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Introduction

3

Since 2006, Revisiting Collections has helped museums, archives, individuals and community 
groups from across the UK through the challenging process of exploring collections in our 
museums and archives, and questioning how they are understood, presented and interpreted. 
As part of the London 2012 Cultural Olympiad project Stories of the World (SotW), nearly 60 
museums in England and Scotland are using the Revisiting Collections method to underpin their 
work with over 2000 ‘young curators’ aged from 14-24.

Collections Trust and The National Youth Agency have co-written these guidance notes and 
session plans to support using Revisiting Collections with both young people and wider 
community groups. We’ve tested our ideas with young people and museum staff from across the 
SotW programme. We’re certain that the approaches we’ve developed with their help will have 
equal value and appeal for groups of all ages, and can be used with both museum and archive 
collections.

The guidance notes given here deal mainly with the ‘front end’ of Revisiting Collections: setting 
up group sessions; stimulating and capturing people’s responses to objects and records; and 
using that direct engagement with collections as the foundation for creativity and innovation. 
Revisiting Collections is also about legacy and change. The two Revisiting Collections ‘toolkits’ 
(for museums and archives respectively) show how to embed external voices and new 
understanding of collections’ layered meaning and significance right into catalogues and 
documentation: the body of knowledge about collections that museums and archives store and
share with the public. The toolkits can be downloaded from the Collections Link website:
www.collectionslink.org.uk

For the young people we have worked with, legacy is key. They want their investment of time, 
energy, enthusiasm and knowledge to make a real difference, not just to the next exhibition, but 
to how our museums and archives consider, develop and communicate about their collections in 
the future.

Caroline Reed, Project Manager, SotW: Collections and Communities, Collections Trust
Mary Mills, The National Youth Agency
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Case study

Revisiting Collections: a quick reminder

4

Revisiting Collections was developed by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council 
(MLA) and Collections Trust. All the resources you need to understand and start using 
the method are available for free download from the Collections Link website. These 
include the two ’toolkits’: Revisiting Archive Collections and Revisiting Museum 
Collections. You can download the toolkits and range of support materials and you can 
join a self-supporting online network for museum and archive staff using or considering 
using the method: 
www.collectionslink.org.uk

The basic premise:

 Everyone is entitled to access UK’s public collections and have a say in how they are 
used and interpreted.

 We should have confidence in our collections’ potential relevance for ‘hard to reach’ 
audiences. Not only very traditional urban and rural social history collections, but 
specialist collections of almost every sort reflect the diversity of our society through 
history; our shared heritage with people from across the world; the UK’s position as 
part of an interdependent world-wide network of scientific and technological 
development, design and cultural influence, Empire and trade (including the slave 
trade).

 Every object can be seen from multiple viewpoints.
 External voices must become part of the story about objects that museums and 

archives record and share.
 Good, rich, searchable catalogues are key to providing access to collections – for 

both staff and public.

Using a series of prompt questions, and being sure to capture people’s responses, the 
Revisiting Collections method helps reveal the multiple layers of meaning and 
significance embedded in the objects and records held in our collections.

The two Revisiting Collections toolkits show museums and archives how to include these 
new voices and perspectives directly within collection documentation systems 
(catalogues, finding aids etc), ensuring that they become part of the story about the 
collections that is recorded and made accessible to all.

Revisiting Collections supports museums and archives to: 

 Run sessions where individuals and groups from outside the organisation can see, 
touch and explore their own responses to objects and records from the collections.

 Capture what people know, feel and think.
 Find out what new information people want to see in catalogues, displays, captions – 

on site and online.
 Trawl internal and external sources to find and share the information people want.
 Embed new ‘user generated content’, and the outcomes of user stimulated research, 

in catalogues, finding aids and interpretation.
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This guidance note covers the key points you need to consider as you plan and deliver a 
Revisiting Collections session that will be engaging, enjoyable and productive for participants, 
support your current project and deliver on wider strategic objectives for your organisation. For 
more detailed suggestions see the Sample session plans.

Why run object / record based group sessions?

  Working directly with objects and records will be a rare and rewarding experience for most 
participants.

 Staff and participants will find the opportunity of exploring their own and other’s responses 
stimulating and revealing.

 Group work stimulates interaction and exchange of ideas.
 Group sessions are low-tech and relatively low-cost. They give you a chance to ‘dry-run’ 

ideas and approaches to interaction before building them into exhibitions or online 
resources.

Limitations and demands

 Running a successful Revisiting Collections group session demands input from a range of 
staff with ‘people focussed’ and ‘collections-focussed’ skills and expertise.

 This can seem like a big effort for a relatively small number of participants.
 Participants are all individuals - no group will ever be fully representative of the community 

from which it’s drawn.
 Group dynamics can be skewed, with some voices dominating.
 The sessions can be tough – staff can expect to be held to account for the past actions of 

their museum or archive – or of the people who originally acquired the material now in their 
collections.

 A lively session will generate a considerable amount of ‘user-generated’ content – that has 
to be analysed, sifted, captured, maybe transcribed.

Setting objectives and planning to meet them

 Group sessions need careful planning and structure to make the most of staff and 
participants’ time, knowledge, enthusiasm and to make sure that outcomes will be captured 
and used.

 You need to consider how the session will serve wider strategic objectives for your project / 
organisation e.g.

 Revive use of particular collection
 Raise profile with particular community group
 Refresh interpretation/inform new display
 Improve information resources for staff/end users
 Enrich and generate a legacy from your outreach work
 Take time to discuss and plan:
 Participants and group size 
 Material
 Venue and timing
 Staff
 How to capture responses
 Evaluation – participants and staff

3.1 Planning and delivering a Revisiting Collections group session

Running Revisiting Collections 
sessions with young people and 
community groups: Guidance notes

3
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Choosing and finding your participants

 What’s the community you want to work with and learn from? e.g. people:
  With direct, first hand understanding of the material through work/life experience, faith,  

 ethnicity, culture.
  With specialist research/subject knowledge or interest.
  Seeking out ‘hidden histories’ e.g. relevance to disability, sexuality, a new ’take’ on  

 UK/World history.
   Part of a particular target community or demographic group that your organisation  

 wants to reach.
  Who have worked with the collections and might have unrecorded knowledge,   

 especially current/former colleagues and volunteers.
 Consider
  How will you recruit them?
  How many can you work with?

Working with the group

 Explain your objectives – why the museum/archive is running the session; why you’ve invited 
this particular group of people; what project or longer term programme of work this is part of.

 Find out what they want from the session – discuss how to adapt the session or design follow 
up work to meet their desired outcomes.

 Be open: acknowledge that the museum or archive will never know everything about its 
collections and recognises that there are many possible interpretations. Stress that there will 
always be different perspectives and sets of knowledge, all of value and importance – that’s 
why you are interested in their views.

 Support them through the process - they might not be used to exploring/explaining their 
responses to objects, images or written material.

 Explain how their input will make a difference – how you will use their contributions to inform 
future use and development of collections e.g. exhibitions, online descriptions, catalogues.

Choosing and preparing the material

You’ll choose material relevant to your specific project, consider:

 Will reinterpreting the material you have chosen help you reach new target audiences?
 Are the objects typical examples from your collection – so that people’s responses could 

have a wider application?
 Will the material have an obvious appeal to your group – does it reflect their stated interests?
 Participants enjoy the chance to touch, explore, smell, even listen to objects - try to avoid 

material that’s too fragile to handle.
 Explain safe lifting and handling and don’t be afraid to ask participants to wash their hands, 

wear gloves etc. – people like the ‘behind the scenes’ feel and new skills and knowledge this 
gives them.

 Where necessary, give participants basic object handling training. Make sure you know in 
advance if any participant has any physical issues that might make handling or seeing 
material difficult. Find out what table arrangement would help, whether it might be helpful to 
project images on a screen etc.

 If originals are simply too fragile for handling, do try to have them in the room, so that they 
can be looked at in detail. You might be able to provide photographs taken from multiple 
viewpoints or to have e.g. fragments of similar materials or replicas available for handling.

 Whether you are looking mainly at objects or archive material, it can be helpful to have 
support material on hand e.g. a period copy of the ‘Radio Times’ could be discussed 
alongside a vintage radio. If you have access to archival moving image material, a very 
helpful introduction to the session can be to show relevant footage the whole group.
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Information to support the material

 What is going to be the best way in for the group – is the material ‘difficult’ in some way or 
could you leave them just to explore it and respond/ask questions?

 Is there an obvious clear link between your group and the material, or will you need to broker 
the connection by providing specific or contextual information?

 Don’t swamp participants with information at the start of the session – allow them space to 
explore and speculate.

 Do have to hand:
  Current catalogue records/online descriptions/current or former display captions.
  Any further specific or contextual information e.g. information gathered as part of the  

 acquisition process, research done for enquiries or exhibitions, information about how  
 similar objects are known to have been made/used and by whom etc.

  Curatorial knowledge - staff don’t have to be ‘expert’, but should be confident to share  
 what the museum/archive knows – and doesn’t!

Staff – how many, what skills?

 Revisiting Collections aims to break down barriers between ‘people-focussed’ and 
‘collections-focussed’ working. The most productive group sessions will draw on skills from 
across your organisation – ideally:

  Learning and outreach staff – with experience of running group sessions.
  Curatorial staff – or others with a good knowledge of the material and its background.  

 People love having access to enthusiastic experts and having the opportunity to probe,  
 discuss and challenge the organisation’s perceptions about its collection.

  Cataloguers and documentation staff should be invited to attend and contribute to at  
 least some of your sessions. They will be involved in managing the ‘user-generated  
 content’ that comes out of the sessions. It will be helpful for these colleagues to see at  
 first hand how participants negotiate and respond to existing catalogue descriptions -  
 and how participants want to see the catalogue records expanded.

 Be aware - you may need outside support - perhaps a signer or translator. With many groups 
you will want to involve their own support workers in planning or facilitating the session e.g. 
teachers, MIND workers etc.

The ‘prompt questions’

Revisiting Collections invites and encourages participants to choose and then explore their own 
responses to objects and records by asking them a series of simple ‘prompt’ questions. You 
want to encourage participants to express not only what they might know about the item, but 
what they would like to know, how they feel about it, what associations it conjures up for them, 
what narratives it inspires. Using prompt questions helps structure the session effectively and 
inclusively, ensuring all voices are heard and captured.

 A list of recommended prompt questions is given in Prompting and capturing responses. You 
will want to modify these and/or add further questions that relate more specifically to your 
project, your material and your participants.

 Encourage discussion by keeping questions open ended, so people don’t feel they might be 
giving a ‘wrong’ answer, or clam up because they ‘don’t know’.

 Give people a handout with your chosen ‘prompt’ questions, but also read them out.
 Using the prompt questions helps participants through the process of interrogating and 

analysing what might be unfamiliar material. It gives them ‘permission’ (and confidence) to 
voice instinctive responses and feelings, to explore associations and memories and to 
speculate, as well as to offer ‘hard facts’

 Inviting participants to challenge and critique the level and type of information and the use of 
language in existing captions, catalogue entries etc. helps them explore the decision making 
processes involved in collection description and interpretation. This can be a useful 
introduction to discussing the value of attributing participants’ own comments on the objects 
and records as part of the legacy from the session.

