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What is Revisiting Collections? 
The Theory
Since �006, new and diverse users across England have been enjoying exciting opportunities 
to engage very directly with objects, images, manuscripts and records in our museums and 
archives.

They have been using and shaping Revisiting Collections, an innovative methodology developed 
by the Museums, Libraries, Archives Council (MLA) and Collections Trust. Revisiting Collections 
supports museums and archives to open up their collections for scrutiny by community groups 
and external experts and to build and share a new understanding of the multi-layered meaning 
and significance of objects and records.

The collections in public museums, galleries and archives across the UK are there for the benefit 
of every member of our national community and of visitors from every part of the world. Revisiting 
Collections helps our sector to meet our own increasing expectations and those from the public, 
government and funders that we should acknowledge and celebrate cultural ownership through 
providing open and inclusive access to our collections; engaging with our communities; working 
with a diversity of users; and providing services relevant to people’s needs and the ways they 
access and interact with information in the �1st century.

Professionally, the Revisiting Collections methodology seeks: to break down some of the 
perceived barriers between ‘people-focussed’ and ‘collections-focussed’ working in our museums 
and archives; to ensure that the resources put into cataloguing and documentation give users 
information that is accurate, insightful, relevant and accessible; and to support the sector to 
prioritise documentation planning and integrate user focussed documentation as part of project 
and programme funding bids.

Revisiting Collections has its roots in research and consultation undertaken by MLA London 
across local authority museums and archives services. This showed that many curators 
and archivists believed the limited content of their existing collections to be a real barrier to 
engagement for new and diverse audiences. They felt not enough had been collected directly 
from new or minority communities to reflect their own cultures, lives and experience. 

Revisiting Collection’s starting point is that ‘traditional’ social and local history collections, as well 
as many specialist collections, hold a richness of objects, images, documents and information 
that reflect and reveal not only the shared concerns and experience of all humanity, but more 
specifically: Britain’s position at the centre of world-wide empire and trade, including the trade 
in human beings; the centuries old diversity of our population in terms of ethnicity, culture, faith, 
sexuality, wealth and well being; and the international influences that have shaped our industry 
and culture, product design, craft skills, science, technology and the use of materials.

Beyond this, the methodology recognises that many museums and archives, both rural and 
urban, are located at the heart of communities whose members could bring a wealth of new 
understanding and expertise to the interpretation of collections. Revisiting Collections provides a 
mechanism for tapping into that rich, multi-layered seam of knowledge. 

A key strength of Revisiting Collections is that it provides a framework for embedding new 
understanding and perspectives on objects and records directly within the museum or archive’s 
catalogues and finding aids, ensuring that it forms part of the story about the collections that is 
recorded and made accessible to all.

Running a Revisiting Collections  
focus group 

1
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How does Revisiting Collections work?
Revisiting Collections provides two toolkits, one for museums and one for archives. Both can be 
downloaded in pdf format from the Collections Link website:  
www.collectionslink.org.uk/Increase_access/revisiting_collections

These two toolkits support and prompt museum and archive staff to

n  Open up collections for external scrutiny and comment 
n  Acknowledge and tap into sources of information, expertise or understanding from outside the 

museum or archive, or from colleagues in other disciplines
n  Develop a way of working with community groups or individuals - learning what people with 

various backgrounds and interests feel, know and want to know about our collections
n  Deepen their understanding of objects and records through working closely with groups or 

individuals with a special perspective or knowledge 
n  Conduct new research into collections and identify objects and records that contribute to our 

awareness of the interlinking histories of a diverse population
n  Give respect and value to ‘other voices’ by making newly revealed information about objects 

and records permanently accessible to all users through enhancing the catalogue record and 
reinterpretation

n  Use this enhanced understanding of the relevance of existing collections as a platform for 
proactive work with new or hard-to-reach audiences

Revisiting Collections takes an organisation through a series of steps: pre-planning; working  
with external subject experts and/or community based focus groups; and then capturing the 
specific or contextual information gained through this process at an appropriate level within  
their collections knowledge management system.

Firstly, the methodology encourages curators and archivists to think laterally about collections 
and the untapped evidence they might hold. This lateral thinking needs to be informed by 
engaging with people who might bring a new perspective on collections and by learning from 
them what kind of ‘back story’ about objects and records they want and expect to find in 
catalogues and collection descriptions, interpretative texts and captions, whether on-site or 
online.

Much of the information might be intrinsic to the items themselves: a simple cotton frock with  
a Paisley pattern in a typical social history collection has much to tell us about the ways in  
which our country’s heritage is tangled with the transatlantic slave trade and empire; the  
imagery and language used on a WWII propaganda leaflet reveals colonialist assumptions  
and racial stereotyping. Further information will lie in the background paperwork that shows  
an item’s provenance and history of use – and this is seldom made readily available to users 
other than staff.

So, Secondly, the methodology prompts and helps curators and archivists to gather the 
information users want, both from internal and external sources.

