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Hamilton County Farmers Digital Stories
By Cathie English
Background: Since I attended the first Rural Institute of the Nebraska Writing Project in 1997, I have tried to focus on connecting my classroom to my community.  In 1997-98, my students conducted interviews of local nursing home residents and then created a narrative and a subsequent web page of their stories accompanied by photos or drawings by art students.  In the following years, students interviewed senior citizens and family members to commemorate certain decades and Aurora businesses to create oral history web pages.  My students have also created their own “sense of place” digital stories and poetry CDs focusing on place.  This project was suggested by Bill and Jan Whitney of the Prairie Plains Resource Institute in Aurora because they wanted to preserve some of the stories of local farmers who have farmed along the Platte River. 
Project Overview: Students will formulate questions to ask local farmers who have been contacted by the teacher and have agreed to the interview process.  Students will set up interview times with the farmer and ask questions generated during class.  Students will also take digital photographs of the farmers’ properties or farming operations at the suggestion of the farmers.  Students will then transcribe the notes from the farmers to create a type-written narrative.  Once the narrative is complete, students will then combine the images with the narration.  Students can narrate the piece or have the farmer narrate the piece.  Students may also wish to capture some of the farmer’s stories and integrate that into their digital story.  To see some of the digital stories created by Aurora High School students, please visit my school website.
Suggested Grade Level:  10-12th Grades
Connection to Curriculum: This writing project meets several curricular goals including writing, communication and technology.  First, it gives students an opportunity to write in a narrative form in a very authentic way.  They must not only find their own voice in this writing but also convey the voice of the interviewee.  Students will also create multiple drafts throughout the revision process as they interview and conduct follow up interviews.  This is an excellent project for teaching the process of writing and re-writing.  Second, it meets several communication curricular goals because students must listen attentively and have superior communication skills as they meet with farmers and establish a dialogue with them.  Often, the farmer is a complete stranger to the students.  Finally, the project also meets our school’s integration of technology goals by requiring students to use two-three varying software programs.  Most students successfully use Audacity, an audio editor and recorder, Windows MovieMaker, a movie-making program, or Windows PowerPoint, a multi-media program.
Connection to Reading/Writing Standards: 
12.1.1--By the end of the twelfth grade, students will identify the main idea and supporting details in what they have read.
12.1.2—By the end of the twelfth grade, students will locate, evaluate and use primary and secondary resources for research. 

12.1.6—By the end of the twelfth grade, students will identify and apply knowledge of the text structure and organizational elements to analyze non-fiction or informational texts.

12.2.1—By the end of the twelfth grade, students will write using standard English (conventions), sentence structure, usage, punctuation, capitalization and spelling.
12.2.2—By the end of the twelfth grade, students will write compositions with focus, related ideas and supporting details. 
12.2.4—By the end of the twelfth grade, students will use multiple forms to write for different audiences and purposes. 

12.2.5—By the end of the twelfth grade, students will demonstrate the ability to use self-generated questions, note taking, summarizing, and outlining while learning.

12.3.2—By the end of the twelfth grade, students will make oral presentations that demonstrate consideration of audience, purpose and information. 
Instructional Objectives: 

· Students will generate questions for interviewing and learn the process of interviewing and follow up questioning.
· Students will learn communication skills including listening and responding and forming relationships with the interviewees. 

· Students will transcribe interview notes into a typed narrative composition and revise it into multiple drafts.
· Students will investigate the local history of farmers and their farming operations and how things have changed over the years.
· Students will learn about farming practices and the economic and ecological impact of farming on the community.  

· Students will apply technology skills through the use of several software programs to create a final product which conveys the story of the local farmer.

· Students will give oral presentations of their digital product to their audience of classmates and anyone who accesses the school web page.  

Materials Required: 

· Benchmark examples of previous digital stories

· Description of the project
· Notebooks, pens, pencils, tape recorders, and blank tapes for interview process
· Copies of farmer names and contact information

· Digital cameras

· Scanners

· Headphone/Microphone headsets

· Computers with Audacity, MovieMaker or PowerPoint

Suggested Resources: 

Coddington, Mark. ““Making the Connection”: Oral History Project with Area 

      Farmers Opens Aurora Students' Eyes to Vital Role of Agriculture.” Grand Island 

      Independent. 2007 March 9: 1A.

English, Cathie. “Do You Remember Me? Writing Oral Histories with Nursing Home 

     Residents.
” The Quarterly.  V. 20. n. 3. Summer 1998. 

MusOpen: http://www.musopen.com/ (Free music to use in digital stories)

Norris,Kathleen. Dakota: A Spiritual Geography. New York : Ticknor & Fields, 

          1993.

Oral History Association: http://www.dickinson.edu/oha/
Public domain music: http://www.pdinfo.com/ and http://www.publicdomain4u.com/
Sitton, Thad, and George L. Mehaffey and O.L. Davis, Jr. (1983). Oral History: A Guide for Teachers (and others). Austin: University of Texas Press.

Sobel, David. Place-Based Education: Connecting Classrooms & Communities. 
     Barrington, MA: Orion Society, 2004.

Project Sequence: 
· Teacher establishes initial contact with farmers to see if they are interested in the project.

· Students receive project description and we view several examples of previous digital stories

· Students formulate questions for the farmers.

· Teacher writes letter to farmers and sends the set of questions for them to review prior to the interviews.

· Students telephone farmers to set up a convenient time for interviews.

· Students conduct interviews and take digital photos of the farm.

· Students transcribe notes from interviews and type first draft.

· Students contact farmers for follow up interview.

· Students revise narrative and hand in a preliminary copy of the type-written text.

· Students record narrative of farmer (or have farmer record the narrative) and add background music to the narrative using Audacity.

· Students insert photos of farmer and farm into MovieMaker or PowerPoint and then insert MP3 file of narrative and music.  

· Students create two copies of digital story.

· Students show digital stories in the classroom.

· Copies of stories are sent to farmers along with consent forms to ask permission to upload stories onto school web site.  
· Movie Maker files are converted into podcasts files for the podcast server.

· Students complete self evaluation and reflection. 

Note: This project takes an entire school year to complete although we didn’t work on it every week during the project.  We worked several days in the fall on the initial process of generating questions and contacting farmers and writing the narrative.  We then used the second semester to work on the digital story which included teaching the software applications.  Many students came in during my plan period or study hall so it would be a quiet environment to record the narrative.  Some students also came in before or after school to work on this project.  
**Please also note on this Unit Plan that I have provided several links to web documents that may be helpful to you as you plan your place conscious units.

