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The ConneCTed 
Librarian
Finding Your Stories
How many stories are hiding within 
the walls of your school, just waiting 
to be told? This was the question that 
the fifth-grade teachers and I asked 
ourselves when we decided to capture 
the stories of our school, David C. 
Barrow Elementary in Athens, Georgia, 
which was built in 1923. We knew 
that with each year that we waited, 
opportunities to speak with our oldest 
graduates were fading away. Moreover, 
we knew that this project had great 
potential to bring fifth-grade history 
standards alive. The Barrow Oral 
History Project launched into planning. 

Our journey began with a virtual 
professional learning session from 
the Library of Congress. The session 
included a list of considerations for 
an oral history project, as well as 
hands-on exercises. Each exercise and 
tip gave us insight into the kinds of 
learning we needed to plan for our 

students as they prepared to record 
the oral histories of former Barrow 
students. For example, we took lists 
of interview questions and reworked 
them to encourage storytelling rather 
than short answers. The Library of 
Congress also pushed our thinking 
about interview etiquette, recording 
equipment, release forms, and 
interview techniques. Many of the tips 
and suggestions from our professional 
learning sessions are now housed on 
the American Folklife Center’s website 
(http://tinyurl.com/locfolk).

In our planning, we developed four 
centers that students would rotate 
through to prepare for interviews. We 
each selected one center that was of 
interest or an area that we held some 
expertise in. Each center lasted for 
thirty minutes, and we held rotations 
on two days so that students visited 
two centers each day.

Center 1

Online Oral History 
Projects
Conducting an oral history project 
was a new experience for our 
students. We thought it was 
important to explore existing oral 
history projects to develop some 
context. We began crowdsourcing a 
list of online projects. The StoryCorps 
(http://storycorps.org) and Veterans 
History Project (www.loc.gov/vets) 
sites were essential, because they 
provided a blend of fifth-grade history 
standards and the type of personal 
stories that we hoped to capture from 
former Barrow students. Other sites 
were optional and ranged from class 
projects to oral history projects that 
focused on our history standards. 
(A full list of the sites we used can 
be found at www.librarysparks.com.)  
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Students focused on listening to as 
many stories as possible, and the 
teacher encouraged students to visit 
a variety of sites in order to build 
a knowledge base of the kinds of 
questions asked and stories collected.

Center 2

Primary Sources
When I first arrived at our school, I was 
amazed by the cabinets filled with 
decades of scrapbooks and boxes 
of unidentified photographs and 
artifacts dating back to the 1920s. I 
had wanted to use these in some way, 
rather than keep them locked in a 
cabinet. Each year we teach students 
about primary resources, and this was 
an authentic opportunity to allow 
them to dig through our school’s 
history via photographs, newspaper 
clippings, PTA minutes, class projects, 
and more. It was also a perfect time 
to raise questions about how we 

document our world now that we  
are focused on digital content. 

The purpose of this center was to 
build student background knowledge 
of our school so that they could ask 
our interviewees specific questions 
about what they saw in the primary 
sources. The teacher looked through 
the primary sources along with 
the students, but she also pushed 
students to ask questions about the 
artifacts that they discovered. The 
energy at this center was contagious, 
and students loved comparing 
pictures of the old version of our 
school with what they currently know 
about the building and routines.

Center 3

Interview Etiquette and 
Question Development
Most of the students had never 
conducted an interview. We designed 
this center to give students an 

opportunity to think about what 
questions they wanted to ask former 
graduates and to practice interview 
skills. The teacher who facilitated this 
center gave more instruction than 
those at other centers. Just as we  
did in our Library of Congress 
professional learning sessions, 
students worked in pairs to change 
questions that prompted a “yes” 
or “no” answer into open-ended 
questions. They also used the Great 
Question section of the StoryCorps 
site to consider possible interview 
questions. Following this, they formed 
pairs and generated a list of questions 
for their own interviews. We decided 
that the interview process might be 
less intimidating for students if they 
knew they had a partner to help them 
remember all of the steps.

The teacher gave specific interview 
tips, such as making eye contact, 
speaking clearly, and preparing 
for emotions that might surface 
during the interview. Students also 
standardized their interview scripts 
with a prompt at the beginning 
to say the date and location of the 
interview. This seemed insignificant at 
the time, but years later it serves as a 
reminder of when the interview took 
place. With remaining time, students 
practiced interviewing one another.

Center 4

Using the Technology
With all of the work that went into 
preparing, we wanted to make sure 
that students knew how to record the 
interviews. We chose to use Audacity 
to record MP3 files. Numerous other 
tools could also be used, such as 
Twisted Wave, Vocaroo, SoundCloud, 
Audioboo, and Record MP3. Students 
spent time practicing how to turn 
on the USB microphone, set the 
recording levels, record, and save 
the recording as an MP3. They also 



have another authentic avenue to 
take with your own students. While 
the project I’ve described had many 
collaborators, it is quite possible to do 
this project alone or with a smaller 
amount of support. You could think of 
the centers as single lessons if you do 
not have teachers who could lead the 
different pieces. 

Stories are hiding everywhere, and it 
is up to us as human beings to offer 
the space to tell them, ask the right 
questions, and capture the memories 
for future generations. 

For more about the Barrow Oral History 
Project, visit http://tinyurl.com/nc7opjs.

Andy Plemmons is the media specialist 
at David C. Barrow Elementary in Athens, 
Georgia. His library program is grounded 
in transliteracy, participatory culture, and 
students as creators of content shared 
with the global community. He makes 
his work public through his blog (http://
barrowmediacenter.com). He can be 
reached on Twitter (@plemmonsa) and 
e-mail (plemmonsa@clarke.k12.ga.us).

One man spoke about how kids came 
to school with bare feet. Another 
described how his teacher had to quit 
her job during the Great Depression 
because only one family member was 
allowed to work. The interviewees 
shared stories about long-standing 
traditions that are still observed today 
at our school and stories of famous 
Barrow students who now own 
businesses or have buildings named 
after them. The students heard stories 
of how war affected the school, 
giving them a personal connection to 
the standards that they had studied 
all year.

When the interviews ended, the 
students compiled their pictures  
and audio into Windows Movie 
Maker files and uploaded them to 
TeacherTube. We have since migrated 
those files to YouTube and hope to 
continue adding to this project in  
the coming years. 

Try It

Oral history projects can be about 
any topic. We chose to focus on the 
history of our school, but you may 

practiced using digital cameras to take 
photographs of their interviewees and 
any artifacts that they brought, as well 
as uploading photos to a shared file. 

Interviews
Behind the scenes, teachers, families, 
and community members were 
helping us locate and invite former 
Barrow students to be interviewed for 
our project. As people were identified, 
we sent them three potential interview 
dates, with two possible time slots on 
each day. We limited the number of 
interviews in each time slot to six so 
that we could spread out into quiet 
spaces and rooms in the library. 

The students then led the interview 
days. They set up the technology, 
greeted the interviewees, got the 
release forms signed, and conducted 
the interviews. Interviews ranged from 
ten to almost ninety minutes. 

What unfolded during the interviews 
was truly miraculous. Students were 
mesmerized by the stories of former 
students. The interviewees’ stories 
and artifacts encompassed a range 
of historical times and experiences. 
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