
HIST 685 Oral History  
GMU Spring 2021 
 
Mondays 7:20 – 10:00pm 
Synchronous Zoom via BlackBoard Course Page 
Meeting ID: 924 6282 3326 
Passcode: TheirStory 
 
Dr. Gabrielle Tayac 
gtayac@gmu.edu 
cell/text 703-963-0331 
Zoom Office Hours Thursdays 3-5pm or by appointment 
 

Syllabus Overview 
 
Note: Please refer to BlackBoard Weekly Lessons for assignment instructions and 
detailed current course materials. The Syllabus is an overview and guide to the 
course but BlackBoard is where you should be based for best information.  
 
Prelude 
 
It’s like if you were to take a beautiful rose with drops of dew on its petals and then you 
were to describe it to us. And then let’s say we didn’t hear that. And so then another person 
is there and is going to describe what he has seen. And yet another. Well, we are all 
talking about the very same thing, but it would be much different words from each of us as 
we describe the beauty and everything about that rose…it’s always the same, but it’s never 
word-for-word. It’s always living in the moment. – Tom Porter Sakokwenionkwas, 
Bear Clan Elder of the Mohawk Nation, 2008 
 
Learning in Relationship Ethic 
 
Especially in these times, please always know that you can always reach out to me 
and any of the support services at George Mason. We enter this journey as an 
intellectually centered, ethical, and accountable community bringing our good 
minds together. You will be travelling with thoughtful narrators who will share 
their experiences with you, their courage and memories, their concerns and 
thoughts. This is a new course at Mason, bringing in living voices to an 
understanding of the recent past. Welcome! 
 
 
 

mailto:gtayac@gmu.edu


Required Texts 
 
Grele, Ronald J. Envelopes of Sound: The Art of Oral History, 2nd ed., New York: 
Praeger, 1991. 
 
Ong, Walter J. Orality and Literacy, 3rd ed. Routledge, 2013. 
 
Perks, Robert and Alistair Thomson, eds., Oral History Reader, 3rd ed. New York: 
Routledge, 2015. 
 
Porter, Tom. And Grandmother Said…Iroquois Teachings: as passed down through 
oral tradition. Bloomington, IN: Xlibris Corporation, 2008 
 
Ritchie, Donald A. Doing Oral History. 3rd ed. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2014. 
 
Thompson, Paul. Voice of the Past: Oral History. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2017. 
 
Course Components 
 
Our course has four basic components that are consistent most weeks. The course 
components are organized into weekly lessons that are placed on BlackBoard. Be 
sure to check the weekly lessons in advance for detailed instructions and 
materials that go along with the components. FIRST CLASS IS JANUARY 25! 
These components include: 
 

1) Monday Synchronous Sessions at 7:20pm – These sessions are real time 
meetings that take place on the class Zoom link. Generally, we will meet as 
a class for 90 minutes unless otherwise indicated. When the project phase 
starts, you may decide to use the remainder of allocated class time to work 
with your group or choose another time of mutual convenience. Please be 
on time and turn on your camera. 

2) Asynchronous Work – This is work that is done on your own or with your 
group BEFORE the weekly Synch Session. For example, Week 2 Asynch 
Work should completed before the Week 2 Synch Session.  

3) Readings – The weekly readings must be completed BEFORE Synch 
Sessions. 

4) Assignments – Assignments are due by 7:00pm on Mondays of the week 
that they are described, in other words, BEFORE our Synch Session. 
Specific instructions will be on BlackBoard. Be sure to look through the 



weekly lessons well in advance to make sure that you are giving yourself 
enough time to complete assignments. Late assignments received after the 
deadline will not be accepted without an excuse. 
 

Course Structure 
 
Our course will flow through three consecutive parts in order to give you a 
common foundation in oral history theory, methodologies, and practice. Here are 
the three parts described in general as specifics will be detailed on BlackBoard 
and in Sych Sessions: 
 

1) Background Theory and Methodology – Emphasis on Reading (Week 2-7) 
a. Sync Sessions  

i. The professor will guide your learning on oral history as well 
as the historic era that will be informed by your research later 
in the course. In order to maximize the semester time, there 
will be some earlier work to set up interviews for the second 
part of the course. 

ii. Every week, three of you, the students will be responsible 
for leading breakout group discussions of the readings. 
Everyone will be expected to lead a reading discussion at some 
point Week 2-7. 

