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1. Introduction 

The project is about bringing people together to 

talk about their lives. We match people who nor-

mally have no contact with each other: because 

the age difference is so big, because they come 

from different cultures or countries, but also be-

cause their countries are at war or in war-like con-

flicts. This means that these people normally do 

not talk to each other. But communication is in-

dispensable for human interaction.  

 

Being good communicator will help me to gain 

better knowledge and understanding of another 

person. It will also help me to tell others exactly 

what I want, feel or want to express, what point 

of view and ideas I wish to share with others.  

 

When people are communicating well, trust is 

built between people, their relationships are 

better and information is flowing seamlessly. 

Good communication also helps us to avoid any 

misunderstanding, misjudgement or problem, and 

therefore we are able to quickly solve them. If 

people are communicating well, also productivity 

levels are usually higher. So good communication 

has only positive effects.  

 

But being a good communicator and having a 

good and meaningful conversation is not always 

easy, especially in an intergenerational context or 

between people of a different background or peo-

ple affected by discrimination, war or war like 

conflicts.  

So, when organising encounters between people 

of different age groups, nationalities, religion, 

conflict parties etc., it is important to have this in 

mind and to show a certain tact and sense. There-

fore, in the next chapter will include some tips on 

how to have a good conversation and being a 

good communicator. 

 

After that we will provide you with some recom-

mendations on how to conduct oral memory con-

versations with people involved and affected by 

historical processes or afflicted by war or war like 

conflicts, antisemitism, discrimination, racism etc. 

and how to evaluate retrospective information 

about oral traditions, past facts, events, opinions, 

attitudes, values or experiences. 

 

Finally, we’ll provide you with a set of questions 

on various topics, which might be helpful to kick-

start the conversation, but also guide you through 

your tandem meetings and support you having a 

good and meaningful conversation and even to 

address more difficult topics. 

 

We wish all tandems good and important conver-

sations that help to understand the other person 

better, to discover common ground and to reduce 

prejudices, stereotypes and conflicts.  We hope 

that these conversations will contribute to better 

cooperation and perhaps even to friendships for 

life. 

 



 2 

 2 

2. Tips on good communication skills & active listening            

In order to make the conversation between you 

and your tandem partner a nice, fruitful and 

meaningful one, have following recommendations 

in mind: 

Understanding the four sides of a message 

Whenever you are talking with somebody, every 
message contains information about 

a. the content, the facts (the FACTUAL INFOR-

MATION) 

b. yourself, your motives, values, emotions (the 

SELF-REVELATION of the SENDER) 

c. your relationship with the receiver of your 

message, i.e., how you see, understand, per-

ceive, like, think, and treat the other person 

you are talking to (RELATIONSHIP to the RE-

CEIVER) 

d. what you want the receiver to do with the in-

formation you gave him/her/them, i.e., plea, 

desire, advice, instruction, order, meaning 

what kind of effect or impact you want to 

achieve (APPEAL) 

 

 

So, every message you send out, can be “heard” 

with four different “ears”, meaning that there is 

the risk of being misunderstood on four different 

levels: the emphasis on the four layers can be 

meant differently and also be understood differ-

ently. So, to reduce the risks of being misunder-

stood be aware of the four different levels and 

communicate accordingly: 

On factual level:  

Send your information (i.e., data, facts, infor-

mation statements) as clearly and understandably 

as possible, give all the facts and information 

needed, and make sure this information is rele-

vant to the receiver. 

On self-revealing level:   

Be clear about what you would like to reveal 

about yourself, what kind of image the other 

should get of you, as every message becomes also 

information about your personality. It may consist 

of consciously intended self-expressions as well as 

unintended self-disclosure, which you are not 

aware of. 

On relationship level:  

The way and how you talk (wording, way of ex-

pression, body language, intonation …) to the oth-

er person and how you behave, gives your receiv-

er information how you think and feel about 

them. The receiver always “hears on a relation-

ship ear”, meaning getting a feeling of you ac-

cepting, patronizing, oppressing, cherishing, re-

specting him or her and if you show friendliness 

or hostility, interest or disinterest etc. So, it is very 

much important, that you communicate in a way, 

that the other person feels acknowledged, re-

spected, seen and appreciated in some way. And 

the communication should be done on “eye level” 

On an appeal or plea level: 

Before you starting the communication, you 

  Factual  
information 

  

Sender Self-
revelation 

Message Appeal Receiver 

  Relationship   
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should be clear, what you want the receiver do 

and think or how to behave, and what affect and 

impact your messages should have. The clearer 

you are about it, and the more open and trans-

parent you communicate your intention, the big-

ger chances are, that you get our message across. 

 

Start with easy and “safe” topics:  

If you don’t know someone yet, it is the easiest to 

start with non-controversial and not so intimate 

topics like music, art, sports, the weather, local 

celebrities, or any immediate shared experiences 

(i.e., looking for a parking lot, finding the place, 

where to find a good coffee …).  

