
HIST 355 – Immigration and Oral History 
UMBC at Shady Grove, Spring 2013 

 
Meeting times/ location:  Mondays and Wednesdays, 1-2:15 PM, III-4211 
Instructor:    Dr. Monique Laney, laney@umbc.edu 
Office hours/location:  Mondays and Wednesdays, 2:15 – 3:15 PM, III-4123/4125 

 
Description 
Since the nation’s inception, people from all over the world have crossed the border to the 
United States or the border has crossed them. Some came voluntarily, some were forced to 
come, and others sought refuge from an oppressive regime.  Each group of migrants brought 
experiences from its home country, had to navigate a new society based on those experiences, 
and each faced a different response from the society they moved to. While studying the history 
of immigration to the United States using graphs, charts, legal documents, photographs, maps, 
and other documents teaches us a lot about the processes involved in migrating to the United 
States and what experiences many migrants have in common, these sources typically do not 
convey what it felt like for the migrant or how he or she made sense of his or her new life. 
Memoirs and letters left behind can do that to some extent, but we usually cannot ask these 
sources clarifying follow-up questions. Conducting oral histories with immigrants allows us to 
ask these questions and to understand how the processes described in documents have shaped 
people’s lives and perspectives as members of our society.  In this class, students will learn how 
to conduct such oral histories with immigrants and how to place these experiences in the 
context of larger processes that shaped 20th century national and local immigration history. 
 
Course Objectives 
Students will learn how to evaluate oral histories as primary sources and to appreciate the 
value of oral histories in understanding historical events in the context of 20th century 
immigration history through lectures and readings on immigration and oral history and by 
researching a chosen immigrant group and then conducting an oral history with a member of 
that group to complement the research.  
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Learning Outcomes 
At the end of this course, students should be able to: 

 Conduct oral histories using the methods, techniques, principles, and standards 
recommended by academics in the field and the Oral History Association 

 Analyze oral sources in their historical context 

 Explain what type of evidence oral histories can be in historical research 

 Research the history and acculturation process of a chosen local immigrant group 

 Describe the history of the chosen local immigrant group within the context of 20th century 
U.S. immigration history  

 
Required Texts  
Both of the following books are required reading for this class. They are on reserve at the 
library at UMBC at Shady Grove and available for purchase at the University bookstore. 
  

Ritchie, Donald A. Doing Oral History. 2nd ed. New York: Oxford University Press, 2003. 
 
Yung, Judy. Unbound Feet: A Social History of Chinese Women in San Francisco. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995. 

 
All other texts are available through Blackboard. 
 
Required Equipment 
You will need to use a digital audio recorder in order to conduct an oral history interview. 
Priddy Library has acquired several recorders, for you to borrow for limited periods.  
 
You will also need to install transcription software on your computer. Please let me know as 
soon as possible, if you do not have a computer on which you can install the software, so we 
can make alternative arrangements. 
 
Grades 
I know how important grades are, and I will do my utmost to post them on Blackboard as soon 
as I can. You earn good grades by continuously submitting good work. You can earn an “A” for 
extraordinary efforts only. If you are concerned about your grades, don’t wait until the last 
weeks to discuss them. Instead, come and see me in my office hours early in the semester, so 
we can talk about how you can strengthen your contributions. Your final grade is composed of: 
 

Participation   10% 
10-minute transcript 10% 
Interview Proposal 20% 
Interview 10% 
Presentation 20%   
Interview transcript 10% 
Final Exam 20% 
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Attendance 
You may miss 2 meetings unexcused, but for each additional absence you will lose 3 points of 
your overall grade, and if you have more than five unexcused absences, you will fail this course. 
For an excused absence, students will need some documentation from a competent authority 
explaining why their attendance was impossible. If you have to miss a class, you are still 
required to submit any assignments due for that meeting. 
 
Participation 
Cell phones and other electronic devices should be turned off. That includes computers.  
 
This course relies on your participation – we will all have more fun discussing topics the better 
you are prepared and the more you contribute. If everybody joins in the conversations this will 
help clarify new information and raise important questions that not everyone, including myself, 
has thought of.  
 
