Lesson 5: Using Oral History: CO Voices and the Second World War
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Lesson 5
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IHR: On History:  https://blog.history.ac.uk/2021/02/january-acquisitions-for-the-ihr-library-oral-histories/ 


Introduction	
Objects, letters, diaries, newspapers, government records, and a range of other sources are useful records through which to explore both individual histories and historical events. Equally important, however, are oral testimonies and interviews. Interviews with former COs held at the Imperial War Museum, for example, provide a unique insight into the lives and legacies of Second World War COs. They uncover the experiences and voices of COs in a way which no other source could. 
[bookmark: _Hlk171934947]This lesson introduces students to oral history through the lens of Second World War COs and asks students to consider both the benefits and some of the limitations of using oral history as a research method. 


Suitable for: KS2 History
Time Period: The Second World War (1939–45)
Curriculum Links: Second World War COs provide an excellent case study covering ‘an aspect or theme in British history that extends pupils’ chronological knowledge beyond 1066’ and ‘a local history study’. In addition, the material supports pupils in developing ‘a chronologically secure knowledge and understanding of British, local and world history’ alongside helping pupils to ‘understand the complexity of people’s lives, the process of change, the diversity of societies and relationships between different groups’.
Learning Objectives: To investigate the lived experiences of Second World War British COs and to familiarise students with oral history as a method of research.
Resources Needed: Printed sources and questions; IT room/access to computers to use interactive map/headphones to listen to interviews.

	

[bookmark: _Hlk171412379]Suitable for: Scottish Advanced Higher History
Time Period: The Second World War (1939–45)
Curriculum Links: Second World War COs allow ‘candidates [to] develop their understanding of the world by learning about other people and their values, in different times, places and circumstances’. Given the focus on protest and objection to war, the resources and learning materials enable ‘candidates to develop important attitudes including an open mind and respect for the values, beliefs and cultures of others; openness to new thinking and ideas; and a sense of responsibility and global citizenship’. The sources used in the learning material also encourage candidates to ‘engage with a wide range of source material, and to review a wide range of interpretations of history’.
Module Links: The learning material will be of particular interest to those on the module ‘Britain: At War and Peace, 1938–51’, especially as the module explores the socio-economic impact of the conflict domestically. The learning material aligns with many of the themes and issues examined in the module – namely conscription; labour; industrial relations; citizenship; civil-military relations; civil defence; and class (among other issues).
Learning Objectives: To investigate the lived experiences of Second World War British COs and to familiarise students with oral history as a method of research.
Resources Needed: Printed sources and questions; IT room/access to computers to use interactive map/headphones to listen to interviews.

Teacher’s Notes	
The main body of source material used in this lesson stems from the Imperial War Museum’s Sound Archive, which contains a broad and rich array of interviews with former COs. Using a wide range of sources to find out about the past is an important part of pupils’ learning. Indeed, the National Curriculum for KS2 asks students to ‘understand how our knowledge of the past is constructed from a range of sources’. Similarly, the course rationale for Scottish Advanced Higher History emphasises that candidates should ‘develop their ability to evaluate a wide range of historical sources which have some complex features, taking into account their provenance, content and historical and historiographical contexts’. As such, this lesson is designed to introduce students to oral history: an important, but underutilised, method of research. 
In using oral history interviews, this lesson encourages students to think about the different types of source material used in historical research and to investigate themes of protest and objection during the Second World War.

Tasks
Activity 1
Using the CO map, choose one story that you find interesting and follow the link to the Imperial War Museum Sound Archive. Here, you will find much more information on the CO you selected. Starting on Reel 1, spend 10–15 minutes listening to their story and answer the following questions:
1. What did you find out about their background and upbringing? 
2. Did their background have any influence on their decision to become a CO during the Second World War?
3. What topics/themes do COs reflect on in their interviews?
4. If you were the interviewer, what questions would you ask a Second World War CO? 
5. What do you think the advantages are of using interviews as a historical source? 
6. What do you think the potential disadvantages might be of using interviews as a historical source? 
7. Did you find using interviews an interesting way of learning about COs, the Second World War, and the past more generally? 
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