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1. About oral history 

The purpose of recording oral history is to pre-

serve the personal story of someone’s own story. 

It’s a try to combat against the oblivion of histori-

cal events and their personal influence to people 

who were alive this time. We are convinced that 

personal stories are the easiest and best way to 

explain historical events to other people. Because 

more and more people are dying it means con-

temporary witnesses will disappear and history 

can written differently. 

 

What is an oral history? 

An oral history is a subjective, emotional linked, 

and personal influenced reconstruction of the 

own past. It’s shaped by our environment, our 

heritage or our own experiences. That’s why an 

oral history has no claim to historical correctness. 

Rather, personal narration allows access to the 

experiences of the narrator of their lives during a 

certain event or specific moments. The oral histo-

ry is a method to combine historical facts and per-

sonal realities. How can I do an oral history by my-

self? 

 

Advantages  of oral history as a method 

 Brings history to life 

 Shows personal fates, which were concealed 

and couldn‘t break through the surface of his-

torical events 

 Tension: Oral histories are subjective stories 

from people and without saying that people 

lying is the perception of people influenced by 

emotions, defence mechanisms etc. 

 This Challenges from Interviewer a good re-

search and preparation for  the topic  



 4 

 

2. Conducting an interview 

Planning the interview 

Before you start you should specify the purpose 

of the interview. During your research you should 

prioritize your questions. A big ambiguity is how 

long the interview will take time. So you should 

set a time frame but it’s also possible that inter-

view will exceed your expected time frame. Later 

you might need to edit the interview and length. 

Be prepared about equipment, you will need, how 

to record and publish your results and you should 

exactly know what tools and items you need be-

fore, during and after the interview. You should 

also plan with language barriers for example dia-

lects, national and educational backgrounds etc.  

Before you choose your interview partners, you 

should do a good research. You should be an ex-

pert in this topic. Then you have to decide what 

kind of people you want to interview. Contact the 

people and explain the project and its purpose to 

them. Make sure that everyone feels safe about 

the project and those they can trust you. You 

should also prepare a questionnaire and a decla-

ration of consent, which can be sent to the wit-

ness beforehand. If you record or film the inter-

view, you need the agreement of your interview 

partner.  

Don’t forget to choose the right equipment. Be-

fore interview practice your interview with friends 

to feel safe during the interview. Be prepared of 

different interview situations. Some interview 

partners will be well prepared. Other people 

could be stressed and they could lose themselves 

during explaining in their own stories. Sometimes 

it’s hard to arrange interviews. 

The Interview 

Choose a location without any disturbing effect 

like a loud air conditioning or something like that. 

The selected location should make all people feel 

involved and comfortable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You should be very professional with your equip-

ment. You should know how to use everything. 

This will give you and your partners a comfortable 

feeling. Before you start, explain and discuss your 

plan for the interview.  Don’t rush the interview-

ee. Its important to listen. Take notes, ask for doc-

uments for copying them und for copy rights for 

later usage. 
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How to tell your personal story? 

First of all: Every story is important. As a Life in 

general so also a story has a tension between 

“special” events and daily life or daily struggles.  

In your own story are you the narrator. You de-

cide what you want to share with other people. 

You talk about your personal important things of 

your life. You are free to share your experiences, 

what values shaped you and what personal infor-

mations you will share with others.  

How do you want to start your story is up to you. 

Maybe with childhood, puberty, adulthood, pen-

sion, a specific event or anytime in your life can 

be a starting point too.  

Describe how your daily life was like. What did 

you do? what shaped you? With which kind of 

struggles you were faced and how did you man-

aged it or if you couldn’t learn to manage it, how 

do you deal with it (Last part is a very personal 

part of yourself, you have to be aware, that you 

only have to share things you want to share!) 

You can also describe with memories are worth to 

remember, which memories have to be remem-

bered. With what kind of people you met in your 

life? Please report from daily stuff like food, 

clothes, living situation etc. 

In the end you can do a summary, where you 

could talk about changes in your life, perspective 

or motivations. On the other hand you can talk 

about what do want for yourself in future. Think 

of any wishes or thoughts you want to share. 

 

After the Interview 

It’s important to save the files, label them with 

name, date and place. If it’s necessary transcribe 

or index your recordings. Make copies of all work. 