Participation includes attendance, punctuality, professional conduct, participating in discussions 
and in-class projects. Coming in late or leaving early is disruptive for everyone, so be sure to 
arrive on time and do not leave early.  
 
10-minute transcript (due Feb 25, bring to class) 
We will conduct practice interviews with each other in the classroom, of which you will 
transcribe 10 minutes at home. This assignment is designed to illustrate the difficulties of 
transcribing live interviews and to help you understand what to pay attention to during an 
interview in order to make the transcription process as painless as possible.    
 
Interview Proposal (due Mar 11, email to instructor & bring to class) 
Conduct research pertinent to your interviewee’s country of origin and the immigration history 
for immigrants from that country in the United States and specifically in Montgomery County 
and create a prioritized list of questions that you would like to address in the interview based 
on your research. Describe the information you expect to receive (ask yourself: do your 
questions elicit the kind of information you are looking for?).  This assignment is designed to 
emphasize the importance of undertaking research before conducting an oral history.  
 
Your research should address the following questions: 

 What have been the main drivers for immigrants from this country to migrate to the United 
States? 

 Which immigration laws have affected this group positively or negatively? 

 How have immigrants from this country been portrayed in the United States? 

 What, if any, debates have there been about the immigration of members of this group 
and/or their presence in the United States? 

 How many members of this immigrant group live in Montgomery County? Do they live in 
particular areas? What type of jobs do most of them hold? Where do the children go to 
school? What are the group’s main religious affiliations? Are there any group-specific 
cultural activities in the area? Has this group made specific contributions to the community? 

 



HIST-355: Immigration and Oral History   4 
 

Format: 

 This academic paper should be well-written with citations and a bibliography (Chicago).   

 The research section should be 2,000 words in length.  

 In addition, you should have 10 open-ended questions for the interview and brief 
descriptions for what type of information you expect to elicit with these questions. 

 
Interview (due Apr 15, email to instructor & bring to class with legal release form)  
You will conduct your interviews in teams, so you need to find a partner in class to work with. 
Each of you will conduct an interview (45-60 minutes) with an immigrant residing in 
Montgomery County based on the methods and techniques discussed in class and the 
questions you created for your proposal.  
 
Presentation (May 1 – 13, email outline for presentation to instructor)  
After you have conducted your interview, you will probably have some follow-up questions, 
either for the interviewee or for further research in order to place the entire interview in 
context. Analyze your interview and create a list of questions you would need to answer if you 
were to write a comprehensive essay about your findings.  You will have 15 minutes to present 
your research in class, including interesting quotes from your interview and the list of questions 
you would want to answer for a comprehensive essay.  
 
Interview transcript (due May 22, 3 PM, email to instructor)  
Submit audio file of interview and completed interview transcript by email.  
 
Final Exam (Apr 29, online exam, during class meeting time) 
The final exam will be based on the lectures and readings of the second half of the semester. 
You need to make arrangements so that you can take the exam from a computer with access to 
Blackboard during the time our course would normally meet on April 29, from 1-2:15 PM.  
You will be asked to: 

 match important terms, events, and dates 

 complete sentences (fill in the blank) 

 provide short answers to questions  

 write a longer essay on a question concerning U.S. immigration history 
 
Make-up Policy: I will offer make-up examinations for the final examination, but only if 
arrangements for a make-up are made by midnight the day before the examination is 
scheduled. If you miss the midterm or final and have not notified me in advance, you may not 
take a makeup and will earn 0 points for the missed exam. Warning: I am strict about this 
policy. 
 
Late Policies 
All deadlines are stated on the syllabus. There will be no extensions in this class save for 
extraordinary circumstances or a doctor’s note stating you could not finish your work. You lose 
5 points from your grade for the assignment if you don’t make the deadline and then 10 points 
for every succeeding day you fail to hand in your work.  
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Grading Scale  
A = 90-100 pts. = Excellent! = Completes all requirements exceptionally well. Exceptional 
means: creative, original, inspired, extraordinary. 
B = 80-89 pts. = Good! = Completes all requirements well. Well means: Good, solid work.  
C = 70-79 pts. = Average = Completes all requirements. This means you have met all the basic 
requirements.  
D = 60-69 pts. = Passing = Completes most requirements. This means you have met enough of 
the basic requirements to avoid failing the class.  
F = below 60 pts. = Failing = Completes few requirements. This means you must have had other, 
more urgent priorities than this class. (Work not handed in earns 0 points) 
 
