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The Piedmont Project has graciously provided me the opportunity to consider the relationship 
between sustainability, environment, and oral history/storytelling. I conceptualized this course by 
asking how students could develop oral history and interview skills through the process of 
learning about environment, climate, and sustainability. My goal was to build a structured 
roadmap for students to explore the meanings of sustainability and how that meaningfulness 
plays a role in people’s lives and the stories they tell about themselves, their communities, and 
society. I only gradually came to the below design once I decided to center “sustainability” itself 
as the topic of exploration, and oral history as the primary method of inquiry. To do so, I am 
inviting students to draw on readings, research, and interview training to ethically co-create an 
oral history collection that centers sustainability in lived experiences. I hold a few ongoing 
concerns with the course structure: the challenge of balancing methods and content learning, and 
measuring the time required to build ethical relationships that are essential for creating oral 
histories. Teaching this course for the first time will be crucial to refine these concerns and better 
measure expectations. Repeated offerings of the course present a compelling opportunity to 
develop an archival collection focused on sustainability that can expand over time, and evolve 
with changing experiences and viewpoints.  

 
 

Oral History and Environment: Co-Creating 
Narratives of Sustainability 

Syllabus: HIST 385 (Cross lists:____) 
Instructor: Dr. Jonathan Coulis 

 
Dr. Jonathan Coulis 
Office:  
E-Mail: jcoulis@emory.edu 
Office Hours:  TBD 
Class Meetings for TBD: 
 
 
Course Description 

 
This course will explore oral history as a field of theory and practice and equip you with the 
skills and experience to conduct, interpret, and analyze interviews. We will develop our skills 
and methods through an examination of the recent history and current understandings 
sustainability and environmental change. Broadly, our goal is threefold: develop oral history 
skills (research, ethics, interviewing, analysis), broaden knowledge of sustainability and 
environmental change (historical trends, debates, regional definitions), and create a collection of 
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oral history interviews in collaboration with community members (TBD) around the topic of 
sustainability. The outcome of this course will equip students with oral history skills and 
methods applied specifically to a project on sustainability and environmental change, and 
generate a collaborative archival collection that may be preserved for future generations.  
 
We will approach oral history as a humanistic method of discovery that incorporates research, 
technology, community relationship building, and archival practices. We will design our 
interviews around the practice of “co-creation,” where interviewers and narrators jointly 
contribute to the storytelling process. To do so, we will center the highest ethical standards in 
building transparent community relationships and prioritize the consent and wishes of narrators 
at each stage of our collaboration. Lastly, students will examine the interview collection, 
including their own, to investigate how lived experiences are entwined and shaped by 
understandings/experiences of environmental change and sustainability.  
 
 
Dates, Location, and Meeting Times 
 
TBD 
 
Learning Objectives 
 
By the end of the semester, students will gain an understanding of oral history as a historical 
method, and as a process of data and information gathering. We will develop the skills of 
organizing an oral history project, including planning, recording, and, and conducting in-depth 
interviews. Students will gain extensive experience in practicing oral history interviews. We will 
also explore the ethics and best practices required to perform oral history, how to incorporate 
materials in analysis and research, and the significance of preserving oral narratives for future 
research and popular use. Students will enhance these skills through the reading and content 
focused on the recent history of sustainability and environmental change, including the United 
Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals.  
 
Course Texts 
 
Ritchie, Donald. Doing Oral History (New York: Oxford University Press, 3rd Ed., 2015). 
Please be sure you acquire/access the correct edition. Available in Emory Bookstore and online 
through the library. You are not required to purchase any books for this class. 
 
Required readings and material will consist of select book chapters, scholarly articles, videos, 
audio, and other digital material. Readings for each week are detailed the syllabus and will be 
made available on Canvas. I reserve the right to revise the syllabus and adapt our itinerary as 
such measures become necessary. 
 
Student and Instructor Expectations 
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Students and instructor together cultivate a productive and respectful learning environment. We 
expect to give all ideas thoughtful evaluation and ensure that others have the space to present 
questions and insights.  
 
Class Preparation:  
Students are expected to come to class having completed assigned readings fully and being 
prepared to discuss their main arguments and contributions to the field.  
 
Class Participation: 
Your class participation grade accounts for the following: on time attendance, respectful and 
engaged presence in class, appropriate and class-related use of technology, discussion 
contributions that promote classroom learning and a scholarly environment, attentiveness to peer 
contributions, and productive interaction with peers. I also require everyone to turn off cell 
phones during class (including remote scenarios). I expect your attention to be on the class 
material and discussions. Lastly, I require all students to attend my office hours in the first three 
weeks of class. 
 
Assignments: 
We will make a good faith effort to finish assignments on time, knowing that unforeseen issues 
might intervene. Let me know quickly if you will miss a class or an assignment deadline. For 
one assignment during the semester, you can ask for a week’s grace period to turn it in. For this 
one exception, I require you to reach out to me at least two days before the assignment is due. 
In all other cases, work submitted late will be graded down by a letter grade for each day it is 
overdue (so, for instance, an assignment that earned a 92 would fall to an 82 if it arrives a day 
late). I will not accept work more than three days late. 
 
