The bus ride to the university was viewed as a field trip. At that first meeting, the pre-service
teachersre vi ewed students® prior knopanmdngne, provi de
lessons on the Civil Rights Movement of Alabama, explained the procedures for learning history
through the oral history method, and assisted students as they created questions for the
interviewees. The following week, the fourth-grade students returned to the university for a
second meeting and were divided into five groups. Then, with guidance from the pre-service
teachers, they met with the interviewees within their designated groups. Invited interviewees,
leading discussions for each of the five groups represented expertise on Civil Rights Movement
issues related to the following categories: (a) society; (b) politics; (c) education; (d) science and
technology, and (e) sports. A number of qualitative methods were employed throughout the
project to gather data.

Data Collection

The principal researcher observed all possible precautions to protect the trustworthiness
of the gathered information and the interpretation of that data but recognizes that her
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participation and vested interest as a researcher made it impossible for this study to be totally

unbiased, especially* Si nce there is no form of representa
particular sense, all forms of representation are biased (Eisner, 1991, pp. 239-240).

Triangulation, using multiple qualitative data collection methods, included videotaped interviews

and transcriptions, refl ection paper s, I nvest.i
allowedt he researcher to accurately interpret ele
Firsttinrdept h personal interviews were used to

observations, perceptions, and feelings regarding their first-hand experiences during the Civil
Rights Movement. Each interview included a warm-up activity in which the participants were
introduced and welcomed. Non-threatening questions to more difficult ones were asked in a
progressive manner followed by a summarization of what was learned and ending with a thank-
you. The warm-up was designed to bond the interviewers with the interviewee. Each interviewee
was asked a series of questions by the elementary students and pre-service teachers, beginning
with inquiries regarding background data. This type of open-ended interviewing provided a
structure for participants to communicate their own understandings, perspectives, and attribution
of meaning. In addition, participants were allowed and encouraged to use their own words to
describe their experiences. The interview time was limited to not more than an hour. The
interviews were videotaped and transcribed by some of the pre-service teachers, and they were
proofread for accuracy by others.

Second, after the interviews were completed, the fourth-grade students were given paper
and asked to write their reflections of the content learned from the interviewees as well as their
attitudes concerning oral history as a method for learning social studies. These reflections were
collected and given to the three fourth-grade teachers.

Third, the fourth-grade teachers worked in the classrooms with students. The classroom
teachers conferenced with students, verifying their interpretations recorded in the journals. This
type of member checking is necessary for adding credibility to research findings (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).

Fourth, after the elementary students returned to their classrooms, the pre-service
teachers wrote reflection papers focusing on the methodology. They were asked to comment on
their attitudes concerning the effectiveness of using oral history as a method for teaching history
to children. They were also asked to write about their personal confidence in using this method
for teaching history in their future classrooms.

Fifth, one pre-service teacher in each of the five groups was responsible for videotaping
the interview conducted in that group. A second pre-service teacher was responsible for watching
the videotape and typing the transcription. The remaining pre-service teachers in each group
were responsible for proof-reading the transcription and checking for accuracy of information.

Sixth, the primary investigator consistently observed the interactions of the fourth-grade
students, pre-service teachers, and interviewees. Notes from observations as well as
conversations with them, throughout the project, were recorded for analysis.

Seventh, the primary investigator and the pre-service teachers used debriefing meetings
to analyze, interpret, and discuss the progress and findings of the project each day. Notes from
these meetings were recorded by the primary investigator for later use.
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Results
Data Analysis

Constant comparative analysis, a technique that is characteristic of grounded theory
methodology, was utilized and involved three levels of coding. First, open coding was used in
which the data was broken down and the process of categorizing was employed. Second, axial
coding was used to make further comparisons in an effort to make the categories more concise.
Third, selective coding produced a saturation level in which further analysis produced no new
categories. Jones and McEwen (2000) describe this process in this manner:

[T]he data are captured and described by key categories, and a core category emerges that
tells the central story of all participants as a group. This core category then is used to
develop an emerging theory and conceptual model that is considered grounded in the data
and reflective of the lived experiences of all participants. (p. 408)

As a result of the data that were analyzed, major themes emerged from the pre-service
teachers" reflections, debriefing meetings, art
conversations. The themes that surfaced were compiled into two major categories: (a) content
knowledge and (b) oral history strategy/teaching efficacy. The main themes and a few
illustrative, example quotes illustrate responses.

