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Oral Histories of Women’s Rights  

How-To Guide 

 

The stories in this theme explore how women’s roles in society have changed over time. The oral 

history selections reveal the personal challenges and triumphs of women in the United States. 

They encourage new perspectives on how we think about women and politics, education, 

healthcare, and other important issues. 

 

This document includes information on what materials you’ll need, the roles for various 

participants in the program, what you need to do before the program, information on the arc of 

dialogue, and instructions for facilitating the program.  

 

Materials 

 

Download the following from Listentoeveryone.com: audio clips, How-To Guide (this 

document), PowerPoint slides, and transcripts. The audio clips for this theme are: 

 

• Working on the Farm (Barbara Weaver) 

• Three Generations in College (Barbara Mulhern) 

• Travel Problems (Jean Shea) 

• Rural Healthcare (Marc Heller) 

• Fighting Racism (Charles Hudson) 

• Life Lessons (Charlotte Collett) 

 

*Note: all content for this program can be found at the following URL: 

listentoeveryone.com/womens-rights-community-dialogue 

 

You’ll need a laptop, smartphone, or iPod as well as external speakers to play the audio files. In 

addition, we recommend that you use a separate computer and projector to show the PowerPoint 

slides—rather than trying to play the audio clips and show the PowerPoint from the same device, 

as this can be difficult to manage, especially when you are also facilitating the program. 

 

Roles 

 

These titles will be used throughout the guide, to distinguish roles. 

 

• Facilitator – This person leads the program. They read from the Program Outline 

(included at the end of this document), play the audio selections, and lead the discussion. 

They use a combination of ground rules, questions, and activities to ensure that all 

participants communicate effectively with each other. Their job is not to be an expert on 

the content, but rather to make sure that everyone can find their place in the conversation. 

 

• Participant – These are the people who participate in the program. They listen to the 

audio selections and engage in conversation. They should feel comfortable expressing 

their opinions and gain insights into different perspectives from fellow participants. 

 

http://listentoeveryone.com/womens-rights-community-dialogue
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Before the Program 

 

• Ensure that everyone involved in creating and executing the program understands that the 

primary goal is to encourage conversation and understanding among participants, not for 

participants to gain specific factual knowledge. 

 

• Familiarize yourself with the oral history material. Listening to the clips several times in 

advance and reading through the transcripts and question prompts will give you greater 

flexibility when leading the discussion. 

 

• Download the audio clips and PowerPoint slides onto your preferred devices. Print out 

this How to Guide and the transcripts for each participant.  

 

• It’s a good idea to have some refreshments available, so don’t forget to buy coffee, tea, 

and cookies. People are always in a better mood when they’re not hungry! 

 

• Immediately before the program, set up and test your equipment.  

 

• Immediately before the program, set up the room. We recommend placing chairs in a 

circle. Even if this is not feasible in your space, place chairs in a way so as many people 

can see each other as possible. 

 

Notes on Facilitating 

 

• It is important to ask open-ended questions that all participants can answer without any 

specialized knowledge or prior research. 

 

• Facilitators are not working to make everyone agree, although some participants may 

seek this agreement. If this occurs, facilitators should work to remind participants that the 

program’s goal is to further personal and collective learning, not to accomplish a specific 

task. 

 

• Some participants will be more talkative than others. Except during the introduction, not 

everyone needs to talk. However, one or two people should not be allowed to dominate 

the conversation.  

 

• It is the facilitator’s job to make sure everyone who wants to speak has a chance to speak. 

Be aware of who has spoken and who has not yet spoken. Use different strategies to 

encourage everyone to speak—e.g. small group discussions. 

 

• Facilitators should refrain from sharing their own stories. The facilitator’s role is to 

promote dialogue, not to dominate the conversation.   

 

• Do not be afraid of the silence after a question has been asked; give participants time to 

think about the questions before answering.  
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• It is a good idea to repeat questions to ensure that all participants have heard them. Use of 

a microphone is recommended, especially with audiences that may include participants 

with hearing impairments. 

 

• The facilitator does not need to ask all of the questions listed in the how-to guide—in 

fact, doing so would likely be impossible, unless one wants the program to last for three 

hours! Be selective and keep things moving at a moderate pace. 