Within the museum or archive these sources might be, for example:

n  Paper based files – including the original accession correspondence, exchanges with 
researchers, object history files, information panel texts, captions or records of the research 
done for past exhibitions, the findings from outreach and education projects etc

n  Electronic files that exist in parallel to the official catalogue database
n  Sharing knowledge and understanding with colleagues – e.g. conservators, curators from 

another discipline, community liaison, education or search room staff
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External sources might be, for example:

n  Published research and comment
n  Comparable collections held elsewhere – regionally, nationally or worldwide
n  Individuals or groups with a specialist subject knowledge or interest – these could be 

academics, enthusiasts or people looking at the material from a fresh perspective
n  People directly involved in, for example, manufacturing the objects in a museum collection or 

generating the records in an archive
n  People who have used the objects or been affected by the services covered by the records 

The Revisiting Collections toolkits give curators and archivists a framework for engaging 
community based focus groups or individuals directly with material from the collections and 
working with them to reveal and record multiple layers of meaning and significance. This might 
be new, verifiable, factual information or a new understanding about the cultural importance of an 
object or record and sensitivities around the terminology used to identify and describe it.

Finding these new ways into an understanding of the collections will help curators and archivists 
serve and attract non-traditional audiences and people wanting to access the material from a 
non-traditional viewpoint. 

Thirdly, the Revisiting Collections toolkits provide a way of embedding this new information 
within the museum or archive’s collection knowledge management system, ensuring that it 
forms part of the story about the collections that is recorded and made accessible to all. For 
museums, the approach has already been embedded in the Collection Trust’s national standard 
for collection information management: SPECTRUM. For archives, the toolkit demonstrates 
how effectively the methodology can be incorporated to work alongside existing national and 
international standards, including ISAD(G).

Revisiting Collections sees rich, full and accessible cataloguing, description and documentation 
as a fundamental tool for public access to collections, and information about them.

Gathering external voices and expertise
Revisiting Collections doesn’t dictate how an organisation should create the partnerships that 
will help it gather external input and information. Many museums and archives will be well 
experienced in working with community groups, e.g. on oral history or reminiscence programmes. 
They might already have built bridges as part of their outreach and audience development 
programmes or through their work with academic partners. Archives have a tradition of working 
closely with researchers and users providing feedback on particular record sources. Revisiting 
Collections offers a way of strengthening these existing links and programmes: making sure they 
offer people direct access to collections and leave a lasting legacy.

To date, most museums and archives involved in developing and trialling the Revisiting 
Collections toolkits have worked with focus groups made up of people with a particular interest or 
take on the collections. Sometimes these groups have been specially recruited; sometimes they 
have been well-established partners. This guidance note gives advice and models for organising 
and facilitating groups and maximising the outcomes. 

But focus groups aren’t essential – Revisiting Collections will give equally powerful results 
when used to capture the results of community based research or joint working with individuals, 
whether academics or other external subject specialists. It can be used to capture collections 
knowledge from curators, archivists, other staff and volunteers, ensuring that this stays with the 
organisation when colleagues retire or move on.
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Moreover, while it is rewarding to run a ‘stand alone’ Revisiting Collections project, the 
methodology’s strength is that it can be used ‘organically’ to underpin and enrich on-going or 
planned programmes of work and ensure that they leave a lasting legacy of information and 
understanding. The methodology can even be used to capture the outcomes of past programmes 
and build them into the museum or archive’s collection information management system for the 
benefit of future users.

The impact
The evidence to date from museums and archives that have used the Revisiting Collections 
toolkits is that the methodology has vitalised their work with collections and stimulated:

n A real excitement about community engagement with collections
n  Productive and imaginative collaborative inter-disciplinary working between colleagues:  

e.g. archivists, education, outreach, museum curatorial and documentation staff 
n  A better understanding by all staff of the power and potential of rich collection documentation 

and description – and of the importance of inclusive terminology 
n  A new awareness of how much valuable new information and understanding about collections 

can be contributed by ‘external voices’ – and recognition that the museum or archive will 
never be the fount of all knowledge about what it holds

n A user focussed approach to tackling and prioritising documentation backlogs
n Imaginative new approaches to display and interpretation

National roll out: 
MLA Council and Collections Trust are working 
together to take the Revisiting Collections 
methodology forward. Between �009 and �01�, 
the Revisiting Collections methodology is being 
used to underpin the ‘engaging communities 
with collections’ strand of Stories of the World, 
one of the major projects at the core of the UK’s 
four year Cultural Olympiad.   

Members of a local history group Revisiting Collections at 
Bexley Local Studies and Archive Centre 
Photo courtesy of: Bexley Local Studies and Archive Centre
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This guidance note draws on the experience of the pilot museums and archive services and 
on the work of the consultants involved in developing the two Revisiting Collections toolkits 
– especially community participation consultants Marietta Harrow and Annemarie Turnbull 
(Revisiting Archives Collections toolkit) and documentation expert Alice Grant (Revisiting 
Museums Collections toolkit). The notes are intended to help colleagues plan and run Revisiting 
Collections sessions with confidence.

Accessing information from community-based focus groups is not straightforward. Museums and 
archives need to think how best to encourage people who might be nervous in a group situation, 
or who have little confidence in their ability to contribute to the knowledge held about collections. 
Focus group members need to be convinced that your museum or archive is excited about what 
it can learn from them and is very open to being a ‘broker’ for new, perhaps culturally specific, 
information. Both staff and external participants need to be comfortable with the fact that museum 
and archive services can’t hope or expect to be the fount of all knowledge about their own 
collections, but should always seek to gather and hold new information and make it available to 
their users.

Of course, it is not just what the focus group members know that is useful, but also what they 
don’t know, and want to know. Finding out the questions people want to ask about objects and 
records will help you develop, research, manage and communicate information about your 
collections.