Especially at the beginning you should avoid con-

troversial topics like religion, politics, love life or 

intimate topics like family, finance, health and 

work life. Just wait how things go, and don’t ask a 

probing question until you have a good feeling 

about it and that the other person is indicating 

that they are interested in turning the conversa-

tion on this level too. Reveal personal information 

at the same rate your tandem partners reveal in-

formation about themselves. 

 

Let people talk about themselves 

We all love to talk about ourselves or things that 

are happening to us. Meaningful conversations 

involve people sharing about themselves, stories 

of their past or present, and their dreams of what 

the future may hold. Let people tell their story! 

You will get to know them and connect easily. 

 

Pay attention, show interest and give eye contact 

Make eye contact frequently. Be aware that most 

people get more information from your body lan-

guage and tone than from your words. Make ac-

tive and engaged expressions and show interest 

for what the other person is telling you. Direct the 

conversation back to them as much as possible. 

Don’t just wait for your tandem partner to stop 

talking, so that you can have your say. Don’t finish 

their sentences, and don’t start talking until they 

stop and don’t interrupt them. Give your tandem 

partner space to communicate (and of course vis 

versa). If you’re too focused on what you want to 

say next, you’ll miss the opportunity to identify 

common ground between you two. These could 

be areas of similarity between you and the other, 

joint topics of interests, and new learning oppor-

tunities. Before changing the subject, ask at least 

one related question on the current subject, be-

fore moving on. Listen, gather details about the 

other person, remember key points and mention 

them when suitable, this will make it more likely 

that you’ll establish a good connection with your 

tandem partner. 

 

Listen actively  

Focus on your tandem partner and give him or 

her your undivided attention and avoid distrac-

tions. One way of showing that you are paying 

attention to use your body language to show that 

you are listening (i.e., direct eye contact, turn 

with the upper body …).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another one is to summarise what your tandem 

partner has just said. Do this in your own words. 
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Although people love to talk, going without re-

sponses that indicate that you are listing and un-

derstanding will make them feel like you are not 

paying attention. 

A quick recap of what has just been said, especial-

ly if your tandem partner has been talking for a 

while, helps the conversation move along 

smoothly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ask open questions 

If you asked “closed” questions (i.e., Do you like 

this?) you might just get a “Yes” or “No” as an an-

swer or a one-word-answer. If you asked open 

questions (i.e., What do you like about this in par-

ticular?) your tandem partner is able to open up, 

share more about themselves and to keep the 

conversation going smoothly. 

Express yourself openly and honestly 

The aim of this project is to bring people of differ-

ent age group together to share their life experi-

ences etc. If you’re covering up, your tandem 

partner will feel less like confiding in you, and 

might do the same. It is essential that both of you 

can express yourself openly and be honest. That 

doesn’t mean that you have to tell your tandem 

partner everything – you decided what you want 

to talk about and what not. So be also open and 

honest about the things you don’t want to talk 

about. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Avoid making judgments 

Listen without judgment. Avoid “should-talks” or 

“yes, but …” talks. If you come across as judgmen-

tal, the other person will feel less like confiding in 

you. Be open minded and listen to what the other 

person has to say.  

Have an equal share in this conversation 

Some people like hearing themselves a lot and 

talk a lot. Maybe you are one of them. Make sure 

that everyone is having the same share in the 

conversation. The questions of our conversation 

guide might help you: Ask one question and listen 

to the other, that it is your turn to answer the 

same question and the other person has to listen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Change perspective and show empathy. Put your-

self in your tandem partners’ shoes. See the world 

from their perspective. This will help you better 

understand their perspective and message. And 

you will learn to communicate in such a way that 

the other person is able to derive more meaning 

from them.  
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3. Recommendations for oral memory conversations 

Introduction 

The oral memory stories of past time and experi-

ences help us to understand our own history, our 

own environment, and our own cultural back-

ground. We experience that everyone has their 

own history and background, and hopefully this 

leads to more tolerance and makes it possible to 

overcome stereotypes, misjudgements and other 

boundaries. Furthermore, the facts we know 

about historical circumstances become more un-

derstandable, if we hear how political and social 

events, circumstances and changes affected the 

life of an individual, and how he/she assesses 

these times in retrospect. Their personal stories 

are a valuable addition to other sources because 

they can provide information about facts that oth-

er sources hardly report on, e.g. about people's 

everyday experiences in a certain period. Some-

times these personal stories can shed light on 

facts, we didn’t comprehend before. History 

comes alive in such individual memories. Histori-

cal data from books thus become "human", more 

exciting, more vivid and more immediate, person-

al eyewitness stories bring history to life and 

make it interesting.  

 

Preparation 

As the “Suitcase of life” conversations are no his-

tory lessons, it is recommended to prepare your-

self: inform yourself about the historical context 

in which the story of the contemporary witness is 

embedded. Find out as much as possible about 

the historical background of the past events, the 

war or war like conflict or the topic your tandem 

partner was and is facing.  