 

• It is acceptable to ask follow-up questions based on participants’ responses. 

 

The “Arc of Dialogue” 

 

This program follows the “arc of dialogue,” which has been developed by the International 

Coalition of Sites of Conscience.* 

 

Phase One (Community Building) 

 

All participants introduce themselves to one another and answer an easy and accessible question. 

This allows people to build relationships with one another, which leads to a more productive 

discussion. When everyone is given the opportunity to share at the beginning of a program, they 

feel more comfortable contributing to the discussion later.  

 

Phase Two (Sharing the Diversity of our Experiences) 

 

Participants listen to audio selections from oral history interviews and then share their own 

experiences with the group. They listen to several clips, discuss the topic, listen to more clips, 

and then talk some more. Each person’s responses are treated equally. Questions during this 

phase help participants think about how individuals’ experiences are similar and different. 

 

Phase Three (Exploring Perspectives Beyond Our Own Experiences) 

 

Participants listen to additional audio selections from oral history interviews and then reflect on 

others’ perspectives. In addition, they explore the program’s theme more broadly. Participants 

listen to several clips, discuss the topic, listen to more clips, and then talk some more. During 

this phase, the group actively examines the underlying social conditions that impact how people 

think about important issues. 

 

Phase Four (Synthesizing the Learning Experience) 

 

During this phase, the facilitator asks one or more questions to synthesize the experience and 

help the group reflect on what they have learned from listening to the oral history clips and 

speaking with each other. Participants are also encouraged to decide what, if any, next steps they 

would like to take. This phase should reinforce a sense of community, but participants do not 

have to agree with each other. 

*For more information on the “arc of dialogue,” visit the International Coalition of Sites of 

Conscience’s website. 

http://www.sitesofconscience.org/en/home/
http://www.sitesofconscience.org/en/home/
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Program Outline for Facilitator 

 

Below is a detailed outline for the program. Use this as a roadmap while facilitating. 

 

• Welcome – Introduce yourself, say who you are, briefly explain the purpose of the 

program and the agenda, and go over ground rules.  

 

o Agenda 

▪ Introductions. 

▪ Listen to oral history selections. 

▪ Use those oral histories as a jumping off point for conversation about 

how women’s roles in society have changed over time. Our hope is that 

oral histories can serve as a basis for an informed and civil dialogue 

about social issues. 

▪ A simple way to think about it is: We’ll listen then we’ll talk, then we’ll 

listen some more, and we’ll talk some more. 

o Share ground rules 

▪ Be respectful. 

▪ Make sure that everyone has a turn to speak. 

▪ Focus your comments on the oral histories. 

 

• Phase I – Community Building 

 

Everyone in the room should briefly introduce themselves, including the facilitator. Make 

sure all voices in the room are heard. When everyone is given the opportunity to share at 

the beginning of a program, they feel more comfortable contributing to the discussion 

later.  

 

Question for Introductions 

o Give us your name and where you live, and tell us “If you could honor one 

woman in the National Women’s History Museum, who would it be (alive or 

dead, friend or family member, etc)?”  

 

• Phase II – Sharing the Diversity of Our Experiences  

 

Start by playing two audio selections: Barbara Weaver and Barbara Mulhern. 

 

Before playing each selection, share the person’s bio and a brief description of what will 

be discussed in the selection. 

 

 Barbara Weaver 

o Interviewed by Christina Parise, November 21, 2011 

o File Name: 1.Barbara_Weaver_Working_on_the_Farm 
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Barbara Weaver Clip Description: 

Barbara Louise Gray was born in East Springfield, New York in 1923 and grew up on a 

small dairy farm next to what is now Route 20. After marrying Herb Weaver, she raised 

three children and spent many years working outside of her home. In this interview clip, 

she talks about women working on farms. 

 

Barbara Mulhern 

o Interviewed by Jenna Neumann, November 16, 2011 

o File Name: 2.Barbara_Mulhern_Three_Generations_in_College 

 

Barbara Mulhern Clip Description: 

Barbara Mulhern was born in New York City in 1925, and grew up in Cooperstown in 

the 1930s during the Great Depression and World War II. She attended the Knox School 

and Smith College, and worked as a teacher and in publishing before she married in 

1949. She then raised six children and has done extensive volunteer work in the 

educational system. In this clip, she talks about three generations of women going to 

college. 