Key	tips	–	drawn	from	experience	to	date

n  The venue and spaces in which museums and archives held their focus groups can be key 
to a positive outcome. Contributors need to be stimulated by their surroundings, to feel they 
are in a ‘special’ environment, but they also need a comfortable, contained space so that a 
group experience can develop without too many external distractions. A meeting space co-
located with a store could be an excellent setting for a group – opening participants’ eyes to 
the hidden riches of a collection; but only if the space is comfortable (including temperature), 
uncluttered and there is no risk to objects and records.

n  Participants should be told why museum/archive staff need their help and insight. You should 
be clear that the museum/archive is well aware that it doesn’t have all the answers about 
the objects/records in its collection – or even all the questions! You need the focus group 
members to tell you what they would like to find out about the material they are shown as well 
as what they know and feel. They need to know that you are interested not just in the factual 
information that they might be able to give you, but also in how they respond to the objects, 
what they find most intriguing, attractive or disturbing.

n  It is important to obtain participants’ written permission for you to use the specific words 
and information they give you. Over time you might want to do that in a variety of ways 
– expanding your documentation records, but also on exhibition labels or on your website. You 
don’t want to run into future problems with Intellectual Property Rights. In general it works best 
to ask people to sign a consent form in advance of the session – as part of their response to 
your invitation to attend. This should request their written confirmation of permission to record 
and quote from their comments. You may also wish to ask a few questions before the session 
to set a baseline for evaluation.

n You will also need to ask permission to photograph, film or record the sessions

Working with focus groups2
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n  Neither do you want to fall foul of Data Protection. In terms of attribution, people do not have 
to agree to your using their names, or any other specifically identifying information, but you 
do need to be able to contextualise their comments in an agreed format. For the purposes of 
the museum or archive, the individual participant’s name might not be especially significant 
unless, e.g. they are the donor of an object, or have some very specific personal relationship 
to it. In many cases it could be just as useful if they agree to  give a basic self-definition 
(maybe in terms of ethnicity, cultural identity, work or life experience) or simply accept your 
attributing their responses to a particular focus group session. (See notes on permission and 
attribution at Section 4.6 below)

  Your request re attribution should be made at the end of the session – when participants are 
more engaged and have a better sense of what is involved. 

n  You should also issue your evaluation questionnaires at the end of the session, for immediate 
completion. Sample forms for gathering this information are given at Appendix I. With some 
groups you might want to collect evaluation responses other than by using a form – perhaps 
by a short exit interview or by inviting participants to audio record responses.

n  People need to be reassured and relaxed in order to talk openly. There should be time allowed 
for both group interaction and more intimate discussion. In general, museums and archives 
piloting the methodology have found that people who were not confident about saying things 
to a whole group early on in sessions were very happy to have conversations in small groups 
with one or two other people – either fellow participants or member of staff. They might then 
be happy to feed back to the whole group.

n  These conversations can be powerful and revealing. You need to think carefully about the 
practicalities of capturing the information as it is given – and especially of capturing the actual 
words used by participants. Pilot museums and archives have found a variety of approaches 
effective, including 1:1 interviews (with the staff member taking notes) and/or recording both 
group discussions and individuals’ responses using audio or moving mage recording (having 
secured participants’ prior permission).  

n  Some museums and archives have experimented successfully with inviting group participants 
to write down their responses to objects and records – usually after some discussion. 
Different approaches will suit different groups. In the East Midlands project, for example, 
former mineworkers were eloquent and expansive in group discussion sessions and one to 
one conversations, but reticent on paper (when completing evaluation forms). 6th formers, 
however, enjoyed the opportunity to ‘mind map’ and write about their responses to museum 
objects and the focus group experience.

n  To stimulate and support discussion and response, group members will need some 
information about each object/record on show  – it’s date, what it is (if you know), where 
it comes from, what it was used for (again, if known). It can work well to offer only basic 
information at the outset, but you should aim to have fuller records to hand, if available. Staff 
should try to avoid talking too much themselves and ‘feeding’ too much information – whether 
fact or opinion. Your main job is to listen, prompt and ask questions. Unconfident group 
participants might be tempted to repeat back to you what you tell them, maybe suppressing 
their own responses in the process. They need to be reassured that there is a gap for their 
knowledge, opinions and feelings to fill.

n  It can be very enlightening to offer participants sight of your current catalogue record for the 
item and ask for their comment on the information it gives, the language used etc.

n  Very general, open and personal questions can be the best way to glean information from 
people. If you start off with over-specific questions about the objects or records, people might 
feel they don’t have the particular answers you are looking for, and clam up.



10

n  While often hugely enjoyable, Revisiting Collections sessions will also be intensive, 
demanding for both staff and participants and sometimes emotionally draining. In general, the 
whole session shouldn’t last much over two hours, and there should be a wind down session 
at the end so that people can pool their experiences and get a feeling of group value. Extra 
information generated in these final sessions can be captured more informally – through audio 
or moving image recording or simply on a flip chart or by people writing on post-it notes. 

n  Adequate time needs to be allocated at the project planning stage for analysing the 
information gathered from the group sessions so that it can be integrated into your collection 
knowledge management system. Here a rigorous discipline needs to be imposed on what will 
have been a fairly free-form process. In deciding what elements of the responses to include 
in catalogues and finding aids you will inevitably have to be selective – this selection phase 
needs to be planned and agreed by your whole team, and to be as transparent as possible. 
You will need to develop and use consistent, controlled terminologies in a way that will enable 
users to retrieve specific information. This might be e.g. retrieving responses to collections 
from specific ethnic or cultural groups, or identifying objects associated with particular places 
or peoples. In some instances you may need to add new, culturally nuanced terms to describe 
concepts that already exist; in others the concepts themselves will be new, and a controlled 
terminology must be developed to capture them. Sometimes it will be simply a matter of 
applying existing terms to material where they have not been used before e.g. using the 
search term ‘racism’ to retrieve some British colonial items.