 

Please bear in mind that painful experiences and 

memories may be evoked in your tandem part-

ner, so handle the conversation sensitively. If your 

tandem partner is hesitant to share personal sto-

ries about difficult topics like experience of war or 

discrimination, you can suggest that he/she re-

ceives questions in advance, to prepare him-or 

herself or to tell you which topics to avoid in the 

face-to-face communication. Sometimes it is very 

difficult for an eyewitness to talk about his life. In 

cases like this it might be an option that your tan-

dem partner gives a written statement instead of 

sharing the story face-to-face. 

 

Conducting the conversation 

Start the interview in a way that encourages your 

interviewee to talk (ask an open-ended question, 

bring photos or other sources, e.g. a newspaper 

clipping). Do not interrupt much in this initial 

phase. To give your tandem partner the space to 

decide in which length and depth he/she wants to 

answer, formulate open-ended (How? Why? 

What?), short and comprehensible questions, e.g. 

"How did you come to emigrate?" 

 

Sometimes the topics you will address are very 

emotionally. Take emotional reactions into ac-

count, allow time, treat your tandem partner re-

spectfully, interrupt the conversation if necessary: 

If you get the feeling that it is very difficult for 

your tandem partner to talk about a certain topic 

or event, you have to respect his/her boundaries. 

Do not force the conversation to go on, but ask 

your tandem partner, if he/she feels well enough 

to continue with this topic or if you should change 

the topic completely or prefers to have a break. In 
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general, it is very important for both of you to talk 

only about the things you want to talk and to 

stop, if you want to or if it is needed.  

Sometime it might happen, that your tandem 

partner starts crying, as his/her personal stories is 

so painful for him-/herself. If you are afraid of 

such situations, you should address this concern 

directly with your tandem partner. Ask him/her, 

how he/she would like to be treated in such a sit-

uation and what he/she is expecting from you.  

Therefore, it is useful to set ground rules for your 

joint conversations: 

 

How to evaluate oral memory? 

Listening to an eyewitness, we always have to 

have in mind, that this conversation is not about 

historical facts, but how the person has experi-

enced this time, how he or she has perceived 

them and dealt with them, and which effect past 

events had on his or her life. It is about how a per-

son remembers past events and developments 

from today's perspective and how they evaluate 

them. Therefore, one must always deal critically 

with this type of source: Memories of a contem-

porary witness are always subjective. They can be 

incomplete and unbalanced - they therefore have 

no comprehensive claim to truth.  

 

Be aware that eyewitness stories are personal and 

are told from a particular perspective. Compare 

this particular perspective with other perspectives 

as there is no "one" or "true" story: A person is 

telling their subjective reality, which might not 

always be the “objective” reality. So, it is also im-

portant to be a bit critical sometimes. Especially if 

you have developed a good communication and 

personal relationship with your tandem partner, it 

is often difficult o establish a critical distance to 

them, i.e. to question what the eyewitness is tell-

ing. However, this is very important so that one 

does not run the risk of classifying what is told as 

historical truth. This is because eyewitnesses are 

not suitable sources for finding out everything 

about historical facts, for example. Often contem-

porary witnesses remember certain dates, places 

or sequences of events incorrectly. Moreover, it 

must be kept in mind that people's memories are 

incomplete and emotionally coloured, because 

they already perceived only excerpts during the 

event they are remembering in retrospect and 

have since forgotten, repressed or revised 

(altered) much. 

 

Asking yourself following questions might be help-

ful: What seems conclusive to you? Where in the 

personal stories are there gaps or contradictions? 

How can they be explained? What clues can you 

find as to the attitude of your tandem partners as 

an eyewitness to issues/topics/events that he/she 

was talking about? Compare the statements of 

your tandem partner with other information. 

What do other witnesses say about the topic? 

What do historians write about it? Are there con-

tradictions between what your witness says and 

what other people say? How can these contradic-

tions be explained? 

 

But still, even if we will not find out, what the past 

was really like, these personal stories and per-

spectives can help us to better understand our 

fellow human beings, the past and the present, 

and to learn how memory - including our own - 

works. 
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4. The DO’s and DON’Ts in intergenerational dialogue 

Unfortunately, in a lot of societies intergenera-

tional dialogue, especially on eye level and out-

side of families, is not common anymore. There 

are many prejudices, stereotypes between the 

generations and people no longer seem to speak 

a "common" language or seem to have common 

ground. This means seeking and finding common 

ground at the level of communication, learning 

from each other is essential for intergenerational 

dialogue.  

We have talked to a lot of seniors and young peo-

ple, asked about their good and bad experiences 

with the other generations. Based on this, we’ve 

come up with a list for Do’s and Don’ts for the 

different generations. We hope this list will help 

to be aware of the different expectations of the 

other generation and to act accordingly in order 

to have a good, respectful and meaningful conver-

sation on eye level! 