Store them separately. Analyse and verify the 

facts. If you agree with content of internet and 

your research, then send a file to interviewee and 

attend a thank-you note. Have in mind, that the 

narrator has to sign a legal release form. 

Reminder 

Short interviews only have basic information, you 

need to create a space where people feel free to 

share substantial, existential, important and shap-

ing moments. Interviewees choose very selective. 

 

Be aware of: 

 Personal material and information are not 

easy to evaluate 

 Main focus is on how a person gives infor-

mations or how this person talks about their 

own experiences 

 The subjectivity of the stories told, demands a 

good knowledge of background facts (for ex-

ample. Germans and their guilt defense anti-

Semitism) 

 It is important: Those who do not want to tell 

stories do not have to do this 

 Wrongly, the term "oral history" is often ap-

plied to all forms of conversation with con-

temporary witnesses. The actual method of 

"oral history", however, involves less an inter-

view than a free "letting speak" 

 Feel free to use  the sample of our conversa-

tion guide. 

Sources:  

https://www.bpb.de/themen/nationalsozialismus-zweiter-
weltkrieg/ns-zwangsarbeit/227274/oral-history-als-
methode/ 
https://www.geschichte-lernen.net/oral-history/#ftoc-
heading-1 
https://oralhistory.Org/ 
https://www.zeitzeugen-portal.de/   

https://www.zeitzeugen-portal.de/
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Escape-Displacement-Integration 

Questions about the narrator: 

 What is your name? 

 When and where were you born? 

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

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 time did you have to/have to leave your home? 

 Can you describe the circumstances (unprepared/prepared, alone/with other persons, organized/

disorganized)? 

 Can you describe your escape route or the stages of your expulsion/resettlement? 

 Did you suffer any property losses along the way? 

 How did you provide for yourself or how were you provided for? 

 

Questions about your arrival in your new home: 

 Where did you find your first accommodation? 

 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? 

 In what way were you provided with food, clothing and other basic needs? 

 What was your financial situation at that time? 

 Did you have language communication problems in your new environment? 

 Did you suffer from the otherness of your cultural background? 

 

Questions about integration in your new home: 

 Was there any social relegation/advancement associated with this change? 

 What was the process of finding a new 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? 

 Was it possible for you to create home ownership? 

 

Questions about relations to 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? 

Sample questions 
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3. Storytelling  

Whether it's stories about cave painting, fairy ta-

les, fables, or the famous story of the garage in 

California where the first Apple PC was created, 

stories accompany us throughout our lives. 

Stories have always been told and these stories 

have 

 shared knowledge  

 shared experiences  

 transferred life wisdom  

 transmitted values and norms 

 

1. Definition 

Storytelling is the art of telling a really good story 

that catches the listener and recipient, awakens 

emotions in them and leaves a lasting impression. 

For this purpose, various linguistic means are 

used to achieve the greatest effect. 

Stories give insight, wisdom, entertainment, dis-

traction, knowledge. In storytelling, information is 

not presented directly, but packaged in a story  

-> narrator thus thinks about the story. 

 

2. Why do we use stories?  

 Stories are easy for us to absorb and are re-

ceived by our brain as if we were really experi-

encing them, can be easily stored in memory  

 Stories create images in us (visual image of 

the situation) and these are expressed in emo-

tions in us  

 Stories are more than just facts  

 Storytelling generates empathy and under-

standing and creates a sense of belonging and 

solidarity 

 Well-told stories motivate, comfort and give 

courage 

 

3. characteristics of a good story 

 Simplicity (the plot is easy to follow) 

 Unexpected moments of surprise  

 Well structures plot  

 Concreteness (quality instead of quantity)  

 Credibility of the story  

 Arouse curiosity  

 Build suspense 

 Surprise ending, plot twist  

 Remains long in the reader's memory and is 

gladly passed on  

 Emotional impact: the story triggers emotions 

in the reader (sympathy, joy, fascination or a 

laugh) 

 Positive/negative events are more likely to 

stick in the reader's memory 
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4. Criteria for the construction of a story 

 

Three-act structure: introduction (continuous 

build-up of tension), main part (climax), conclu-

sion (winding down, open ending or unexpected 

ending). 

More precise for a story: initial situation, compli-

cation, resolution 

 

Five classic elements of building a good story: 

1. an emotionally significant initial situation 

2. a main character. (Audience should be able to 

identify with it). 