Communication and Office Hours 
Outside of class, I will communicate with you regularly via email and Blackboard, so you need to 
make sure that you have access to these tools and that  your UMBC email address is set up 
correctly. Be sure to check your email regularly, and I will do the same.  When you send an 
email, be sure to indicate the topic in the subject line and to sign your name to the email. I will 
make every effort to respond to emails within 24 hours (except on weekends). 
 
Office Hours are the right time and place to give and receive additional feedback. I am happy to 
discuss questions concerning the class, your grades, the readings, or the assignments.  If you 
cannot meet me during office hours, let me know what your availability is and I will try to meet 
you at a different time.  
 
Blackboard  
This class is a Blackboard-enhanced class. Students will find announcements, assignments, 
outlines, handouts, online discussions, and other materials on this page. To gain access to the 
course webpage, you will need (1) a computer that can connect to the internet, and (2) a web 
browser, such as Mozilla Firefox, Internet Explorer, or Safari. You can use a computer in a 
campus computer lab or in the library if you do not have your own. Once you open your web 
browser, you need to get to the following address or http://blackboard.umbc.edu/ (please note 
that there is NO “www” in this address). All registered students should be able to log on to this 
page. Once you gain access to Blackboard, you will see a section titled “My Courses,” which will 
include History 355. Click on this class to go to its homepage. Once on the homepage, you may 
select from several buttons on the homepage or from the links on the course menu located 
along the left-hand side of the page. 
 
Academic Integrity 
In accordance with American University policies, no form of academic dishonesty will be 
tolerated in this class. This includes: plagiarism, inappropriate collaboration, work done for one 
course and submitted for another, deliberate falsification of data, interference with other 
students’ work, and copyright violations.  For a full explanation of the rules and procedures 
related to academic integrity violations, visit the Academic Integrity link for the UMBC Policy on 
Academic Integrity http://www.umbc.edu/provost/integrity/acc_policy/. 
 

http://blackboard.umbc.edu/
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In the Spring of 2002, the UMBC Faculty and Student Senates adopted the following statement 
emphasizing the importance of academic integrity: 
 

By enrolling in this course, each student assumes the responsibilities of an active 
participant in UMBC's scholarly community in which everyone's academic work 
and behavior are held to the highest standards of honesty. Cheating, fabrication, 
plagiarism, and helping others to commit these acts are all forms of academic 
dishonesty, and they are wrong. Academic misconduct could result in disciplinary 
action that may include, but is not limited to, suspension or dismissal. To read 
the full Student Academic Conduct Policy, consult the UMBC Student Handbook, 
the Faculty Handbook, or the UMBC Policies section of the UMBC Directory. 

 
In addition, please note: Be advised that the penalty for academic dishonesty—including 
plagiarism and other forms of cheating—in any UMBC History Department course is an “F” for 
the course. In addition, cases of academic dishonesty will be reported to the Academic Conduct 
Committee. 
 

UMBC Statement on Disabilities and Information for Obtaining Accommodations   

"UMBC is committed to eliminating discriminatory obstacles that disadvantage students based 
on disability. Student Support Services (SSS) is the UMBC department designated to receive and 
maintain confidential files of disability-‐related documentation, certify eligibility for services, 
determine reasonable accommodations, develop with each student plans for the provision of 
such accommodations, and serve as a liaison between faculty members and students regarding 

disability-‐ related issues."   

If you require certain accommodations, please submit an application (found at 
http://www.umbc.edu/sss/application.htm) and all disability documentation to Student 
Support Services (Math/Psych Bldg, Room 213, UMBC, 1000 Hilltop Circle, Baltimore, MD 
21250) as soon as possible. Please see the application for details on appropriate documentation 
guidelines. For information or questions about the application, please call 410-455-2459. 