DOs and DON’Ts of conversation 
For Seniors 

  

DOs 

 Have conversations on eye-level 

 Dialogue 

 Show interest 

 Pro-active conversation 

 Participation 

 Ask questions 

 Take the youth seriously 

 Respect the youth’s views 

 Be open to other views 

 Handle possible differences of opinions  

accordingly 

 Avoid polarising topics 

 Be open to views of the position of the youth 

 Be without prejudices 

 Respect and decency 

 Be respectful, especially with sensitive topics 

 Pay attention to body language 

  

DON’Ts 

 Arrogance, feeling superior 

 Monologue 

 Give the youth a feeling the whole conversation 

depends on them 

 Deem the life of the youth as not interesting 

 Generalising opinions that “the youth have no 

idea about anything” and “has no opinion on any-

thing” 

 Do not give value to the life experiences and 

knowledge of young people 

 Insist on the truth of own opinions 

 Debates on principles 

 Prejudice and stereotypes 

 Interruption 

 Understate or do not mind problems 
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Sometimes people don’t understand the dialect 

the other is speaking, or elder don’t understand 

the English or Slang words young people use or 

elder use words and phrases that are not com-

mon anymore: We don’t think, that these should 

be regarded as “Don’ts” in the intergenerational 

dialogue, as the way you express yourself natural-

ly is part of your personality. No-one should be 

forced to have an unnatural form of communica-

tion. Therefore, the tandem partners should be 

able to use their dialect or their “normal lan-

guage”, but they have to make sure, that the tan-

dem partner understands them. So, it should be 

part of the intergenerational dialogue and inter-

generational learning process to explain the other 

person, what you meant by it.   

DOs and DON’Ts of conversation 
For younger people 

  

DOs 

 Have conversations on eye-level 

 Dialogue 

 Show interest 

 Pro-active conversation 

 Participation 

 Ask questions 

 Take the other seriously 

 Respect the senior’s views and opinions 

 Be open to other views 

 Handle possible differences of opinions  

accordingly 

 Avoid polarising topics 

 Be open to views and situation of senions 

 Be without prejudices 

 Respect and decency 

 Be respectful, especially with sensitive topics 

 Pay attention to body language 

  

DON’Ts 

 Arrogance 

 Monologue 

 Give the senior a feeling the whole conversation 

depends on them 

 Deem the life of seniors as not interesting 

 Generalising opinions that “seniors have no clue 

about the modern world” and “their views are  

old-fashioned.” 

 Insist on the truth of own opinions 

 Debates on principles 

 Prejudice and stereotypes 

 Interruption 

 Understate or do not mind problems 
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5. The DO’s and DON’Ts of dialogues with eye witness and/
or people afflicted by wars, war like conflicts and discrimi-
nation  

- - - - - -  To be written - - - - -  
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6. Conversation Guideline 

Introductory words 

This conversation guideline should help you to 

find a good start into your conversations and to 

have a good exchange. It should also serve as an 

orientation for you, which topics you can talk 

about, to cover as many levels of their life experi-

ences, values, and opinions as possible. 

 

But it is not a guideline that you have to "work 

through", i.e., nothing is set in stone. Rather, the 

guide is meant to give your ideas, inspiration and 

orientation. If a question makes you uncomforta-

ble and you don't want to talk about it, then don't 

do it. But if other questions and topics interest 

you, then of course you talk about them! How 

much the conversations then go into the person-

al, will depend on how you find a connection to 

each other. Both of you make a plan for your-

selves based on the priorities that emerge for you 

in the course of the conversations. It is important 

that you have nice conversations, meet each oth-

er at eye level, treat each other with respect and 

listen to each other well. 

 

Of course, it is also very important that you main-

tain confidentiality about the joint conversation, 

i.e., do not divulge anything that your tandem 

partner has told you. This remains between you 

two.  Everyone decides for themselves what they 

want to put in the suitcase at the end, i.e., what 

he or she wants to "publish" about themselves. 

Everything else remains private. 

 

Listen carefully to your partner. At the end of 

each conversation, make notes about what you 

found particularly significant, outstanding, ex-

citing and important in your counterpart's story, 

i.e., what absolutely belongs in the suitcase as in-

formation. Take notes in all sessions, as we no-

ticed that you might forget important topics you 

talked about weeks ago, and in the creative part 

of the project just create items which reflect only 

on the most recent conversations you had. So, 

our tip: after each session, reflect on the things 

you learned about the other person, and write 

down the ones you find most important or inter-

esting to remember. These notes become helpful, 

if you think about the items creating for the suit-

case. 

 

Our conversation guide is also not a final product: 

tell us what new questions and topics came up in 

your conversations.  After all, we want to con-

stantly add to it, revise it, and improve it. It serves 

as a basic framework for your joint conversations.  

 

We hope that you will enjoy the upcoming con-

versations with your tandem partner! 
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Interaction between the participants 

 What is your name? 

 When and where were you born? 