3. conflicts and difficulties that the main charac-

ter has to overcome. 

4. a visible development (before and after 
effect). 

5. and a climax, if possible a conclusion you can 
apply to your own life - the moral     of  the 
story 
 

 The tension is essential and is built from the 
beginning to the end. 

 
  Pointe is important -> the listener must not 

be disappointed by the story.  
 
  Plots: to hold the attention until the end 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Puzzle plot: many different narrative strands, each 

of which holds a puzzle -> one after the other is 

gradually solved in the story.  

Important: at the end the story is understandable  

Network plot: different protagonists, seemingly 

unrelated at the beginning -> in the course of the 

story, the relationships between them become 

clear 

 

If the story is structured correctly, it not only 

attracts attention, but also creates a sense of con-

nection and identification with the story. Listeners 

put themselves in the role of the storyteller and in 

the situation, so they can better understand it. 

 

5. goal of a good story 

 

 Storytelling should capture the attention of 

the listener and manage to keep the tension 

until the end.  

 The listener should be able to identify with 

the story after it has finished and be stimulat-

ed to think about it.  

 A moral of the story should be recognizable  

 Certain learning effects and knowledge effects 

should result 

 

 

 

https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/tiny-screenwriter-sitting-retro-typewriter-thinking-screenplay-while-paper-drafts-flying-around-author_12291308. Image by pch.vector Freepik 
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4. Oral history as a method for workshops 
Oral history is an effective method for peace edu-

cation and remembrance workshops. It brings his-

tory to life by providing perspectives of individual 

eye witnesses. In an oral history workshop, partic-

ipants reflect what happened to the interviewed 

person. This way, critical thinking, empathy and a 

deeper understanding of the past are promoted. 

 

The oral history method can be applied in many 

different ways. Here we will present a workshop 

design inspired by the “Remember to act” project 

phrase:  

Remember—Learn—Act.   

 

 
Preparation 
 

Before the workshop, you have to search for oral 

history interviews. For example, you can use testi-

monies of conflict affected people in a video format 

which include details about how the conflict shaped 

theirs and their families` lives, their personal experi-

ences and their hopes and messages for peace.  

 

Oral history interviews are produced by museums, 

archives, universities, journalists, foundations and oral 

history organisations. Their work can be accessed 

through various online data bases, e.g. 

English:  

 https://iwitness.usc.edu/ 

 https://wisvetsmuseum.com/learning-research/

oral-history/ 

 https://www.sciencehistory.org/center-for-oral-

history 

 https://www.ajrrefugeevoices.org.uk/ 

 

German: 

 https://www.zeitzeugen-portal.de/ 

 https://archiv.zwangsarbeit-archiv.de/de/ 

 https://www1.wdr.de/dossiers/kindheit-im-krieg/

index.html 

Workshop  
 
For the workshop we propose the following elements: 
 
 Remember:  Listening to personal stories of affect-

ed people. This can either be done together dur-
ing the session or beforehand (participants listen 
to stories at home and share them in groups) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Learn: Discussion in groups, which is led by guiding 

questions, e.g.  
 How does a system of exclusion, hatred 

and nationalism develop?  
 What does it promote, but what can and 

has it also prevented?  
 Where can we find good approaches in 

our community, in our country, but also in 
Europe, to promote peace, tolerance, to-
getherness and democracy again?  

 Act: Discussion, which is led by guiding questions, 
e.g.:  

 What are we going to do concretely in the 
future?  

 How do we counter intolerance, discrimi-
nation and exclusion when we encounter 
them in everyday life?  

 What projects and actions can we start 
and implement ourselves?  
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This handout was published as part of the project "Remember to act" (08/2022-12/2023) by Ge-

meinsam 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 people who want to deal with the topic of oral history.  For more infor-

mation, 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 Partner-

ship” 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 re-

sponsibility for any statements contained herein.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Imprint 

 

Gemeinsam leben und lernen in Europa e.V. 

Leopoldstr. 9 

D- 94032 Passau 

Tel. 0049-(0)851-2132740 

Fax 0049-(0)851-2132739 

www.gemeinsam-in-europa.de 

Author and Publisher: 

Perdita Wingerter 

Layout: 

Larissa Schillai 

European Partners: ProActive Group Georgia 

            Nayora Azerbaijan 

https://remember-to-act.de/

