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 About
This is a toolkit to facilitate and guide you while you put stories together about your family/ loved 
ones. It addresses common issues that arise from a project of  this scale: lack of  time, lack of  
clarity, lack of  structure and support. In it, steps for coordinating, consolidating and delegating 
the collection of  family history stories are broken down based on my own experience collecting 
stories of  family. I hope this toolkit will underpin what will become a movement for us to take 
control of  the information we consume, protect our family histories from being lost or 
misrepresented, and establish a deeper connection with ourselves.



 Objectives

1.     Facilitating meaningful and intentional intergenerational conversations
As gadgets, apps and the internet take up more of  our time, the room for storytelling in the home 
shrinks. We lose out on really getting to know our elders because TV, movies, sports, and games 
on our phones seem so much more ‘interesting’. This project is a way to reignite intergenerational 
conversations before it’s too late. This way we intentionally set time aside to understand, preserve, 
empathise, and connect with our past and those who came before.

2.   To better understand who we are, we need to know who they were
Growing up, I didn’t understand the migration my grandparents made to Singapore. I didn’t even 
know which parts of  China they were from or why they left. I didn’t know, I wasn’t told and I 
didn’t think to ask. As I got older, I realised that their experiences influenced how I was raised and 
therefore, to learn about their lives informs who I am. To know the experiences of  my   
ancestors and have a deeper sense of  identity is therefore to know myself  and simultaneously 
develop greater cultural awareness.

3.  Making sense of  history through lived experiences
Through our education system, we learnt about Singapore’s growth and development through the 
lens of  infrastructure, evolving social policies and economic evolution. Important as they may 
be, I never really understood how all of  these changes affected the realities of  those who lived 
through it. 

My response to all of  this is through stories. This project aims to reach as many ethnic groups and 
religions as possible, across migration patterns, childhoods in different parts of  Singapore, etc. 
Uncovering lived experiences and collecting stories in different languages from different  
perspectives are so important in the recreation of  the Singapore story while building deeper roots 
on our respective cultures and histories.
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Step 1: Define project objectives and scope 

It is very important to set your own objectives from the get go. Not 
only does it influence your scope and the medium you use for data 
collection, it also determines your final product.
 
Objectives could range from wanting to spend intentional time with your ageing family members 
to uncovering your family’s historical migration patterns to reconnecting with estranged relatives. 
As long as the goal/objective is meaningful to you, this project will likely resonate (or stir up other 
strong feelings) within your family. 

Once the objectives are determined, the scope needs to be narrowed down in terms of  time frame 
or geographical reach. This is usually limited by how far back the memories of  the elders go and 
how close to the present you would like to go.

Based on your objectives and your scope, you are now in a better position to made a decision on 
what the final product will look like. Would you like to create a children’s storybook to pass down 
to the impressionable, hungry minds of  future generations? Make a video to capture voices of  
your elders, the way they move, and how they laugh? Or do you want to trace the migration 
patterns over several countries/continent and create a website to make this a collaborate 
movement?

By understanding all this, it becomes easy to decide the mode for data collection to use. If  you 
want to create a book, then photographs and writing down the stories are the best mode of  data 
collection. If  you want to create a video, audio, video footage, and photographs could be collected 
during interviews and pieced together in a film or digital story. 

With all these questions and considerations swimming in your mind, it’s time to dive right into it.

 



Task: Define what your motivations and objectives are

1. Why do you want to do this? Why is recording your family history important to you? 
  [Your answer will be your sustaining force through this journey.]

2. What do you want to achieve from this project?
 [Objectives are usually best illustrated in points of  three.]

 1.

 2. 

 3.



Task: Decide on your scope and end product

1. Which part of  your family history would you like to explore i.e. based on location, time 
 frame, a loved one who passed away?

2. Who/what are the subjects within this location/timeframe would you like to start   
 exploring?

3. What form do you want the end product to take? i.e. book, photo story, audio story,   
 video? 

4. Do you have the skills/equipment to create the product you want? What do you need to  
 prepare?



Task: Determine what resources you have

1. How much time can you commit to it roughly i.e. 2 hours per week?

2. How long do you want to spend doing this project? i.e. 3 years

3. Identify the members of  your family that you think would be interested to work with you  
 on this – lets call them potential allies.