 Where did you live until your flight or displacement/resettlement 

Odd questions for icebreaking 

 What is your favourite colour? 
 Ice cream or cake? 
 Do/ did you have a nickname? Do you like it? What nickname would you like to have? 
 Do you like dipping bakeries in coffee or tea? 
 Are you a punctual person? 
 Did you ever sneak off from your parents´ home? 
 French fries with or without mayonnaise? 
 Milk or cornflakes first? 
 Tea with or without milk? 

► MY FAMILY AND ME  

About your childhood:  

 When and where were you born?  
 What is your first memory? 
 What kind of child were you when you were little?  
 Did you have a favourite place as a child?  
 Your favourite childhood hero/ heroine?  
 Your favourite toy? Something that accompanied you in your childhood? What did you play with? Who 

did you like to play with the most? 
 What memories do you have of when you were little? What is your favourite memory from childhood? 
 What books did you like to read? What songs did you like to sing? How did you become aware of the 

songs/books or who showed them to you? 
 What was your favourite food as a child? Is it still that today? 
 What people and things were important to you back then? 
 What smells remind you of your childhood? What smells do you associate your childhood with? 

 

About your parents 

 Where and when were your parents born?  
 How old were your parents when you were born?  
 What are/were your mother and father like?  
 What are/were your parents by profession? Does(did) your mother work? 
 How did your parents raise you? 
 Did you/your family have a pet? What role(s) did it play? Who took care of it? How did you feel when it 

died? Would you have liked to have had a pet? 

Topics and questions for the joint discussions1  

1Inspirations for this conversation guide come from, among other sources: 
Van Vliet, Elma (2016): Oma, erzähl mal! Das Erinnerungsbuch deines Lebens. 
Jones, Daniel (2015): „36 questions that lead to love“ – „36 Fragen, um sich zu verlieben“ 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/09/style/no-37-big-wedding-or-small.html  
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About your brothers and sisters 

 Do you have or had brother and sisters? Or were you the only child? 
 If yes: are you the youngest, oldest or in the middle? What is the age difference between you and 

them? 
 How was it, growing up with your brother(s) and/or sister(s)? How was your relationship with them? 
 What was your and their role within the family? 
 Was there any competition or rivalry between you? 
 What did you share with your brother(s) and/or sister(s)? For example: did you share the bedroom to-

gether? 
 What did you like most about your brother(s) and/or sister(s)? 
 What is special about him/her/them? 
 Are you still in contact with them? if yes: how often to you see each other and do something together? 

About your grandparents  

 Do you know your grandparents? What is/was your bond with them? How often did you see them/how 
often do you see them? 

 What are/were your grandparents by profession? Did your grandma work?  
 What are your fondest memories of/with your grandparents? 
 How is/was your relationship with your parents and your grandparents?  
 

Family Culture  

 Who do you consider to be part of your family? 
 What kind of family are/were you? 
 Are there or were there traditions in your family?  
 What values are/were held high in your family? 
 Is/was physical contact (i.e., affectionate hugging) common in your family? 
 Is/was there a lot of talking or not in your family? What topics do you talk about and what topics do you 

not talk about? 
 What role(s) does education play in your family? 
 Is/was your family religious?  
 What is/was a normal day like in your family? What is your daily routine? What do/have you (done) in 

the evenings or on weekends?  
 What did you do during vacations? 
 Did you have to help around the house? What role do/do you play in the family? 
 Is there anything that has changed your life? 
 What sounds or smells do you associate with your childhood home? 

Improtance of Family  

 What role(s) does your family play in your life? 
 How often do you see/saw members of your family? 
 Are/were there family gatherings? If yes: who comes/came? 
 How would you like your own family to be/how have you made your own family? 

Topics and questions for the joint discussions 
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► YOUR VALUES, AND ATTITUDES 

 What values do you have?  
 What do you understand by: 

 Respect 
 Fairness 
 Responsibility 
 Reliability 
 … 

 What is your attitude towards certain issues? 
 Age 
 Role of man/woman/diverse 
 Education 
 Migration 
 Friendship 
 … 

 How do you deal with problems? 
 Do you do volunteer? Or have you ever been involved? If yes: for what and why and what experiences 

did you have? How did you get involved in volunteering? Is anyone else in your family involved in volun-
teer work?  If not: no problem!  

 How did you experience the first lockdown? How did you deal with the limitations of the first lock-
down?  

 

► PROFESSIONAL AND WORKING LIFE 

Professional career  
 What did you want to be when you grew up? 
 Did you look up to somebody professionally? 
 What did you do after school or what do you want to do after school? Did you do an apprenticeship or 

study? Where and what was it? What plans do you have regarding training, studying, volunteering, 
traveling, etc.? 

 What was your first job? 
 How did your first job(s) work out? How was your first day at work? 
 What does/was your day-to-day work life like? 
 What was your first job? How did you find it? How old were you? What reasons made you choose this 

profession in particular? 
 What happened after that? 
 Which job did you like best? 
 Seniors: When did you stop working? How did you feel afterwards? What did you do or what do you 

still do? 
 What smells do you associate with your working life? 