 Their comments will help you write more culturally inclusive and responsive descriptions – 
challenging assumptions and giving people more of the contextual information they want 

 to know.
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Responses to objects and records that are often stimulated by the Revisiting Collections 
approach:

 Factual: ‘Facts’, such as the identification of people or places in photographs, that may or 
may not be verifiable from external sources.

 Intellectual/speculative: Exploring the context of the items: establishing them within a 
particular tradition or movement; considering who might have used or created them and why; 
considering links with other objects, images, people, events, places or cultures.

•  Cross-cultural or associative: finding familiar themes/points of resonance with participants’ 
own experience and knowledge.

 Narrative: Personal, traditional or imaginary stories inspired by the material.
 Instinctive: Reactions to the physical presence of the items: what they are made of, their 

form, texture, design, function or content.
 Use of language: Identifying local or community based names for objects, places etc; terms 

considered racially or culturally biased or offensive; insider language, jargon etc.
 Thirst for more information - specific to the object or record or more broadly contextual: 

People often look for answers to key basic questions about material that catalogue entries 
miss – who created or used the item, when, where, how and, critically, why? This can lead 
the museum or archive to trawl its own records about the item e.g. original acquisition 
correspondence, as well as giving clear pointers for further research.

 Participants are often very interested in ‘process’: how the museum or archive originally 
acquired the item; how the depositor acquired it; how it’s been, stored, displayed, interpreted, 
described and used.

Structuring the session

You need to structure the session around the needs and preferred working style of you 
participants. How you work with the prompt questions to stimulate participants’ responses, and 
how you decide to capture them will be key to the session’s success (see Sample session plans 
and Prompting and capturing responses).

 If people don’t know each other, you might 
 want to start with a ‘warm up’ exercise. 
 A very simple example, that will also serve 
 as an introduction to talking about objects, 
 would be to ask everyone to think of an
 object that has meaning to them, to 
 describe it to a partner and explain why 
 they find it important. If you want to make 
 this less personally revealing, you could 
 make  it more specific – e.g. ‘think of an 
 object in your kitchen’ or ‘think of an item 
 of clothing you own now or once owned’. 
 You will need to tailor your specific 
 questions to  your group. For further 
 discussion and examples of warm up activities see Running a Revisiting Collections focus 

group: www.collectionslink.org.uk/index.cfm?ct=assets.assetDisplay/title/Running%20a 
%20Revisiting%20Collections%20focus%20group/assetId/299

 Running an Introducing Revisiting Collections session will help you involve participants in 
deciding how you shape a more sustained programme of work and how you decide with 
participants how they would like to record their responses to objects/records in subsequent 
sessions.

 Consider how your group might prefer to communicate, whether they will be happier and 
more confident working all together, in pairs or 1:1 with a member of staff.

 Consider how you might need to broker their engagement with the material. Barriers might be 
physical, to do with literacy or language or cultural.

 For most adult groups in-depth sessions should start and finish with group activity and 
discussion, but with the bulk of time spent working individually, in pairs or very small groups 
perhaps supported by staff. They will use this time to focus on just a few objects/records (see 
Standard Revisiting Collections session).
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 In the main, young people like working with their peers in small groups (c.4-6), but not always 
– some prefer having quieter, more sustained conversations in pairs. Young people tend not 
to want to work initially with a staff member, they find this inhibiting, but they definitely like the 
chance to explore their ideas/questions with an ‘expert’ at the end and to have their opinions 
heard and debated. 

How you capture participants’ responses   

Revisiting Collections sessions will be fun and stimulating, but they lose half their value, to 
participants and your organisation, if people’s contributions aren’t captured and recorded so that 
they can be added to your collection documentation.

 Have a system in place that clearly identifies who (or which small group) has made each 
comment and what object/record it refers to.

 Try hard to record participants’ own words.
 Some participants will be happy to write down their thoughts directly, working alone, in pairs 

or small groups. You can help them by devising a simple response form where they can log 
the object/record reference number and their responses to your chosen prompt questions.

 Others might like to draw mind-maps (especially young people who’ve used the technique at 
school) or bullet-point their ideas.

 Some groups will be very comfortable to be audio recorded or filmed. This will produce a rich 
resource - capturing intonation, facial expressions and body language as well as participants’ 
precise words.

 Young people are often happy to be filmed or recorded and to have their voices heard and 
faces seen in exhibitions, online etc. But some young people and adults definitely won’t want 
to be recorded – always ask at the time you invite them to the session, not just at the start 
when everything is already set up.

See ‘Prompting’ and capturing responses and Copyright, ethics, informed consent and data 
protection.

Paperwork: consent, attribution and evaluation

 Because Revisiting Collections sessions are about generating and capturing a legacy, 
generating and managing some paperwork is essential.

 You must obtain the necessary permissions in writing if you are to use people’s words voices 
or images in catalogues, displays, online resources etc – even if you don’t use their names.

 You need people’s informed consent if you wish to attribute their words or a summary of their 
opinions to them by name, or in any other way that could identify them. Many participants 
might not be comfortable with that, but they may be willing for their contributions to be 
attributed more generally e.g. to someone of their (self-defined) age group, faith, ethnicity, 
sexuality or with their life experience or geographical/cultural connections. When asking if 
they are willing to share this sort of personal information, only ask for what you think is 
absolutely relevant to contextualising their comments.

 As a minimum you should secure participants’ consent for their responses to be attributed to 
‘a participant at x session on y date’.

 It is probably best to ask participants for consent and about how they would like their 
contributions to be attributed at the end of the session, when they have a better 
understanding of the process, know the sort of thing they’ve said and how it might be used. 
(If you are working with a particularly vulnerable group, or people have discussed sensitive 
issues, you may wish to follow accepted oral history practice and only ask for consent when 
you can show people a transcript. However, this will commit you to transcribing everything 
you might want to use within a reasonable timeframe.)

 You will want to evaluate the session and its impacts for both participants and staff. 
Evaluation forms will give you the most easily analysable data, but they won’t suit all 
participants. You might want to consider more creative approaches: Post-it ‘clouds’, audio or 
audiovisual recordings, blogs etc. As a rule, evaluate immediately at the end of the session – 
when people’s experience is still fresh.

For further discussion of informed consent and data protection see Copyright, ethics, informed 
consent and data protection. Sample data collection forms covering response, consent, 
attribution, and evaluation are given at Revisiting Collections data collection form templates
For further discussion of evaluation approaches see Running a Revisiting Collections focus 
group.
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Follow through

Even if your Revisiting Collections session is a one-off – and not part of a sustained programme 
of work with your group of participants – it is important to recognise the contribution they have 
made. You might also want to consider the session as a potential springboard for further 
partnership working with a particular community or group, or for individuals to become more 
closely involved with your organisation.

 Keep participants informed about how you are using their contributions – enhancing 
catalogue records, changing finding aids, re-writing display texts etc.

 Invite them back to comment on new catalogue entries, captions, online resources.
 Invite them to any to related exhibition openings, website launches etc.
 Use the session to invite/initiate deeper involvement – e.g. volunteering, work placements, 

co-curation, outreach programmes.

Practicalities

The notes here are for general guidance only. Additional detail is given in our 
Sample session plans.

Choosing and setting up your space
 Participants feel much more involved if you can host the session on your site. For some 

groups, travel or access issues will make this difficult. If you go to them, make every effort to 
take real objects and create the same sense of ‘privilege’ and inclusion they would get from 
an on site visit.

 The space needs to be welcoming, informal, comfortable and separate from other areas used 
by the public. Participants will enjoy visiting areas of the museum or archive and parts of the 
collection not usually on show. A search room space next to a store works well or e.g. an 
education room.

 You’ll need a large table to spread out objects and information safely, tables for individual 
working, a flexible arrangement of chairs so that people can work all together, alone, in small 
groups or pairs.

 Refreshments make people feel welcome and valued. For young people they are vital! You 
need space to keep them separate from original material.

 Remember to test any audio or audiovisual recording equipment in situ, with people in 
 the room.

Checklist - setting up the event
 Timing – consider what will work best for your participants. Do you need to set up a session 

out of normal hours? How much notice will they need of the date and time?
 Duration – for most groups a 2-2½ hour session will be long enough. Sessions can be 

intensive and emotional. It is important to leave enough time at the end for wind down (ideally 
with refreshments) as well as for the necessary form filling.

 Numbers – what will the best staff:participant ratio be for your group?
 What specific staff skills and knowledge are needed to support the session?
 What extra external support do you need to overcome any access difficulties (to material or 

information) or to help the participants feel at ease?
 How many objects/records do you need to prepare?

Checklist - running the sessions
 Introductions – why museum/archive is holding the session - what participants hope to get 

out of it.
 Explain process – how you will capture participants’ responses, how museum/archive might 

use the information.
 Be clear about timings & when session will end.
 Agree ground rules for object handling and group dynamics.
 Explain form filling, leave enough time.
 Allow time for wind down, review and reflection.
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3.2 Prompting and capturing responses

Suggested prompt questions for using in Revisiting Collections sessions:

11

Supplementary questions:
You might need a few extra questions to encourage your participants to probe more 
deeply e.g.:

About the object or record:
 What is most important or interesting thing about this object/record?
 What topics or subjects do you think it relates to?
 Does it relate to your own experience, or a tradition or practice you know about?
 What can we find out from it?
About the written description of the object/record:
 Is it easy to understand?
 Do you think it’s accurate (as far as it goes)?
 Do you think it tells the whole story or does it describe the object/record from just 

one point of view?
 What about the language – are there other words you would like to see used to 

describe the object/record and its significance?

When looking at archival records, images, moving image etc:
The basic questions to include in every session are:

Looking at the record:
 Why did you choose this item - Is there anything about the way it looks or what it 

contains that you particularly like or dislike? Can you say why?
 Why do you think it was created? What do you think it was meant to record? Who 

for?
 How do you think it might have been used? You might want to think about: who by, 

when, where and why
 Does it remind you of anything you’ve created or used yourself?
 What questions do you have about it?
Looking at the written description of the record:
 Does it tell you what you want to know?
 What does it leave out – what questions do you have?
 What do you think of the language used – is it helpful?

When looking at museum objects:
The basic questions to include in every session are:

Looking at the object:
 Why did you choose this object? - Is there anything about it that you particularly like 

or dislike? Can you say why?
 How do you think it might have been used? You might want to think about: who by, 

when, where and why
 Does it remind you of anything you’ve seen or used yourself?
 What questions do you have about it?
Looking at the written description of the object:
 Does it tell you what you want to know?
 What does it leave out – what questions do you have?
 What do you think of the language used – is it helpful?



Capturing responses to the prompt questions

How you choose to record people’s responses to the prompt questions and the discussion that 
follows will depend on your session format and the number of staff and the equipment you have 
available, but, more importantly, on your participants’ preferred style of communication - whether 
it’s writing, group discussion, 1:1 interviews or filmmaking.

 Have a system in place so that you are 
 able to identify and log individual 
 participants’ contributions (or group 
 contributions) and to identify and log 
 reference numbers for the objects/records 
 that they relate to.
 Try to record participants’ own words as 
 they respond to the prompt questions, and 
 in any subsequent discussion.
 When participants are working in groups, 
 as in the Introducing Revisiting Collections 
 session, audio recording or filming will pick 
 up the pace and intensity of the 
 conversation, but you will lose a lot of 
 detail. Even if you are recording, it will be 
 helpful to ask each small group to appoint 
 a scribe to bullet-point or mind-map their responses to the questions and the key points 
 from their discussion on a large sheet of paper. If your session gives them the chance to 

feedback to the whole group, you will also want to record or take notes to capture any 
 further discussion.
 If your session plan gives participants the opportunity to work alone, in pairs or in very small 

groups, either on their own or with a staff member, you have more options:
  Some participants will be happy to write down their own responses either on a   

 ‘response form’ where they can log the object / record reference number and their  
 responses to your chosen prompt questions or more informally e.g. a mind-map.