Content Knowledge

1. The project led to deeper and more in-depth knowledge of the topic (Civil Rights
Movement) for the pre-service teachers.
Shawn: Personally, the information that the guest speaker shared provided me with
greater insight to the events that occurred during the Civil Rights Movement. (personal
communication)
Lisa: We grew as a team, and | think we all learned something new and exciting about
the Civil Rights Movement. (personal communication)
2. The first-hand accounts shared in this project added relevancy to the meaning of the topic
being studied.
Danielle: I learned a lot more than | knew before about the Civil Rights Movement from
this project. The interview really had an awesome impact on the project. (personal
communication)
3. The project provided meaningful, personal connections and inspired a renewed interest in
history as a discipline.
Lori: Honestly, | have never beenthatinter e st ed i n hi tefindautynormm o w | \
about the Civil Rights Movement from people I know that lived through it. (personal
communication)

Oral History Strategy/Teaching Efficacy

1. Oral history is a useful alternative to textbook teaching.
Santeria: [T]he way [history] was presented in my past classes was very ineffective. It
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made me think that lecturing was the only way to teach history or the way you were
supposed to teach history. The Oral History Project was the greatest experience | have
ever had when learning history. Without this experience, I may not have learned how |
can make history more meaningful and exciting for my future students. (personal
communication)

2. Participating in this project inspired confidence for using this method in their future

classrooms.
Chastity: 1 have learned that making lessons personal to the students helps them retain
the information better than memorizing the facts. This Oral History Project has changed
my outlook on teaching history completely. | have learned that by developing methods to
assist the students in learning the material, I myself have found a new appreciation for
history. (personal communication)

3. This oral history project made learning and teaching history more exciting.
Amanda: This experience has proven to me that as a teacher | can make history fun and
interesting for students to learn. (personal communication)

The initial guiding questions focusing on the impact of implementation of this strategy on pre-
service teachers were as follows:

1. Howareprecser vi ce teachers” attitudes about wus
teaching elementary social studies affected?

2. Howarepre-s er vi c e ttudeaabontsociad studiea teathing efficacy affected
as a result of participation in oral history as a strategy for social studies instruction?

After analyzing the data from pre-service teachers, it was clear that most of them had positive
attitudes about using the oral history strategy for teaching social studies to elementary students,
and most students conveyed, through writing, actions, and words, that they felt an added
confidence in their abilities to teach social studies. However, one very visible category that
surprisingly appeared was that of content knowledge. Evidence suggests that many of these pre-
service teachers gained a renewed interest in history, constructed new or forgotten content
knowledge, and became interested in independently pursuing the subject further.

Maj or themes al so emerged from the el ement ¢
observation notes, and information gained during debriefing meetings with pre-service teachers.
The researcher gathered information from talking with the fourth-grade classroom and special
education teachers as well. The themes were compiled into two major categories: (a) content
knowledge and (b) attitudes regarding social studies education. The major themes and some
illustrative, example quotes follow:

Content Knowledge

1. Students not only were able to recall knowledge level content, but also exhibited
higher order thinking skills such as reasoning.
Morgan: The bus driver told [Rosa Parks] to get up and go to the back of the bus. She
told him no and then two black men said that he could sit there but the bus driver got mad
and called the cops and Rosa Parks was arrested. Then Clifford and Virginia Durr posted
bail for RosaParks. Then t he boycot t risedavghph@vioagdhe.l was su
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march was from Selma to Montgomery. (personal communication)

Jordon: | believe that it should be illegal to judge people by the color of your skin.
(personal communication)

Micheala: Rosa Parks showed courage andtookasta nd f or aléarhedtbatifa c k s ...
wer en" t usfAfrican Amaricays suthasmosa Parks and Martin Luther
King, Jr., times would not have changed. (personal communication)

it

Cheyanne: | learned that some day there can be a woman President. That there was a
church called Sixteenth Baptist Church that was bombed and four girls were killed.