  Further information is given in the Revisiting Archive Collections and Revisiting Museum 
Collections toolkits, downloadable from:  
www.collectionslink.org.uk/Increase_access/revisiting_collections
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3.1 Aims and Objectives
Before embarking on any Revisiting Collections project you should be clear about your objectives 
and anticipated outcomes. A focussed, professional approach will make the sessions more 
comfortable and productive for both staff and participants. Your project objectives might include, 
for example:

n  Cataloguing or re-cataloguing a particular collection, perhaps with some volunteer input
n  Enriching collections knowledge through tapping into specific external sources of  

expertise/information
n  Engaging with a particular community group
n  Developing the community engagement element of a wider project e.g. exhibition,  

publication or website
n  Ensuring that an outreach or community focussed programme leaves a tangible and 

accessible legacy 

Once you have clarified your objectives, you can plan the group sessions to meet them: choosing 
participants, location, objects and records; defining the questions to ask; deciding how to 
structure group or 1:1 discussion; and how best to capture participants’ responses. 

3.2 Participants and group size 
As described above, the Revisiting Collections approach can be used with both individuals and 
groups. Depending on the objectives of the project, focus groups might include e.g.:

n  Colleagues from across your museum/archive (including volunteers). Revisiting Collections 
is a useful extension of good professional practice, encouraging all staff to look critically 
at maintaining the currency and relevance of catalogues, finding aids, guides and other 
publications, the content of exhibition labels and e.g. volunteer delivered guided tours. An 
internal focus group could be a useful tool for tapping into expertise and perspectives from 
across an organisation.

n  Individuals or groups that have a different cultural response to the collection from those who 
created or initially catalogued it e.g. people of African descent responding to records or relics 
of British colonial activity

n  People with a specialist subject knowledge or specific take on the material – these might be 
e.g. academics, enthusiasts or people looking at the material from a fresh perspective e.g. to 
pull out its relevance to disability or sexuality

n  People who were directly involved in e.g. manufacturing the objects in a museum collection or 
generating the records in an archive

n  People who have used the objects or been affected by the services covered by the records 
(e.g. former miners looking at mining tools or safety equipment, former patients looking at 
hospital equipment and records)

When working with a community group the recommended group size is 5-10 participants, with a 
minimum of two staff to facilitate and help capture interpretations. Generally speaking the more 
staff that can be involved the better – even enough for 1:1 interviewing. This helps to ensure that 
all participants are supported to engage with the material on view and that their responses are 
recorded accurately.

Practicalities: planning and running  
a focus group session

3
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3.3 Deciding on the material for the session
It is not envisaged that museums or archives will ever apply the Revisiting Collections 
methodology systematically across their entire collections. It is much more likely that institutions 
will want to use the approach ’organically’ as an adjunct to existing programmes e.g. special 
exhibitions, research, education or outreach. However, it is hoped that experimenting with 
Revisiting Collections, and ensuring that the learning outcomes are transmitted to colleagues, 
will change a museum’s or archive service’s perspective on all aspects of collections knowledge 
management and the ways in which it can support services for a diversity of end users. 

The records and/or objects to be chosen will reflect the desired outcomes of the programme. It 
is helpful to provide a reasonable, but not overwhelming, selection of material for participants to 
choose from. How many items people will wish to look at in a session will depend on the type of 
material and its complexity. Allow enough material for each participant to have the opportunity 
to look at least three items or related groups of items during a session and to have a choice 
– perhaps the opportunity to choose three from a selection of 5-6 items per person (obviously 
some items will be looked at by more than one person). This means that for 5 participants you 
might want to select 15-�0 items.

When choosing the material for a group session consider:

Relevance	to	your	objectives

n  Are the items relevant to your wider project objectives – perhaps to a subject or theme on 
which the museum or archive wishes to produce a subject guide and/or exhibition?

n  Could better interpretation of the material be used to attract new audiences?
n  Are the items representative of your wider collection – so that the information you gather could 

have a wider application?

Relevance	to	your	focus	group

n  Is the intrinsic interest of the material to the intended focus group clear, or will it need careful 
introduction / contextualisation?

n  Do the objects or records relate to a place or activity where the participants might have felt a 
sense of community? (e.g. the former mineworkers viewing objects from the mining collections 
at Snibston, Swan Hunter shipyard workers working with ships’ plans in Tyne and Wear 
Archive and the patients and staff from Brookwood Hospital working with photos and records 
at Surrey Heritage had a lasting attachment to their work or institution)

Accessibility

n  Does the museum/archive have staff sufficiently familiar with the material to introduce the 
items and support the session? (It is not necessary for them to be subject specialists, but 
group participants might be frustrated if the staff present can’t present known information 
about the objects professionally)

n  Is your current documentation of the items quite sparse or is it rich with information already? 
The focus group session and the contextual information provided for group members will need 
to be planned accordingly

n  Ideally, the material should present no major problems for physical or intellectual access e.g. 
texts in unfamiliar or specialist language; difficult handwriting. 