  Others, especially adult participants, might like working directly with a staff member  
 who can scribe their responses to the prompt questions. It can be very difficult to  
 capture everything they say and keep a conversation going at the same time. If they  
 agree, audio recording will be a helpful back up.

 Some individuals and groups will be very comfortable to be audio recorded and/or filmed. 
Digital recording equipment is increasingly affordable and used within museums and archives 
e.g. by learning and outreach departments as well as oral history teams. For a session where 
your participants will be working alone, in pairs or in several small groups you will require 
several recorders. If your organisation doesn’t have enough suitable equipment and won’t be 
running enough sessions to justify buying it, try to borrow e.g. from project partners. If 
working as part of a larger partnership project, consider joint purchase. Always test 
equipment in the space you will be using for your session and test for sound overlap etc. with 
the room full.

Young people
 In the main, young people like working in groups, are happy to be filmed or recorded and 

often happy to have their voices heard and faces seen in exhibitions, online etc. We discuss 
informed consent issues at Copyright, ethics, informed consent and data protection.

 Some young people actively prefer recording:
 In conversation we had said much more than we wrote down – wouldn’t want to/couldn’t write 

it all down
 Others may be shy, or self-conscious. They feel the presence of recording equipment, 

especially audiovisual, to be intrusive or they are uneasy about how their contributions might 
sound to them later on:

 I might wonder in the future what I’d meant -wouldn’t sound like me
 There will always be some young people who don’t participate in group discussions - even 

though they might have a lot to say. They may prefer quiet conversation or writing to being 
filmed e.g. in one museum session the facilitator found that the person who’d said least in a 
filmed discussion wrote the most on response and evaluation forms at the end of the session.

12

© Harris Museum & Art Gallery, Preston



 Certain groups of adults and young people (e.g. young offenders or Looked After Children) 
might have very real concerns about being identified or having their personal opinions going 
on any kind of record. They/their guardians will definitely not agree to their being 
photographed, filmed or recorded. If you have the opportunity to work with the group over 
several sessions, a useful approach can be to take brief notes of their responses during initial 
group discussions and, if they are willing, follow up with 1:1 sessions with you taking fuller 
notes, so that you can be sure to capture their own words. This approach was liked by

 Looked After Children participating in an East of England SotW project and they then agreed 
to their words being used to subtitle a short film about the project (see Developing a 
sustained programme based on Revisiting Collections for case study).

 Some of the young people we spoke to suggested that even in a short session they might like 
to respond to museum objects visually/creatively rather than verbally:

 Could we include artistic interpretations even in this short session – maybe drawing most 
interesting aspects rather than writing about them?
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Copyright, ethics, informed consent
and data protection

4

Because Revisiting Collections is about generating a legacy of new understanding, you must 
ensure that participants are made fully aware that the words and ideas that they contribute to 
your session might become part of the body of knowledge about your collections that your 
organisation retains and shares over many decades. So might any photographs, audio or 
audiovisual recordings made during the session. You must obtain their informed consent for this 
or, in some cases, that of the relevant ‘responsible adult’.

Your organisation needs to be aware of and respect its legal obligations regarding data 
protection and Freedom of Information. Understanding the law will help you avoid excessive 
caution as well as infringement. It is important to your participants as well as to your organisation 
that your work with community groups leaves a tangible record - including your work with 
vulnerable adults and young people. The work has been a collaboration, with information freely 
given. Keep the parallel situation of retaining contextual information offered by donors and 
depositors in mind. If you have proper consents in place then there should be no legal
difficulty in your integrating information you have collected from and about participants in a 
Revisiting Collections session into your collection knowledge management system and using it 
to inform interpretation.

Informed consent

Informed consent is a legal condition whereby 
a person can be said to have given consent 
based upon a full appreciation and 
understanding of the facts and implications 
of any actions, with the individual being in
possession of all of their faculties and their 
judgment not being impaired at the time of 
consenting. In the UK there is no legal 
minimum age for giving legal consent (except 
in the case of sexual acts), but professional 
good practice recognises that that both 
young people and vulnerable adults may 
not always be in a position to give genuinely 
informed consent, for example, people with learning difficulties or forms of dementia, the 
bereaved, and people who are sick or terminally ill. In such cases, someone over 18 with 
primary responsibility for their care should normally give consent on their behalf.

You should not normally rely on third parties to gain consent from a responsible adult, 
although it may sometimes be sensible to approach a potential contributor via a third party 
in the first instance, e.g. when dealing with vulnerable people, the bereaved or in other 
sensitive circumstances. 

In the case of young people under 16, a responsible adult would normally be the adult 
responsible for the child/young person's safety and welfare at the time of the session in which 
the young person is participating. In a protected environment, like a school, the responsible adult 
will be the person in authority who has responsibility for the protection of the child/young person 
whilst under the care of the school - on or off school premises. In any other environment - like 
the street, at home or in your museum or archive - a responsible adult will normally be a parent, 
guardian or other person on whom a parent or guardian has conferred responsibility for the 
child/young person (e.g. a relative, friend, child-minder etc).

Consent from the ‘responsible adult’ can only cover permission for you to invite the child/young 
person to take part in your session. In all cases, you must ensure that a child themselves has an 
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opportunity to decline to take part, even though a parent or a responsible adult has given 
consent on their behalf. This remains the case if the session takes place in school, even if this is 
part of e.g. a school activity. 

You must ensure that the parent or responsible adult giving consent is recorded (by name, 
relationship or role).

In addition to obtaining informed consent from the child/young person and any other person 
giving consent for their involvement, you must:
 Ensure they understand the nature of the project.
 Ensure that any reasonably foreseeable consequences of their participation are made clear.

You must take care that the information retained and disclosed about children and young people 
does not put them, or e.g. their families, at any risk. How they are identified in your records and 
any exhibition or online publication requires careful consideration and will vary according to 
context. If it has been established that you should not disclose a child or young person’s identity 
or location, particular care should be taken not to do so inadvertently by a ‘jigsaw effect’, i.e. 
revealing several pieces of information in words or images that can be pieced together to identify 
where the child may be found. (Note that, in some circumstances, avoiding the
‘jigsaw effect’ may require taking account of information already in the public domain.)

When running a Revisiting Collections session

 You need to secure informed consent in writing so that your organisation can continue to use 
people’s specific words in future catalogues, displays, online resources etc – even if you 
don’t intend to identify the contributing participant by name.

 You need to secure informed consent if you wish to use a participant’s voice or image or to 
attribute a their words or a summary of their opinions to them by name, or in any other way 
that could identify them.

 You need to be especially careful if you are collecting personal or e.g. demographic 
information about an individual who can be identified by your use of all or part of their name, 
by an image, by their voice or by the specifics of any story they have to tell.

 Generally it is best to ask participants for consents at a point when they have had a good 
introduction to your project, have had the opportunity to build a level of trust with your 
organisation and understand how you propose to store and use their information. That point 
might be e.g. at the end of an introductory Revisiting Collections session. However that might 
not be practical for you. By that stage you will have invested time and resources into the 
project. To justify that investment it may be more practical for you to ask for prior consent 
before or at the start of the session.

 As a minimum you need to secure participants’ consent to their words and opinions being 
attributed to ‘a participant at x session on y date’.

 If you intend to photograph, audio record or film a session, then you must ask for consent in 
writing in advance.

 If the material you have gathered is particularly sensitive, or because it is part of your 
organisational ethic to do so, you may wish to adhere to accepted oral history practice and 
give the participant the opportunity to review a full transcript of all quotations which you 
intend to retain as part of your record of the session before they sign your consent form. This 
will commit you to transcribing everything you might want to use within a reasonable 
timeframe.

 An alternative perspective is to treat the participant’s comments in the same way as you 
might e.g. contextual information gathered at the time an object is acquired from a donor or 
an archival collection deposited.

Helpful online resources:

 The BBC’s internal guidelines on obtaining consent for broadcast material:
 www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-fairness-contributors-
 informed-consent
 The Oral History Society’s website pages on ethics: www.oralhistory.org.uk/ethics/index.php
 The Market Research Society guidelines relating to their Code of Conduct: Conducting 

research with children and young people, published in March 2006:
 www.mrs.org.uk/standards/downloads/revised/active/children_young_people_mar06.pdf
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Data Protection

The Data Protection Act 1998 came into force on 1 March 2000. The subsequent Freedom of 
Information Acts primarily affect public authorities (see the Information Commissioner’s Office 
website cited below).

Anyone who collects and holds information about identifiable living individuals has to comply 
with data protection law, unless exemptions apply e.g. for unstructured manual data or data held 
for domestic purposes only. Data protection law permits individuals (‘data subjects’) to know 
what personal information is held about them and to correct it if necessary. It also ensures that 
other people do not have unauthorised access to that information. The law attempts to preserve 
the privacy of individuals whilst allowing organisations that collect and process personal data to 
pursue their legitimate interests.

The main burden falls on organisations with large client bases or large numbers of staff, such as 
government departments, local authorities, financial institutions and public utilities, but any 
company, organisation or single person who holds and manages personal information needs to 
comply with the Data Protection Act 1998. 

Data subjects have the right to be informed of the identity of the data controller within your 
organisation and the intended purposes of retaining and processing their data. Anyone 
deliberately collecting personal data needs to be candid about why they are doing so and about 
how they intend to use the data. Any form used to collect personal data, whether paper or 
electronic, should provide the person contributing the data with:
 The identity and business address of the data controller.
 A brief description of the purposes for which the data will be used.
 Any further information that is relevant in the particular context.
This last can include:
 If it is intended to disclose data to third parties, details of them and their declared purposes, 

with an opportunity to indicate consent or dissent.
 Details of how to seek access to the data and to correct any inaccuracies in it.

This information must be clearly written in 
plain English (and, if necessary, in other 
languages) and prominently placed on the 
data collection form. A sample copy of any 
form used to obtain data should be kept for 
as long as the data itself.

If the data is not collected in written form, e.g. 
if it is collected during a telephone call or 
some other oral contact or by use of an audio 
or audiovisual recording device, the person 
collecting the data must still ensure that these 
obligations are met.

Data should be collected only if it is needed 
for the intended purpose. Excessive or irrelevant data should not be collected simply because it 
may be useful at some point in the future. It is always important to consider whether anonymous 
information would achieve the same result as information with a name attached e.g. when 
looking to assess the demographic profile of a group of participants or visitors. 

Archives and museums seeking to hold and process sensitive personal data need to be able to 
justify this – most commonly by ensuring that the data subject has given explicit consent (see 
above). You should note that consent must result from active communication and cannot be 
inferred from a failure to respond. If a data subject fails to indicate that they do not consent, this 
must not be taken as an indication that they do consent to the holding and processing of data. It 
is therefore important to ensure that relevant forms are signed. Evidence of the form of consent 
should be kept for as long as the data itself.
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If data is collected from third parties, check whether the data subject has authorised provision of 
the information. If so, obligations to inform the data subject of the processing may be waived.