Communication 
I prefer to communicate through personal conversation and email. Best to schedule a time to talk 
during my office hours on Thursday mornings (10:00 am – noon). I aim to respond to emails 
within 48 hours. Our schedule may well change in some minor ways, and I reserve the right to 
revise the syllabus and adapt our itinerary as such measures become necessary. If I alter our 
schedule, I will communicate the change with plenty of time to allow for preparation and 
adjustment. During remote gatherings and interviews conducted over Zoom I ask everyone to 
turn on their video unless there are exceptional circumstances – please discuss these with me 
individually.  
 
Academic Conduct and Plagiarism 
 
The university’s policies on academic honesty and misconduct as described in Emory 
University’s code of academic conduct and the honor code will be rigorously enforced in this 
course. Paraphrasing or quoting another’s work without citing the source is a form of academic 
misconduct. Even inadvertent or unintentional misuse or appropriation of another’s work (such 
as relying heavily on source material that is not expressly acknowledged) is considered 
plagiarism. Early in the semester, we will discuss how to cite oral history interviews and 
transcripts. If you have any questions about using and citing sources, please see me for 
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clarification. And everyone should be familiar with the honor code: 
http://college.emory.edu/home/academic/policy/honor_code.html.  
Other policies of the College may be found in the College Catalog: 
http://college.emory.edu/home/academic/catalog/index.html 
 
Assignments and Grading 
 
This course requires the completion of the following assignments: 
 
In-class Attendance 
and Participation  
15% 

Students are required to participate in class discussion in a 
respectful and meaningful way. Students are also expected to 
periodically submit response questions to the readings via Canvas 
(entered by 12:00pm EST the evening before the scheduled class), 
and lead sections of class discussion. 

Recording and 
Reflection 
10% 
Due  

Conduct and record a (minimum) 20-minute interview with a class 
colleague and submit a one-page reflection. Detailed instruction 
will be provided in class. 

Listening and Analysis 
Response  
10% 
Due  

Select two recorded oral histories based on sustainability, 
environmental change or climate change and submit a two-page 
(total) comparative analysis of the interviews. Detailed instruction 
will be provided in class along with a selection of repositories.  

Oral History 
Prospectus 
10% 
Due  

Oral history interview proposal that identifies two narrators, along 
with an interview outline, initial questions, and contextual material.  

Oral History Interviews  
20% 
Due 

Conduct two oral history interviews with different narrators. Each 
recording must be between 45-70 minutes. 

In-class Presentation 
10% 
 

“My Oral History Philosophy.” Students will present on their 
experiences in becoming an oral historian, and key highlights 
pertaining to sustainability and environmental change. 
Presentations between 10-15 minutes. 

Written Analysis and 
Reflection Paper 
25% 
 

Students will submit a written analysis of their interviews and one 
additional interview conducted by a class colleague. Students must 
draw on course material and additional contextual sources. Students 
will also include a transcription excerpt from a section of the 
interview. Alternative modes of analysis and presentation will be 
considered in consultation with Dr. Coulis. 

 
 
Grading Scale:  
 
This class uses the following grading scale: 

A      93 and above C      73 to 76 

http://college.emory.edu/home/academic/policy/honor_code.html
http://college.emory.edu/home/academic/catalog/index.html


Oral History and Environment 5 

A-     90 to 92 C-     70 to 72  
B+    87 to 89 D+   67 to 69 
B       83 to 86 D      63 to 66 
B-      80 to 82 D-     60 to 62 
C+    77 to 79  F       <60 

 
Course Structure 
 
The course is organized by four units with distinct themes and approaches to oral history.  

Unit I: Oral History Foundations 
Unit II: Sustainability and Environmental Change 
Unit III: Conducting Interviews and the Role of Stories 
Unit IV: Using Oral History 

 
 
Class Schedule: Reading(s) for each class day appear after the date.  
 
Unit I: Oral History Foundations 
Week 1: Overview and Experiential Learning 
January 14: 

• Course overview and syllabus review. 
January 16:  

• Survey of popular oral history storytelling initiatives. 
• Survey of oral history collections on environmental sustainability 

 
Week 2: Locating Oral History 
January 21:  

• Ritchie, Donald. Doing Oral History, 3rd edition. Oxford University Press, 2015. Chapter 
1, pp 1-34. 

January 23: 
• Kerr, Daniel R. “Allan Nevins is Not My Grandfather: The Roots of Radical Oral History 

Practice in the United States.” The Oral History Review, 43:2 (2016): pp 367-391. 
 
Week 3: Re-locating Oral History 
January 28: 

• Mayotte, David, and Claire Kiefer, eds. Say It Forward: A Guide to Social Justice 
Storytelling. Haymarket Books, 2018. Chapter pending.  

