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A Pat ch wo rk of Our L ives: 
O r al H ist o ry Quilts in 
Intercultural Educat i o n
by Cynthia Cohen 

M e m ory is made as a quilt is made . From the who le cloth of time, f rayed sc rap s

of sensat i on are pulled ap art and pieced together in a pat t e rn that has a nam e :

G rand m o t h e r ’s Garde n , D ru n kard ’s Path to Dubl i n , D ou ble We dding Ring.

—Kim St a f f ord,“The St ory Th at Saved Life ” i n St o ries Lives Te l l

ORAL HISTORY is a way of learning ab o ut the present and the past by lis-

.tening to the stories people tell. In re cent ye a rs , e d u c a t o rs and commu-

n ity wo rke rs have come to re a l i ze the tremendous potential of oral history

methods for pre s e rving the history and cultures of wo rking people, ethnic gro u p s ,

rural commu n it i e s , wo m e n , ch i l d re n , older people—groups whose pers p e c t ive s

tr a d it i o n a l ly have been ove rl oo ked in historical source s . Oral history stre n g t h e n s

c o m mu n ities by validating people’s experi e n ces and by engendering pride in

c u l t u re and respect for dive rs it y.

Oral history ’s methodologies are powerful teaching too l s . They impart skills; gen-

erate enthusiasm for the study of history; and motivate meaningful writ i n g,

re a d i n g, s p e a k i n g, and listening. Well-crafted oral history projects create the

s h a red understandings of the past nece s s a ry for collective visions of the fut u re .

L i fe stories rep resent one ap p ro a ch to educating ch i l d ren ab o ut their own history

and culture and ab o ut the lives of people diffe rent from themselve s . Pe r h aps eve n

m o re impo rtant than this multicultural ag e n d a , oral history projects prov i d e

o p po rt u n ities for ch i l d ren to acquire the skills and sensibilities they need for

i n t e rcultural competence . They learn how to interact re s p e c t f u l ly with other s ,

h ow to learn from others , and how to listen. They come to ap p reciate the par-

t i c u l a rities of diffe rent cultures and to understand the ways that diffe re n ces have

been a source of pain, s ep a r a t i o n , and injustice .

To relate comfort ably and re s p e c t f u l ly with people who are diffe rent from them-

s e lve s , students must first understand that they themselves have stories to tell.

They must see that they belong to gro u ps— f a m i l i e s, c o m mu n it i e s, re g i o n s, re l i-

gious gro u p s , age cohorts — that offer them, in the wo rds of author bell hoo k s,

“aesthetic inherit a n ce s .” These legacies are cultural t r a d itions and ways of doing

things that bring beauty and meaning into their live s . Oral history quilt pro j e c t s ,

l i ke the one outlined below, p rovide powerful oppo rt u n ities for young people to

d evelop stronger intercultural competencies and multicultural aw a re n e s s .

The Cambridge Wo m e n ’s History Quilt Pro j e c t

We designed the Cambridge Wo m e n’s History Quilt Project to engage women and

g i rls in documenting local history in cultur e . In part i c u l a r, we wanted yo u n g



people to explore the history of women in Cambri d g e , Ma s s a ch u s e t t s , i n cl u d i n g

the tr a n s itions that have occurred in their live s , and the histor i c a l , s o c i a l , a n d

cultural factors that influenced those ch a n g e s . As a sub-theme, we intended to

re f l e c t , in part i c u l a r, on quilt-making: its function in wo m e n’s lives and its re l a-

tionship to oral t r a d it i o n . Sixty women and girls from the dive rse cultural and

ethnic commu n ities of Cambri d g e , Ma s s a ch u s e t t s , c o l l aborated with artists and

sch o l a rs to create “The Cambridge Wo m e n’s History Quilt Pro j e c t .” The part i c i-

p a n t s , who ranged in age from 7 to 87, po rtr ayed scenes from their lives that they

wished to document for history. They created two vibrant quilts, w ith a total of

52 patch e s . E a ch patch shows at least one woman at wo rk or play.

Ma ny women and girls found that their participation in the project was itself pro-

ducing changes in their live s . As has been a part of the American quilting bee

tr a d it i o n , p a rticipants shared medical and po l itical inform a t i o n , reflected on

their relationships with boys and men, and gained pers p e c t ive on decisions they

we re facing. They felt themselves becoming a commu n it y.

