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Student Activity

Preserving Oral History
Storytelling is important in many cultures. Older generations 
tell stories to younger generations. This is how younger generations 
learn about traditions and past events. Together, these stories form  
an oral history.

Oral history tells us a lot about how Oregon Trail settlers and Native Americans met. 
From these stories, we know that the early settlers and the Umatilla people were 
friendly and traded goods. One story from the oral history of the Umatilla people 
tells us that Umatilla grandmothers made moccasins (shoes) for early settlers and 
took care of the women and children while the men were away. 

These stories lasted from the 1800s to today because they were told over and over 
and passed down from elders to children for generations. Sometimes, these stories 
were also transcribed (written down). Why do you think someone would write down 
 a story that is usually told out loud?

Local communities and families have an oral history too. Can you think of a story 
you’ve heard or told many times about your community or family? 

Now it’s time to write down one of your oral stories and save it for the future.

•  Transcribe the story, either on 
paper or on a computer. Try 
telling yourself the story out 
loud as you write.

• Record yourself telling  
the story.

•  Create a piece of art to go 
with the story, like a drawing, 
painting, or sculpture.

• Collect transcriptions or 
recordings of the same  
story from friends, relatives,  
and community members.  
Now, create one version of  
the story, taking into account  
all the new  
details  
you have.

CHOOSE YOUR STORY

• Pick a story about your family or 
community that you know well.  
It could be an important event,  
a family tradition, or an 
entertaining experience.

• Describe the emotions of the 
people in the story.

• Include sensory details, like sights, 
sounds, and smells.

Oral history is created by many 
people sharing the same story and 

passing it down through generations. 
Átway Celia Bearchum, a Walla Walla 

elder, explains, “[People] would all 
sit down and each person would tell 

their version of what happened.  
And then the next person would do 

the same thing, and they’d go  
clear around, and then all of them 

would put it together the way  
they thought it actually happened.  

And that was oral history.’”

PRESERVE YOUR STORY
CHOOSE ONE OR ALL OF THESE ACTIVITIES.