n It is helpful if the selection includes some illustrations or photographs to provide context
n  Ideally, select material that is fairly robust. All material should be protected and safe handling 

procedures explained and followed. Do not be afraid to ask participants to wash their hands, 
wear gloves etc. They will almost certainly respond positively to the sense of being behind the 
scenes and being included in good curatorial practice.

n  Where absolutely necessary, photocopies of documents or photographs and replica or handling 
collection material might be used for handling, but always with the originals displayed nearby.
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3.4 Time, staff, resources and planning
Working with community groups will be time consuming. It is important to plan what you will need 
and to make the group feel that their time and contribution are valued. They need to feel part of 
an on-going process, with a sustainable outcome in which they have some involvement. Their 
financial and practical needs must be considered e.g. it may be necessary to reimburse travel 
expenses, or to provide transport, a translator or signer.

Time	and	timing

n  Allow time for planning and give plenty of notice to those you are inviting. Co-ordinating all 
the people, space, material and facilities you will need is likely to take longer than you might 
anticipate.

n  Remember that your group sessions cannot necessarily be held in office hours. You might 
need to be flexible e.g. the cleaners and security staff participating in a project at King’s 
College London needed to come at 8.�0am after their shift.

n  Allow time to prepare the material for the session: putting photos in sleeves, numbering items 
in bundles, labelling objects to relate them to available documentation records etc.

Staff

n  Each session will need a minimum of two staff from the museum or archive, more if possible 
– see section �.� above. It will be helpful if one of these is already known by the group – or 
has at least been a friendly point of contact whilst setting up the session. It will help if at least 
one member of staff has experience of facilitating groups, but don’t be discouraged if this is 
your first time.

n  Some groups may need further external support e.g. focus group work with members of 
Woking MIND needed to be facilitated with input from a known MIND staff worker; archivists 
at Norfolk worked with a school group and their teacher; groups for whom English is not their 
first language might need a translator

n  Sessions should involve curators and/or archivists, as well as outreach staff. At least one 
person needs to be familiar with the material being examined and to be able to field questions 
about it. This results in more effective collection and incorporation of information and offers 
participants a rich, informed experience with direct access not just to the collections, but also 
to the information that is already known about them. However, your staff team do not have 
to be the ‘experts’. They should be prepared to say ‘this is as much as we know – this is our 
understanding – what do you know and feel about these items?’

n  At least one of the staff members who will be involved in re-cataloguing the material should 
be at the session. They will need to understand how the new information was generated and 
have a strong sense of the group’s engagement with the material.

n  If you are running several sessions do try to use the same staff team so that they can build 
experience 

n  Ensure that you build in time for the team to evaluate the programme of work and to 
disseminate learning outcomes to colleagues and senior management

Space

n  It is best if you can use a space that feels ‘privileged’ – perhaps behind-the-scenes, or out-of-
hours – and provides some visual stimulus or context apart from the material you are using for 
the session. A museum education or object handling room is good if you have one. A meeting 
space co-located with a store could be ideal – opening participants’ eyes to the hidden riches 
of a collection; but only if the space is comfortable (including temperature), uncluttered and 
there is no risk to objects and records.

n  The space needs to be clearly separated from other areas being used by the public.
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n  In setting up the space, consider how your group might want to interact with each other and 
the objects/records. There must be enough room for circulation and at leas one large table  
to spread out objects and supporting images and documents for selection. Ideally, there 
should be desks or smaller tables for people to study and discuss their chosen objects. For 
some groups - e.g. school groups - having one large table for all to sit at might work well.

n  Have a separate area for refreshments and give clear house rules on not mixing food, drink 
and objects

Equipment	

n  Handling equipment: as noted above, don’t be frightened of asking people to follow good 
preservation practice when handling original material. They will respond positively to the 
sense of privileged access this implies. Explain the dangers of mixing refreshments and 
objects or documents, of using ink pens etc. Provide appropriate gloves in all sizes, support 
cushions for books, magnifying glasses, pencils and blank paper for writing etc. Be prepared 
to show and explain to people how to support objects when lifting and handling.

n  Copies of current catalogue descriptions: as far as possible, provide hard copies of your 
current documentation for individual objects and provide some contextual information where 
available. You will need multiple copies, potentially one per user per item

n  Packs containing: Consent form, ‘Response’ forms, Attribution statement, Contextual 
information form and Evaluation form (for examples see Appendix I)

n  Name labels
n  Refreshments
n  Audio, camera and/or film equipment. You may wish to preserve a visual record of the  

session e.g. for use in a project or annual report. If so make sure that you ask for permission 
to photograph or film at the start of the session.
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The prototype data collection forms included in Appendix I offer a suite of questions grouped into 
four areas:

n Securing participants’ consent to use the information and responses they give 
n  Gathering front end contextual information about participants’ use of your and other  

museums / archives 
n Prompting and collecting information and responses to the objects or records
n Securing participants’ agreement on how their input should be attributed
n Gathering personal and contextual information about participants
n  Evaluating the impact of Revisiting Collections focus groups on both external participants  

and staff

4.1 Consent
However the information coming out of the session is to be recorded, it is essential to obtain 
participants’ written consent to use of their contributions in a variety of ways. These might include 
e.g. catalogue entries, finding aids, interpretative materials and exhibition labels. All participants 
must be asked to complete a contributor sheet. Collecting the participant’s name, address and 
signed consent authorises the museum or archive to make public use of the information.

