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How do you fit a field 
of sheep in a glass 

case? 



Turn them into Domesday Book 
 



Domesday - 1086 
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But accessibility is more than just about physical locationIssues of language, visibility, conservation, imagery, symbolism, contextThe role of the Education team – be they online or onsite is the same – to make the unique collection of sources which make up the National Archives accessible to students and teachers







People love History 

“74 out of 100 
adults visited a 
museum, 
gallery or 
historic 
location” 

‘Taking Part’  
DCMS Report 2016 

 



But archives have a problem… 

“3 out of 100 
adults 
visited an 
archive” 

‘Taking Part’  
DCMS Report 2016 

 



Do museums offer a solution? 

“53 out of 100 
adults visited 
a museum” 

‘Taking Part’  
DCMS Report 2016 

 



Is this REALLY the solution? 



Engagement means more than being “Magic” 

Magic Box Display 



The Essential Museum 

“If satisfying the user’s 
internalized questions 
became the main mission 
of the museum, it might 
then become ‘essential’.” 

Elaine Heumann Gurian 
The Essential Museum 

 2006 



Archives need to be used to be useful! 
 



Archives offer a unique experience 
 



Archives are NOT museums 
 



Archives Inspire – Our Corporate Strategy 

https://youtu.be/6cBLIGvd24w


Organising Ourselves To Meet Our Audiences 



Archives Unlocked – Our Sector Strategy 



Developing Creative Responses 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lMZOTeiKgpI


Family Learning Events  



Kids Takeover Day November 2018 



Transforming the physical space… 



…to enable a new approach to events 



Recreating The Caravan Club 
in partnership with The National Trust 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=7&v=8oSX-XkCP6Q


Suffragette City 
Recreating The Suffragette HQ 



A “Hands On” Approach to Exhibitions 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9yB4GJen6ks


Community Outreach 



Can archives go 
beyond engagement? 



‘Creative Health: The Arts for Health 
and Wellbeing’  

UK Parliament Inquiry Report  
July 2017 

The relationship 
between arts 
engagement 
and health is 
important and 
needs to be 
understood. 

Can Archives Create Wellbeing? 



Dr. Mary Jo Kreitzer,  
Director of the Center for Spirituality & Healing  

University of Minnesota. 

Wellbeing… developing a definition 

“…a state of being in 
alignment (body, 
mind, and spirit).” 



‘Creative Health: The Arts for Health 
and Wellbeing’  

UK Parliament Inquiry Report  
July 2017 

People with a low 
level of wellbeing 
function far less 
well and have 
poorer health and 
life expectancy. 

Why does Wellbeing Matter? 



‘Creative Health’ 2017 

The Power of Arts & Culture for Wellbeing 



‘Creative Health: The Arts for Health 
and Wellbeing’  

UK Parliament Inquiry Report  
July 2017 

Arts on prescription 
project reduced visits 
to GP (doctor) by 
37% and hospital 
admissions by 27% 
(£216 per patient) 

Why does Wellbeing Matter? 



‘Creative Health: The Arts for Health 
and Wellbeing’  

UK Parliament Inquiry Report  
July 2017 

Music therapy 
reduces the agitation 
and need for 
medication in 67% of 
dementia patients 

Why does Wellbeing Matter? 



‘Creative Health: The Arts for Health 
and Wellbeing’  

UK Parliament Inquiry Report  
July 2017 

Participants in arts & 
cultural projects 
• 79% ate more healthily  
• 77% more physical 

activity 
• 82% greater wellbeing  

Why does Wellbeing Matter? 



Stories from the Street – Inspiring Reminiscence  

• Community story 
telling project 

• 50 participants  
• 19 countries 
• 3 groups 
• Mental ill-health, 

physical & sensory 
disabilities,demetia 

Presentator
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Stories from the Streets was a community storytelling project run by the Outreach team between October 2016 and March 2017, using photographs from our national and international collections. During this time, we engaged directly with over 50 elders in 3 different sheltered housing schemes in Reading and West London. The elders were born in 19 different countries in total and included those with mental ill health, physical and sensory disabilities and vascular dementia.  The Outreach work included consultation sessions, 1 to 1 interviews, small and large group discussions and sharing events with participants and other interested tenants joining. The discussions were used to inspire a poem for each scheme which was both performed live and written up in a commemorative booklet as a memento for each participant within the schemes. 