(pe

rsonal communication)

Thedrow: Martin Luther King Jr. was born in 1929. His special speech w a s HaVela

Dream”

“slp el@ac\Be e aech’was thepnmst passionate speech in his lifetime.

The NAACP was an association for black people. The real name is National Association

for

Advancement of Colored People. Its first president was E.D. Nixon. The church

bombing was very bad. The Jim Crowe laws werebad. Th ey di dn " tTheh el
cotton picker helped a lot. It took a load off the farmers because theyd i d n * t
all day to do it. (personal communication)

Attitudes Regarding Social Studies Education

1. Students indicated that the project was enjoyable to them.

Morgan: | think this Alabama History projecti s t he v er y ewramd

(pe

rsonal communication)

p

one

have to

Brooklyn: I loved this oral history project. Because | like asking questions to Ms. Mimi.
And her telling us what it was like for her. (personal communication)

Sie

Na

Chris: | enjoyed talking to Ms. Haskew and | also enjoyed askinghergu e st i ons ....

rra: | think it was really fun working here. (personal communication)

ncy: This was my best project ever. (personal communication)

liked being able to answer the questions and talking about the Civil Rights and talking
about the bus boycott and about the march from Selma to Montgomery. (personal
communication)

The initial guiding questions which focused on the impact of implementation of this strategy on

the fourth-

1.

2.

grade students were as follows:

How was the devel opment of the
a result of participation in oral history as a strategy for social studies instruction?

How were el ementary students*®
result of participation in oral history as a strategy for social studies instruction?
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The findings indicate that many of the fourth-grade students did gain and retain content
knowledge about the Civil Rights Movement in Alabama, and there was some impact on their
attitudes about social studies learning. As seen in some of the example quotes above, their
comments did not, specifically, exhibit changes or improvements in attitudes about social studies
learning; however, they did present an overall impression of enjoyment and interest in the
project. None of the students wrote or verbalized negative comments regarding the project or the
oral history strategy that was used in this study, and most reflected positively in their journals
and in conversations with pre-service teachers and their classroom teachers. One favorable
outcome is that some elementary students were actually able to use the knowledge they gained
and relate it to their own lives. The following is a representative comment by Brianna which
illustrates this point:

| learned that people took their feeling about the civil rights movement out on the

Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. I think that they could have had a nonviolentpr ot e st ...

think that [if it had not been for] people who have helped outwewoul dn*“t have th
friends and laws we have now. (personal communication)

Brianna, like others, was able to draw personal conclusions about the Civil Rights Movement,

understanding that individuals made sacrifices and contributions during this historical period

whi ch paved the way for the “l aws and friends”
of a transferable concept, a big social studies idea, which can be applied by the learner when

studying other periods in history.

Discussion

Although the professional literature is overwhelming regarding the topic of oral history,
there is very little written on its application with elementary students. The results of this study
support the expanding body of research that indicates that oral history, as a methodology, is
effective for elementary social studies instruction. One reason for this could be due to the fact
t h &tudies have shown that students respond more positively to it than from traditional
met hods of | earning, and Herg knaysisodd0 demdntary m i t 7 ( F
students®” data indicate that t hattitedesitowaddehe d was t
oral history methodology and none of their responses were negative.

