Michael Kinney

Using Oral History to Study the Vietnam War 

Wilmington High School

May 27, 2011

US History II Grade 10 College Prep 

A) Abstract:

This unit plan is designed to teach students about the Vietnam War as well as the skill of conducting oral history interviews. In the process, students will meet two underlying objectives of the unit. The first objective is for students to learn about the human experience side of the Vietnam War by comparing oral accounts from both the Vietnamese and American perspectives. The second objective is to encourage students to consider the influence of individual perception when using and evaluating oral history as a source.  Students will complete this lesson after having covered a unit on the Vietnam War.  

Students will begin by reading and completing guided questions for student discussion from selections of Patriots to generate some thought and discussion about the benefits and drawbacks of oral history. We will then compare the differences between the information that students gleaned from the textbook during the Vietnam unit as opposed to that gleaned from the oral histories.  I will emphasize the importance of considering that individual oral history represents personal experience, which is invaluable in understanding a historical event, but which also must be used in conjunction with oral histories from perspectives of all parties involved. Students will read selected vignettes that represent the perspectives of major parties involved in the Vietnam War, particularly at least one American and Vietnamese account.  The class will then read and discuss “How to do an Oral History about the Impact of the Vietnam Era” by Bret Eynon from the PBS Regarding War POV website (http://www.pbs.org/pov/stories/vietnam/curriculum.html) and “How to Ask the Questions” for conducting oral history interviews.  The whole class will identify guidelines that they suspect Appy followed when conducting the interviews.  Students will then compile a list of guidelines and basic questions for their own use, essentially generating a rubric for their project interview. I will guide their discussion, add to their ideas, and distribute the agreed upon guidelines and questions that students should follow while conducting their own interviews. Students will conduct their interviews accordingly, and then record them and share them with the class.  Each student will reflect on the experience both individually and as a whole class. 

B) Massachusetts History and Social Science Curriculum Frameworks Standards Addressed:

i) USII.19 - Analyze the sources and, with a map of the world, locate the areas of Cold War conflict between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. 

ii) USII.20 - Explain the causes, course, and consequences of the Vietnam War and summarize the diplomatic and military policies of Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon.

C) Standards in Historical Thinking Addressed from the National Center for History in the Schools (http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/nchs/standards/thinking5-12.html):
a) Standard 2: Historical Comprehension

i) Appreciate historical perspectives--the ability (a) describing the past on its own terms, through the eyes and experiences of those who were there, as revealed through their literature, diaries, letters, debates, arts, artifacts, and the like; (b) considering the historical context in which the event unfolded--the values, outlook, options, and contingencies of that time and place; and (c) avoiding "present-mindedness," judging the past solely in terms of present-day norms and values.
ii) Differentiate between historical facts and historical interpretations but acknowledge that the two are related; that the facts the historian reports are selected and reflect therefore the historian's judgment of what is most significant about the past.
b) Standard 3:  Historical Analysis and Interpretation
i) Compare and contrast differing sets of ideas, values, personalities, behaviors, and institutions by identifying likenesses and differences.
 
ii) Compare competing historical narratives.  
iii) Consider multiple perspectives of various peoples in the past by demonstrating their differing motives, beliefs, interests, hopes, and fears.
iv) Challenge arguments of historical inevitability by formulating examples of historical contingency, of how different choices could have led to different consequences.
v) Hold interpretations of history as tentative, subject to changes as new information is uncovered, new voices heard, and new interpretations broached. 

D) Essential Questions: 

1. What are the benefits as well as the drawbacks of using oral history as resource?

2. What factors are most influential in determining an individual’s perspective of an historical event?

3. What guidelines for an oral history interview will yield useful information in evaluating an historical event?
E) Learning Objectives:

1. Students will analyze oral histories of the Vietnam War and read instructional documents on conducting oral history interviews to identify the types of questions that yield important historical information. 

2. Students will discuss the unique type of information yielded by oral history, including both its benefits and its drawbacks.

3. Students will learn how to conduct oral history interviews of the Vietnam War and document and reflect on the process in their journals.

4. Students will record their individual oral history interviews and share with the class to present the balance of perspectives necessary to produce an accurate historical account using oral history.

F) Learning Activities: 

(1) DAY ONE: “What are the benefits as well as the drawbacks of using oral history as resource?”  

Each student will be given a copy of a few of the American perspective readings I have selected from Patriot. The selections include Anne Morrison Welsh p. 150-155, Tim O’Brien, 542-545, Douglas Kinnard p.321-324, William Westmoreland p. 539-540, and Morton Halperin 402-406. 