Working life 

 What role(s) does work play in your life? What is the importance of work/occupation for you?  
 What is your understanding of "working"? And most importantly, how do you see the relationship be-

tween work/school/study/training and personal life for you personally? 
 When did you earn your own money for the first time? What did you spend it on? How did you feel 

while you were working?  
 

Topics and questions for the joint discussions1  
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 Did you have any doubts or fears about your future or your path in life at any time? Looking back: 
Would you have done anything differently? 

 Why did you work (money, passion, sense of duty,...)? 
 What is true for you? 

 Work first, then live (traditionalists (war children)) 
 Living to work (baby boomers, consumer children) 
 Work to live (Generation X (crisis children)) 
 Work and live at the same time (Generation Y (media children)) 
 Live first, then work (Generation Z (net children)) 
 Living instead of working (Generation Alpha digitalization children?) 

 

► FREE TIME 

 What hobbies do/have you had? 
 What do you like to do after school/university/training? 
 How do you currently spend your weekends? How did you spend your weekends in the past? 
 What is your favorite way to spend a day off? Has this changed? 
 When and where did you take your first (own) vacation trip? 
 When and where did you go abroad for the first time? Have you ever been abroad at all? 
 Which vacation do you remember most? 
 Where would you like to travel to? 
 Have you ever been to...? 
 Do you do sports regularly? Did you do sports in the past? What sports are you interested in - now and 

in the past? 
 What is the best movie you have ever seen? 
 Is there a piece of music, a book, a movie, a smell or something else that always evokes in you the 

memory of a beautiful moment from the past? 

► SPECIAL EVENTS 

 What is the best birthday present you have ever received? 
 How does/did your family celebrate Christmas? How does/did your family spend New Year's Eve and 

New Year's Day? Are/were there any other special days? 
 A memory that still makes you smile today? 
 How did you feel about family celebrations? Has your perception changed?  
 Talk about specific life situations/events 

► SCHOOL 

 When and how was your first day of school?  
 What did you like about school, what didn't you like, or what do you like about your school day? 
 What does/has a normal school day looked like?  
 Do you have/had a favorite subject? Which one do you like/didn't like at all? 
 What high school diploma did you graduate from or what high school diploma are you currently   

pursuing? 
 What smells remind you of your school days? What smells do you associate with your school days? 

Topics and questions for the joint discussions1  
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► YOUR YOUTH 

 How is/was your view of the world in your youth? 
 Is there anything you associate with your youth? 
 Did you go out a lot or do you go out a lot? What memory makes you smile?  
 Who are/were your closest friends? Are you still in touch with friends from the past? 
 What did you used to look like? What cloths were fashionable? 
 When did you/are you planning to move out of your parents' house? 
 What did you spend most of your free time doing? What are the most prominent memories (school, 

family, friends...)? 
 When did you first feel like an adult? What did you do that made you feel that way? 

► ABOUT LOVE  

 Do you remember when you first fell in love and with whom? 
 What was your first kiss like? 
 What was your 1st relationship like? Have you ever been in a relationship before? 
 What was it like when you brought home your first boyfriend/girlfriend? 
 Have you had many relationships?  
 Are you currently in a relationship? 
 Has anyone ever broken your heart? How did you deal with it? 
 Have you married or would you like to marry? Where and how did you meet your partner? 
 How old were you when you got married? At what age would you like to get married? How did your 

wedding day go? How do you imagine your dream wedding? Did you go on a honeymoon? Where 
would you like to go on your honeymoon?  

 Did you start a family? Do you want to start a family? 
 What is important to you in a relationship? 

► ABOUT BECOMING A PARENT 

 Do you have children? Do you want to have children? 
 How has your life changed? How do you imagine your life will change if you have children in the future? 
 Have you done anything differently than your parents did? In what ways would you like to raise your 

children differently than your parents raised you? 
 What is the most beautiful thing? What is your favorite memory in this context? 
 What was the hardest thing?  
 Are you a grandma/grandpa? How old were you when your first grandchild was born?  

► PERSONAL QUESTIONS  

About your life experiences  

 What does a normal day in your life look like? 
 Which of the dreams you used to have  came true? 
 What dreams do you still want to make come true? 
 What are you proud of that you have achieved in life? 
 What matters to you the most in life? 
 What was the best decision you made in your life? Was there a significant bad decision? 
 What difficult situations and times have you overcome in your life? 
 What was the biggest challenge you ever faced? How did you deal with it? 

Topics and questions for the joint discussions1  
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 What moments of your life would you like to relive? 
 What were the absolute highlights of your life? 
 What would you still like to learn? 
 Who are/were the most important people in your life? 
 Are there people who inspire you? 
 What keeps you going and motivates you? 
 What is the meaning of life to you? 
 The three most important things in your life? 
 What is home for you? What does home mean to you? 
 Are there traditions that are important to you? 
 Do you have a life motto? 
 Did ore do politics play a role in your life? 
 Which experiences have influenced you the most? 
 Who or what has particularly influenced you or still influences you today? 
 What are/were your goals in life? To what extent have they changed? 
 Would you like to be famous? In what way? 
 Are you more of a spontaneous person or a planning person? 
 For what in your life do you feel most grateful? 
 When did you last cry in front of another person? By yourself? 
 Is there a thing you could not forgive? Who could you not forgive? 
 Which (material) thing has the greatest immaterial value to you? 
 