Once your accommodations have been approved, you will meet with the UMBC-Shady Grove 
Program Coordinator, Ms. Ashley Waters (awaters@umbc.edu), who will work with you and 
your instructors to ensure you receive the proper accommodations. If you have any questions 
or concerns, please notify Ms. Waters immediately. 

For students at the Shady Grove campus, the Center for Academic Success (CAS) provides 
additional support. CAS provides test proctoring services and can act as a liaison between 
students at USG and their home campus, as well as between students and their professors. For 
more information on the services CAS provides, please visit 
http://www.shadygrove.umd.edu/campus-services/cas/dss. 

 
Syllabus is subject to change. Changes will be announced in class and on blackboard! 

 
 

http://www.umbc.edu/sss/application.htm
tel:410-%C2%AD455-%C2%AD2459
mailto:awaters@umbc.edu
http://www.shadygrove.umd.edu/campus-services/cas/dss
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SCHEDULE 
 
The first half of the course will focus on the skills and knowledge needed for conducting oral 
histories with immigrants. Beginning in week 2, Monday meetings will focus on the ethics and 
methods of oral history, in order to prepare you for the practical aspects of conducting oral 
histories. Wednesday meetings are aimed at helping you prepare your interview proposal by 
discussing some of the issues that U.S. immigrants face.  

Week 1    Readings / Assignments due 

Jan 28 Introductions, Syllabus, Logistics  

Jan 30 
 

What is immigration history? What is 
oral history? 

 

Week 2    
Feb 4 
 

Oral History: Public History, Doing 
“Nearby History”, Ethnography 

Doing Oral History, Chapter 1 

Feb 6 
 

Immigration: Who belongs to the 
nation? 

 

Week 3    

Feb 11 Oral History: Contested histories  Borland, “That’s not what I said!” + 
Portelli, “What makes oral history 
different?” 

Feb 13 Immigration: Imagining Immigrants  

Week 4    

Feb 18 
 

Oral History:  Conducting Interviews 
(practice) 
Borrow audio recorder from library 
and bring to class! 

Doing Oral History, Chapter 3 + 
Appendix 1 +  
Samuels, “Perils of the transcript” 

Feb 20 Immigration: Drivers of Immigration  

Week 5    

Feb 25 Oral History:  Using oral history in 
research and writing (practice) 

Doing Oral History, Chapter 4 + 
Yung, “Oral History Methodology” 
10-minute transcript due! 

Feb 27 Immigration: Immigrants facing U.S. 
race relations 

 

Week 6    

Mar 4 Oral History: Ethics & Shared 
Authority (practice) 

Miranda, "An Ethnographer's Tale" 

Mar 6 Immigration: Immigration Laws  
Week 7    

Mar 11 Oral History:  Review of proposals 
(practice) 

No Readings for this week 
Interview Proposal due! 

Mar 13 Immigration: Immigrants & 
Citizenship 

 

Week 8  SPRING BREAK!  
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After spring break, we will focus more on the history of immigration, where Unbound Feet will 
serve as a case study for how oral histories can contribute to this history.  

Week 9   Readings / Assignments due 

Mar 25 Discussion of readings Unbound Feet, Chapter 1 
Mar 27 
 

Immigration: Strangers in the Land   

Week 10    

Apr 1 Discussion of readings Unbound Voices,” Law Shee Low”,” 
Jane Kwong Lee” 

Apr 3 Immigration: Early 20th century   

Week 11   

Apr 8 Guest: Steve Velasquez on collecting 
oral histories at the National Museum 
of American History 

Unbound Feet, Chapter 2 

Apr 10 Immigration: Cold War  

Week 12    
Apr 15 Oral history: Discuss student 

interviews (practice) 
Unbound Feet, Chapter 3 
Interview due! 

Apr 17 Immigration: 1965  

Week 13    

Apr 22 Discussion of readings Unbound Feet, Chapter 4 

Apr 24 Immigration: Recent patterns  
Week 14    

Apr 29 Final Exam (online, during class time) Unbound Feet, Chapter 5 + Epilogue 

May 1 Student Presentations  

Week 15    
May 6 Student Presentations  

May 8 Student Presentations  

Week 16    

May 13 Student Presentations  

May 22, 3 PM  Interview transcript due! 
 