Helpful online resources:

 The Information Commissioner’s Office is the UK’s independent authority set up to uphold 
informationrights in the public interest, promoting openness by public bodies and data privacy 
for individuals. Helpful information is available on their website at: www.ico.gov.uk

 A useful guidance document of relevance to both archives and museums is the Code of 
practice for archivists and records managers under Section 51(4) of the Data Protection Act 
1998 by TNA, published by The National Archives in 2007 and available on their website:

 http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/dp-code-of-practice.pdf

Some sample data collection forms covering Revisiting Collections consent, attribution, and 
evaluation are given at Revisiting Collections data collection form templates
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Working with young people5

All our SotW partners advise that you need to be flexible, patient and forgiving when working 
with young people. Their lives can be unexpectedly pressured and demanding. They are often 
unpredictable. Not all will turn up at sessions on time, or at all – even if they are genuinely 
enthusiastic about your project. But their insight and exuberance as they explore your collections 
will be a joy - hugely inspiring and rewarding – and they can be great ambassadors for your 
museum or archive.

It is important to them that their investment of time, energy and creativity makes a tangible 
difference to your project and your organisation.

Why do it?

 As a sector and as a society we need to make things
 better for our young people. With media and political 
 focus so often on the negatives (violence and crime; 
 school exclusion; drug and alcohol abuse etc.), the
 rising generation is too often seen as problem, not a 
 valued part of our community - to be heard and 
 nurtured. Cultural institutions have a role to play in 
 tackling these social problems and changing
 perceptions.
 Young people have the right to access cultural 
 provision and cultural institutions need to demonstrate 
 their commitment to benefiting every section of society.
 Museums and archives provide unique opportunities 
 for young people – wonderful spaces, fascinating
 objects and insights, skilled and knowledgeable staff 
 and volunteers. They offer a great environment for
 young people to learn about themselves, their 
 communities and the wider world.
 Young people’s inclusion and participation in society are high on the political and social 

agendas of our core funders.
 The Heritage Lottery Fund, the Big Lottery Fund and many charitable trusts and foundations 

are keen to see young people actively involved in decision making, developing and managing 
the projects they fund.

For young people being part of a museum or archive project offers:

 A sense of wonder and privilege – seeing and handling rare and beautiful things from across 
time and the world and exploring the stories behind them.

 Enjoyable, exciting new ways of learning directly from the physicality of objects and records – 
often especially beneficial for those who don’t shine in a classroom environment.

 The chance to develop skills and confidence through action e.g. presentation skills, interview 
techniques, even CV writing.

 An empowering, safe space to interact with adults and with young people from outside their 
normal peer group and explore and respect others’ perspectives and opinions, as well as 
voicing their own.

 An insight into what happens behind the scenes in museums and archives and their role in 
preserving community, national, international heritage: what gets collected and why; the skills 
needed to care for and manage collections.

 Insights and skills development to support possible career paths, not just for direct work in 
museums or archives, but across a range of creative and cultural industries.
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For museums and archives, working with young people offers:

 The chance to work across communities, break down preconceived negative stereotypes and 
build new bridges.

 The chance to promote your organisation and its activities to a completely new user group - 
often by word of mouth.

 Heightened awareness of your organisation’s public role - that it’s a crucial part of your job to 
engage new audiences with your collections.

 An energising challenge – young people will be demanding and not afraid of asking 
fundamentally difficult questions.

 The chance to tap into young people’s creativity: young people’s input and presence on site 
breathes in new life and can make your organisation feel fresh, new and exciting for visitors 
and staff. They bring new insights, voices and perspectives.

 The chance for staff to develop new skills
 Potential for building a more diverse workforce and volunteer base.

Some basic principles

 Work with young people needs to have a clear purpose – what is it for? It needs to be real, to 
have a point. Where will the work go or be seen? Can it be displayed in the museum/archive 
as an exhibition or at an event? If young people’s contributions are just stored away they will 
see little point in your having them.

 Be clear about any ‘givens’, so that young people have the right information when deciding 
whether to take part. Tell them about any strings e.g. the budget for the work; that the 
exhibition will be in the tea room for one week only; that they can’t meet in the museum itself; 
that this time it is a drama project; that they will be working with a particular collection (if 
these things are already decided).

 Maximise the level of young people’s decision making from the beginning. Ask them what 
they want to do – and be really clear about limitations and existing plans: what is on offer and 
what else is coming up (e.g. this project is film-based, the next will be poetry). Ensure that 
young people remain involved in decision making throughout the project.

 The work needs to fit in with young people’s lives: When can they meet? Are there exams 
coming up? Or other commitments?

 There needs to be commitment to the project across the museum. Young people need to feel 
welcome, to feel part of something as a whole.

 Recognition and celebration – within the group, within the museum or archive and to others – 
family and friends, local people, media (see Copyright, ethics, informed consent and data 
protection). Remember young people are giving up their time for your organisation, a treat or 
two along the way is important.

 So is providing hospitality – always try to make sure that there is food available and that 
refreshment breaks happen regularly and on time.

 The work itself needs to be fun! It needs to be something special and new, to offer different 
experiences and skills for the young people participating.

 All young people need to feel safe and supported - be aware that some young people may 
need additional or different kinds of support.

Revisiting Collections with Stories of the World’s ‘young curators’

To inform these guidance notes, we consulted museum staff and young people working together 
on Stories of the World projects. Most had been using the Revisiting Collections method in some 
form, though not always using prompt questions and not always capturing young people’s initial 
responses and question.

Some staff felt that Revisiting Collections wasn’t appropriate for using with young people:

…they can only say what they feel – they don’t have experience. Older people’s responses 
would be more considered, informed, so worth recording ‘formally’

…you can brush off young people’s nitty gritty comments – get them to research – then they can 
challenge
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Some museums described running traditional ‘show and tell’ type sessions in their galleries or 
stores without using any prompts to explore the young people’s responses. They said:

Young people were generally unsurprised by what they saw – all familiar ‘we’ve seen this on TV’ 
or in photos’. Seeing real objects didn’t seem to add anything extra for them. They were 
interested in the stories behind objects, but…didn’t ask much…Older people would make more 
associations - know more, ask more. Young people don’t have emotional response to the objects 
– they were engaged in the process, but distant - more interested to find out what museum 
knows than expressing any response themselves: ‘that’s interesting - what’s next?’

Using the prompt questions

Elsewhere, prompt questions were used and well received by the young people - giving them 
confidence that their own opinions were worth exploring and helping them to decide how they 
would like their programme of work with the objects to develop. They told us they liked:
 Having the ‘prompt’ questions – ‘if didn’t have questions wouldn’t know where to start’
 The openness of the questions – ‘Leave open for you to speculate’ ‘No right or wrong 

answers’
 Working in a group – exchanging ideas, ‘Brainstorming’ ‘Sparks discussion and debate’
 The inclusiveness of pooling and capturing their responses – ‘Good to put all ideas on piece 

of paper so can include everyone’s comments’

Objects and stories

Right across Stories of the World there is 
clear evidence of how rewarding the young 
people involved in the project find working 
directly with real objects and probing the 
stories behind them. They are passionate 
about having the chance to handle and 
interrogate objects, not simply look at them.

The thing is most of the time you can't touch 
… it's not very much different from seeing a 
picture of it to be honest, because if they're 
just behind glass then there's no real 
interaction…. So you've got to have a way of 
making them more…so you connect to them more…it's more about being able to understand…

Seeing the weapons and the shark teeth were cool. I liked feeling the carvings in some of 
the artefacts 

…it needs to be possible to interact with the exhibits.

…all manner of things…actually get a sense of kind of awe and wonder

They greatly value having direct access both to curators’ enthusiasm and expertise and to 
people for whom the objects have a strong personal and cultural meaning, especially people 
from source communities.

I now know how to hold objects. I have learned to respect other cultures.

‘…allowed to mess with Roman skull - really cool’ – thoroughly researched and documented – 
investigated - they were able to know a lot about the woman whose skull it was – jewellery she 
was buried with…

Process and documentation

Many of the workers involved in Stories of the World have been impressed by how interested the 
young people are in museum practice and process. 
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They are keen to understand the back history of museum objects: not only to have ‘who, what, 
where, when, why’ information about objects’ original makers and users, but also who collected 
them and why; how they came into the museum; how they have been seen and used since; how 
they need to be handled and preserved. They are very interested in the physicalities of objects: 
the materials they are made from, how they are designed and constructed: how animals are 
stuffed etc.

They are interested in how exhibitions are themed and planned and the decision-making 
processes involved.

Revisiting Collections encourages them to learn and think about the information that museums 
hold about objects - and how little of that is currently shared through catalogues and captioning. 
They are passionate about the need to research, records and share rich contextual information 
and critical of merely descriptive catalogue entries. But they are very willing to think about the 
resource implications:

Everything has a story - important to capture – should have someone who’s job it is to do that – 
dedicated team to research and document.

…appreciate that museums have lots to document - staff don’t have time for every object

All the young people wanted to see an end product for their work with the objects. They wanted 
to see their contribution being given recognition and displayed alongside mainstream museum 
exhibits. They loved the idea that their words/thoughts/images will end up in the gallery - or be 
recorded long term in the information the museum holds about its collections (and shares 
through its catalogue). Many particularly liked having the opportunity to share their new 
understanding of collections in a public facing role e.g. giving gallery tours or helping at family 
study days.
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This is a lively, informal session introducing and exploring the Revisiting Collections method of 
working with objects and records.

It runs for c.1¼-1½ hours. It is intended to be relaxed, enjoyable and creative and give a fairly 
large group (up to about 20) a first taste of the Revisiting Collections method. It gives 
participants plenty of opportunity to comment and suggest ways that they would like to take the 
approach forward in their work with your collections.

…the group really valued being listened to and voicing their many opinions! 
Hannah Lake, Geffrye Museum

Who is it for?

The session was designed with input from young people aged from 13–25 who are part of 
Stories of the World. Some were very experienced ‘young ambassadors’ for their museums, 
some were volunteering or employed as interns or on work placements. Others had only just 
begun to get involved. The session appeals to young people from across this age range. 
It is tailored to take account of their preferred ways of communicating and working together. 
It can be used with groups who are entirely new to the museum environment and those 
already involved.

While developed for and with young people, 
the session will also work well with adults e.g.
 As an informal ‘starter’ event for projects 
 with external community groups.
 As an exploratory cross-disciplinary 
 exercise for museum staff and volunteers.
 As a creative initial development tool for 
 new exhibitions etc.
 
Although developed using museum 
objects, the session could be adapted for 
use with archival records, especially if they 
have strong visual content.

What does it do?

The purpose of the session is to:
 Introduce the group to some of the pleasures and puzzles of exploring and interrogating 

museum objects and the information about them that the museum holds and shares.
 Demonstrate the museum’s commitment to listening to the young people and to taking their 

opinions and questions seriously.
 Test the ‘standard’ Revisiting Collections ‘prompt’ questions and learn how these might be 

amended and/or new questions added to serve your project and your group.
 Explore with the young people how they would like their responses to objects to be 

captured and recorded – and the role they would like to have in that process.
 Give the young people a clear say in shaping next steps in their on-going work with the 

museum and input into deciding its objectives and outcomes.

6.1 ‘Introducing Revisiting Collections’ session

Running Revisiting Collections sessions 
with young people and community 
groups: Sample session plans

6
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Outcomes

Participants will develop
 Confidence in handling and analysing museum objects and related information.
 Confidence that their contributions will be listened to and that they are ‘allowed’ to challenge 

and change the museum’s approach to interpreting its collections.
 New awareness of other people’s perspectives and the power and meaning of objects and 

language in different cultures.
 An understanding of how museums acquire and manage collections and information 
 about them.

