
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Groundswell: Oral History for Social Change 
 

Six-Session Introductory ONLINE Class 

Syllabus 

 
                                           Thursdays starting March 28th to May 2nd, 2019 
                                                                     11 am to 2 pm 

 
Course Overview 

 
We are living in a time of great uncertainty. Our communities are confronting serious challenges 
around justice, opportunity and human rights. The recent US presidential election, the Brexit 
vote, Standing Rock, Charlottesville and many other events have made more visible stark 
divisions in our values and goals. How might oral history help us build the movements we need 
in this moment? 
 
Groundswell: Oral History for Social Change knows that oral history and narrative can be used 
to promote equity and empathy that challenge oppression and racism. If you are looking for new 
ways to address social justice challenges in your work and community, the practice of 
community-based oral history can offer you important new insights and methods to further 
positive change. 
 
Groundswell is offering a six-session online class, introducing participants to oral history for 
social change and movement building. This class will provide you with skills and insights 
needed to build projects that incorporate oral history and narrative in order to advance justice, 
build empathy, and move social justice projects forward. Participants will learn about how 
narrative and oral history methods are being used to build alliances, center marginalized voices 
and identify real strategies for change. In this introductory class you will learn basic skills 
needed to do community-based, anti-oppression oral history. 
 
Each class is two hours long and includes time for group discussion on the week's theme. 
Participants will be provided access to a recording of each class as well as a private Facebook 
group for connecting with each other, sharing resources and between class conversation. Weekly 
course readings encourage a deeper exploration of the material. 



 

 

 
 
Session One: Intro to Community Oral History 
March 28th 
Alisa Del Tufo and Shefa Nola Benoit 
 
This first class will help everyone to become comfortable with the framework of the class, get to 
know each other a bit and to dig into the basics of Community Oral History and how it can 
support and strengthen social change and social justice. We will discuss what community oral 
history is and how it differs from traditional oral history. We will also look at some examples of 
community oral history projects and explore the impact they have had.  
 
Session Two: Developing a Community-Based Oral History Project 
April 4th  
Benji de la Piedra and Shefa Nola Benoit 
 
This session will introduce students to considerations and challenges of complete community-
based oral history project design—“soup to nuts,” so to speak. Because project design is so 
contingent on envisioned outcomes, this class will be oriented towards practical discussion of 
participants’ particular ideas and situations.  
 
Session Three: The Interview  
April 11th 
Fanny Garcia and Shefa Nola Benoit 
 
This session will explore a range of issues related to preparing for and conducting an oral history 
interview, particularly for a project with social justice commitments. Given the open-ended 
structure of the oral history interview, the success of the interview depends not only on the 
dynamic between the interviewer and interviewee, but also on substantial pre-interview 
preparation and research. Effective preparation demonstrates both an ethical respect to the person 
being interviewed and creates a lively and engaging dynamic during an interview. This class will 
explore the conventions of the life history interview, pre-interview communication with 
interviewee, drafting an interview guide, framing questions, and structuring the interview.  
 
Session Four: Ethics 

April 18th 
Sarah Loose and Shefa Nola Benoit 
 
This session will provide an overview of core ethical principles in oral history, address some of 
the unique ethical issues that can arise in social justice/community oral history projects and 
explore strategies for addressing them. We will also touch on what it means to bring an explicit 
anti-oppression framework to doing oral history.  



 

 

Session Five: Oral History Technology 

April 25th 
Helyx Chase and Shefa Nola Benoit 
 
This class will examine the technical components of an oral history interview. Participants will 
learn about the different environmental conditions that affect audio recording, how to set up 
recording to get the best possible sound quality and review technical solutions to suit their needs.  
 
Session Six: What Happens After the Interview 
May 2nd 
Mark Menjivar and Shefa Nola Benoit 
 
In this final class we will discuss how you imagine activating the interviews from your 
community oral history and we will discuss and look at examples. Participants will be lead 
through some of the processes involved and considerations once the interview has been 
recorded. Come ready to share your visions for the future! 
 