b. Async Work (completed Sunday by 11:55pm before Monday Sync) 
i. Every week you will be selecting a reading in Perks as 

instructed. 
ii. Post a 250 word reflection on your selected reading on the 

Discussion Board. Consider the roles of the interviewer, 
contribution of the narrators, and broader evidence that 
informed the interpretation of the oral history.  

iii. Comment on one of your peer’s posts by Monday 11:55pm (be 
sure to comment on a post that does not yet have a response). 

iv. You will be making initial contact with your narrator to 
schedule an interview. 

c. Readings 
i. Complete before Sync Class 

ii. If it is your turn to lead discussion, be sure to compose 3 
questions probing the roles, relevance, and value of oral 
history in the pieces to guide your group in Sync. 

d. Assignments 
i. A weekly thought paper (500 words) that shares your analysis 

and reactions on the assigned readings.  



ii. These papers should not summarize points but delve into 
critique, applications, and questions that the readings inspire 
in you. 

iii. There will be practical activities to set up your interview. 
 

2) Project Research – Emphasis on Interviews (Weeks 7 to 9) 
a. Sync Sessions 

i. The professor will guide a check in and provide information to 
support the project in the first part of the session. 

ii. Three topic groups are may use the allocated remainder Sync 
time, which goes to 10:00pm, to work together or you can 
arrange for a mutually convenient time prior to Monday’s 
class. 

iii. Topic groups cover three major strands in the 1985-1995 
work: 

1. The Fight Against Mascots 
2. American Indian Movement Support 
3. Indigenous Latin American Solidarity 

 
b. Async Work 

i. You are each expected to complete at least one interview for 
this project and are encouraged to conduct an additional 
interview. 

ii. Research on narrator and topic. 
c. Readings – Primarily there to support your process and project. 
d. Assignments – A series of assignments that prepare you for a larger 

group presentation and an individual final paper in the third part of 
the semester. 
 

3) Interpretation (Weeks 10-14) 
a. Sync Sessions 

i. The professor will train students on interpretation and 
analysis of oral history content. 

ii. Students will work on group presentations and class 
discussions. 

b. Async Work 
i. Focus on group and individual presentations. 

ii. Transcription, tagging, and archiving material. 
iii. Follow up with narrators as needed. 

c. Readings 



i. Focus on literature pertaining to your group projects and 
individual papers. 

d. Assignments 
i. Group Presentation 

ii. Individual Final Paper 
 
 
Grading 
 
100 Point Scale 
 
Class Participation  ` 10 
Reading Discussions   10 
Thought Papers     10 
Reflection Posts      5 
Annotated Bibliography     5 
Narrator Email       2 
Interview Questions     3 
Thematic Paper      3 
Progress Report      2 
Group Presentation Outline  5 
Group Presentations   20 
Final Paper Outline   5 
Final Paper     20 
 
Required Texts 
 
Grele 
Ong 
Perks 
Porter 
Ritchie 
Thompson 
 
Schedule 

 
Part 1: Oral History Theory and Methodology 
 
Week 1 January 25 - Introduction 
 
Sync 



Course Overview 
 
Reading 
Ritchie Chapter 1 
Thompson Chapter 1 
Peruse www.theirstory.io 
 
Week 2 February 1 – Situating the Field and Ethics 
 
Sync:  
Student-led Group Discussion #1 
 
Reading:  
Thompson Chapter 2 
Grele Chapter 2 
Ritchie Chapter 2 
 
Async:  
Read a chapter of your choice in Perks and Thomson Part I –  Post a 250 word 
reflection on how this selection informs your own interest in oral history. 
Comment on one of your peer’s posts. 
 
Assignment:  
Thought Paper #1 
 
Week 3 February 8 – The Interview 
 
Sync:  
Special Guest - Zack Ellis, Founder of TheirStory, will provide a training. 
Student-led Reading Discussion #2 
 
Reading:  
Ritchie Chapter 3 
Thompson Chapter 10 
 
Async:  
Read a chapter of your choice in Perks and Thomson Part II – Post a 250 word 
reflection. Comment on a peer’s post.  
 
Assignment:  
Thought Paper #2 

http://www.theirstory.io/


 
Week 4 February 15 – Oral History Theory 
 
Sync:  
Student-Led Reading Discussion #3 
 
Reading:  
Abrams in Thompson (Chapter 5) 
Grele Chapter 4 
 
Async: Read a chapter of your choice in Perks and Thomson Part III – Post a 250 
word reflection on how this selection informs your thoughts on theory. Comment 
on a peer’s post. 
 