The results suggest that oral history as a methodological approach to teaching elementary
social studies may offer some advantages in the retention of content knowledge. Responses on
students® refl ecti on p asprdcetsacherstahdaliscourseonvithitheie r s at i
classroom teachers reveal the development of both recall and higher order reasoning. Lanman
(1987) a Resudsrsuggest tihatroral thistaty, as a method of historical instruction, could
of fer possible cognitive advantages over the t
addition, the theoretical framework, which asserts that individuals construct knowledge, develop
skills, and acquire attitudes through active involvement with others and their environments, is
further strengthened through this study becau:c
and local community members. Collective knowledge of historical events and interpretations of
those events were acquired through mutual sharing.

It is important to note that a limitation of this study is that of generalization of
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applicability, which is inherent in qualitative research. The study was limited due to purposive
sampling and small sample size. The amount of time required for planning and implementation
of an oral history project designed like this example may be identified as another limitation.
Other limitations of this study were that perspectives were one-sided and relied on the memories
of the interviewees. History, however, is always a selective representation of reality. Oral
hi storians attempt to minimize this | imitatior
with other documents and/or research. The grouping method used in this particular project
l i mited el ementary st ud easdudehtsoryintewisngdoteo cont ent
person about their experiences regarding a particular theme of the Civil Rights Movement;
politics, society, education, science and technology, and sports. A different method for grouping
students is needed to ensure that el ementary ¢
Finally, pre-service teachers reported that collaboration and sharing of the workload in the design
of this particular project was imperative to its success, though some also reported the benefits of
watching their peers teach.
One main problem identified in this study was the inadequate content knowledge that
elementary students have due to increased time spent in teaching of reading and math and
subsequently, marginalized teaching of social studies concepts. The use of oral history as a
strategy for teaching elementary social studies presents a possible solution to this problem by
providing a forum for the integration of language arts and social studies, thus allowing the
teacher to reach state or national mandated literacy goals.
Another major problem identified in this study was the lack of exposure to exemplary
social studies instructional strategies by pre-service teachers. This project allowed pre-service
teachers to observe and become intimately involved with effective social studies teaching. Such
opportunities are imperative for the pre-service teacher to gain experience and, consequently,
confidence in his/her teaching abilities. One outcome of this study was that some of the pre-
service teachers did acquire social studies teaching efficacy; through writing and conversations,
many affirmed their confidence in using this strategy with future students. This was an indication
that in at least some of the participants, immersion in a strategy such as oral history could
promote competency and change in perceptions towards future teaching practices.

Conclusion

To overcome the inadequate knowledge of history that students currently demonstrate,
teachers must seek more effective methods of teaching, and,* Educat or s must have
to realize that students learn best by uncovering and creating material on their own, rather than
simplycovering i t” (Whitman, 200 4)enterell &tavitidsamd s mu st
more on authentic learning experiences. According to the National Training Laboratories of
Bethel, Maine (2005), individuals retain more knowledge when they practice by doing. Oral
histories are an effective instructional method to not only help students learn history but also
learn to love it. Although the results of this study are certainly promising, there are limitations in
regards to the implications. Future research is needed to ascertain if the pre-service teachers
actually implement the strategies they were taught regarding oral history when they become
practicing teachers. In addition, more research is needed to determine if oral history
methodology is effective with other populations.
This study reveals that elementary teachers do not have to choose between teaching
literacy and social studies. Creative methods, such as an oral history project, provide students
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with a more balanced curriculum, which is needed for individuals to function fully in a
democratic society. Employing such powerful social studies strategies by practicing teachers can
also provide exemplary teaching models for pre-service teachers. The challenge for all
stakeholders is to have the courage to step outside the proverbial box and seek solutions that will
address the current marginalization of social studies in elementary schools.
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Picture 1: Pre-service teachers lead elementary
students in a mock protest as they learn of the
events of the Civil Rights Movement in Alabama.
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Picture 2: This s the front cover of the book we published with the
students® reflections.

Picture 3: A pre-service teacher instructs elementary

students on the important events of the Civil Rights
Movement.
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Picture 4: Students ask questions of the interviewee
regarding her experiences as a principal when
schools became desegregated.

Picture 5: A pre-service teacher works beside an
elementary student as they write their reflections
regarding what they learned in this project.
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