
Elevating Student 
Voices

Building a Youth-Led Oral History 
Project on Socio-Emotional Well-Being



Designing a Youth-
Led Oral History 
Project
• Agenda

+ Go Over Data

+ Redesign the Script

+ Come to Consensus on 
Ethics & Confidentiality 

+ Oral History Training

+ Choose a Trusted Partner

+ Conduct Oral Histories

+ Analyze Findings



Achieving NY State 
and NYC SEL 
Standards

• Sense of Community

• Trust in Adults

• Coping with Anxieties

• Understanding Present Self

• Optimism for Future Self



Elevating Student Voices Presentation



Experiencing A 
Community of Care

“I feel comfortable in 
the space…. I have a 
good relationship with 
the teachers and was 
able to be myself..”

“If you're sad or 
something they will 
notice right away and 
ask what's wrong."  

“When I first got to 
S2 everyone was 

speaking Spanish. I 
was like 'Everyone is 
speaking Spanish' this 
is where I belong.”

“When I first came to 
this school, when I 
saw people talking 

about their gender and 
sexuality more, I got 
more comfortable.” 



Losing Trusted Adults
"I feel like the leaving adult should talk to 

the students beforehand." 



Patterns of Anxiety

SOCIAL ACADEMIC COVID-19



Academic Anxieties

"My grandma tells me I need to do good in life so that when she talks 
about me, she can say how successful I am. When I think about giving 
up, I think about her and how happy she would be. The opportunity she 
didn’t have…. I think about her and I keep going.”

"Yeah, my family gets mad when I don't do well even if I tried my 
best because they want me to be a person who gets 90s and 100s." 

“My mom doesn't really care.” 



Becoming Mature 
Learners

“I feel like I need to work on myself 
sometimes…. In middle school you have to be 

really on task, in elementary school it didn’t 
really impact you. Middle school is stricter.” 

"Seventh grade is very hard now. I feel like 
you have to be more independent now…. And no 
one is going to do something for you...."

"Learn how to be more 
attentive of my stuff 
and procrastinate less.” 

”Take advantage of any 
opportunities I see." 

“Focus more.” 

“What’s an Animal You Hope to Evolve Into As You Get Older?”

“Beavers go out and build their houses all by themselves. I 
want to be like that, building knowledge.”

“A rabbit… Paying extra attention to the teacher and not 
talking.”



Standardized 
Test Anxiety

"I have extreme anxiety about [the state tests]. I 
will wake up the night before and not go to sleep."

"[The state tests are] highly stressful.”

“I feel like it's unnecessary to take them every 
year because if someone gets a bad grade on the 
state test it doesn't mean they're less smart than 
anybody who didn't. That's because when taking a 
test that's seen as such a serious and important 
thing, they get more anxious and stressed that 
causes them to miss questions that they probably 
would have known if the state test wasn't seen as 
such a big deal."

"I feel like it's crap. I feel like we shouldn't be 
taking it. I just feel like it's not worth it."



Seeking Help 
From S2 Staff

“I get confused, but ask for 
help.”

"When I'm confused, I ask a 
lot." 

"I ask friends for help or 
the teachers...."  



COVID-Related 
Anxieties

“My mom was working in the medical 
field. They would go to her if they 
had COVID so I was worried.” 

"My mom says I shouldn't worry 
about family health, but I do 
worry."



Initial Difficulty 
Making Friends

“I don't really know many 
people and some people are 
really intimidating to talk 
to.” 

“I'm not going to try to 
interact with anyone and if 
they try to interact with me
it's just going to be 
extremely awkward.”

"I can sometimes feel weird 
about if I'm going to get 
rejected by [friends]." 



Fear of Losing Friends

“Being left out, or 
just forgotten.” 

“Friends [would] 
eventually think 
I'm uncool.” 

“That people would get 
distant from me.”

“I worry if my 
friends don't want to 
be friends with me 
anymore.” 



Loving Self

“What Do You Want to Be The Same in 8th Grade?”

• “My personality and how I identify.”
• "My personality and my love for everybody” 
• “My ability to help others” 
• “Stay caring for people.”



Desires to be Fierce

“Is there an animal that you would like to 
represent your personality as you grow older?”

• “Tigers because they're brave and I want to 
be able to defend myself like they do." 

• ”A lion because they’re really fierce and not 
scared of anything, or if they are, they 
don't show it."

• “Lions and Tigers are the type of animals 
that won't let other animals try to hurt them 
and they're very brave." 

• “The last time [Fall 2021] I said a bunny, 
but now I think a lion. I have to change to 
not be so kind to people… And stand up for 
myself."

• “Elephants as an animal are confident and can 
approach things the way they want to." 



Why This Project?



I’m Not Alone

“I’ve learned that lots of people can relate to each other if we just share 
our experiences and be not judgmental.”

“This process made me understand [my peers] more and my peers now can 
understand me better.” 

“I have learned that some of my peers have the same experiences as me 
which has helped me not feel crazy.” 

“I have learned that there are more people that can relate to my 
experiences going to school…. It made me feel a part of something good…. 
I had people relate to something that I might never have talked about if 
I didn't have this space.”



Students Want to Be Heard
“It is important that we have an influence over our education because we are 
the ones that have to live our day-to-day lives from Monday to Friday going 
to school…. When we get to share our opinions on our education it makes 
going to school more enjoyable.” 

“If we don't like a teacher, or don't agree with something they are 
teaching us, we should be allowed to speak on it.” 

“We should have influence over who teaches us because WE are the ones 
learning.”

“It’s our perspectives on our learning, our view of the world, and 
[educators] can learn how to respond.”



Youth Leadership Makes Project 
Possible

“We made jokes about things….we understand each other.” 

“To get interviewed by my peer was a good experience getting to 
share some things with my interviewer. It felt nice being able to 
share with someone I was already familiar with…. It made me feel 
like a celebrity getting questions all about my life.” 

“It was very fun to be interviewed by my friend. I got to learn 
more about them on a more personal level and also got to see 
their experiences with the pandemic and school.”



The Praxis of Oral 
History

Collecting, analyzing, and 
publishing youth-led participatory 
inquiries alters how young people 

come to understand their 
intellectual capacities as they 
gather, honor, and then become 

responsible for the testimonies of 
peers. We have seen ownership of 

the project by these youth who want 
to ensure their experience is 

justly represented.