It is useful to tackle this practical issue in advance of the session. A note indicating that 
participants will be asked to give consent for their contributions to be used in a variety of ways 
should be included with the initial invitation to attend the group. It is best to send out a consent 
form to all participants when confirming the arrangements for the event. Either ask them to bring 
the completed form with them to the session or send them a stamped envelope for return. Failing 
this, get them to read and sign the consent forms right at the beginning of the session. It puts 
people’s contributions in a context and demonstrates that the museum or archive service is going 
to value and use what they have to say. 

However, participants must be given the option not to be named or personally identified 	
in	any	attribution	–	see	section	4.6	on	attribution	below

Data Protection Act  
Reassurances of contributors’ legal rights under the Act should be provided; museums and 
archives also need to ensure that they are able to meet the requirements of the Act as set out at 
http://www.informationcommissioner.gov.uk/eventual.aspx?id=10�8&expmovie=1

4.2 Prompt questions
In Revisiting Collection’s development and piloting phases, well designed ‘response forms’ 
with a set of prompt questions were found to be an essential tool for structuring and capturing 
contributors’ responses. By following a standard set of questions it was easier to obtain 
consistency of response across the group and give some focus to the participants’ responses. 
Sessions that did not use structured questions and allowed a free response to the objects 
and records did produce interesting ‘free text’ comment, but less information capable of being 
captured in a structured collections knowledge management system. 

That said, participants were found to respond best to fairly open questions e.g. ‘Which object 
interests you? What do you think about it? Do you like it or anything about it, or not? Why do you 
feel like that about it?’ rather than e.g. ‘Do you know what this is made of?’.

Capturing information4
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Some of the key information that the questions seek to draw from participants is: 

n What is important or interesting to them about the object or record?
n How would they identify and describe the subject areas the material represents or relates to?
n What are their personal responses to the object or record?
n Do they have any direct experience or memories associated with this type of object or record?
n Does the material have any particular personal or cultural resonances for them?
n  How complete and accurate do they find the current catalogue descriptions of the object –do 

they have questions it doesn’t answer?

You will need to tailor the questions you ask to the objectives of your project. You might want 
to start with a selection from the suggested ‘prompt’ questions given on the sample forms in 
Appendix I. You will also want to add your own questions, specific to your project.

4.3 Collecting and recording comments from users
A variety of approaches have been piloted for capturing participants’ responses to the prompt 
questions. Your approach will depend on the objectives of your project, the number of staff 
available and their skills, the availability of audio or moving image recording equipment and, most 
importantly, the nature and communication patterns best suited to your focus group participants.

The table below summarises some of the approaches to data gathering taken by piloting 
museums and archives to date and describes some of the advantages/disadvantages. See also 
the case studies given in Appendix III.

Ways	of	working Advantage Disadvantage

Large group (c.15) of sixth 
form students with a teacher. 
The group were seated 
round a large table. c.�0 
objects were introduced 
and briefly described by c.5 
museum staff, with some 
group discussion. Then each 
student was invited to choose 
an object and respond to the 
prompt questions on paper, 
by drawing a large (A�) ‘mind 
map’ Then they presented to 
the group.

n  Evaluation showed that 
they students enjoyed 
having direct contact with 
the objects, exploring 
their own and listening 
to others’ responses to 
them. They felt they had 
learnt a lot about the 
different meanings of 
objects across cultures. 
They were confident about 
expressing their responses 
to the objects in writing 
and verbally. The structure 
encouraged both personal 
development and group 
understanding

n  Each participant had 1:1 
interaction with only one 
object. Because all chose 
in turn some students didn’t 
have the opportunity to 
comment on the object that 
had most resonance for 
them.

n  The museum staff were 
tempted to talk too much 
when introducing the 
objects and to inject too 
much of their own personal 
interpretation.
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Ways	of	working Advantage Disadvantage

Group of 5 former 
mineworkers with a regionally 
specific mining collection. 5 
museum staff. c.�0 objects 
were divided into 5 themed 
groups and these were briefly 
presented to the whole group 
by museum staff. Then a 
short group discussion of 
c.� objects – this was audio 
recorded. Then 1:1 interviews, 
which covered c. �-5 objects 
per participant – museum 
staff capturing their responses 
to the prompt questions on 
paper.

n  Evaluation showed 
participants greatly enjoyed 
the sessions, felt they had 
both contributed and learnt 
a lot. Initially reluctant to 
break into 1:1 sessions they 
then found they had a lot to 
say and didn’t want to stop!

n  Round up session at the 
end solidified the sense of 
group achievement

n  The museum gathered 
multi-layered information 
about key objects and 
themes and e.g. learnt 
locally specific terminology.

 n  Initially some of the staff 
felt nervous about not 
having sufficient depth of 
knowledge to support 1:1 
sessions. The liveliness of 
the group and participants’ 
willingness to share 
knowledge overcame this.