Assignment:  
Draft an introduction email for your narrator. 
Thought Paper #3 
 
Week 5 February 22 – Evidence  
 
Sync: 
Indigenous Documents 
Student-led Reading Discussion #4 
 
Reading 
Thompson Chapter 7 
Ritchie Chapter 4 
 
Assignment:  
Contact your assigned interviewee to schedule an interview sometime between 
March 8 and March 30. 
Thought Paper #4 
 
Async: Post a reflection on a chapter of your choice in Perks and Thomson Part 
V. Comment on a peer’s post. 
 
Week 6 March 1 – Indigenous Orality 
 
Sync: 
Student-led Reading Discussion #5 
 



Reading:  
Ong Chapters 1, 2, and 3 
Porter Chapters 1,2, and 3 plus one of your choice 
 
Async:  
Practice interview with TheirStory – can be another student or person of your 
choice 
 
Assignment:  
Draft Questions 
Annotated Bibliography Specific to your Topic and Narrator (5 primary, 3 
secondary sources) 
 
Part 2 Project Research 
 
 Week 7 March 8 – Project Launch 
 
Sync:  
Framing the Project  
Three Topic Groups 
 
Async: 
Interviews Begin 
 
Reading:  
Ritchie Chapter 6 
Grele Chapter 7 
 
Assignment:  
Annotated Bibliography Specific to your Topic and Narrator (5 primary, 3 
secondary sources) 
  
Week 8 March 15 – Themes 
 
Sync:  
Check-In 
Topic Group Meetings 
 
Async:  
Interviews (if your assigned narrator suggests another person to interview, and 
you have time to fit it in, please go ahead and interview one more narrator) 



Transcription 
Theme Tagging 
 
Assignment:  
A one to two page paper describing the themes that are emerging in your 
interview. 
 
Week 9 March 22 – Findings 
 
Sync:  
Check-In 
Topic Groups 
 
Async:  
Interviews 
Transcription 
Theme Tagging 
 
Reading:  
Ritchie Chapter 8 
Grele Chapter 8 
 
Assignment: 
500 word progress report 
 
Part 3 Interpretation 
 
Week 10 March 29 – Exhibiting Oral History 
 
Sync:  
Exhibition Craft with Oral History 
Group Meetings – Deciding on Main Messages 
 
Async: 
Group work on Exhibit 
 
Week 11 April 5 – Preservation 
 
Sync: 
Preservation Modes 
Group Check-Ins 



 
Async:  
Work on Group Presentations 
 
Assignment: 
Group Outline of Topic Presentation 
 
Week 12 April 12 – Group Presentations 
 
Sync:  
Group Presentations 
 
Async: 
Peer Reviews 
 
Week 13 April 19 – Analysis 
 
Sync:  
Making Meanings 
All Class Reconvening 
 
Async: 
Work on Individual Papers 
 
Assignment:  
Paper Outline 
 
Week 14 April 26 – Closing the Circle 
 
Sync:  
Reflections  
 
Async:  
Archive Files 
Work on Individual Papers 
Thanks to Narrators 
 
Week 15 May 3 No Class – Work on Final Paper 
 
Week 16 May 10 Final Due 
 



A topic paper of at least 2,500-3,000 words in which you will use secondary and 
primary sources but the main source will be your already transcribed interview. 
This paper should include an introduction with a clear and well-supported 
statement of your approach to the interview (including comments on your 
preparation; relationship between interviewer and subject; description of the 
location where the interview took place; the personal characteristics of your 
subject; the general climate of the interview and the behavior of the subject.)  

Technology Requirements 

Hardware: You will need access to a Windows or Macintosh computer with at 
least 2 GB of RAM and access to a fast and reliable broadband internet 
connection (e.g., cable, DSL). A larger screen is recommended for better visibility 
of course material. You will need speakers or headphones to hear recorded 
content and a headset with a microphone is recommended for the best experience. 
For the amount of Hard Disk Space required taking a distance education course, 
consider and allow for: 

1. the storage amount needed to install any additional software and 
2. space to store work that you will do for the course. 

If you consider the purchase of a new computer, please go to Patriot Tech  to see 
recommendations.  

