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The Oral History Lab @UPRM
•Grew from 2 oral history projects: 

“Mi María: Puerto Rico after the 

Hurricane” & “Sheltered in Place: 

Storytelling & Stratified Disaster”

• Brings together 3 humanities-based 

assets on our campus so that we can 

dedicate our focus to recording, 

preserving, & disseminating stories 

related to social & climate justice.

•Was founded with a Digital 

Humanities Grant awarded by the 

National Endowment for the 

Humanities.



• The “Mi María” included 2 undergraduate 

course taught in the aftermath of Hurricane 

Maria making landfall in the Puerto Rican 

archipelago in 2017. In the first course, 

students entered their home communities 

to record the stories that were most 

important to them told by the people who 

mattered most to them. In the second, 

they used oral histories as primary texts 

from which to create community-oriented 

active learning projects.

• “Sheltered in Place” continued this project 

with a focus on how disaster response 

strategies formed in the urgency of the 

aftermath of María were adapted for the 

new needs of COVID-19, an ongoing 

earthquake storm, an economic recession, 

& additional climatological events.



• The lab brings together 3 of the university’s 

humanities-based assets: the Department of 

English, University Library, & Film Certificate 

Program. The lab has a physical space in the 

library that consists of an interview room, 4 

video editing rooms, & a full collection of 

filmmaking equipment that may be checked 

out by students in any affiliated courses. 

This is in addition to our digital repository.

• This holistic integration of the processes of 

recording, archiving, & disseminating life 

stories centered in one location, allows us to 

think about the many ways in which 

storytelling can be used for social & climate 

justice, for internal & external communities 

of stakeholders.



A Focus on Amplifying Stories



• Complete the establishment of the lab

• Further developing our undergraduate course 

offer ings

• Continue our pilot community education & 

archiving project

• Design mass-listening events at community 

partner sites across the Puerto Rican archipelago

• Work on curated mutual aid organization Omeka S 

subsites with the Archivo de Respuestas

Emergencias de Puerto Rico

• Develop methodologies to tr iangulate data from 

oral histor ies & create embeddable digital 

tools for PSAs

Current & 

Future Projects



Decolonial 

Practice
•In the classroom

•In the community

•In the archives



IN THE CLASSROOM

This paper focuses on new oral history courses that the 
Oral History Lab @UPRM has developed as part of the 
general education program at our Hispanic Serving 
Institution. With a focus on bilingual academic and 
creative outputs, these action-oriented courses engage 
community service and public humanities elements to 
grapple with disaster and the climate emergency. 



Using Oral History in 

General Education 

Courses

• UPRM is an Hispanic Serving 

Institution and STEM-focused public 

university. 

• Students self-identify as English as 

an Additional Language (EAL) 

learners. 

• Courses using oral history are 

offered by the English Department. 



In Puerto Rico, the hurricane 

was ultimately responsible for 

over $90 billion in damage and 

for thousands of deaths. 
Image: NASA via AP



Classes at UPRM resumed five 

weeks after the storm, when 

many people—students, staff, 

and faculty—still did not have 

power, internet, or running 

water. 



“Agent Héctor Matías-Torres and Agent Ángel Lorenzo-González drowned 
when their vehicles were caught in floodwaters during Hurricane Maria.” 
          –Officer Down Memorial Page





Eight of the seventeen 

narratives included in the 

Mi María book were based 

on interviews done by 

students who were 

trained in courses at the 

UPRM. 



Marco Acosta León interviewed 
his sister, Miliana Ivelisse 
Montañez León, about their 
mother’s death. 

Her story was one of the 
student narratives included in 
the Mi María book.



“A person is dying in 

front of you, and you 

can’t do something as 

basic as connect to the 

emergency number.”

—Miliana Ivelisse Montañez León



Puerto Rico’s Institute 

of Forensic Sciences 

was chronically 

understaffed and 

underfunded, and the 

problem of backlogged 

cases only got worse 

after the hurricane. 



Community responses 

highlight the ingenuity 

and fortitude of 

people across the 

archipelago.