Small groups of �-4 
participants each with their 
own photocopies of archival 
material or grouped around 
one object. The group was 
supported by a facilitator / 
note-taker who completed a 
group response form

n  This approach was 
stimulating and enjoyable 
for the group. It encouraged 
interaction and new 
insights. It allowed time for 
exploring material in depth 
without the distraction (for 
participants) of form-filling

n  Reasonably accurate 
and detailed recording of 
responses

n  One or two people can 
dominate the ‘group voice’

n  Looking at photocopied 
items is not as satisfactory 
as handling real material, 
but this can be mitigated if 
the real material is put on 
show in the room

n  Puts the facilitator under 
stress of both keeping the 
discussion flowing and 
capturing responses

Individuals worked on their 
own with different items and 
completed their own response 
forms

n  Participants worked at 
their own rate and on what 
interested them

n  Responses were captured 
in their own words

n  This approach 
disadvantages those with 
low confidence in their 
literacy or language skills.

n  Potentially isolating 
/ daunting, with no 
opportunity for participants 
to share responses and 
interpretation, but this can 
be balanced by providing a 
‘sharing opportunity’ at the 
end of the session

Individual paired with a staff 
member who completed 
response form

n  Detailed and accurate 
capture of participant 
responses and thoughts 
and their exact use of 
language

n Comfort of working 1:1

n  Demanding in terms of staff 
resources

n  Potentially intimidating 
– especially if participants 
/ staff members don’t 
feel they have enough 
knowledge / expertise to 
offer 
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Ways	of	working Advantage Disadvantage

Pairs worked together then 
each completed their own 
response forms

n  Participants enjoyed 
discussing and responding 
to material together.

n  Pairs tended to work well 
together with no one person 
dominating

n  Disadvantages those with 
low confidence in their 
literacy or language skills.

n  Form completion occurs 
after discussion and might 
not capture vitality of initial 
response

N.B One pilot involved 
pairs recording each other’s 
responses. This was the least 
effective method for producing 
accuracy and detail and not 
recommended.

Any of the above, but instead 
of filling in the response 
forms during the session, 
audio or moving image 
recording devices are used 
and staff transcribe responses 
subsequently. Forms are still 
used to prompt questions 
and to record consent and 
personal information.

n  Participants’ verbatim and 
detailed responses are 
captured.

n  There is more time 
available for looking at 
and responding to items 
(rather than spending time 
completing the forms)

n  Requires careful set-up so 
that participant responses 
are not drowned out by 
background noise

n  More time-consuming for 
staff transcribing

4.4 Selecting the working method
Deciding how you wish to collect data will depend on who your focus group members are to be, 
and your own resources. Some groups will be confident speakers, willing to talk to the whole 
room and spark off others’ contributions, but some may have language or other communication 
difficulties, be unused to speaking in public and might be more comfortable in 1:1 conversations. 
While young people, for example, may respond well to being filmed or to inputting their thoughts 
straight into a laptop or a website, other groups may be nervous about having their voices 
recorded at all. Pilot sessions to date have shown young people attending in formal education 
groups very willing to express themselves on paper, verbally or through images.

It is important to be flexible and to be prepared to adapt the working methods during the session 
if necessary. In general in groups of up to six the structure of sessions can be fairly informal. With 
more than six, more structure is needed to ensure that everyone can take part and contribute.

If sound recording is not possible and enough staff are available, it is recommended that staff ask 
the prompt questions and complete the response collection forms. This gives participants more 
time to look at and respond to items while providing for accurate recording of their responses. 
However in some pilots staff handed out response forms and participants were happy to write 
down their own responses. This worked especially well with archive material – which might 
demand a period of quiet, close study, and/or with groups in some form of formal education.
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4.5 Audio and moving image recording
The space you use, the equipment to which you have access and the staff to group ratio you  
can support will also dictate how effectively you can use audio or visual recording. A number 
of the pilot organisations used audio recording as either the prime or supplementary means to 
record responses – though always backed up by a form. One pilot filmed a session with 6th  
form students. Some organisations found the technical difficulties of recording in a group  
situation problematic, but others found this an excellent way to gather verbatim responses. 
Capturing participants’ own language is very important and this is the surest way to do it if 
possible. Given appropriate permissions, moving image or audio recordings could be a valuable 
resource to support exhibition or online presentation of the objects or records being discussed. 
Always check recording equipment in situ, in advance, replicating the group situation as nearly  
as possible.

If you plan to use audio recording you will need to obtain participants’ prior consent and factor in 
staff time for transcription and checking.

We would recommend that sound recording always be used in conjunction with the response 
forms.

4.6 Attribution
It is important to explain to participants that archives, museums and the people who use their 
collections and collections information need to understand the sources behind the information 
given in catalogues or exhibition labels – everyone is interested in what is ‘fact’ and what opinion, 
we want to know who is telling us this particular story about this particular object – how do they 
know, what has influenced them? That is why the attribution of information and comment gained 
through Revisiting Collections focus groups is vital. 

Contributions gathered must be clearly attributed to their source in the documentation record. The 
point of view of a museum staff member, an external researcher, an owner or donor and a viewer 
or user of an object may differ for many reasons. This does not mean that any view is wrong, 
or of less value, but the source should be documented in order that users of the information 
can form an appropriate judgement e.g. a former user of a tool or wearer of a garment will have 
specific and unique knowledge of that item.

However, individual focus group participants may prefer that their comments are not attributed to 
them by name, or in any way that will identify them specifically. This is fine, but it is still important 
for you to gather and record as much information as you can to put their responses to the objects 
and records into a meaningful context. You must also get their signed consent for their words to 
be used (see section 4.1 above).

n  As a minimum, they may prefer their contributions simply to be identified to the group 
e.g. ‘Information provided by a member of the Tanzanian Women’s Group at a Revisiting 
Collections focus group session at the Royal Geographical Society, May �007’. 

n  In addition, they may be willing to be referred to by an agreed self-description e.g. ‘Former 
Brookwood nursing staff member (1980s-1990s)’

They may also be willing to provide further information that will give their response a context 
– see section 4.7 below.

