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Assignments that pair students with seniors to record oral histories are nothing
new nor is service learning.' Service learning in general seeks to inspire students to
look beyond the walls of the classroom and move into the community so that they can
connect and apply what they’ve learned in coursework with the reality of lived human
experience.” Seeking to understand history is fundamentally about seeking to
understand humanity (one’s own and others”), which is the thread that binds service with
learning. Service learning is a more far-reaching and sustained experience than
“volunteering” in that it requires continual reflection about the connections between
coursework and service. It also involves reciprocity, the recognition that those serving
and those being served each have something to offer the other through their interaction.

Since 2008 I have assigned a service-learning project in my university’s common
core history course that partners my students with residents at Foulkeways, a nearby
senior community. Each student visits and interviews a partner several times with the
aim of producing some form of biographical presentationand a separate reflection paper
that analyzes the experience from the student’s perspective. The particular value in this
project is in how it emphasizes to students that the process is not just about learning
details about the seniors and the past that they lived through; it is also about their
relationship with their partner and what happens as they talk to each other about their
lives in a way that links past, present, and future. This description of the project begins
with thumbnail sketches of the university, its students, and the course to provide some
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those in it. Outcomes of the service-learning project that I assign include a better
understanding of historical methods, an appreciation of the human dimension of
historical experience, and an awareness that history involves not only those grand
moments highlighted in textbooks but even the everyday aspects of people’s lives. On
their end, seniors benefit socially, cognitively, and otherwise from interaction with
traditional-aged college students. Moreover, insofar as people have a fundamental need
to share their stories, students provide their partners with opportunities and an audience
as they give voice to their reflections about their lives.” A Foulkeways resident who has
been helping me to coordinate this project since the beginning explains to students when
he addresses each of my course sections that he and his fellow residents simply want the
opportunity to spend time with younger people, a desire that other participating seniors
have reiterated to me.

The course begins with a consideration of various methods and sources that
historians use to learn about the past. The course content features several examples that
examine problems with oral histories as well as their value, and so students are
prompted to consider some of the challenges associated with the validity, reliability, and
integrity of historical sources and accounts. Before students begin the actual process
of interviewing their partners, they review material in a “Suggested Readings and
Resources” section that offers some guidance in the appropriate methods involved in
recording oral histories.” Students learn about the biographical tradition in history in
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Finally she admitted that her father had had to fire his office staff, a task that he found
difficult....,” the student reported. She went on to say how both of her grandparents
“were proud to contribute to the war effort by scrimping and doing without things, while
my partner spoke about being worried that other girls would think she was a snob while
riding in a Cadillac to her summer factory job. She too was proud to contribute to the
war effort, but it didn’t seem to cost her what it cost my family.”'"* In her reflection, this
student observed:

Now it occurs to me to wonder just how accurate any history can be....
Specific information about dates and places can be verified through
checking, but the impact of events varies from person to person.... If
tried to talk about the impact of the Great Depression on one person
without talking about its impact on others, I would most likely not be
getting the whole story. I understand now how difficult it can be to present
an accurate history of almost anything.... My grandparents and my partner
lived at the same time and in pretty much the same place, but the
information I got from each of them was remarkably different. I’ll
remember that."

Her use of the word “remember” in that context referred not to the kind of memorization
of facts that are a means rather than the end of historical thinking but instead to a critical
habit of mind that the course—not to mention my mission as an educator—aims at
cultivating in students.'®

Students have expressed the pleasant surprise of experiencing the nature of
“reciprocity” so critical in the service-learning environment in sensing that their partners
were actually doing service for them, t00."” They are often surprised when their partners
express interest by asking them about themselves, for instance. As one student
explained, “I felt that if [ offered to answer any of her questions, it may help her to be
more open and willing to answer some of the questions that I asked her. Although I

Lauren Smith, Reflection Paper, Spring 2012.
BIbid.
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class, Ron approached me about being paired with a veteran of World War II and
making a video about it. As I thought about who might make a good partner for Ron,
I recalled an encounter that [ had a few months earlier. I had been invited over to
Foulkeways with several students to attend a ceremony arranged through the French
consulate, which was conferring the Legion of Honor on several residents who had
fought in armies that had helped to liberate France during World War II. As I sat
chatting with some of the family members of those who were honored and explained
who I was, several of them virtually pleaded with me to convince their fathers and
grandfathers to participate in the project because they believed that they had never
shared their experiences fully with their families. It occurred to me that some of those
veterans might talk to Ron about their experiences in a way that they had never talked
with their own family members. Ron already had hit it off with one of the veterans at
Foulkeways, Bill, who arranged for him to meet with three of the other veterans there.

All of the participants clearly understood the reciprocal dynamic at the heart of
the process. Ron had experienced difficulties adjusting after his return from Iraq and
understood the project as “a chance for me to share my story with someone, and have
someone share their story with me, and then be able to share that story with others.”!
He described meeting Bill as “being in a room full of strangers and then finding one
friend you can cling to.”” He and Bill both affirmed that there was a connection
between them as soldiers—even as soldiers who had fought in two different kinds of
wars decades apart from each other. Bill explained that he did not share some of his
experiences with his own family members because he did not want them to think about
him in that way. “Nobody likes to relive the scene over there or to hold on to those
memories,” according to Ron.? Still, he got Bill and his other partners to reveal more
than they had revealed with nearly anyone else while also making a little more progress
in coming to terms with his own experience in Iraq. After Ron produced the video
based on his interviews, he gave copies not only to his partners but—with their
consent—to their families, as well. This turned out to be very timely because one of
Ron’s partners passed away soon afterwards.

2'Quoted by Rosaleen Gilmore, “Veterans: The Heroes Who Live Among Us,” Gwynmercian (May
2010), 2. This publication is the university’s newspaper.

22Quoted by Megan Gilmore, “Sharing History,” Today (Summer 2010), 19. This publication is the
university’s alumni magazine.
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