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LEARN
Discuss what students already know 
about Native Americans’ relationships 
with Oregon Trail settlers. Encourage 
students to think about how they 
know this information—did they learn it 
from books, movies, or other lessons? 
Ask students if they have ever read a 
primary source document (like a diary  
or government report) written by a 
Native American person from this time 
period (1840–1870). If students answer 

no, have them brainstorm ideas about 
why this may be the case. 

Many Native peoples rely on oral 
traditions to share important 
knowledge about their culture, history, 
and homelands. Stories are told over 
generations, so knowledge is preserved 
orally, rather than in written words—this 
is called oral history.

INTRODUCTION

Students read about the relationship between the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla 
Walla Tribes and the Oregon Trail settlers. Students will learn the key role oral 
history plays in the study of the past and preservation of information for the future. 
Students will explore and transcribe stories from their own oral histories.

LESSON OBJECTIVES

• Learn about the importance of oral history to Native American peoples
• Investigate stories from personal and community oral history and preserve 

these stories with transcriptions and recordings
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Preserving Oral History 

CHECK FOR UNDERSTANDING

•   What kind of source is a diary written by a pioneer on 
the Oregon Trail? [ A primary source document. ]

•   How do we know that Umatilla people interacted with 
settlers on the Oregon Trail? [ We know this because of 
primary documents by settlers and stories in the Umatilla  
oral history. ]

VOCABULARY

Primary source: A firsthand 
account or source of 
information, like an artifact, 
diary, or recording.

Oral history: A collection 
of information and history 
shared using spoken words. 

Transcribe: The action of 
putting thoughts or speech 
into writing.

Preserve: Maintain or  
keep something in its 
original form.

Sensory details: 
Observations related to 
the senses, such as sight, 
hearing, and touch.
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PRESERVE YOUR ORAL HISTORY
Ask students to brainstorm different methods of sharing knowledge—for example, writing a 
book, telling a story, or drawing a picture. Each of these methods stores the information in 
different ways. Encourage students to consider the pros and cons of each method.

EXAMPLE

Method of Sharing Knowledge Pros Cons

Writing a book •   Your story can be as long  
as you want. 

•   You can think carefully about  
the words you choose.

•   The book could get lost.

•   The book could get wet  
and be ruined.

EXAMPLES OF 
STORIES

• The story of the day 
you were born

• Your visit to an 
interesting place 

• Where your family 
comes from

• A big event, party,  
or holiday

• The story behind 
one of your family’s 
traditions

EXTEND THE LESSON

• Have students transcribe or record themselves, family members, 
and community members all telling the same story. What was 
similar in each version of the story? What was different?

• Have students illustrate their stories. Students can research 
different ways of preserving history through art, such as creating  
a painting, a rock wall drawing, a sculpture, or a mural.

• Choose one event that every student remembers, such as a class 
field trip. Have each student share their version of the event orally 
and have students work together to create one collective version 
of the story. 

Ask students for ideas about how to ensure 
history is not lost by the cons they’ve listed. 
Discuss the benefits of preserving stories 
by using multiple methods. Once students 
understand why some people transcribe 
their oral history, students are ready to 
preserve a story from their own oral history.

Have students transcribe one important  
story from their personal histories or the 

history of their community. Encourage 
students to think about stories they have 
heard or told more than once. The story 
should include emotions and sensory details.  

If students will be transcribing their stories 
over several days or as a homework 
assignment, encourage them to consult 
with their friends, families, and community 
members to collect other details. 