Step 2: Laying the groundwork

This section provides a guideline on how to approach your family 
and kick start this whole process. This section provides suggestions 
on how to get the family on board,  how to get the dialogue started 
and presents the types of  situations that are conducive for group and 
individual story collections. Both individual and group sessions are 
important to get a fuller picture of  the past because they bring  
different insights. 

The experience of  every family will differ and these broad steps are meant to provide some   
direction in getting your project started. Don’t be discouraged if  your family is initially reluctant 
and if  there’s little interest or even ridicule. If  you are persistent and consistent, those reservations 
will fade, your older relatives will understand and even appreciate your efforts, and things will start 
coming together.



Task: Sharing your project goals with your family

Approach your potential allies about this project. Get their feedback and reservations. Perhaps 
even consider making changes to your project scope to take their ideas into consideration. [They 
likely know more than you about the family situation, subjects that are interesting, others that are 
taboo, etc.] 

Task: Determine the role of  your allies 

Will you be doing this alone or in a team?

From my experience it has been easier to have one main consolidator, but collaboration is very im-
portant. Many people in a family can benefit from a project like this – it can bring people together 
and illuminate a lifetime, so for relatives to be involved and have a stake in putting it together adds 
a lot of  value to the work.

 Older allies
As the exercise progresses, at least one older family member will start to get excited and become 
motivated to help out a little more. It is likely that they’ve also thought about recording your family 
history – in a family tree or through stories, but never got around to it. This key ally will be more 
forthcoming with stories, able to gather more information from their peers i.e. photographs from 
siblings, find opportunities to start family history conversations and before you know it, you’ll be 
scrambling to get your pen, paper, laptop, recorder, to take notes.
Often, all it takes is an invitation or a coffee meeting to share your ideas with a potential ally to get 
them on board as an active member of  your project. 

 Peer support
Another way to get your relatives involved is to have a member of  each extended family be re-
sponsible for recording stories from the older generation within their home. If  the relationship 
dynamics are complicated, family members can be assigned to interview the older relatives they 
are closer to. As the main coordinator/facilitator of  the project, you can consolidate the infor-
mation, clarify points or ask for other perspective on the stories at family gatherings. Ultimately, 
individual and group interviews reveal different aspects of  certain events and are useful to clarify 
perspectives. 

Story editing is another way family can be involved. After the stories have been collected and a 
first draft written, assigning relatives with the role of  editor is another possible approach. The  
sections each family member edits has to be appropriate to his/her role in the family of  course. 
For example, you could ask your cousin to edit the story of  his father, or ask your aunt to edit 
and/or add to the stories of  her childhood with her siblings. 



Task: Creating/Identifying group interview settings

To ease your family into the project, you could start by asking questions and taking notes during 
existing family gatherings.

Supplies that are useful to have ready at these gatherings:
• Pen/pencils + eraser
• Paper
• Drawing paper
• Laptop
• Phone/audio recorder
• Camera

1. Are there existing group family gatherings that make it easy to conduct group interviews? 
i.e. religious holidays, birthday celebrations.

2. Are there new gatherings you would like to propose/create specifically for gathering infor-
mation from the older generation?

If  you sense that your family is willing, organise monthly gatherings between the older generations 
specifically for your project.

Note: Sometimes, at group gatherings, different perspectives on the same story may lead to   
debates. This could lead to exciting discussions that uncovers more truths or could get heated. 
My advice would be to avoid contentious topics because this should be an exercise that unites and 
bonds rather than divides. Also, I would suggest having a ready internet connection available to 
search for any key events that are described to contextualize the experiences you are recording. 

Task: Creating/Identifying individual interview settings

As you start to understand which members of  your family are more open to storytelling and  
willing to share, you can ask for an individual meeting in a casual comfortable environment where 
you can ask interview questions, allow the conversation to flow, and get the privilege to listen to 
more in depth thoughts. Different conversations emerge from collective vs individual interviews. 