When writing the pro posal for the quilt pro j e c t , we envisioned that the fab ri c

a rtists would design the quilt images based on project part i c i p a n t s’ stories and

s ke t ch e s , to be sure , b ut shaped by the art i s t s’ visions. The artists themselve s

rejected this plan, instead suppo rting each woman to create her own image of a

s t o ry from her own life . The resulting images and stories revealed the daily par-

t i c u l a rities of girl s’ and wo m e n’s experi e n ces and aspirations: Braiding a daugh-

t e r ’s hair, a gre a t - grandmother quilting, lighting Sabbath candles, d ressing up to

go to ch u rch , riding a donkey in Hait i , making wine in Italy, making life rafts

d u ring Wo rld War II, g iving birth at home, p i cking cotton in the Sout h , a n d

d reaming of becoming a balleri n a . The quilts documented both the common

t h reads and unique twists, the consistent themes as well as historical ch a n g e s

that insc ribe wo m e n’s live s , w ith a vibrancy that no single art i s t ’s expre s s i o n

could ever have ap p rox i m a t e d.

Quilts as Metaphors for a Healthy, Diverse Society

St o ries can be expressed in many forms: wo rd s , mu s i c, d a n ce , t h e a t e r, v i s u a l

i m ag e s . Ma ny cultures have extensive tr a d itions of telling stories in cl o t h . New

England women have sewn remnants of special fab rics into patch wo rk quilts they

g ive their ch i l d ren to mark life’s milestones and turning po i n t s . Chilean wo m e n

c reate arp i l le ra s, or small tap e s tri e s , to alert the wo rld to the “ d i s ap p e a r a n ce ” o f

their ch i l d ren under the milit a ry dictatorship of Pinoch e t . Hmong refugees cre a t e

s t o ry cloths that ce l ebrate their tr a d itional culture and memor i a l i ze their har-

rowing esc apes from Laos to Th a i l a n d. And Afr i c a n - A m e rican women have used

cloth sc r aps to create quilts that tell Bible stories and document their live s .

When we invo lve students in creating oral history quilts—whether of cloth or

p ap e r — we build on this legacy. We teach students ab o ut the ways diffe rent cul-

t u res use fab rics to tell stori e s . We offer them interesting colors and textures to

s t i mulate their imag i n a t i o n s . And we create oppo rt u n ities for them to share

s t o ries with each other and with guests while they are making their quilts. A

p a t ch wo rk quilt embodies a powerful metaphor for a healthy multicultural com-
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mu n ity: Each patch tells a distinct story in its own way, yet its juxtapo s ition wit h

the others enri ches its meaning and beaut y.

Ideas for Making an Oral History Quilt

You may wish to make an oral history quilt as a one-time activ ity or as part of

a larger oral history pro j e c t . This section suggests steps for a re l a t ive ly limit e d

a c t iv ity that still incorporates basic interv i ewing skills and re s o u rces to help yo u

get started on a larger oral history pro j e c t .

1 . Begin by making decisions ab o ut material and themes. C o l l aborate with yo u r

s t u d e n t s , the art teach e r, or vo l u n t e e rs at this stag e .

M a t e r i a l s : Paper quilts are easier and faster to make than cloth quilts. Ma ke

them exc iting by offe ring students an arr ay of decorative materials: ori g a m i

p ap e r, pipe cl e a n e rs , g l it t e r, f ab ric sc r ap s , s e q u i n s , ya rn , tissue pap e r, ch a l k ,

c r ayo n s , m a rke rs , seeds and beans. S u p p ly uniform ly sized mu l t i c o l o red square s

to form the back ground for each patch (8’’ - 9 ” o rigami paper wo rks we l l ) . Yo u ’l l

need large paper or poster board on wh i ch to mount the patch e s .

Cloth quilts are more aut h e n t i c, last longer, and provide oppo rt u n ities for shari n g

s t o ries while students stit ch . They re q u i re sufficient manual dexterity and

p a t i e n ce and are especially ap p ro p riate for older students and intergenerational

p ro j e c t s . C reating patches of glued cloth collag e s , fe l t , or fab ric marker draw i n g s

o f fer re l a t ive ly simple ways to exper i e n ce the textures of cloth while minimizing

s ew i n g.

T h e m e s : D epending on your go a l s , you may wish students to create imag e s

based on their own lives or on a story of someone they interv i ew. If students are

c reating images from their own live s , ask them to ch oose a scene from their life

to document for history. B r a i n s t o rm po s s i b i l ities: images from po rtfolio writ i n g,

rit u a l s , people impo rtant to them, a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s , something new they have

l e a rn e d, special place s , f avo rite animals, things they do for fun.

