Oral History Activity 

By Dr. Linda Karen Miller


Oral historians collect and interpret human memories to foster knowledge about a particular time or event.


The Nevada Test Site Oral History Project compiled at the University of Las Vegas (http://digital.library.unlv.edu/ntsoph) has collected several oral histories from Nevada Test Site Workers and others associated with the Test Site. There are 350,000 former test site workers located around the country. At lunch Saturday and during this Saturday evening activity, you have a chance to talk to or “interview” these former workers. Some of their oral histories are located on the website. These include: Linda Smith, Troy Wade, Marie McMillen and Nick Aquilina, Peter Zavattaro and Peggy Hallerberg.

Standards: 

National Standard Historical Thinking 1.0

The student will explain the sequence and relationship of events on a tiered time line.

National Standard Historical Thinking 2.0

The student will frame and evaluate historical questions from multiple viewpoints

The student will integrate, analyze and organize historical information from a variety of sources.

The student will analyze and interpret historical content from informational tools (like oral histories)

National Standard Era 9 Postwar United States (1945-early 1970’s) and NS Era 10- Contemporary United States 1968 to the present:

3A The student will describe the effects of the Cold War on the United States including the arms race and nuclear testing, McCarthyism, the space race and the Cuban Missile Crisis. 


When conducting, an oral history interview, keep these pointers in mind: 

1. Study the background of the person to be interviewed and develop questions to ask before the interview. 

2. Obtain a release form for permission to use the oral history interview. 

3. When asking questions:

a. Ask for specific examples if the interviewer makes a general statement.

For example: “explain how you got to the test site: give examples from your background that explains how you got to the Nevada Test Site. 

b. Ask for definitions and explanation of words that you don’t understand. This is especially important for the test site workers as they use acronyms for places and companies associated with the test site. For example: “EGG” stands for Edgerton, Germeshausen and Grier, a company that manufactured the equipment for the testing and firing of these tests. Also the University of California Livermore is the Lawrence Radiation Laboratory. 

c. Phrase questions so that you don’t get a one word answer. (rephrase and re-ask questions). Ask : “What was it like or what did you think and how did you feel when you saw an atmospheric test?” (use this to answer the standard: evaluate the worldwide implications of advancements in nuclear, electronic, and computer and medical technologies)

d. Ask follow-up questions. “Did you think: what are we doing here? Should we be doing this test?”  “How does the Nevada Test Site fit into the overall picture of nuclear testing world wide?”

Activity: 


After listening to and interviewing the test site workers, you can download the oral histories from the website for further information. Then develop questions that you would ask them in an oral history interview. Or you can look through the oral history website to see if there are any former test site workers in your community and interview them. 

For further study: 

Contact: 

Oral History Association

Dickerson College

PO Box 1773

Carlisle, Pa 17013

 Or www.baylor.edu/~OHA/othersites.html