Project Aims for Us  

• Broaden audience to 
be include different 
cultures and ages 

• Learn from pilot work 
to develop new 
approaches 

• Incorporate images, 
reminiscence and 
storytelling  
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We have observed that reminiscence materials currently available online are often most suitable for white communities born or long term resident in the UK. This provides a narrow focus for today’s elders, many of whom migrated to the UK from other countries. One aim was we wanted to understand how we could use our collections to appeal to a more diverse audience.For the managers of the Schemes we worked with, the aim was to encourage greater socialisation for their tenants. People in such settings often feel isolated or restricted to small groups of friends. The managers hoped that being involved in a common activity with a shared outcome might encourage better integration, providing a sense of togetherness and comradeship within each scheme.



Project Aims for Participants  

• Encourage greater 
socialisation for 
participants 

• Overcome personal 
isolation 

• Widen friendship 
circles 

• Better sense of 
community 

Presentator
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We have observed that reminiscence materials currently available online are often most suitable for white communities born or long term resident in the UK. This provides a narrow focus for today’s elders, many of whom migrated to the UK from other countries. One aim was we wanted to understand how we could use our collections to appeal to a more diverse audience.For the managers of the Schemes we worked with, the aim was to encourage greater socialisation for their tenants. People in such settings often feel isolated or restricted to small groups of friends. The managers hoped that being involved in a common activity with a shared outcome might encourage better integration, providing a sense of togetherness and comradeship within each scheme.



Ministry of Information Photographic Collection 
1930s-1970s      
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The images were both successful and challenging for us. We worked principally with collections from INF 9, INF 10 and some COPY 1s as they were easily searchable or downloadable. To help us prepare for interviews, we created forms for people to complete, by themselves or with help, describing places of interest so that we could tailor the interview to the preferred geographic locations indicated. On the day however, some people had changed their minds and wanted to talk about other subjects or places. People spending a long time alone took the opportunity to share with us whatever was on their minds, even traumatic experiences. There is often a sense of release in talking to strangers rather than the trusted individuals with whom you share your day to day life.The subjects prompted by the photographs were rich and diverse in nature. Tenants discussed major events and serious topics such as life in South Africa under Apartheid, trials witnessed of concentration camp guards during World War 2 or their experience of racism upon arrival in the UK. They talked generally about work and school, factories, transport, street-sellers, department stores and fashion. Some talked of safari, of theatre trips, fairs and markets and visits to the sea. Others spoke about home life; visits to relatives, fun with friends, rationing, make-do and mend or of celebrations, music and dancing.  Interviewers can’t predict what people want to talk about, no matter what the image suggests or what you’ve been prepared or advised to raise. Often the interaction depends on whatever the participant is thinking about on that particular day.



Theming discussions   

• Development of 
central theme to give 
focus to project 

• Markets Food, 
Animals, Transport, 
Journeys, Seasons, 
Harvest all popular 

• “Street Life” common 
global experience 
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Our initial consultations showed that subject areas such as markets, food, animals, transport, journeys, seasons and harvest were popular and meaningful to some participants. We wanted to provide a theme that would encourage group discussion and learning as well as individual reminiscence – and this certainly worked with a South Asian elders group in O’Grady Court as they were keen to share knowledge based upon what they saw in the photographs. This wide range worked less well for individual tenants’ in the other schemes, however. Development of a central theme helps us with the selection of images. It also helps to create a platform to start people talking. We initially explored a theme of Days Out/Trips but this was too general to make image selection easy. In focussing on the theme of “Street life”, we could concentrate on street scenes from around the world and these provided a range of discussion points to engage people such as music, street vendors, shops, transport, fashion or famous landmarks. Some tenants took pride in mapping journeys home from those streets depicted. 