2 . Help students generate a visual image that communicates an impo rtant idea

or feeling from the story they want to tell. For instance , if they are depicting a

p e rs o n , ask them to think ab o ut a specific time when they we re with the pers o n :

We re you indoo rs or outside? What we re you both we a ring? How we re yo u

m oving? How we re you feeling? What season was it? What makes this pers o n

special? What shap e s , c o l o rs , and textures cap t u re the feelings and the ideas yo u

want to convey? Use your questions to help students to plan large, simple imag e s

and to fill their patch e s .

3 . A l l ow students ample time. Some may need help to think of a story, find a

simple enough way to rep resent their story, or find an artful va riety of materi-

a l s .

4 . When students have completed their imag e s , ask for a volunteer to be inter-

v i ewe d. This is your oppo rt u n ity to teach basic interv i ewing and listening skills.

Ask students to notice what you do that helps the volunteer tell the story behind

his or her patch . Be sure that you demonstrate some or all of the following inter-
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v i ew tech n i q u e s :

• Relax and help your interv i ewee feel at ease.

• Use ap p ro p riate body language: eye contact, g e s t u re s , s m i l e s , facial expre s-

sions that re s pond to the emotions of the story.

• Refrain from interru p t i n g.

• Ask general questions at first; follow up with detailed questions.

• Ask questions that help the student tell more ab o ut the people, p l a ce , p l o t ,

and meaning of the story.

5 . After completing the model interv i ew, ask your students

• if they have any add itional questions ab o ut the story

• how you let the volunteer know you we re listening

• how an interv i ew diffe rs from a regular conve rs a t i o n

• wh at kinds of questions you asked and why

6 . Ask your students to pair up and conduct oral history interv i ews with each

o t h e r, practicing the techniques they just observed to help each other tell the

s t o ries behind their quilt patch e s . Stru c t u re this time allowing five to ten

m i nutes for each interv i ew, and ask your students not to let the interv i ew s

c o l l apse into regular conve rs a t i o n .

7. O n ce the interv i ews are completed, t h e re are several options:

• Students could place their patches on the back ground paper and tell their

s t o ry to the c l a s s .

• Students could write their own or each other’s stories and read these to the

class as the patches are mounted.

• Students could write a part of their story on a piece of paper mount the

s t o ry under the imag e .

• Students could meet in groups of four or six, s h a re their stori e s , and then

c reate a visual juxtapo s ition that expresses common and diffe rent themes.

8 . D i scuss the interv i ews as a cl a s s . Did students find it difficult to share their

s t o ries and ask questions? What did they learn that they would like to

remember next time they do an interv i ew? Do they have fe e d b a ck for each

o t h e r ?

9 . O n ce the quilt is completed and students have shared their stories with each

o t h e r, n o t i ce with them how the cl a s s room “ c o m mu n it y ” has changed now

that each pers o n’s story has been honore d. What did they learn ab o ut them-

s e lve s , their commonalities and diffe re n ce s ?

1 0 . Find ways to share your quilt with other cl a s s e s , p a re n t s , and fri e n d s . Pe r h ap s

you can create an exhibit of quilts and stories and inv ite your students to

s e rve as “ s t o ryteller/ tour guides” for ch i l d ren from other cl a s s e s . Or your stu-
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dents would like to share their quilts with a local nu rsing home or hospit a l .

Pitfalls to Av o i d

Oral history projects offer impo rtant oppo rt u n ities to bridge the gap betwe e n

s t u d e n t s’ home and sch ool live s , to validate and ce l ebrate home culture s . For a

va riety of re a s o ns— f a m i ly sep a r a t i o n s , i l l n e s s e s , a dd i c t i o n s , v i o l e n ce , a d o p t i o n ,

pove rty—not eve ry student may wish to bring his or her home life into the cl a s s-

room and ce rt a i n ly should never be be re q u i red to do so. Te a ch e rs must design

the assignment with enough flexibility so that eve ry student can participate com-

f o rt ably. A rrange for other adults to be interv i ewed in case students want alter-

n a t ives or assign topics to include family, n e i g h b o r h oo d s , and sch oo l . Rather than

asking students to depict someone in their family, ask them to depict someone

they feel close to at home, at sch oo l , in their neighborhoo d, or at ch u rch . Wh a t-

ever topic you ch oo s e , think it through in relation to each student.

Students will get the most out of this project if they are not ru s h e d. Of cours e ,

they wo n’t finish each step in the same amount of time. P rep a ring supplemen-

t a ry activ ities for those who finish quick ly will minimize disru p t i o n s . Your sch oo l

l i b r a rian might be able to supply you with a collection of books on quilts, o r a l

h i s t o ry, and folk tr a d itions to engage students while others are finishing.