Suggestions include cooking with a member of  the older generation and asking questions about 
the past, organizing lunches in quiet places, etc. 



Step 3: Data collection

This section includes approaches to triggering memories. 

Strategies to trigger memories will be provided including looking through old photo albums,   
facilitating an exercise to draw the elders’ kampong map or family home(s). Taking trips to   
different locations where childhood memories were lived is also a trigger point, but those are 
more challenging to organise.

Task: Develop interview questions

Below you will find a list of  questions to get kickstart your process. These were the questions I 
used to ask about the childhood of  my parents and their siblings. Of  course, based on your own 
objectives and family situation, your questions will differ. During the interview process, you will 
naturally have follow-up questions to ask, so let that process happen organically.

1. Where were you born?
2. What are your earliest memories?
3. What do you remember about your grandparents?
4. What songs do you remember your grandparents/parents singing?
5. What kind of  food did your grandparents/parents make?
6. Who was your favorite person growing up?
7. Who was your least favourite person growing up?
8. What were your relatives like?
9. What was your home like as a child?
10. What was your favorite food growing up?
11. What kinds of  games did you use to play?
12. Who were your friends growing up?
13. What were your neighbours like?
14. Who did you live with growing up?
15. Describe your siblings.
16. Describe how you got ready for school everyday.
17. What was your journey to school like?
18. What modes of  transport were available then?
19. What were your earliest/fondest/most distinct memories from school? 
20. What has been your happiest childhood memory?
21. What was your saddest childhood memory?
22. Talk about a time when you were most afraid
23. What was first thing you ever owned 
24. What do you know about your ancestors and how we ended up here?
25. What would you say is your biggest regret?



Task: Use photographs or old things to trigger conversation
Old photographs or items are really great conversation starters. By asking your relatives to bring 
old photos or personal belongings from the past to family gatherings, you help facilitate and  
trigger memory recall.

Task: Visualising memories
Ask family members to draw things they remember, map of  their kampong, places they used to 
hang out, etc. When one person starts drawing. Spacial recollection like this often triggers  
memories in others and starts a lively discussion.

Task: Getting educated on culture

In today’s globalised world where pop culture is so accessible and prevalent, there are fewer as-
pects of  our ancestral heritage that we actively live out and practice. During the data collection 
part of  your journey, you may find that the cultural norms of  your grandparents and elder rela-
tives are quite different from your own, especially in Singapore where many of  us are decendents 
of  immigrants. Your story collection may take a tangent to learn about some of  these cultural 
norms to better document it. Let this process happen.

Note: You may find it useful to document the process of  data collection through:
1) Short video clips
2) Photographs of  your elders telling stories
3) Recording audio of  the stories

These don’t necessarily have to feature prominently in your collection, but it can compliment 
these memories. The most important source of  information is through conversation.
 



Step 4: Consolidation: Storyboarding, editing, 
fill in the missing information

This is the toughest part. The best approach for this section is to 
break down the tasks into small simple steps that can be completed 
over short bursts of  time. Though it may be the most painful part of  
the process, it is also the most rewarding because this is when all your 
work comes together.

If  you are new to stories about your family’s history, it might take a while to do the research and 
the consolidation process may get overwhelming and confusing. If  you are familiar with some of  
the stories, it may be easier to create the structure and take less time to put together. However, 
the level of  details in the stories will depend on how much time you put into it and how detailed 
your subjects’ memories are. 

After all the data has been collected, take some time to let it marinate in your mind. There will be 
many things to consider before the structure and storytelling angle can be determined. Should dif-
ferent perspectives of  events be consolidated or presented individually? This among other ques-
tions will be presented as food for thought. 

After the stories have been put together, the draft will need to be circulated for fact checking 
and feedback. Depending on the purpose of  your project, you might want to make sure that as 
many people are happy with the project as possible so no one feels exploited, misunderstood or 
unheard.

With the work presented in its draft form, family members may chime in with information they 
had not realised was valuable before, correct misinformation, and help to give the stories more 
weight.

