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Background and rationale 

 
Valuing Oral History in the community has developed out of the University’s involvement in the 

Wolverhampton Black and Ethnic Minority Experience Project (BEME). BEME is a collaborative 

project developed by a range of local community groups, the local council, colleges and the University 

which was established to document the experiences of members of the Black and Ethnic Minority 

communities in Wolverhampton in the post-war period. The rationale behind BEME was to create a 

community-based Oral History video archive and to promote the use of this unique source of 

community-based knowledge within a range of educational settings, to encourage curriculum 

development and enhance the learning experience of students. 

 

The aims of the innovation developed from my work with the BEME project, my own and others’ 

experiences of the value of doing Oral History with undergraduates and the desire to encourage the 

development of a more inclusive and diverse curriculum for the 21
st
 century. Out of these aims three 

key objectives were developed.  

 

1. Oral History and student learning  

Research into the role of Oral History in undergraduate learning commonly identifies active learning 

and the positive engagement of the students with the topic of study as one of the key benefits to students 

doing this kind of work (Bruley, 1996). This research argues that students learn, through this very 

active participation, a range of transferable skills, including organisational abilities, strategic thinking, 

communication skills, social interaction and group working (Thompson, 1998; Thompson, 2000). 

Others, particularly, though not exclusively, feminist writers have argued that this kind of work can act 

to develop the confidence and self-esteem of those involved in the project (both interviewer and 

interviewee). In addition, and particularly relevant to this project, a range of writers including Bruley 

(1996) argue that Oral History work can generate understanding and respect for people of different ages 

and backgrounds. Further recent and ongoing work suggests that this kind of work encourages students 

to take a deeper and more reflective approach to their learning, further enhancing their engagement with 

their learning (Green and Balaam, 2001). 

 

In addition to this, work by Mike Winstanley (1996) and the innovative work done in Local History at 

Stafford University (Brown, 2001) suggests that encouraging student involvement in local and 

community history projects has very positive outcomes on the student learning experience.  

 

In the light of this research and initial experience of student involvement in the project the work of 

BEME seemed a crucial way of encouraging students to develop a range of skills, subject-specific, 

generic and personal. The first key aim therefore was to facilitate student involvement in the BEME 

project in terms both of involvement in the process of creation and in use of the outcomes. 

 

2. Promoting diversity within the curriculum 

Research into diversity and curriculum development in Higher Education institutions has focused on a 

range of issues relating to the benefits for the student learners of creating a more diverse curriculum and 

some of the strategic issues involved in doing this. Work published on Diversity Web, a site focused on 

disseminating research and good practise in curriculum development, provides a useful starting place. 

Here, research published by P. Helton (2000) considers possible enabling and retarding factors in 

encouraging faculty involvement in curriculum changes. This seems particularly relevant at a time in 

which staff, already over-burdened, feel more change can only bring an increased workload. Other 

writers including D. Humphreys (2000) argue that initiatives which provide a more diverse, non-

traditional curriculum allow students to gain a wide range of both personal transferable skills, including 

listening skills, communication, empathy as well as knowledge relate to specific subject fields.  
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Recommendations of the reports produced by Macpherson (1999) and the Runnymede Trust (2000) as 

well as the new Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 all place a high value on education in the 

creation of a more equitable and truly multicultural society. In this light, writers have argued that 

educators must work to bring about the development of curricula which ensure a multicultural focus and 

that this will encourage widening participation and support the learning of groups often under-

represented within areas of Higher Education (Leicester, 1998), in addition to encouraging greater 

levels of understanding within diverse communities.  

 

In light of this research and these initiatives a further aim of the project was to promote the development 

of a more diverse curriculum - through promoting awareness of this material and encouraging it to be 

integrated into the under and post graduate curriculum.  

 

3. Promoting widening participation and relationship with local communities 

The third area in which participation in BEME relates to the learning and teaching objectives of the 

University is in terms of promoting widening participation and links with the region and local 

communities. (University of Wolverhampton, 2000) Reviewing curricula in the light of the learning 

needs of our students, it is crucial that we offer a curriculum which is relevant the needs of these 

students and of the local communities of which many of them are a part. Building links with local 

communities promotes widening participation through connection with these communities as well as the 

creation of a curriculum which is seen to be of relevance to a multicultural region and country.  