  

Image: Alfredo Sosa

https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Society/2018/0507/Months-after-Maria-Puerto-Ricans-take-recovery-into-their-own-hands


Students:

• Are trained in the 

ethical collection, 

transcription, 

translation, and 

preservation of oral 

history interviews. 

• Develop a work of 

literary creative 

nonfiction based on the 

interview they have 

conducted with a 

narrator of their choice.



Narrator: 

Yeandres Rivera 

Gonzalez 

Student interviewer: 

Giovani Bonilla Martinez 





Yeandres had his car accident 

on Jan. 6, 2020, the same day 

5.8 magnitude earthquake 

shook Puerto Rico.

The previous day he’d had an 

argument with his father about 

his sexuality. 





Narrator: 

Eduardo Lugo Hernández

Student interviewer: 

Kiara De Jesús Hernández





Public-facing outputs include:

• Maxy Survives the Hurricane / 
Maxy sobrevive el huracán, by 
Ricia and her student, Yarelis 
Marcial Acevedo. 

• Eating through disaster / 
Comiendo a través del desastre by 
students Bryan Ramos Romero 
and Yaritza Sánchez Silva.



Bryan Ramos Romero 
interviewed his father, Rafael 
Ramos Díaz, about his role as 
a policeman during the time of 
Hurricane María.

His story was one of the 
student narratives included in 
the Mi María book.





“I never saw myself doing an interview...Now I know I am capable of doing that and more.”
—Second-year Industrial Engineering student



IN THE COMMUNITY

This paper discusses the training and mentorship 
program that the Oral History Lab @UPRM is 
developing for mutual aid, citizen scientist, cultural 
sites, and other community partners across the 
Puerto Rican archipelago. This program is focused 
on supporting community led storytelling projects. 







IN THE ARCHIVES

This paper describes the workflows and resources developed by the 
Oral History Lab @UPRM to archive oral histories collected by campus 
students that feature historical narratives from their communities. It 
explains how access to these narratives is enhanced through the use 
of digital platforms and the integration of bilingual metadata. Finally, 
it describes digital preservation frameworks that are being developed 
to protect the long-term availability of these records. A major goal of 
the archiving work conducted by the OHL is centered on positioning 
students and community partners as producers of new knowledge.



Building the 

OHL Digital 

Collection



The OHL's archiving practice 

centers student work and supports 

several educational outcomes:

• Students adopt a role as 

generators of new knowledge and 

new primary sources.

• They see their work and the 

stories from their communities as 

something that has value and that 

is worthy of being preserved.

• They develop a sense of agency, 

seeing themselves as people who 

can impact their communities by 

applying what they have learned in 

class in real-life scenarios.



Priorities for the archiving process

• Develop a relatively streamlined intake and 

processing workflow

• Enhance access and dissemination

• Ethics recognized as a crucial aspect

• Create bilingual metadata records that are 

rich and consistent

• Digital preservation considerations



Bilingual metadata manual

• Based on Dublin Core

• Provides guidance on how to 

complete the different metadata fields we 

chose to use

• Establishes fi le naming conventions 

and rules for acceptable fi le formats

Oral history submission form

• Developed in collaboration 

with individuals involved with collecting 

the oral histories

• Helps oral historians know what interview 

metadata they must record

• Easy for them to submit this metadata

• Metadata stored in tabular format



Two access points to the digital collection

The main storage location for OHL oral 

histories is the institutional repository, but an 

Omeka S website was also created as an 

additional gateway.

Ensuring an ethical archiving practice

Interview participants decide if they want their 

oral histories included in the OHL collection. 

They also indicate how they want to be 

identified or if they wish to remain 

anonymous.

Thinking about long-term preservation

Digital preservation considerations include the 

creation of backups, regulating fi le formats, 

fi le naming conventions, and integrity checks.



An example of 
an OHL oral 
history record in 
Scholar@UPRM



An example of an oral history in Omeka



The Oral History Lab is currently 

embarking on a new project where we 

will collaborate with community 

organizations and assist them in the 

creation of their own community 

archives.

We have created a series of tutorial 

videos and other educational 

materials to guide them in this process.

We expect this experience to inform the 

future development of our archiving 

practice.

Next steps
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