• 7 days of interviews 
• Some group 

discussions 
• Some 1:1 interviews 
• 40-60 minutes 
• Need for flexibility! 
• Allow for 

conversations 
 

Interviews 
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After the consultation, we spent, plus a Storyteller a total of 7 days interviewing the tenants across the three schemes. In each interview, we would introduce ourselves, explain the project aims and explore the photographs pre-selectedThe interview sessions began properly in January 2017, finishing in mid-February, at which point all interview transcripts and sound recordings were supplied to our storyteller, Richard, so that the process of writing the poems could begin. We allowed 40 minutes for each 1 to 1 interview and 60 minutes for couples but keeping to timing was often challenging, requiring a good deal of flexibility from the team.  We had prepared a range of interview questions in advance of the interviews. These were sometimes useful as prompts, but the conversation was often directed by the participants and in other cases the questions were too formulaic: people reacted emotionally to whatever stimulated them within the photographs. Our initial budget allowed for some language interpretation, but we had the benefit of the linguistic skills of one of the Scheme Managers in O’Grady House for the Tamil resident at O’Grady Court. In retrospect, I would have liked to arrange this for the Kroo-speaking Sierra Leone lady in Oak Tree House who was only able to participate in the consultation and sharing events and didn’t come forward for a personal interview. We sent on images of Sierra Leone subsequently, after I’d initiated an exchange with her daughter as to her mother’s specific place of interest.The set-up of the rooms was important and made a big difference to the quality of the interaction with the participants. In Asantewa House we were in a communal lounge with the whole group ranging from 9 – 16 in number. This was tricky inasmuch as certain individuals were shy and others easily dominated the conversation easily. In O’Grady Court, we had the benefit of both a large space for group activities and smaller rooms for quieter discussions and this worked very well. In Oak Tree House, whilst the consultation and sharing events were held in communal lounges which lent themselves to a sort of party atmosphere, we were also permitted access to the tenants’ individual flats. This encouraged a greater intimacy with some of the tenants and led to very open discussions which would not have taken place easily within larger, public settings



Sharing Events and Story Telling      
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9.	Sharing EventsThe project started and ended with tea and a snack such as mince pies or cake. This helped to mark a start and end to the project, building excitement about the work at the beginning and celebrating their achievements at the end. Interacting informally this way also builds relationships between participants and project workers. The participants enjoyed the sense of occasion; social interaction is greatly valued by tenants whose lives are often lonely or reduced in interest.  10.	The overall experienceReports from Scheme Managers confirmed that all participants were energised by the experience. All human emotion and experience echoed within the poetry created; from first love to the loss of children or partners, misbehaviour in childhood and the discipline that would follow; real hardship and great enjoyment! The participants’ preference was to refer to a time in their lives when they were fully occupied or highly fulfilled; healthy and needed by family or employees. After the sharing events, there was a sense of euphoria but there were also tears. One of the scheme managers described this mix of emotions as ‘happy-sad’. Participants had enjoyed the project and wanted to continue the interaction, having relived some of the better times of their lives. They had felt listened to, their experiences and memories validated. Even those who had been reluctant or less communicative initially attended the final sharing events. “This is the best thing that has happened here for a long time; no personal details given away; you still told the story and found a nice balance… You brought light into the building, you brought people together.” Annie and Margaret, Tenants, Oak Tree House The performance of the poems by the storyteller at the celebration events was a vital part of the project and greatly enjoyed. The creativity of the storytelling helped bring everything together, images, people, poetry and performance. Participants were surprised at the fact that they would have their own choice of photograph and relished their contribution to the booklet. With all oral history projects, it is important not to assume that the process of interviewing is a one-way activity with the organisation benefitting at the expense of the participant. The gifts and sharing events provide a sense of giving back and helped to equalise the relationships between the staff and tenants.
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How do you fit a field 
of sheep in a glass 

case? 



Archives… 
an open or shut 

case? 





Find out more… 
nationalarchives.gov.uk 
 

andrew.payne@nationalarchives.gov.uk  
 

@The_History_Man 
@UKNatArchives 
 

@TheNationalArchives 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
mailto:andrew.payne@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk
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