 

The innovation and research  

 

Having identified the three key focuses of the project as promoting student learning through Oral 

History, promoting diversity within the curriculum and encouraging widening participation and 

community links, a number of strategies were developed to take this forward. These were primarily:  

 

1. Promoting awareness of the project amongst staff and students  

—this took the form of talks to staff, students, e-mails, posters, informal and formal discussions 

 

2. Facilitating involvement in the BEME project for students and staff  

—this involved acting as liaison with the BEME project, acting as project supervisor and co-

supervisor for students undertaking projects using or related to the BEME material 

 

3. Facilitating access to the material produced by BEME for staff and students  

—this included negotiating student access to the archive, negotiating the holding of copies of the 

material within the Dudley Learning Centre, evaluating needs of staff with regard to the BEME 

project 

 

4. Promoting and strengthening University involvement in the BEME project 

—this was undertaken through on going membership of BEME steering committee, taking part in 

the BEME national conference and giving papers and talks on the work of BEME at a number of 

national events 

  

Outcomes  

 
1. Oral History and student learning  

As a result of the BEME project, there was evidence of increased student participation in the BEME 

project directly. There was also increased student involvement in work relating to BEME or cognate 

areas—a number of undergraduates are currently undertaking and plan to undertake projects related to 

BEME. These include work on arranged marriages within local Asian communities, the experiences of 

Caribbean migrants, the ageing of Caribbean migrants and their attitudes to returning to the Caribbean, 

the changing roles of women in the Asian family and the experience of Caribbean women marrying 

British men. One MPhil/PhD student is making use of the BEME material as a key part of his work on 

the local experience of racism and politics. 
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All of this will be included in the BEME archive—therefore a direct participation in the archive—

further develops the significant role of our students within the project. 

 

2. Diversity and the curriculum  

Promotion amongst staff, securing access to the archive and evaluating the needs of staff has allowed 

BEME material to be used in the following learning programmes: Undergraduate and Postgraduate 

dissertations; Student Link; Independent Study; taught modules in History, Women’s Studies and 

Sociology. Links with Education, School of Art and Design, Deaf Studies, Nursing and Midwifery have 

been established with differing degrees of success and commitment.  

 

3. Widening participation  

There has been participation in national learning and teaching conference—BEME: Providing Models 

of Good Practice: Tools for Learning and Teaching in a Multi-Cultural Britain, Friday 9
th
 February 

2001, Lighthouse—in which the work of BEME was discussed within a range of different settings and 

within members of a range of communities. 

 

There have also been ongoing discussions over the development of a community lead and developed 

research project at the University directly related to the archive.  

 

Benefits 

 

The results of the innovation project and the work over the last year have meant that the BEME project 

has a raised profile within the University and links between the University and the project have been 

further developed. More students and staff are involved in the project and this augers well for ongoing 

collaboration and further work.  

 

Contact has been established with a number of outside bodies promoting the work of BEME in 

undergraduate teaching and learning. These include the Oral History Association, the Learning and 

Teaching Support Network and dialogues with colleagues interested in Learning and Teaching at other 

institutions of Higher Education.  

 

Evaluation  

 
Feedback from staff and students was solicited through a range of formal and informal methods. Both 

staff and students have been extremely positive in their feedback on being involved in the project and 

using the material produced. Staff have commented on the positive nature of the material for use in a 

range of settings. Students, who have been involved, have stressed the significance of their learning 

experiences.  

 

While students and staff have been overwhelmingly positive and supportive there have been some 

challenges at a more institutional level. Working within a school in deficit has meant that issues of 

money and staff time have been significant. For the unique opportunities offered to students and staff at 

the University of Wolverhampton by involvement in the BEME project to be fully realised there must 

be a real commitment to support this involvement.  

 

The University needs to continue to develop links with a range of communities. Working within the 

BEME partnership has revealed a range of less than positive attitudes towards the University, Higher 

Education and academic research within some local communities.  

 

Future developments  

 
There are a range of further developments which will build on the work produced for this project, these 

include: 

• LTSN bid for Teaching Development Grant submitted to The Subject Centre for History, Classics 

and Archaeology 6/4/2001 related to this project details of application available June 2001 

• LTSN Case Study - Valuing Oral History in the Community published on LTSN website  
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• discussions with Deaf Studies and School of Nursing and Midwifery to promote further 

dissemination and participation within the University  

 

Recently BEME has secured significant funding from the New Opportunities Fund (NOF) for the 

digitisation of the BEME material and further educational and curriculum developments it is envisaged 

that the University will play a role in these developments. 
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