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Abstract: This qualitative study draws from the power of oral tradition to narrate aspects of a
person’s life. Oral history has the potential to mobilize the force of language as the researcher
examines the student’s lived history. I explore the life of a resilient young woman who has
overcome significant childhood adversity to graduate from college and matriculate into
post-graduate studies. The slogan, “Education = hope” is a fitting descriptor for her life.

Oral history covers the narrator’s life story and begins with talk, valuing diverse ways of
knowing. An oral history interview renders explicit the subject’s lived history, whether childhood
or present times. Women interacting among women can experience a ‘‘difference of ease;” they
can “speak more freely, more expansively” in a less formal relationship than traditional
interviewing provides (Freeman & Schmidt, 2000).

The author draws from feminine scholarship of Noddings (1984) and Gilligan (1982),
and biographical scholarship (Goodson, 1991), to analyze this woman's story. In doing so, the
author emphasizes the imperative of studying her history of childhood adversity for
understanding social justice, ethics of care, and a woman s voice. In this oral history, the life of a
young woman who has overcome significant childhood adversity to graduate from college
and matriculate into post-graduate studies is explored.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper draws from the power of oral tradition to narrate aspects of a person’s
life. Oral history has the potential to mobilize the force of language as the researcher
examines the student’s lived history. In this oral history, I explore the life of a young
woman who has overcome significant childhood adversity to graduate from college
and matriculate into post-graduate studies. The slogan, “Education = hope” is a fitting
descriptor for her life.

RELEVANT LITERATURE

Oral history begins with language and discourse, so we start our visit with conversations
over the phone. From that beginning we progressed to two semi-structured interviews. Seated in
her own home, Ty is self-assured in speaking about her experiences. I aim to make my young
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respondent comfortable and reduce status differences between myself and the participant. In the
oral history tradition, interviewers and participants are equals. Oral history covers the narrator’s
life story and begins with talk, valuing diverse ways of knowing. An oral history interview
renders explicit the subject’s lived history, whether childhood or present times. Women
interacting among women can experience a “difference of ease;” they can “speak more freely,
more expansively” in a less formal relationship than traditional interviewing provides (Freeman
& Schmidt, 2000).

I draw from feminine scholarship of Noddings (1984) and Gilligan (1982), and
biographical scholarship (Goodson, 1991), to analyze this woman’s story. In doing so, I
emphasize the imperative of studying her history of childhood adversity for understanding social
justice, ethics of care, and a woman’s voice. The feminine voice is conspicuously absent in
research. Knowing too well the need for positive role models and quality childcare, today this
respondent works as the director of a daycare center. An educational oral history provided a rich
opportunity to examine the story of Ty, an “everywoman” who touches children’s lives each day.

METHOD

Ty’s story is reminiscent of Wise Women s autobiographical essays exploring the journey
of women’s development, with its triumphs and regrets. Oral history reflects of spirit of Patti
Lather’s focus in conducting research “with, and not on” participants (Lather & Smithies, 1997).
For this project, our established relationship across ten years of education, mentoring, and social
life is fundamental to the interview process. Reflexivity is “inseparable from the process” of
narrator and researcher collaboration in the feminist interview (Minister, 2000). In the feminist
interview, the researcher acknowledges the narrator’s statement, the interviewer discloses similar
experiences, and self-reflects on the subject. Even shy narrators often become eager participants
through this method (Sassi & Thomas, 2012).

Oral history merges the forces of history, language, and literature (Etter-Lewis, 1993).
The oral history method offers the power to realign prior androcentric frameworks for
understanding a woman’s life (Casey, 1993). Understanding Ty’s lived experience is the focus of
this interview. Empowering herself and providing a strong role model for her daughters drives
Ty’s life. Supporting her two girls without any financial or socioemotional support from either
father creates an ongoing struggle for Ty. She is proudly independent but admits that she needs to
learn to ask for help. With a bachelor’s degree in Family Studies, perhaps it is natural that Ty
gravitates toward a “helping” career in childcare. She knows that she could provide for her
family while helping others with their developmental needs.

Ethics of care, introduced by Carol Gilligan (1982) and advocated by Nel Noddings
(1984) reflects a concept of caring that is especially rooted in women’s experiences. Care joins
people rather than separating them and merges “reason with emotion, mind with body, self with
relationships, and men with women” (Gilligan, 2011).