Staff will gain
 Opportunity to test and clarify the museum’s ideas for next steps in an ongoing project – in 

partnership with the young people.
 Excitement and confidence about working directly with objects & young people.
 Opportunity to explore the benefits of imaginative, project focussed, inter-disciplinary working 

(e.g. between curatorial and learning/outreach staff).
 Insights into possible new approaches to display and interpretation.

How the session works

After initial introductions, the facilitator(s) should introduce the project of which the session is a 
part and describe its wider objectives e.g. for a Stories of the World project it is helpful to explain 
the national programme’s key legacy objects:
 The UK’s treasures will have a richer meaning for everyone who sees them in the future
 New thinking … applied to traditional display
 A young generation will connect in a new and deeper way with their own and their 

neighbours’ heritage
And to say that the national programme is involving: 9 UK projects; c. 60 museums; 2000 
‘young curators’

This is followed by a brief, simple introduction to the Revisiting Collections ethos – this is 
important as it shows that the museum is committed to listening to and valuing the young 
people’s contribution and that this is part of a new way of working. Key points:
 Everyone is entitled to have access to and explore museum collections and to have an 

opinion.
 Museum objects tell many different stories.
 They reveal the UK’s links with wider world.
Revisiting Collections helps museums (and archives):
 Open up their collections.
 Listen to and learn from ‘outside voices’.
 Record and share new knowledge and ways of considering their objects.

The rest of the session consists of practical workshopping in small groups, feedback and 
facilitated discussion. 

For this, participants are invited to sort themselves into small groups of c.4-5 people. It is 
probably best to let them choose their own groups, but there may be circumstances where you 
need to manage the process –  either because if the nature of the group or because you are 
keen to have several different viewpoints expressed and don’t want e.g. older or more vociferous 
participants to dominate.

Each group is then invited to choose an object, or images of an object, supported by a short 
printed summary of what the museum knows about it. 

They are invited to consider their reactions to the object as ‘prompted’ by a series of questions 
probing: what they think it is; how it might have been used; what it reminds them of; whether 
they like or dislike it and why. They are invited to look at the written information provided and 
explore how far it answers the questions they have about the object and whether the language 
used is helpful. Then they feed back.

23



cont’d...

Session leader introduces the practical workshop
 Make available a good, but not overwhelming choice of objects or images 

of objects from the museum’s collection each supported by some basic 
written information

 Invite participants to form no more than 4-5 small groups – each group to 
be c. 2-5 people depending on numbers attending

 Each group to choose one object as focus for their discussion. It could be 
something they know about or are familiar with, but that’s not essential

 Each group to consider the ‘prompt’ questions below (you might want to 
project the questions onto a screen and/or supply them on handouts). Ask 
them to capture their responses on flipchart paper (with fat marker pens if 
not handling real objects – otherwise on A3 sheets with pencil) and to 
nominate someone to feedback:

Looking at the object - or image(s)
 Why did you choose this object? - Is there anything about it any of you 

particularly like or dislike? Can you say why?
 How do you think it might have been used? You might want to think about: 

who by, when, where and why.
 Does it remind you of anything you’ve seen or used yourself?
Looking at the written description of the object
 Does it tell you what you want to know?
 What does it leave out – what questions do you have?
 What do you think of the language used – is it helpful?

Project or session leader talks about the project’s overarching objectives 
and how the museum is looking to work with young people

Session leader talks about Revisiting Collection’s focus on engaging people 
directly with museum collections; giving respect and value to ‘external’ and 
‘community’ voices; and making sure that multiple views and responses to 
objects form part of the bank of knowledge and understanding collections that 
museums hold and share. 
 

Introductions

20 mins

7 mins

3 mins

After each small group has fed back, the group as a whole is asked to consider how the session 
worked for them: did the ‘prompt’ questions make sense; what additional questions would have 
helped them explore further; was everybody’s voice heard in their small groups?

They are then asked (in small groups and/or all together) to consider how they would like a more 
in-depth session with objects to be conducted. How would they like their responses and 
questions about objects to be recorded? What role would they like to have in that process? How 
would they like to take their work with the objects further – e.g. into creative work or 
re-interpretation?

Lastly a general discussion session poses questions about how the participants would like their 
responses to be retained and used by the museum – what the next steps and the on-going 
legacy of their involvement should be.

Suggested programme:
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Session leader (or colleague) facilitates feedback session
Invite each group to feedback – holding / sticking up their flipchart sheets (if 
used) and:
 Introduce their object, say why they chose it and tell us how they thought it 

might have been used.
 Tell us what it reminded them of.
 Say whether any of them liked / disliked it and why.
 Tell us what questions they had about it.
If you’ve used real objects make sure that the whole group has had a chance 
to see them before the feedback. If you’ve used images of the objects, it can 
be helpful to project the images on to a large screen while the group is 
feeding back.

Session leader facilitates short discussion of the process they’ve just been 
through asking especially what participants thought about the ‘prompt’ 
questions:
 Were there other ways of thinking about the object they’d have liked 
 to explore?
 What other ‘prompt’ questions should we ask?
 Did they like considering the objects in a group – did everyone get a say?
You will need a staff member or volunteer to capture the key points that 
emerge from this discussion on the flipchart.

If they’ve discussed questions above in small groups, invite each group to 
feedback.

Then invite whole group’s general comments on what Revisiting Collections 
is trying to do and how they’d like to see their comments on objects used:
 How might they want to work with the museum’s collections as the 
 project develops?
 How would they like the museum to use the work they’ve done?

Tell the group what will happen next – especially with the contributions they 
have made during the session.
You will need a staff member or volunteer to capture the key points that 
emerge from this discussion on the flipchart.

Session leader facilitates discussion and feedback sessions:
Depending on the overall size of the group and the time you have available, 
either invite them to get back into their small groups and note their responses 
on paper as before, or to work all together and consider:
 If we were working in a longer session – with real objects - how would 

they like to record their responses and questions?
 How would they like to be involved in capturing their own/each other’s 

responses to objects?
Again, have the questions up on a screen, if possible.
For sample sessions involving more in-depth work see ‘Standard’ Revisiting 
Collections session and Developing a sustained programme based on 
Revisiting Collections. You may want to discuss some of these with 
participants. You will need a staff member or volunteer to capture the key 
points that emerge from this discussion on the flipchart.

Practical feedback

10 mins

10 mins

10 mins

20 mins
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Choices and practicalities

Room Layout and Equipment

You will need
 A room big enough to allow your group to circulate freely as well as working in c.4-5 small 

groups of 2-5 people around tables.
 Flipchart stand, paper and pens.
 Ideally a laptop, PowerPoint projector and screen – otherwise make do with an additional 

flipchart stand to put up practical questions and, if necessary, images of objects.
 If not using real objects, supply enough large sheets of flipchart paper and coloured pens for 

each discussion group to have a few sheets and a selection of colours.
 If using real objects, supply sheets of A3 paper and pencils, gloves, support cushions etc, 
 as required.
 A good, but not overwhelming selection of objects/images of objects – a good ratio would be 

a choice of c.2-3 objects per small group i.e. for 20 people divided into 5 groups of 4 people, 
you will need c.10-15 objects.

 Brief written information about each object: ideally a catalogue entry or online description.
 If possible, short PowerPoint using mainly images as background to introductory sessions 

and including text of questions.
 If using images rather than real objects, a PowerPoint with screenable images.
 Handouts with the ‘prompt’ questions you are using in the practical session (see below).
 Refreshments – to be kept well away from any real objects.

Staff

You will find it helpful to have a mixed team of staff available including people familiar with the 
collections as well as people confident in working with groups/young people. You need one or 
more person to present and facilitate and someone willing to ‘scribe’ during feedback discussion 
sessions.

Participants and their needs

The session will need to be adapted to suit your whole group’s dynamic and their preferred ways 
of engaging. Most young people welcome the chance to focus in on their chosen object in small 
groups, c.4-5 people. They say this gives everyone a chance to contribute, and gives them the 
chance to spark off each other and explore each other’s responses to the objects. For young 
people who are less confident, working in small groups to respond to objects can be a good way 
of building confidence, enabling them to check out their responses with their peers before 
feeding back. Some might prefer working in 2s or 3s, allowing for a much more in-depth,
considered conversation about their responses and questions. It is usually best to allow 
participants to form their own groups – making sure they don’t get bigger than c. 6 people.

For some groups, language and literacy issues may be a problem. This session plan depends 
on an element of basic note-taking to support the feedback sessions. Consider in advance 
whether this might exclude some individual participants, or just not work for the group as a 
whole. Working in the small groups gives the opportunity for those who are more secure in their 
literacy skills to scribe for the group. Alternatively, you could encourage the groups to an 
alternative way to present their responses to their chosen object e.g. drawing, role-play, debate.

As a fallback, you might want to allocate a staff member or volunteer to scribe for each group 
and act as a prompter when it comes to feedback.

Objects vs. Photographs

You will probably be using this session as an introduction to your project – this won’t be the only, 
or necessarily the best, opportunity for participants to get hands on with your collections. Young 
people (and adults) greatly enjoy the privilege and sensory experience of working with real 
objects, but if you use them for this session you will need to spend time explaining handling 
procedures, get people to wear gloves, use support cushions etc.
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This is all fine – people like the ‘behind the scenes’ feel this gives - but it will take extra time and 
make the session feel more formal. Depending on the rules within your museum, if you use real 
objects you may only be able to hold the session in certain rooms – which could restrict the 
number of participants. You might also need additional staff on hand. When using real objects, 
the groups won’t be able to use fat marker pens to capture and share their responses to the 
objects – just pencils. That makes feedback a bit less visually exciting.

Some approaches to consider are:
 Use real objects and add c.10 minutes to the introductions to cover some basic guidance on 

object handling. 
 Have the real objects in the room to be looked at, but in a separate area from the group 

working space. Curators could then supervise handling/inspection in a more controlled 
environment. Back up with photographs of the objects for the groups to work with on 

 their tables.
 Use photographs of objects – but only use images of items that the group have had the 

chance to see – either on display or in store. Make it clear from the start that this session is 
mostly about ideas – they will have plenty of opportunities to handle and examine objects at 
later sessions.

Written information

It’s best to keep this fairly brief and good to use either a printout from the museum’s catalogue or 
e.g. any short description of the object that appears online, or as a display caption. Part of the 
point of the session is to invite the participants to critique the basic information about these 
objects that’s recorded and made available to the public and see how far it answers their own 
questions. If the group might have problems with reading, be sure to have someone read out the 
text to them.

Next steps

This is seen as an introductory session for participants and staff alike. It will be useful to write up 
a short report on the session, being sure to capture what participants have written down on their 
large sheets as well as what’s been ‘scribed’ during feedback and discussion sessions. 
Participants will like to know that you are doing that and that their input will influence how the 
project develops. The project team will then want to consider the outcomes of the session and 
use it to inform detailed planning of future activities with the young people and any other 
external/internal participants. These will have to be considered in the light of the museum’s own
objectives from the project (e.g. an exhibition), but do ensure that your participants are involved 
in the decision making process.