 

After playing the clips, use these discussion questions: 

o Tell us about one woman in your family and the work she did.  

Think of work in the broadest sense—childcare, housekeeping, farm work, 

teacher’s aide, bus driver, CEO of a company. 

*You may choose to have participants respond to this question in a pair-

share format. Participants share their responses first with a partner and 

then with the full group. Not everyone needs to share with the full group. 

o Have you ever felt society expected you to act a particular way because of your 

gender? 

 

• Phase III – Exploring Perspectives Beyond Our Own Experiences 

 

Play two more clips: Jean Shea and Marc Heller. 

 

Jean Shea 

o Interviewed by Emily Hoffman, December 6, 2013 

o File Name: 3.Jean_Shea_Travel_Problems 

 

 Jean Shea Clip Description: 

Jean Shea was born in Syracuse, New York, in 1928. She got married after graduating 

from Syracuse University and worked for one year with the IRS before becoming a stay-

at-home mother of six children. Her husband worked for a telephone company and they 

moved around New York State before settling in Oneonta. In this clip, she talks about the 

expectations placed on couples when she was a young woman.  
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Marc Heller 

o Interviewed by Erin Russell, November 19, 2016 

o File Name: 4.Marc_Heller_Rural_Healthcare 

 

 Marc Heller Clip Description: 

Marc Heller was born in Westchester, New York in 1948. He is a retired board certified 

obstetrician/gynecologist (OB/GYN). Dr. Heller worked at Bassett Hospital for thirty 

years before serving as Medical Director at Planned Parenthood Mohawk Hudson for 

twelve years. In this clip, he talks about working with his patients. 

 

After playing the clips, use these discussion questions: 

o Why do you think many women in the past, as well as today, have felt that they 

don’t have control over their lives? 

o What role does birth control play in the discussion of women’s rights? 

o Who should be involved in discussions about reproductive rights? 

 

Play two more clips: Charles Hudson and Charlotte Collett. 

 

Charles Hudson 

o Interviewed by Lindsey Marolt, November 15, 2012 

o File Name: 5.Charles_Hudson_Fighting_Racism 

 

Charles Hudson Clip Description: 

Charles Hudson was born in New Jersey in 1937. He worked as a physician and 

psychiatrist, and moved to Cooperstown in 1974 to work at Bassett Hospital. His mother 

came from an Irish family in New York City, but moved to rural New Jersey with her 

husband to raise their family while working as a nurse. In this clip, Dr. Hudson talks 

about his mother’s life. 

 

Charlotte Collett 

o Interviewed by Christian Stegall, November 21, 2016 

o File Name: 6.Charlotte_Collett_Life_Lessons 

 

Charlotte Collett Clip Description: 

Charlotte Collett was born in Harlem, New York in 1951. She grew up in government 

housing during the 1950s and 60s, and attended the State University of New York at Old 

Westbury, Columbia Teacher’s College, and received a PhD from New York University. 

In addition to teaching in New York City public schools for over 30 years, she has played 

the violin and sung the blues around the world. In this story, she talks about preparing her 

daughter for the world. 

 

After playing the clips, use these discussion questions: 

o Do all women experience discrimination in the same way? 

o What are some of the ways that women experience discrimination?  

o How do women help other women, as well as men, address sexism and other 

forms of discrimination?  



    

7 

 

• Phase IV – Synthesizing the Learning Experience 

 

Because dialogue programs reveal differences as well as similarities between 

participants, it is important to end by reinforcing a sense of community. All dialogue 

programs should end with synthesizing questions/activities. 

 

Final discussion questions: 

o What’s one thing you’ve heard tonight that you’d like to have a conversation with 

someone else about?  

o Think back to the woman you chose to honor at the beginning of this program.  

 

Be sure to thank everyone for participating and invite them to have some additional 

refreshments and, perhaps, to continue informal conversations. 

 

 

 