Task: Finding themes

Take time to digest the information you have collected. Do you find themes that help you bring 
together some of  the stories you’ve recorded?



Task: Consolidation of  stories

There are a few ways the stories can be presented or arranged.

1) Chronologically: This is the easiest way to arrange the information and fact check. 
 Though it is not the most creative way to present the stories, it is by far the clearest. With  
 the basic facts presented in a chronological manner, a more creative version of  the stories  
 can be developed after.

2) Thematically: Through the story collection process, you might come across themes that  
 group different stories together. These themes could bring stories together within changing 
 political climates, by location, life stages of  a family member, etc. 

3) Memory flow: Sometimes it helps to put together the information by the patterns in 
 memory recollection. For example, if  memory is usually by person or location, then group 
 the stories together that way to make it as close to the thought process of  the people you  
 are collecting the stories from – this maintains authenticity and preserves the oral tradition.



Task: Breathing life into the stories

Sometimes the bare facts are given – this happened then this happened then this happened – there 
are no feelings added to the initial stories. During the consolidation period, arrange the stories 
and base facts to make sense of  them and form the frame/structure of  your project. Go back to 
your family members who had given you the stories, if  possible, the person you are writing about 
directly (if  they can be reached), and have them add more detail to the stories you have put to-
gether. This time, they are likely to add more thoughts and feelings to make the story come to life 
as accurately as their memory serves them. 



Step 5: Review 
Circulate the book for review within your family

You’re almost at the end of  your story writing journey. This might be 
one of  the more nerve-wrecking parts of  this journey because you 
are sharing stories you put together with the people who lived these  
experiences. It is a huge responsibility and not one that should be 
taken lightly.

Task: Getting feedback
There are a few ways of  going about this:

1) Group sharing - Share the draft at a family gathering so that everyone can read it together  
 and share their initial thoughts on accuracy, timeline, etc. 

2) Individual sharing – Circulate the draft to individual family members who contributed  
 stories so they can read it slowly and make edits.

Task: Making edits
After sharing the draft, individual meetings to get more specific feedback is very important. You 
may find that through this process, the portrayal of  certain characters will change, events   
rearranged, and more details uncovered.
 

Task: Restructuring
Congratulations on getting the stories collected, consolidated and edited! You’re done with the 
most difficult part of  this whole exercise. 

At this point, its time to look at the story stylistically. What is the best, most compelling way to 
tell these human stories? The structure you have chosen thus far may have facilitated the story  
collections, but may not be the most engaging. This is a time to reassess and revise the  
presentation structure, rearranging the stories collected to improve the flow. 

You may find it hard to adjust your investigative storywriting into a compelling read, especially if  
the subject in your stories are still alive. If  they are willing, this would be a good opportunity to 
encourage them to tell their own tale. Now that the bulk of  the stories have already been written, 
it would be an easier task asking your older relatives to take the story draft and add their memories 
in a more vivid sensory autobiographical way. 



Step 6: Finished Product
Deciding what to do with the stories

Family history is very valuable to present and future generations and 
may prove just as valuable if  shared with a larger community. This 
section will suggest steps to take to make the decision of  whether to 
keep family history stories private or go public with it.

Task: Have a conversation
Throughout this process where details were added to stories you already knew and new colours 
painted onto people you thought you understood, it is possible that you may have uncovered 
some heroes and villains. Regardless of  whether these individuals are alive today, there might be  
sensitivities about airing this “dirty laundry” and spilling these family secrets. 

This project is supposed to bring families closer together, not create rifts between them, so it is 
important to have these conversations with family who might be concerned about the stories 
that have been put down on paper and immortalized. Take the time to understand what the  
reservations are and make a decision together of  what will happen to the stories. This is a very 
tough task because opinions might differ widely. At the end of  the day, each family is unique and 
your family will come to conclusions based on their unique circumstances. Whatever the outcome 
is, you’ve been through an unforgettable journey and even if  you can’t share it all, find a way to 
share some of  the stories to keep the memory of  your family history alive. 
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