What young people have said about this ‘Introducing Revisiting Collections’ session:

Suggestions/observations from the young people who piloted this session include:
 Participants were very keen to work directly and interact with real objects – and felt the power 

of that.
 Participants enjoyed the approach and liked the openness of the questions – they said that 

without prompt questions they wouldn’t know where to start. They liked having the chance to 
exchange ideas and speculate about the objects, who made and used them, how and why: 
‘No right or wrong answers’

 Other suggestions on prompt questions included:
  It could be good to be asked to give a one word instant reaction.
  It’s important to be asked to think about who used the object and how usage might  

 have changed.
  Would you use it?
 They felt it was good to capture ideas on paper so that they could include 
 everyone’s comments.
 It is important to supply broad contextual information when needed – and not make 

assumptions about what people might already know.
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Geffrye Museum

Case study

Young people at the Geffrye Museum in East 
London piloted the ‘Introducing Revisiting 
Collections’ session using photographs of objects 
from the museum’s collection. Most of the young 
people had seen the objects on display in the 
museum’s series of period rooms. One small group 
looked at a Victorian glass display dome with 
brightly coloured stuffed birds. They included boys 
and girls in their mid-later teens, some were part 
of the museum’s team of ‘Young Ambassadors’. 
One boy had focussed on this object as the spark 
for a creative project. The group had 20 minutes 
to explore and capture their responses:
   
Object: Large ornament – stuffed birds in a large 
glass dome with wooden base – manufactured 
1837 – 1901: http://www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/
collections/search-the-collections/itemdetail/?
id=O21653&index=1

Their flipchart feedback:
Introduce your object and tell us how you thought it might have been used: 
Victorian bird ornament
 Victorian display - centre of room - pride of place
 Colourful, exotic – souvenir - travel
 Science - Darwin - Intellectual
 Snapshot of nature

Tell us what it reminded you of:
 Seen it in the museum (+ this sort of thing at Horniman + Natural History Museum at 

Tring)
 Used in projects
 Very natural ‘snapshot’
 Not very common today

© Jayne Lloyd / Geffrye Museum

cont’d...

 A lot of participants felt they would find it easier to understand how the objects they were 
looking at fitted into society if they could be given some idea of their relative cost 
(equivalence in today’s money) or status as possessions – especially household goods and 
costume.

 In general, participants were critical of the largely descriptive content of the written material 
supplied (catalogue entries and online descriptions). They were very clear that museums 
should invest in providing fuller documentation: ‘Everything has a story’ - important to capture 
–‘should have someone who’s job it is to do that’ but they understood that: ‘staff don’t have 
time for every object’

 They felt that an initial session like this should be followed up with an ‘evaluation’ session – to 
assess and capture the ideas that emerged.

 One participant suggested that you could put up a caption with objects on display and also 
pose questions about the objects (the questions that have come out of this ‘Introducing 
Revisiting Collections’ session), so that people looking at the items are prompted to think, 
speculate and respond: ‘an on-going conversation’
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Case study

Say whether any of you liked/disliked it and why:
Liked
 Colours
 Jungle like feel
 Interesting - a way of looking into the past
 Gets close to the real thing (i.e. birds in the wild)
 Different from today - not something we’d have in our homes now
  
Disliked
 Boring
 ‘Creeps me out!’
 Trapped
 Gruesome – stuffing - moving animals into position
 Considered unacceptable today
 Unnatural

The girl chosen to present back to the larger group was very adamant about disliking the 
piece – she found it a ‘very weird’ thing for anyone to have wanted in their home.

Tell us what questions you had about it:
 Who had ornaments like this?
 Is it fake, is it real?
 When was it made?
 How common would it have been? How many would have been made?
 What’s the personal story of this particular ornament?
 What are the birds - where are they from?
 What were cultural influences on making something like this?
 How it was made - getting the birds and displaying them - what had to be done?
 Where it was made?
 Why would people want it?!

Comment on the written description
 Needs better description/title
 Doesn’t cover ethical aspects
 

© Jayne Lloyd / Geffrye Museum

...cont’d.
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Case study

Young people from across Yorkshire’s Stories 
of the World Precious Cargo project joined a pilot 
session at Bradford Industrial Museum. They 
worked in small groups with real objects from the 
museum’s main and handling collections. This 
group included young men and women in their 
late teens – early 20s. They looked at a late C19 
two-piece woman’s costume from the handling 
collection.

Object: Late C19 woman’s 2 piece costume made 
from alpaca and silk fabric – crisp, pleated trim – 
evidence of wear, including letting out of seams. 
Skirt has one ‘hidden’ pocket and open placket 
at waist – with evidence of fastening having been 
moved – this item was from the museum’s 
handling collection (largely because museum 
don’t know a lot about it’s provenance), so group 
were able to handle and examine it freely.

Their flipchart feedback:
Introduce your object and tell us how you thought it might have been used:
 Bodice & skirt 48/68 (item no.)
 1875
 Sunday best?
 Casual wear – been worn a lot
 Pockets - Casual wear [as part of feedback they said they thought the pocket 

indicated it was ‘casual’ not for ‘best’ more for going shopping (every day) because for 
‘best’ you would have a handbag]

 Between middle and upper class - ‘someone who’s got some money but not a right lot’
 ‘Lass who had either gained a few pounds or passed it on’ [This comment after 

facilitator had pointed out the letting out of darts in the jacket and likely moving of a 
button on the skirt]

Tell us what it reminded you of:
 First reaction – reminded of Amish/religious people

Say whether any of you liked/disliked it and why:
Like
 ruffles
Don’t like
 skirt and top - restrictive

Tell us what questions you had about it - Comment on the written description
 Not enough - because it is only a description and a year on it [They didn’t pick up on 

nature of the cloth (Alpaca and silk) which is referred to in the catalogue entry until 
curator pointed it out. The fabric is of particular interest to the museum - an indicator 
that this rare raw material was imported and woven in local mills - not a well known 
thing - quite a special fabric]

Bradford Industrial Museum © Caroline Reed

cont’d ...
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This was an animated group, they engaged with 
discussion of the object quickly and in depth. 
They were very ready to examine the costume in 
detail and plunge into well focussed, speculative 
questioning about its likely wearer and status. 
In their first discussion, the group spent a lot of 
time speculating about the class of the person who
would have worn the outfit. During their feedback, 
the group began a further discussion of whether 
the item was home made or ‘mass produced’
–leading to debate about what ‘mass-produced’
actually meant in 1875: If ‘mass-produced’ how 
many were made – was it the equivalent of 
Primark or Next? This prompted the question 
‘What sort of job would you need to be able to 
purchase this?’ 

The session at Bradford demonstrated the need 
to contextualise and provide information (where 
possible) as a response to participants’ questions:
not to shut down speculation, but to help develop it e.g. facilitator
could have could have explored with them common practice at this time (late C19) of 
quite ordinary middle class women using fairly modest dressmakers to produce one-off 
items. Discussions like this that emerge from the general session can be starting point for 
research trails for the young people to follow.

Bradford Industrial Museum © Caroline Reed

...cont’d.



Sample handout

Feedback

Feedback

‘Revisiting’ objects from Xxxxx Museum
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Could one person from your group introduce your object and tell us:
 • Why did you choose this object?
 • How you thought it might have been used?
 • Did it remind you of anything?
 • Did any of you especially like or dislike it and why?
 • What questions did you have about it?

Back in your groups please consider:
 • If we were working in a longer session – with real objects - how would you like to 

record your responses and questions (e.g. writing, drawing, filming, audio  
recording – other?)?

 • How would you like to be involved in capturing you own / each other’s responses 
to objects?

To start please
 • Work in groups of 4-5 people
 • Look at the objects and decide which you’d like to discuss in your group
 • Choose someone to make notes as you go along – on the big sheets of paper
 • Choose someone to feed back at the end

Looking at the object, discuss in your group:
 • How do you think it might have been used (who by, when, where and why)?
 • Does it remind you of anything you’ve seen or used yourself?
 • Is there anything about it you particularly like or dislike? Can you say why?

Looking at the written description of the object:
 • Does it tell you what you want to know?
 • What does it leave out – what questions do you have?
 • What do you think of the language used – is it helpful?

20 minutes

5 minutes



6.2 ‘Standard Revisiting Collections’ session

This is a well-tried session plan that has been used with both young people and a wide range of 
adult participants. It works well with both museum and archive collections. It gives time for group 
discussion, but also supports more intensive, personal working with objects and records. 

Allow between 2–2½ hours for the session. Any shorter will be too rushed: the process is 
demanding, requiring some close examination of objects or records and their supporting 
documentation. It is intended to be inclusive and creative and give a small group of people 
(maximum 8-10) a chance to explore objects and records initially as a group, but also on their 
own, in pairs or threes, working closely with museum staff. It can be quite intensive and 
emotional – even the most innocuous objects can bring powerful and sometimes painful
memories and feelings to the surface.

Who is it for?

This session format has been used as the basis for working with a wide variety of small groups 
including adults and young people, people with physical disabilities and people with learning 
difficulties and mental health problems. It works well with groups who have a particular 
perspective or life experience that sheds light on the material they are viewing, but also with 
people who are seeing unfamiliar material for the first time.

However you choose to run it, the session demands a high level of pre planning and 
commitment from both staff and participants. When working with groups who are new to your 
museum or archive, you should consider using this session as a follow up to the Introducing 
Revisiting Collections session described above.

What is it for?

You will have specific objectives for the session that flow from your project and/or your 
organisation’s audience or collections development strategies. The session will:
 Introduce group to particular set of objects/records for their consideration and comment.
 Demonstrate your museum/archive’s commitment to listening to each individual within the 

group and to taking their opinions and questions seriously.
 Enable you to capture individual voices and perspectives that will enrich your understanding 

of the multiple meanings and significance of the objects/records.
 Reveal new ‘facts’, perhaps about how particular objects were used, made regarded, named 

or how the content of records reflects on people’s lived experience.
 Reveal people’s feelings and instinctive reactions.
 Spark speculative discourse and associative interpretation.
 Inspire narratives: traditional, remembered or imaginary.
 Tell you what new information people want to see in catalogues, displays, captions – on site 

and online.
 Engage participants more closely with your museum/archive its work and its collections.
 Lay a solid foundation for sustained working with the group.

Outcomes

Participants will develop:
 Confidence in handling and analysing museum objects and related information.
 Confidence that their contributions will be listened to and that they are ‘allowed’ to challenge 

and change the museum’s approach to interpreting its collections.
 New awareness of other people’s perspectives and the power and meaning of objects and 

language in different cultures.
 An understanding of how museums acquire and manage collections and information 
 about them.
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Staff will gain:
 Excitement and confidence about working directly with objects & community groups.
 A positive experience and understanding of the benefits for the organisation and its users of 

cross-disciplinary working (e.g. between curatorial and learning/outreach staff).
 Insights into possible new approaches to display and interpretation.

How the session works

Ensure you have everyone’s permission in place for any photography, audio or audiovisual 
recording (see Capturing people’s responses to objects and records and Copyright, ethics, 
informed consent and data protection)
Give everybody the chance to introduce themselves – you may want to use name badges and/or 
run a short ‘warm up’ activity. For discussion and suggestions for ‘warm-up’ activities see 
Running a Revisiting Collections focus group.
Then the session leader should briefly introduce the project of which the session is a part 
and say:
 What your museum/archive hopes to achieve.
 Why the museum/archive has invited this particular group to look at these particular set of 

objects/records.
 That the museum/archive recognises the limitations of its own knowledge about the 

collections and is keen to listen to, understand, record and value external voices.
 Practicalities of how the session will be run e.g. object and record handling; any necessary 

‘house rules’ for group discussion; how you are proposing to record people’s contributions; 
paperwork; refreshments and breaks; end time for the session.