Software: This course uses Blackboard as the learning management system and 
Zoom for synchronous class meetings. You will need a browser and operating 
system that are listed compatible or certified with the Blackboard version 
available on the myMason Portal. See supported browsers and operating 
systems. Log in to myMason to access your registered courses. Some courses 
may use other learning management systems. Check the syllabus or contact the 
instructor for details. Online courses typically use Acrobat Reader, Flash, Java, 
and Windows Media Player, QuickTime and/or Real Media Player. Your 
computer should be capable of running current versions of those applications. 
Also, make sure your computer is protected from viruses by downloading the 
latest version of Symantec Endpoint Protection/Anti-Virus software for free 
here.  

Students owning Macs or Linux should be aware that some courses may use 
software that only runs on Windows. You can set up a Mac computer with Boot 
Camp or virtualization software so Windows will also run on it. Watch this video  
about using Windows on a Mac. Computers running Linux can also be 

https://patriottech.gmu.edu/get-started/
http://mymason.gmu.edu/
https://help.blackboard.com/en-us/Learn/9.1_SP_10_and_SP_11/Student/002_Browser_Support_SP_11
https://help.blackboard.com/en-us/Learn/9.1_SP_10_and_SP_11/Student/002_Browser_Support_SP_11
http://mymasonportal.gmu.edu/
http://get.adobe.com/reader/
http://get.adobe.com/flashplayer/
http://www.java.com/en/download/
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-US/windows/products/windows-media-player
http://support.apple.com/downloads/#quicktime
http://www.real.com/realplayer/search
http://antivirus.gmu.edu/
https://youtu.be/Hmm9Q-T0oTo


configured with virtualization software or configured to dual boot with 
Windows. 
 
Note: If you are using an employer-provided computer or corporate office for 
class attendance, please verify with your systems administrators that you will be 
able to install the necessary applications and that system or corporate firewalls 
do not block access to any sites or media types. 
 
Course-specific Hardware/Software 

This course will use Blackboard and Zoom. Hardware or software required for 
your course or program may be available for purchase at Patriot Computers (the 
University’s computer store that offers educational discounts and special deals). 

University Policies and Resources 
 

a. Academic Honesty: You are expected to be familiar with and abide by the 
University’s Honor Code. The Code can be found here. It is your 
responsibility to see me if you have questions about these policies. George 
Mason University has an honor code that states the following:  

To promote a stronger sense of mutual responsibility, respect, trust, and 
fairness among all members of the George Mason University community 
and with the desire for greater academic and personal achievement, we, the 
student members of the University Community have set forth this:  

b. Students must follow the university policy for Responsible Use of 
Computing  

c. Student services:  The University provides range of services to help you 
succeed academically and you should make use of these if you think they 
could benefit you. I also invite you to speak to me (the earlier the better). 

d. Students are responsible for the content of university communications sent 
to their George Mason University email account and are required to 
activate their account and check it regularly. All communication from the 
university, college, school, and program will be sent to students solely 
through their Mason email account. 

e. The George Mason University Counseling and Psychological Services 
(CAPS) staff consists of professional counseling and clinical psychologists, 
social workers, and counselors who offer a wide range of services (e.g., 
individual and group counseling, workshops and outreach programs) to 
enhance students’ personal experience and academic performance.   
Counseling Center: Student Union I, Room 364, 703-993-2380.    

http://compstore.gmu.edu/
https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/policies/responsible-use-of-computing/
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/policies/responsible-use-of-computing/
http://caps.gmu.edu/
http://caps.gmu.edu/


f. Students with disabilities who seek accommodations in a course must be 
registered with the George Mason University Office of Disability Services 
(ODS) and inform their instructor, in writing, at the beginning of the 
semester.  All academic accommodations must be arranged through that 
office. Please note that accommodations MUST BE MADE BEFORE 
assignments or exams are due. I cannot adjust your grade after the fact. 

g. Students must follow the university policy stating that all sound emitting 
devices shall be turned off during class unless otherwise authorized by the 
instructor. 

h. The George Mason University Writing Center staff provides a variety of 
resources and services (e.g., tutoring, workshops, writing guides, 
handbooks) intended to support students as they work to construct and 
share knowledge through writing. University Writing Center:  Robinson 
Hall Room A114, 703-993-1200.  The writing center includes assistance for 
students for whom English is a second language. 

i. Diversity: George Mason University promotes a living and learning 
environment for outstanding growth and productivity among its students, 
faculty and staff. Through its curriculum, programs, policies, procedures, 
services and resources, Mason strives to maintain a quality environment for 
work, study and personal growth.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
http://ctfe.gmu.edu/professional-development/mason-diversity-statement/