Each student will complete a short journal entry in which he/she identifies information that he/she finds memorable and significant from the Patriots readings. 

I will then ask students to identify information they recorded in their journals and classify in various ways, including narrative vs. summary, general vs. specific, personal vs. shared experience, the effects of memory and emotion, narrative perspective, etc. 

I will then ask students to similarly classify the types of information about the Vietnam War that they gleaned from our classroom textbook.  I will document the classifications on the board and ask students to document in their journals simultaneously.  I will then ask students to create a Venn diagram http://www.eduplace.com/graphicorganizer/pdf/venn.pdf to visually represent the differences and similarities between the information yielded by the two different types of resources. 

For homework, I will distribute a collection of selected Vietnamese perspective oral histories as found in Patriots. Selections include Vo Nguyen Giap 41-43, Ngo Vinh Long 54-59, Tran Thi Gung 15-19, Duong Thanh Phong 247-250, and Tran Luong 520-521.

By creating the Venn diagrams, students should identify that oral history provides poignant information about an historical event that cannot be conveyed though chronology, summary, and statistics alone.   

Students will hopefully notice the same benefits noted by Eynon in his article on the PBS website, which they will read later in the lesson.  Specifically, Eynon points out that “oral histories (also known as oral testimony and oral memoirs) convey a dramatic, first-hand view of history, with a storytelling approach and a sense of personal experience. Conducting interviews with family and community members illuminates the ways historic developments affect everyday life.”  Students will hopefully be emotionally affected by the Patriots vignettes and recognize the influence of individual perception when evaluating oral history as source. Students will also gain the exposure to oral history as an effective resource to gain the contextual framework necessary to developing guidelines for conducting their own oral history interviews.  

(2) DAY TWO: “What factors are most influential in determining an individual’s perspective of an historical event?”

After having read one of the selected vignettes for homework, students will document in their journals and then group themselves according to the vignette they read.  There are five vignettes and should therefore be five groups.  Each group then presents the Vietnamese oral history they read for homework to the rest of the class.  Students will work in groups, but each student should individually complete the following in his/her journal:

a) briefly describe the person interviewed

b) summarize the history

c) identify factors that are most influential in determining the individual’s perspective conveyed through the account.
For homework, students will read “How to do an Oral History about the Impact of the Vietnam Era” by Bret Eynon from the PBS Regarding War POV website (http://www.pbs.org/pov/stories/vietnam/curriculum.html) and a copy of “How do I Ask the Questions” from http://dohistory.org/on_your_own/toolkit/oralHistory.html#QUESTIONS.
(3) DAY THREE: “What guidelines for an oral history interview will yield useful information in evaluating an historical event?”

The whole class will identify guidelines that they suspect Appy followed when conducting the interviews.  Using these guidelines as well as the suggestions Eynon makes in his article, students will then compile a list of guidelines and basic questions for their own use. I will guide their discussion, add to their ideas, and distribute the agreed upon guidelines and questions that students should follow while conducting their own interviews.

I will encourage students to interview someone they know personally who was involved in or affected by the Vietnam War.  For students who do not have ready access to an interviewee, I will direct them to online resources such as and The Oral History Project of the Vietnam Archive (http://www.vietnam.ttu.edu/oralhistory) and http://storycorps.org/?s=vietnam&post_type=post and then approve selections.  I will guide students to select histories that represent accounts from all major parties involved in and affected by the Vietnam War.

I will also ask students to reflect upon what they learned through the process of conducting an oral history interview first in their journals and then share in a class discussion.  

G) PERFORMANCE’ OR ‘AUTHENTIC’ ASSESSMENT:

Students will complete two performance/authentic assessments so that I can assess students’ learning process and their final product (Cantu).

For the first assessment, students will transcribe their interviews and contribute them to a class book.  I will assess the interviews based upon their adherence to guidelines that the class previously generated and I then distributed.

For the second, I will assess student journals based on the completion of the following:

· information that he/she finds memorable and significant from the Patriot readings

· classifications of the types of information about the Vietnam War that they gleaned from our classroom textbook  

· Venn diagram that visually represents differences and similarities between the information yielded by oral history vs. textbook

· information gleaned from the Vietnamese vignette, including brief description of  the person interviewed, summary of the oral history, and factors that are most influential in determining the individual’s perspective conveyed through the account

· reflection on what he/she learned through the process of conducting an oral history interview
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