What else has shaped you? 
 Did you grow up in the countryside or in the city? 
 How does your family live? In a house or an appartment? In the country or in the city? 
 Is there a place that means a lot to you? 
 What were important events in the world when you were growing up? 
 What historical events have shaped you? 
 Which cultural events have had a decisive influence on you? 
 What actually influences the world you live in? (i.e., technical innovations) 
 What song/movie/book would describe you? Did you have a fairy tale, a story that particularly touched 

you? 

About your character 
 How would you describe yourself? 
  How would others describe you? 
  Have you changed? In what way? Why? 
  What do you think are important traits about you?  
  What do your friends/family appreciate about you?  
  Are there qualities that others find annoying about you? 
 What quirks do you have? 
 Do you prefer to be alone or with people?  

► TOGETHERNESS OF GENERATIONS 

  Where do you meet young people/seniors in my life?  
  Are they only family contacts or others as well?  
  If you have contact: how often? What are or were the occasions?  
  What do you talk about? What do you do together? 
  What was it like when you were my age / How do I imagine my life when I am your age? 

Topics and questions for the joint discussions1  
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Additionally special, sensitive topics to address: 

As we have said in chapter 2, especially at the be-

ginning you should avoid controversial topics like 

religion, politics, love life or intimate topics like 

finance, health and work life. But depending on 

the background of the person, some of them 

might have experienced also a war or war like 

conflicts, had to flee their country or have been 

persecuted, discriminated or faced racism, anti-

semitism, anti-gypsyism, homophobia, violence, 

abuse etc. 

 

These kinds of topics are not easy to address, and 

it is not easy to talk about it, and it is not easy to 

listen to these kinds of personal stories. But they 

are part of the personal history, and if you have a 

good and trustful relationship you might even talk 

about them.  

 

The goal of these kinds of conversations is not the 

staging of feelings, of "consternation" but to chal-

lenge people to remember emotionally and intel-

lectually in order to learn and to act to prevent 

this horror or discrimination to happen again.  

 

Some ground rules must be established before-

hand, if you address these sensitive topics, and 

both partners should be aware of them and re-

spect them: 

 

1. If it is clear that such a difficult topic will be 

discussed, the tandem partner should acquire 

basic knowledge about the “historical” events 

and facts beforehand (i.e., in the case of vic-

tims of the Holocaust: about the development 

of the persecution of Jews during the Nazi era, 

terms such as Nazi, anti-Semitism, occupation-

al bans, Nuremberg Laws, Aryanisation of 

businesses, Star of David, Final Solution, etc., 

or in the case of war refugees: background 

information about the country and the war 

parties and their motivation). It should be 

clear that the contemporary witness can re-

port on his own experiences, but cannot pre-

sent facts as in a history lesson. Only then you 

can understand the limitations, sufferings and 

fears that the eyewitnesses report. 

2. Formulate open questions. Please bear in 

mind that painful experiences and memories 

may be evoked in your tandem partner, so 

handle the conversation personally and sensi-

tively.  

3. Only ask meaningful and sensitive questions. 

4. Avoid judgemental questions and leading 

questions that influence and manipulate or 

direct your tandems partners answers. 

5. Don’t ask probing questions, don’t push the 

other person to share more than they want 

to. Respect their boundaries. 

6. Never talk about something you don’t want to 

talk about! Your personal boundaries must be 

respected. 

7. Respect your own boundaries: If the conversa-

tion becomes too much or is not good for you, 

stop it or ask the other person to talk about 

something else that is less stressful. 

8. Because talking about very sensitive and pain-

ful memories, it can happen that your tandem 

partners starts crying or having other physical 

reactions (problems breathing, shaking ..). Try 

to endure the situation and wait until he/she 

has caught himself/herself. However, be em-

phatic, but try to keep a kind of distance and 

try not to get emotionally involved. Make a 

break, if necessary. 

9. Get professional support, if necessary. 
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► PERSONAL BACKGROUND 

 When and where were you born?  
 Where did you live until your flight or expulsion/resettlement?  
 What denomination do you belong to?  
 Can you give any further information about yourself?  
 Do you agree that your details may be used for publications or documentation? 

► FLIGHT/RXPULSION/RESETTLEMENT 

Questions about your occupation and living situation in your old home country: 
 What was your profession or occupation in the old country?  
 Can you describe your living situation and property?  
 How would you evaluate your living conditions at that time in retrospect?  
 How did you compare your standard of living at that time?  
 What was your social status in the old country?  
 Were you involved in political parties and associations?  
 Were you a member of associations?  
 Were you involved in cultural activities and customs?  
 Can you describe your position as a German, as a German among ... (e.g. Czechs)? 
 