The session starts with some group activity 
and discussion. For many groups, this joint 
activity focussing on the  objects/records, 
serves as a very adequate ‘warm up’. 
You might choose to highlight one or two 
objects/records or, if available, screen a few 
minutes of archival moving image material 
or a montage of photographs as a stimulus 
to discussion.

You will then need to move on fairly quickly 
to working in smaller units, using the prompt 
questions chosen for the session. This allows 
quieter members of the group to have their 
say and will give you a much more subtle, 
layered and personal understanding of the meanings of your material than is likely to emerge 
through group discussion. The approaches you can take to this are explored further in Planning 
and delivering a Revisiting Collections group session and Capturing people’s responses to 
objects and records. If you have enough staff available, working on a 1:1 basis can be a very 
supportive approach for adults. Young people consistently prefer to work with their peers either 
in pairs or small groups. Both adults and young people can be happy to work alone with objects 
so long as the recording method suits their needs – writing is good for the highly literate. Others 
may feel more comfortable audio recording their responses, or exploring through discussion, 
then making a more formal note or statement.

End the session with a round up discussion. This allows people to wind down from what might 
have been quite an intensive journey through their reactions to specific material and its 
associations. They can feed back and explore their responses with other members of the group. 
Capture key points either on a flipchart or by recording.

It is good to provide refreshments at the end of the session while you give people plenty of time 
to consider and complete attribution and evaluation paperwork or exercises.

34

Speed writing to capture retired mineworkers’ discussion of a toolbag at 
Snibston Discovery Museum, Leicestershire © Caroline Reed



Group discussion sharing the experiences of the session.

Completion of Attribution forms (check for legibility and completeness).

Completion of Evaluation forms / evaluation activity.

Thanks and session close.

Total running time

 Group session to stimulate looking at and discussion of objects/ records.

Introduction to materials and the information about them that you are 
providing. Introduction to preservation and handling issues and any 
equipment (gloves etc). Explain how you want to capture their responses to 
the objects

 How response forms are to be completed or recordings made.
 Distinction between commenting on the material and commenting on the 

catalogue entries or other documentation and what it tells them.
 Agree how people will work together.
 How many items they could reasonably look at.
 Roles of staff present.

Group members’ selection of first objects/records to work with. Group 
members should be invited to return objects and chose again once they have 
finished and might aim to look at 2-4 objects in the time available.

Studying material, discussion and recording views.
 

 Introduction of group members to each other and ‘warm up’ activity, if
 required.

 Introduction – purpose of project, people involved, overview of the session 
and explanation of how you might use the information.

 Give everyone handout pack with e.g. Consent, Attribution and Evaluation 
forms and a supply of prompt question sheets and response forms if you 
are using them.

 Explain need for consent and ask people to complete that part of the 
paperwork now (if they haven’t already done so).

 Timings and Refreshments provided.

Introduction

10-15 mins

2-2½ hrs

5-10 mins

5 mins

10-15 mins

60 mins

5 mins

10-15 mins

10 mins

5-15 mins

FInal group discussion and wind up

Working with objects/records

Group discussion
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Choices and practicalities

Room Layout and Equipment

You will need:
 A room big enough to allow your group to circulate freely as well as working in c. 4-5 small 

groups of 1-3 around tables.
 Flipchart stand, paper and pens.
 Ideally a laptop, PowerPoint projector and screen – for projecting moving image or images 
 of objects.
 Blank paper and pencils for note taking when handling objects, gloves, support cushions etc, 

as required.
 Pens for form filling.
 Objects/records: As a basic guideline, each individual or small group will look at 2-4 items in 

a session and they will need some choice. During the course of the session, more than one 
person/pair/group might choose to look at each item. A ratio of c.3 items per person/pair/ 
small group will work well, but you may need more if items can be looked at fairly quickly 

 e.g. photographs.
 Brief written information about each item – ideally a catalogue entry or online description.
 Handouts with prompt questions – and/or response forms.
 Consent forms (if not issued before session), Attribution forms, Evaluation forms.
 Refreshments – to be kept well away from any real objects.

Staff

You will find it helpful to have a mixed team of 
staff available including people familiar with 
the collections being used as well as people 
confident in working with groups. You need 
one or more person to present and facilitate, 
someone to manage any recording equipment 
and people willing to ‘scribe’ during 1:1 
interviews (if required) and feedback 
discussion sessions.

Participants and their needs

The session will need to be adapted to suit 
your whole group’s dynamic and their 
preferred ways of engaging. Most young 
people welcome the chance to focus in on their chosen object in small groups, c.4-5 people. 
They say this gives everyone a chance to contribute, and gives them the chance to spark off 
each other and explore each other’s responses to the objects. Adults tend to prefer having a mix 
of large and small group activity, sole and/or 1:1 working, allowing for a much more in-depth, 
considered conversation about their responses and questions.

For some groups, language and literacy could present a barrier. Ensure you understand 
participants’ needs before the session and plan to meet them. Adapt your methods for capturing 
responses to make sure that this doesn’t exclude any participants. Give people options as to 
how they want to capture their responses – this could include providing art materials (need to be 
kept separate from the objects!), suggesting role play (which can be recorded in a number of 
ways) and/or enabling them to make audio recordings of their responses. By giving people a 
range of options (and the support to be able to use them) they will choose what they are most
comfortable with and/or excited by.

Objects vs. photographs

It is vital that you use real objects for this session – even if they can’t be handled. If your key 
objects are too fragile for handling do try to have them in the room and try to supply replicas 
and/or handling fragments of relevant materials (see Planning and delivering a Revisiting 
Collections group session).
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You will need to spend time explaining handling procedures, get people to wear gloves, use 
support cushions etc. People like the ‘behind the scenes’ feel and new understanding of objects 
and museum practice that this gives. Depending on the rules within your museum, you may only 
be able to hold the session in certain rooms. You might need additional staff on hand.

Written information

It’s best to use either a printout from the museum’s catalogue or e.g. any short description of the 
object that appears online, or as a display caption. If available, it would be useful to have more 
in depth specific and contextual information on hand, but only introduce this to help you respond 
to discussion and questions. You want people’s initial focus to be on the original objects/records 
rather than secondary written material. If the group might have problems with reading, be sure to 
have someone read out the text to them.

Next steps

Participants need to know how you intend to use their contributions and to be offered the 
opportunity to keep in touch as the project develops even if this is seen as a one-off session.
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Derby Museum and Art Gallery
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Case study

Derby Museum and Art Gallery’s 
permanent displays include fine and 
decorative art, local archaeology, 
geology and wildlife, Egyptian 
archaeology, Derbyshire’s British 
Army regiments and the city’s role 
in national events. Stored collections 
include ethnographic material 
acquired by transfer from other 
museums about which very little 
information is held on the catalogues. 
The main purpose of Derby’s 
Revisiting Collections sessions was 
to explore these stored collections 
and select material for inclusion in a 
temporary exhibition: Devotion.

Revisiting Collections at Derby

The museum worked with an African women’s group, an inter-faith group and a local 6th 
form college. The objects came from New Guinea, India, Nepal, China, Tibet, Fiji, the 
Solomon Islands, Australia, Russia, West Africa and the UK. The focus groups’ 
responses informed the selection and interpretation of objects for the ‘Faith’ section of the 
Devotion exhibition.

Working with young people

The group of eleven 6th form history students and their teacher met for c.2 hours round a 
large table in the museum’s main object store. Curatorial, conservation and learning staff 
introduced 15 items to the group and showed them the brief catalogue information 
available. Each student then chose an object to look at in detail. They were given a 
handout with prompt questions, sheets of A3 sized paper and pencils and encouraged to 
use the prompts to explore and ‘mind-map’ their own feelings and questions about the 
objects. Then they fed back to the group.

The prompt questions used were:

Looking at the object
 Why have you picked this object?
 What is most important or interesting thing about it?
 What topics or subjects do you think it relates to?
 Have you used or seen something like it yourself?
 Do objects like this relate to your own experience, or a tradition you know about?
 What can we find out from it?
 What do you think about it?
 How do you feel about it? (Do you like it or anything about it, or not?)
 What do you what to know about it?

cont’d ...

The 6th form students’ mind maps © Caroline Reed
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Looking at the information we’re able to provide about it
 Is it easy to understand?
 Do you think it’s accurate (as far as it goes)?
 Does it tell you enough?
 Does it tell you the right things? What else would you like to see there?
 Does it describe the object from just one point of view?
 What about the language – are there other words you would like to see used to 

describe the object and its significance?

As well as the mind-maps, participants were asked to fill in two forms. Handed out at 
college and completed before the session, the first asked about their general use and 
opinions of museums. Handed out at the end, the second asked about permission for 
attribution of comments made, the participant’s response to the session and any change 
in their perception of the museum and its collections.

Perhaps because this was seen as a college activity, with a teacher present, all of the 
group were very happy to do quite a lot of writing on their own (both on mind-maps and 
forms) as well as to join in group discussions.

Every member of the group was positive about the session. They greatly valued the 
chance to hear and explore other people’s views. They all felt that they had learnt new 
things about the power of objects in different cultures and most said the session had 
made them much more interested in the museum and its collections.

They said:

The session was really interesting and a real eye opener to the origins of artefacts

The best parts of the session were
 Handling the objects, discussing and debating
 Seeing objects never previously seen
 Hearing about the objects
 Choosing our own object and describing it and thinking of possibilities for it
 Looking at the different objects and learning about different places and religions

What they’d learnt:
 More about every object and a bit of British history
 What objects meant to people
 There’s a lot more to find out about the objects
 A lot about history in general
 I’ve learnt a lot about different iconography and faith from different cultures
 The spiritual relevance of objects in separate societies
 I’ve learnt about what the museum has acquired and how religion means so much in 

most places

They liked having the opportunity to share their own knowledge and views:
I’d like to think I’ve given a different perspective on the items

cont’d ...

...cont’d.
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Most of them felt the session had changed their views on museums:
 … more interesting now
 Realised how much there is in the stores
 I always loved museums - I thought the museum was interesting and exciting anyway 

and so today has clarified that
 I’d be a lot more interested in visiting a beliefs/faith exhibition
 I appreciate that every object has a story to tell
 I’m more interested in the museum and religious objects, for example what they are, 

where are they from
 It’s a lot bigger than I thought, how many different and wide range of objects there is 

from so many different periods

All were happy for their names to be used in catalogue, on website, in captions, and 
in publications.

9 of the 11 wanted to know how their contributions would be used and 10 said that they 
would like to get more involved with the collections – one making a firm offer to volunteer

Both the museum and the college felt that very successful contact had been made. The 
individual teacher and the college were keen to build on that.

Further case studies from museums and archives that have used this session plan are 
given in Running a Revisiting Collections focus group

...cont’d.



6.3 Developing a sustained programme based on 
      Revisiting Collections

Some options for more sustained programmes of object focussed working with a creative 
outcome

Where Next?

The Introducing Revisiting Collections session provides an excellent foundation for young 
people to begin their exploration of your collections. There are many ways to extend the 
approach. At our pilot sessions, young people came up with a range of ideas for more sustained, 
focussed and creative work with objects:
 Revisiting and developing the thinking done in the Introducing Revisiting Collections session 

session, and capturing the ideas on film in a more structured way, with recorded interviews 
and presentations.