January 30:  
• Oral History Association Best Practices (https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-

practices-revised-2018/) 
• The Emory Oral History Program: Methods and documentation. 

 
Unit II: Sustainability and Environmental Change 
 
Week 4: Visions of Sustainability 
February 4:  

https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://www.oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
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• United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
o https://sdgs.un.org/goals 
o Jacob, Jerin. “A Background History of the Sustainable Development Goals,” 

Sustainable Development (2024): 3747-3759. 
February 6: 

• Rich, Nathaniel. “Losing Earth: The Decade we Almost Stopped Climate Change.” New 
York Times Magazine (2018).  

• Student led discussion on SDGS research. 
• Overview of the Emory Office of Sustainability Initiatives 

 
Week 5:  Event/Crisis 
February 11: 

• Cave, Mark and Stephen Sloan. Listening on the Edge: Oral History in the Aftermath of 
Crisis. Oxford University Press, 2014: Introduction. 

• Emory Oral History Program team collaborative class – interview guide development. 
February 13:  

• Chanski, Ricia Anne. “Oral History and the Climate Crisis: Listening in the Aftermath of 
Disaster.” The Oral History Review (2024): pp 321-350. 

• Community engagement workshop. 
 
Week 6: Environmental History/Public History 
February 18:  

• Naranja, Marian. “Indigenous peoples’ reason for being is to be the caretakers of the air, 
the water, the land, and each other,” in How We Go Home: Voices from Indigenous North 
America. Voice of Witness, 2020:  pp175-192. 

February 20: 
• Lee, Debbie, and Katheryn Newfont. The Land Speaks: New Voices at the Intersection of 

Oral and Environmental History. Oxford University Press, 2017: Select chapter. 
 
Week 7: Roles in Storytelling and ‘Treading Carefully’ 
February 25:  

• Abrams, Lynn. Oral History Theory. New York: Routledge, 2016: Chapter 4 (section). 
• Sheftel, Anna and Stacey Zembrzycki, eds., Oral History Off the Record: Toward an 

Ethnography of Practice. New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013: pp 97-109, and 223-
234. 

February 27: 
• Cramer, Jennifer. “‘First, Do No Harm’: Tread Carefully Where Oral History, Trauma, 

and Current Crises Intersect,” The Oral History Review, Vol. 42, No.2 (2020): pp 203-
213. 

• Outreach strategies/site visit 
 
 
UNIT III: Conducting Interviews and the Role of Stories 
 
Week 8: Interview Skill-Building 
March 4:  

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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• Sheftel, Anna and Stacey Zembrzycki, eds., Oral History Off the Record: Toward an 
Ethnography of Practice. Palgrave MacMillan, 2013: Introduction. 

• Ritchie, Doing Oral History, pp 71-101. 
March 6: 

• Yow, Valerie. Recording Oral History: A Practical Guide for the Humanities and Social 
Sciences. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2005: pp 68-88. 

• In-class interview preparation (outreach, pre-interview, and guide development). 
 
 
Week 9: SPRING BREAK 

• No Classes.  
 
Week: 10: Community Oral History 
March 18:  

• Shopes, Linda. “Community Oral History: Where We Have Been, Where We Are 
Going.” Oral History 43, no. 1 (2015): 97–106. 

• Quinlan, Mary Kay, Nancy MacKay, and Barbara W Sommer, “Defining Oral History, 
Defining Community,” in Community Oral History Toolkit. Left Coast Press, 2013: 25-
35. 

March 20:  
• Community Oral History Workshop 

 
Week 11: Climate Narratives 
March 25: 

• Sloan, Steven. Oral History and the Environment: Global Perspectives on Climate, 
Connection, and Catastrophe. Oxford University Press, 2022: Introduction and chapter of 
choice 

• Student-led discussion on climate narrative analysis.   
March 27: 

• Squarzoni, Philippe. Climate Changed: A Personal Journey through the Science. Harry N 
Abrams, 2014: Select pages.  
 

Unit IV: Using Oral History 
 
Week 12: Narrative Analysis 
April 1: 

• Portelli, Alessandro. The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning 
in Oral History. SUNY Press, 1991: pp 1-26. 

• Oral History Interview Analysis  
April 3:  

• Abrams, Lynn. Oral History Theory: pp 106-129. 
 
Week 13: Archives and Transcription 
April 8:  

• Archivist class visit.  
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• Ritchie, Doing Oral History. Chapter 6. 
• Final Assignment Discussion. 

April 10:  
• Student Presentations. 
• Bergen, Teresa. Transcribing Oral History. Routledge, 2020: Select pages. 

 
Week 14: Presentations 
April 15: 

• Student Presentations. 
• Class discussion/workshop session. 

April 17: 
• Student Presentations. 

 
Week 15: Presentations 
April 22: 

• Student Presentations. 
April 24:  

• Written Analysis and Reflection Paper Due. 
• Student Presentation (Backup). 

 
 