TY’s STORY

Ty’s family history is complex and convoluted. She is the eighth of her mother’s children
and the fifth of her father’s children. Complicated relationships seem to define her family story.
She mentions that her relatives do not always get along and their disputes may draw her in. Ty
was born and raised in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. Her unusual name, Tyritta, was chosen to
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honor an infant cousin who died. She admits that she wonders what her name might be if her
little cousin had lived. Her mother was a cook and her father worked in maintenance. She
describes their relationship as chaotic and marked by infidelity; they were no longer together by
the time she was born. Stepmothers, stepfathers, and stepsiblings were a fact of life. Her
mother’s second husband was abusive to Ty and her siblings. Both physically and sexually
abusive, he raped Ty and her sisters. Sadly, this was only the first of several experiences of
sexual abuse for her. Ty states that she works hard to forgive those who have harmed her, but she
found it difficult to hear her mother say that protecting the children is a parent’s most important
responsibility. “Why didn’t you protect me?”” she wondered.

Describing the poverty in which she and her siblings grew up, Ty states that they
generally had enough to eat, but their electricity was sometimes turned off. For her, that was their
sign of poverty. Her large family grew smaller over time as one sibling left to live with his
godmother, another lived with a friend, and a sister was incarcerated. She was the baby of the
family for both her mom and dad, and she explained that her role in the family was to “cheer
them up” and “make them feel better.” Ty says she also had a tendency to take on their problems,
but that was seldom appreciated. She describes her family as “not emotionally intelligent.”
Instead of having a conversation, they would “try to make somebody feel bad.” Rather than
faulting them, Ty says that her response was, “That’s the way you feel? Well, you are entitled to
your opinion.”

Ty recognizes the trauma of her childhood and youth. Now a 28-year-old master’s degree
student, she knows that she must come to terms with her past. Ty scored an eight on the ACE
test. Doing quick research, she deduced that she is at “very high risk” for psychological and
physical problems and has a 12 percent greater chance of attempting suicide. Of the ten ACE
questions, the only ones which elicited a “no” were, “Did a parent or other adult in the household
often or very often push, grab, slap or throw something at you” and “Did you often or very often
feel that you didn’t have enough to eat, had to wear dirty clothes, or had no one to protect you.”
Despite these many unprovoked strikes against her, Ty takes responsibility for her life; she is
quick to tell a listener that she is “not perfect” and she has made mistakes.

Ty’s 13-year-old daughter is the product of rape. Fifteen-year-old Ty related to family and
others that she had been raped, but many did not believe her. Just recently her rapist asked to
have her daughter take part in a paternity test. The results indicated that indeed, he is the father
of her daughter; he claims to not believe the science.

Ty navigated high school life with a new baby, played school basketball and earned good
grades in her classes. A college basketball scholarship offered Ty a new life away from her
family. She and her toddler moved to a new town and began her college journey together.
Basketball and college gave Ty a newfound discipline and identity. Leaving her role as the
pregnant girl behind, Ty excelled in the classroom and on the court. She managed this while
supporting and caring for her young daughter. Naturally outgoing and warm, Ty made friends
easily and quickly developed a support network in college. Friends helped with childcare when
needed, and teachers occasionally allowed her daughter in their classrooms.

Having a baby at 15 introduced a high level of distress and uncertainty into the lives of
Ty and the baby. When asked how she made it, Ty reflected that she was just a baby raising a
baby herself. “I knew the way she was created was not my or the baby’s fault; I couldn’t give her
up.” Living with her large family, caring for the baby, and attending high school were tough
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times for Ty. Pregnant again as a senior in college, her first year with her second daughter was
smoother as she was engaged to the new baby’s father and he provided some financial support.
That relationship did not last, and he and his financial support left for Texas. Ty has not used the
court system to recover child support from her daughters’ fathers. When asked why, she was
noncommittal.

Ty is determined to move forward, leave apartment life behind, and find a house for her
young family. The master’s degree that she works toward will help her gain a raise at work and
possibly a promotion. When asked, “What do you want for yourself and your girls?” Ty replies
that she wants her daughters to have every opportunity in life. Overcoming the “curse” of
poverty and abuse are goals for Ty. She will teach them financial literacy and the importance of
education and she wants them to know that she did everything possible to give them a better life.
A protective and nurturing mother, Ty imagines a life for her daughters with less chaos and
instability than her own. Common experiences, like a house with a yard for a dog, are aspirations
for Ty. Never married, Ty would love to have a stable, committed marriage. She speaks of having
her own business as an owner of a daycare center. Ty would implement childcare practices that
she finds relevant and effective; she feels that with her background she knows the stresses and
difficulties her daycare families face.

FINDINGS

What can we as educators learn from Ty’s oral history? How does a victim of rape at age
15 go on to become an optimistic, hopeful, and resilient young mother, in addition to a successful
student, and childcare professional? For Ty, the frightening number of her ACE score does not
define her and will not dissuade or divert her from seeking a better life. This young woman’s
spirit is stronger than the misfortunes of her past; she pushes forward with grace. “Education
equals hope” is more than a slogan for Ty, it is a way of believing and living her life.
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