Questions about flight/expulsion/resettlement: 
 What do you think was the cause of your flight/expulsion/resettlement?  
 What was the immediate cause or what did you learn about the reason for your expulsion?  
 At what point did you have to/have to leave your home?  
 Can you describe the circumstances (unprepared/prepared, alone/with other persons, organised/

disorganised)?  
 Can you describe your escape route or the stages of your expulsion/resettlement?  
 Did you suffer any loss of property along the way? 
 How did you provide for yourself or how were you provided for?  
 What can you say about the relationship between the displaced persons/refugees/resettlers?  
 Did you suffer any physical injuries?  
 Did you observe such injuries in others?  
 Did people die in your immediate vicinity? 
 If so, in what way and by whom? 
 
Questions about your arrival in your new home: 
 Where did you find your first accommodation? 
 When had you reached it?  
 Can you describe the way in which you were received by the local population?  
 How great was the helpfulness or rejection?  
 Do you still remember your accommodation at that time?  
 How were you provided with food, clothing and other basic needs?  
 What was your financial situation at that time? 
 Did you quickly receive state aid or benefits?  
 What role did the churches play in your situation at that time in their charitable and pastoral function? 

and pastoral function?  
 Did you have language communication problems in your new environment?  
 Did you suffer from the difference of your cultural background? 
 
 

Here is a set of questions, on how to address more difficult topics: 
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Questions about integration in your new home: 
 Was it difficult for you to gain a new foothold in your learned profession?  
 Did you have to accept a change of profession?  
 Was this change associated with a social decline/advancement?  
 What was the process of finding a job like?  
 Were you able to establish a new, independent existence?  
 In what form did you receive integration assistance?  
 How did your housing situation develop?  
 Were you able to create your own home? 
 Can you describe the way in which you were socially integrated?  
 Did you join any local associations?  
 Were there marriages with local people in your family? 
 In the early stages of your stay, did you receive invitations from local people or did you invite them 

yourself? or invited them yourself?  
 How did your children interact with each other? 
 Did your children have problems at school? 
 Did you soon become politically or culturally involved in your new home?  
 Did you join any political parties or associations?  
 What can you tell us about your experiences there?  
 Have you been involved in organisations/interest groups?  
 Do you receive or have you received publications specifically addressed to your group (e.g. displaced 

persons' magazines)?  
 Do you maintain contacts with your former community?  
 For example, do you take part in reunions?  
 What do these meetings still mean to you today? 
 Can you describe an event that particularly illustrates the problem of integration?  
 

 
Questions about relations with the old homeland: 
 Do you make visiting trips to the old homeland?  
 Do you maintain personal contacts with the population in the former homeland?  
 Can you describe your impressions of these trips to your old homeland?  
 Do you experience feelings of longing for the old homeland?  
 Would you be willing to return home?  
 If so, under what circumstances? 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Taken from: 
Entwurzelung und Heimatsuche - Fünfzig Jahre Bevölkerungsbewegung und Bevölkerungseingliederung in Deutschland. In: Zeitgeschichte seit 
1945 - Handreichungen für den Geschichtsunterricht in der Jahrgangsstufe 10 des Gymnasiums, ed. by the Staatsinstitut für School Pedagogy 
and Educational Research. Donauwörth 1992, pp. 24-26. 

Here is a set of questions, on how to address more difficult topics: 
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Notes 

 

a) About gender-neutral use of language 

To express the equality of women and men, we explicitly used the male and female form for the most part of 

this curriculum. For purposes of easier readability, we sometimes relinquished from this practice. Of course 

that way of addressing also includes all genders.  

 

b) About funding 

This guideline was published as part of the project "Remember to act" (08/2022-12/2023) by Gemeinsam 

Leben und Lernen in Europa e.V. (Germany), Nayora (Azerbaijan) and ProActive Group Georgia (Georgia). It is 

not a scientific publication, but a handout that contains useful information for other organisations and peo-

ple who want to deal with the topic of oral history.  For more information, visit our project website: https://

www.remember-to-act.de/ 

The “Remember to act” project is funded under the grant program “MEET UP! Youth for Partnership” by the 

Remembrance, Responsibility and Future (EVZ) Foundation and the Federal Foreign Office.  This publication 

does not represent the opinion of the EVZ Foundation. The author bears responsibility for any statements 

contained herein.  

 

c) Copyright and fair use 

This conversation guideline was originally produced by the Erasmus+ project “Suitcase of my life”. With the 

permission of the original copyright holder, the content was adapted to the context of remembrance culture 

and peace education. 

We inform you that all rights reserved by „Gemeinsam leben & lernen in Europa“ and partners of the EU-

Project „Remember to act”.  Copying and reprinting is only allowed for individual, non-commerical use. 

© Gemeinsam leben & lernen in Europa e.V. (Germany), ProActive Group Georgia (Georgia), NAYORA 

(Azerbaijan).  
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