Summer Project Re-creates History

Students work on Everest's Oral History Project
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D.C. Everest High School students Ryan Eisenman, left, Suzanne Phalen and Alexis Abrego are spending part of their summer working on history books as part of the Everest district's Oral History Project. / Keith Uhlig/Wausau Daily Herald
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WESTON -- About 90 D.C. Everest Senior High School students are spending significant chunks of their summer editing, fact checking and updating databases.

They're part of the D.C. Everest Area School District's Oral History Project, a student publishing juggernaut that has published 20 books since 1998. The majority of the books are made up of students' interviews with people who experienced history first hand, from World War II and Vietnam veterans to Hmong people who immigrated to the U.S. in the wake of The Secret War in Laos.

The Oral History Project is part history project, part writing project and part business project. Through the years the program has taken on a life of its own, and has become a sort of nonprofit publishing house in it own right.

Students use the summer to make corrections, refine layouts, transcribe interviews done by students throughout the school year and other projects. They get a a quarter of a credit for 40 hours of work, but many students, such as Suzanne Phalen, 17, volunteer a lot more of their time.

"I enjoy it. It's really interesting to hear peoples' stories and share them with other people," said Phalen, who is a project manager working on a book called "Wisconsin Women: Celebrating Their Contributions," set to be published in October. "And it looks good on a college application."

The work is done mostly in a suite of windowless English classrooms in the afternoons Mondays through Thursdays.

"Basically kids are working on everything from websites to editing. Every book has a separate group of kids who are marketing them across the city and state," said Paul Aleckson, coordinator of the Oral History Project. Aleckson retired from the D.C. Everest Area School District, and now is volunteering with the program.

Alexis Abrego, 14, was working on a spreadsheet of interviewees who contributed their memories for a book called "Witnesses and Survivors: The Story of the Holocaust."   Abrego doesn't feel she's giving up her summer.  "I just fully enjoy working on the project," she said.

The list will be used to contact the survivors so they can fact check their interviews, or add more information if they wish, said Ryan Eisenman, 16, a project manager for the book.

"We did 72 interviews this past school year, each about an average of 10 pages," he said. "That's 720 pages. Right now we're just kind of organizing them."

The Holocaust book will require about another year's worth of work, with publishing set for the fall of 2012.