Possible Next Steps

I ’ll ho ld the needle , you pull the thre a d

We’ll cut the pieces of green and blue and re d

H ands young and live ly, h ands old and wis e

St it ching together a pat ch work of our live s

— ch o rus of ballad composed by Cambridge Wo m e n’s Quilt Project part i c i p a n t s

Oral history activ ities often to take on a life of their ow n . If there is time and

s u p po rt , your students may want to build on the momentum . The following sug-

gestions are based on activ ities undert a ken by ch i l d ren and teach e rs in other New

England sch oo l s :

• Explore fab ric tr a d itions in va rious culture s .

• Read oral histories of people from va rious culture s .

• Inv ite fab ric artists to your class to talk ab o ut their live s , their art , their craft.

• Use the stories in your quilt as the basis for the ly rics of a ballad or po e m .

• Ta ke slides of each patch and plan an assembly program in wh i ch each student

reads his or her story as the audience views the projected imag e . Or use the

quilt as the back d rop for a storytelling play in wh i ch some stories are told, s o m e

a c t e d, some sung.

Your students might wish to extend their developing listening and interv i ew i n g

skills through a full-scale oral history pro j e c t . They could interv i ew older people

who know the history of the town or students whose life exper i e n ces and cul-

tural back grounds differ from their s . They might wish to gather stories ab o ut

music or spo rts or the Vietnam Wa r. They might wish to create a play, mu r a l ,
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s l i d e - s h ow, or historical fiction. The following re s o u rces are ava i l able to help yo u

design and conduct oral history projects that add ress a range of curricular go a l s :

B row n , Cynthia St o ke s . L i ke It Was: A Guide Writing Oral Hist ory. Te a ch e rs and

W rit e rs Collab o r a t ive .

B oo k l i n k s , an American Library Association booklist publ i c a t i o n . ( Ma rch 1 9 9 5 )

Fe a t u res ch i l d re n’s books on themes related to oral and family history.

C o h e n , Cynthia (1987) Designing an Oral Hist ory Project: A Work b ook for Te a ch -

e rs and Commu n ity Worke rs and (1988) St u dying Life St ories in the Cla s s roo m :

An Intro d u c t ory Curric u l um Pa cket for Gra des 5-8. Ava i l able from Oral History

C e n t e r, 403 Rich a rds Hall, No rt h e a s t e rn Unive rs it y, B o s t o n , M A . 0 2 1 1 5 . 6 1 7 / 3 7 3 -

4 8 1 4 .

H oo p e s , J. (1979) O ral Hist ory: An Intro d u c t i on for St u de n t s . U n ive rs ity of No rt h

C a rolina Pre s s . Ge a red tow a rd high sch ool and undergraduate college students.

P y t ow s ka , E . A . B i bl i ograp hy of Child re n’s Lit e rat u re with Themes of Pe rs on al ,

S o c i al and Cultural Empowe rm e n t, and A Quest for Belonging: Empowe ri n g

Ad o le scents Th rough Multic u l t u ral Lit e rat u re, ava i l able through Savannah Boo k s ,

C a m b ri d g e , M A . 6 1 7 / 8 6 8 - 6 4 2 3 . C o m p re h e n s ive , i n d i s p e n s able re s o u rces for ag e -

ap p ro p riate lit e r a t u re , m a ny citations relating to quilts, m e m o ry, f o l k l o re and oral

h i s t o ry.

S i l nut ze r, R . and Wa tro u s , B. (1990) D rawing from the Well: Oral Hist ory and

Folk Arts in the Cla s s room and Commu n it y. Ava i l able from the Pioneer Va l l e y

Fo l k l o re Society. P. O. B ox 710, G re e n f i e l d, MA 01 3 0 2 . 4 1 3 / 7 7 4 - 4 1 4 1 .

W i gg i n t o n , Eliot (1 9 8 5 ) Sometimes a Shining Moment—Twenty Ye ars in a High

S chool Cla s s room—The Fox f i re Experi e n ce . D o u bl e d ay.

W it h e re l l , C . and No dd i n g s , N. (1991) St ories Lives Tell: Narrat ive and Dialog u e

in Educat i on . Te a ch e rs College Pre s s .

Ze it l i n , S. , et al. (1982) A Cele b rat i on of Americ an Fam i ly Fo l k lore: Tales and

Tra d it i ons from the Smit h s on i an Colle c t i on . Ye l l ow m oon Pre s s . I n cludes “ Fa m i ly

Fo l k l o re Interv i ewing Guide and Questionnaire .”

Cynthia Cohen is Coexist e n ce Program Dir e c t or at Brande is Univ e rs ity in

B o st on . For many ye ars , she directed the Cam b ridge Oral Hist ory Pro j e c t .
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