 Poetry, music, song, rap, word association and creative writing.
 Drawing, sketching.
 Finding and researching related objects – e.g. from the same place or time period.
 Redesigning display spaces.
 Recording & podcasting – this would be a good way of developing and using audio editing 

skills and results could be added to online catalogue.
 Storyboarding, filmmaking – including animation.
 Anything but role-play! – although another group suggested interpretations through 

drama/acting.
 Close interaction with objects: touching, smelling.
 Develop PowerPoint type presentations about chosen objects or themes.
 3d scanning of objects to allow images to be explored and manipulated.
 Pretending you are inside the object - Making your own objects or replicas to help with 

answering ‘how it was constructed’.

Benefits

Opening up your collections for young people’s scrutiny can provide museums and archives with 
richly creative and innovative material for events and exhibitions, as well as for engaging with 
wider audiences. It can provide young people with a range of benefits including practical skills, 
growing confidence and self-esteem, and a real sense of belonging to your organisation and the 
community it serves.

What can you deliver?

Whichever of these approaches you decide to adopt, you will need to think carefully about what 
you can deliver. You need to be clear about what time, money and expertise you have to offer 
young people in order to manage their expectations and to ensure that the project is successful.

The plan

 This needs to start from your purpose. What is the work for? Is there an 
event/exhibition/launch? Work backwards with your timescales from this fixed date, 
remember that you will need to build in more time than for exhibitions put together by 
professional staff as young people will need to learn new skills and techniques along the way. 
Be clear about what time you have – 3 x 3 hour sessions? A day? Six months?

 Add in any key dates, especially if the work impacts on other staff within the museum. Have 
you checked out their involvement first?

 As well as your overall plan you will need individual session plans. These need to be flexible 
– you will need to know roughly where you should be at any given point but you should also 
be prepared to make changes to accommodate young people’s needs and interests and to 
allow for the work to grow organically. The Introducing Revisiting Collections session will help 
you plan ahead.

 Record what you do throughout the project. Your work is not just about the final outcomes but 
it is about the learning along the way, both for the museum and for young people.
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Visit similar event (a poetry in museum or Slam poetry event)
 Discussion on your event based on what you have learned

 Fun (young people choose)
 Evaluate
 What next?

 Run event
 Record event

Feed in learning from research/events
Work on content and presentation
 Rehearsals
 Stage Design etc.

Allocate roles (MC, filming event, meet and greet, stage design etc.)
Plan celebration event
Work on skills
 Poetry
 Presentation
 Other

Introduction to poetry with artist
 Slam poetry
 Text poetry
 Other forms
Treasure hunt around the museum
 Choose objects/theme for interpretation

 Run Introducing Revisiting Collections session
 Introduce all staff involved
 Introduce Poetry Event and roles (MC, filming event, meet and greet, stage design etc.)

Week 1

Celebration event

Week 6

Week 5

Week 4

Week 3

Week 2
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 Evaluate your work at the end of each session and the end of the project. This will help 
inform future work with young people and with other audiences.

 Ideas for activities – see the list from our pilot groups above. Make sure you ask young 
people what they want to do within the parameters that are already set for the project. If it 
needs to be sculpture then can they choose materials, subject matter? Also you can use a 
range of other methods to record what they do e.g. podcasting, filming etc.

A sample programme for a short project - young people’s poetry event



The Castle Museum, Norwich
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Case study

Katrina Siliprandi, Head of Learning 
Department at Norfolk Museums and 
Archaeology Service led this very 
sensitive programme over a period of 
months with a small group of Looked 
After Children, largely young teenagers.

The Castle Museum in Norwich, runs 
an after school Art Group for these 
young people and wanted to involve 
them in the re-interpretation of the 
museum’s Natural History Gallery. 
Using four prompt questions as their 
starting point, the group considered 
the experiences and motivations of the
original 19th century collectors of the material now in the gallery:
 Does it interest you?
 What do you think it is?
 Have you seen anything like it before?
 Does it remind you of anything?

The group realised that they had little concept of collecting themselves and this led to 
three weeks of talking and exploring. They were fascinated by a book showing early 
‘cabinets of curiosity’ and talked about their own peripatetic lives, about their experience 
of being in care and how that militates against consciously ‘collecting’ or even 
accumulating possessions - and intensifies the significance of individual objects. They 
talked revealingly about objects of importance to them: a dummy from early childhood, a 
toy. One boy realised that he did, after all, collect toy models and spoke about how he 
could escape into their world.

These young people were especially cautious about being recorded or photographed. 
They wanted nothing made public which could reveal their names or identities. They were 
happy to write down, or have written for them, the very personal stories and thoughts that 
the project had inspired for them.

They wanted a product at the end of the project. They liked the cabinet of curiosities idea 
and wanted to work as a group rather than singly. The ‘cabinet’ they created emerged as 
series of ‘rooms’ – like the rooms in a children’s’ home – with basic furniture: bunk, desk 
etc. Apart from the furniture the miniature rooms were left almost bare. One girl said that 
at the home she had black dustbin bags on top of bunk that contained all of her things - 
she had nowhere else to put them. She didn’t want to show those. Her ‘object’ was on the 
bed – a stuffed cat that a key worker at the home gave her to talk to when the worker 
wasn’t there.

The young people took a long time to talk through how they wanted their work to be 
shown, they originally wanted the ‘cabinet’ on display, but felt that it didn’t now fit with the 
‘Collecting’ section of the Natural History Gallery that had inspired it. The museum has 
made a film about the work, with the young people’s own words subtitling images of the 
cabinet and its contents.

www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk

A shot from the filmed ‘cabinet of curiosities’ 
© Norfolk Museums and Archaeology Service



cont’d ...

Captain Cook Birthplace Museum, 
Middlesbrough
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Case study

The Captain Cook Birthplace Museum is part of Middlesbrough Museums and Galleries 
Service. The Service’s collections include around 1,500 artefacts from different world 
cultures, including Australia, New Zealand and Oceania, with a notable collection of 
Aboriginal artefacts. Of these some were acquired from 19th and early 20th century 
collectors, but the majority were given by the Aboriginal Arts Board of Australia. These 
objects had previously formed part of their reserve collection and when presented to the 
Captain Cook Birthplace Museum in 1980, formed the largest collection of its kind 
outside Australia.

In 2010, as part of the North East’s 
SotW Journeys of Discovery project, 
Education Officer, Jenny Phillips and
Project Officer, Janet Philo led a 
sustained programme of work in 
partnership with the Princes Trust and 
a group of young men aged between 
19-25 trying to develop skills and gain 
qualifications that will help them back 
into employment. The requirements 
of their course curriculum included 
participation in a community project 
linked to local heritage and a two 
week work experience placement.

The programme focussed on the North East’s Maori collections and included a visit to 
see Maori material in Tyne and Wear Museums store. The young men chose to 
concentrate on Maori carving. On site in Middlesbrough, the group met and worked with a 
young Maori named Jordan Young (a representative from the Maori group Manaia), Maori 
artist George Nuku and North East carver David Gross. They researched images and 
carving techniques and styles in the Internet, drew designs on paper and worked in 
papier maché before carving their own wooden stools. The young men then went on to 
learn a traditional Maori story to tell to local school children.

Their own words express the importance the experience for them and how completely it 
was rooted in direct contact with the powerful presence of the museum objects they saw 
and handled:
 …it needs to be possible to interact with the exhibits
 It’s made me understand that I can give more than I do, that I can be more than I am.
 … [I’ve learnt to] mix with people, keep calm, not feel threatened
 Although I have very little respect, I can and do respect other cultures who have 
 been wronged.
 …there is a lot that can be learnt from the older generations and about the 

controversy of the Maori culture
 …others around us are all alike in some way
 …experienced new look at how we live compared to how George lives. Don’t judge 

people by their appearances
 I now appreciate how free we are as country as compared to New Zealand and not to 

judge a book by its cover

© Captain Cook Birthplace Museum, Middlesbrough



Captain Cook Birthplace Museum, 
Middlesbrough
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Case study

 That compared to Maori society 
 Middlesbrough is incredibly 
 fragmented and doesn’t work 
 together the way Maori tribal 
 society does
 Had chance to learn new skill. 
 Get out of my comfort zone. Using 
 tools. Enjoyed people taking time 
 to help me. Improved confidence 
 and self esteem
 I have learnt about different 
 people’s opinions about Captain 
 Cook. Some thought he was a 
 hero, others didn’t
 We had a lot of local people 
 interested...People were coming in and having a look. It has helped me understand 

why people built a museum here. I have found out that the local area is actually 
interested in Cook and the Maori people

 Definitely, the majority of museums I go to there is no interaction, it’s just ‘the past is 
the past, the present is the present’. Here we could be a part of the past and future

 Fantastic. Will bring people in to show them work I’ve done. I am more interested in 
visiting the museum and would volunteer to help in the future

 This makes me proud of where I’m from and working with the CCBM
 Museums are giving a soul that has been lost back to the communities, giving them a 

history and a sense of worth

www.captcook-ne.co.uk 

© Captain Cook Birthplace Museum, Middlesbrough

...cont’d.



Collections Trust: www.collectionstrust.org.uk

The National Youth Agency: www.nya.org.uk

The Museums, libraries and Archives Council: www.mla.gov.uk

Revisiting Collections
All the resources you need to understand and start using the method are available for free 
download from the Collections Link website. These include the two ’toolkits’: Revisiting Archive 
Collections and Revisiting Museum Collections and a growing resource of support materials: 
www.collectionslink.org.uk

You can register on the site and join a self-supporting online network for museum and archive 
staff using or considering using Revisiting Collections: 
www.collectionslink.org.uk/index.cfm/networks/

Stories of the World
Stories of the World is part of the London 2012 Cultural Olympiad, and aims to showcase 
innovation and excellence in museums, libraries and archives to a worldwide audience. The 
project is led by the MLA in partnership with the London Organising Committee of the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games (LOCOG). There are nine partnership projects, involving around 60 
museums and at least 2000 ‘young curators’. To see information about the resources and 
methods being used to underpin the programme and enjoy reports, case studies, films, photos 
and blogs from the projects see:
www.mla.gov.uk/what/programmes/setting_pace/stories%20of%20the%20world

Informing informed consent from project participants:
See the BBC’s internal guidelines on obtaining consent for broadcast material:
www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-fairness-contributors-informed-con
sent

See the Oral History Society’s website pages on ethics: www.oralhistory.org.uk/ethics/index.php

See the Market Research Society’s guidelines relating to their Code of Conduct: Conducting 
research with children and young people, published in March 2006:
www.mrs.org.uk/standards/downloads/revised/active/children_young_people_mar06.pdf

For information on the Data Protection Act:
The Information Commissioner’s Office is the UK’s independent authority set up to uphold 
information rights in the public interest, promoting openness by public bodies and data privacy 
for individuals. Helpful information is available on their website at: www.ico.gov.uk

A useful guidance document of relevance to both archives and museums is the Code of practice 
for archivists and records managers under Section 51(4) of the Data Protection Act 1998 by 
TNA, published by The National Archives in 2007 and available on their website: 
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/dp-code-ofpractice.pdf

Useful sources and links7
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Designed by www.nativebrand.com. Front cover photographs used with kind permission of © Luton Culture and © Jayne Lloyd / Geffrye Museum. 
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