CRAFTING HISTORY:
L HISTORY PROJECTS, EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING, AND
A MEDITATION ON TEACHING AND LEARNING

George White, Jr.
York College, City University of New York

n

history has earned a well-deserved place in the academy, especially among
1 historians.! This article grows out of an effort to wed the use of oral
astruction in an entry-level World History course. At its foundation, the
2d to strengthen students’ skills in communication and critical thinking, to
lent learning of basic course themes, to increase student knowledge of
ts and events in the course, and to enhance a sense of democratic empathy
students.
mary goal of the oral history project was to encourage the students to see
as participants, rather than “neutral observers,” in the process of
ng and analyzing historical phenomena.” The project created a space within
>nts could analyze course topics through a critical lens on power and
ce, gender, class, and identity.® For students in a general education history
se, the project was an effort to deepen student learning and foster engaged
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5.utk.edu/~history/faculty/f-piehler.htm. Ihave to give a “shout out” to Kurt Piehler. For
t know, he was the founding director of the Rutgers Oral History Archives of World War
diately, I must thank him for introducing me to the use of oral history in an undergraduate
encouraging me to teach History 489, “Oral Histories of War and Peace.”
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ated a form of democratic empathy when he said “we were all American because
serson helped each other.”*
As 1 ponder the project, I am ecstatic about the potential of oral history
ews to have apositive impact on subject-specific learning and building core skills
sered by the challenges I face as I continue this line of exploration. First, it is
1at there is a need for continued study. The student volunteers from that spring’s
form only a small sample from which to draw any strong conclusions. Second,
er whether I should require all of the students in a particular class to undertake
| history interview in order to better determine its subtle strength as a tool for
:dge acquisition, interpretation, and empowerment. Third, I feel the need to
my tools of evaluation, while keeping in mind that the assessment of an oral
interview for a grade in a course differs from the assessment of the oral history
>w for the purpose of understanding the power of experiential learning.
n order to strengthen the project in the future, students might be asked to
:w people different from themselves; in this regard, I could learn how their
sions changed, if at all, following the interview. In the current project, two of
student volunteers interviewed family members, while a third had friends
sw him. Of the remaining three students, all seemed to express some level of
tion for their subjects but only one, Joan, explicitly stated that the interview
her to reexamine her own biases. Initially, I was disappointed by my
itions. Yet, upon further reflection, it seems that the student volunteers
strated empathy in ways that I initially failed to consider. Even with these
, the project had merit.
it one level, the oral history project provided my students the opportunity to
» or hone important research skills that they could use in almost any class. At
d level, it allowed them to engage in critical analysis of issues and phenomena
y found compelling or relevant. It enhanced their basic mastery of the subject
ng them participants in, rather than spectators of, history.® As Jeffrey Merrick
‘the point, of course, is that ... humans make history not only as they live it but
en they write it and rewrite it, in light of later events or present concerns.”™ At
level, the oral history project allowed me to match my teaching style to the
r styles of many of my students. For some, this meant that they could excel in
‘ough a “learning by doing” approach to the material, while for others it meant

deo interview.
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