The Revisiting Collections museum and the archive toolkits give clear guidelines on capturing 
attribution in catalogues, finding aids, collection information management systems etc.
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4.7 Contextual information
Gathering the personal information beyond name and address asked for on the consent, front-
end evaluation and final evaluation attribution form is highly desirable, but can’t be mandatory. 
The questions about e.g. ethnicity, age group etc would help put the participants’ contribution into 
context. The questions about the participants’ use of museums, archives and other sources could 
be particularly useful if you want your revised catalogue descriptions, finding aids, web based 
information and exhibition labels, etc to be informed by the information retrieval preferences of 
focus group members who form part of potential new audiences.

4.8 Evaluation
You will want to evaluate the impact Revisiting 
Collections has on the people who have 
participated in your focus groups as well as 
your organisation, its staff and, eventually, its 
wider audience. To be meaningful, the impact 
evaluation must look at how participation has 
affected your focus group members and their 
engagement with the museum services. The 
best time to capture initial responses is at the 
end of the focus group session, although you 
might also wish to ask whether people would 
be willing to be interviewed in more depth at 
some point after the sessions. See Section 6 on 
Impact evaluation, below.

Sample evaluation forms for staff and participants are included in Appendix III.

A member of a local history group Revisiting Collections 
with consultant, Len Reilly at Bexley Local Studies and 
Archive Centre 
Photo courtesy of: Bexley Local Studies and Archive Centre
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5.1 Room set-up
Group facilitators need to create a welcoming environment. It is important that groups who do 
not know each other, or who do not know the museum or archive feel comfortable as quickly as 
possible.

The room should be set up to create an informal atmosphere and to allow individuals, pairs etc  
to break from the group circle to work quietly at a table. You might wish to start and end the 
session with a circle of chairs, with smaller tables arranged outside the circle and one large one 
for displaying and selecting the objects, records and contextual information. 

5.2 Introductions and warm-up activities
When a group has not worked together before it can be useful to give all participants name 
labels. All participants and staff should be invited to introduce themselves briefly at the start of  
the session.

As with all focus group work, it might be useful to start with a short warm up session. This needs 
to be chosen to suit your particular group. A very simple example, which 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 that a less challenging, perhaps less personally revealing, exercise 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.

Alternatively, there are a series of group warm up exercises at Appendix II, taken from the 
Revisiting Archives Collection toolkit. In selecting these some considerations will be:

n Are the group new to each other or have they worked together before? 
n  If the group will be working in pairs, a warm-up activity with the person they will be working 

with might be most useful 
n Size of the group and implications for timing
n  Do individuals have mobility or hearing difficulties (which would make an active and noisy 

activity such as Example 1 inappropriate)?
n  Are there any particular sensitivities that might make some of the questions or activities 

uncomfortable for any group members.

The warm up should be kept down to, say, five minutes and can be omitted altogether e.g. if your 
group already know each other.

5.3 Managing the group process
In terms of group process and dynamics, however task-focused the group is, facilitators need 
to be aware of the importance of all participants’ feelings (those brought from outside as well 
as those that arise on the day – perhaps prompted by the objects). You need to be sensitive to 
relationships within the group and any emotional undercurrents that emerge. 

This might simply be a matter of being alert to noticing e.g. if one or two people dominate the 
group. Depending on how you want to run the session with your group, it would be helpful to 
have established strategies to help prevent this at the outset. 

Running the sessions 5



��

If you will be having some group discussion consider:

n setting ground rules about turn-taking
n asking for one feedback point per person
n agreeing that  only one person speaks at a time

If breaking into pairs

n structuring activities so that each person has equal time

It might be a matter of giving space to someone’s feelings. For example, in one of the archive 
pilots a participant became upset and angry at the racist content of some documents. It was 
important that the facilitator took time to validate these feelings and to respect how painful it 
was for this participant. In another (teenage) group, there was a disagreement between two 
participants just before the start. It was important to establish if they needed to resolve their 
disagreement before working together. 

5.4 Ending and reviewing 
the session
Space should be given towards the end of the 
session to allow the whole group to share their 
thoughts about the material and the process. 

You will usually wish to ask participants 
to complete an evaluation form – vital to 
understanding the value and impact of the 
session (see section 6 on evaluation below 
and sample evaluation form at Appendix I). 
A more informal approach would be to invite 
participants to jot down feedback on post-it 
notes – recording one thing they liked/enjoyed 

in the session and one thing that could be improved. This is a quick and simple way of obtaining 
feedback. If your group is not comfortable with recording their own responses on paper it would 
be useful to consider conducting short ‘exit’ interviews (changing staff partners from any 1:1 
sessions held as part of the information gathering).

As part of the project plan, participants should always be given the opportunity for further 
involvement and updates about how their responses and ideas have been used. A group might 
continue to be involved in different ways, for instance:

n working towards a display or exhibition of the project
n  coming back to help re-catalogue or index collections or comment on revised catalogue 

entries / object descriptions / subject guides etc.

The museum or archive must always be careful to give public acknowledgement to the group  
e.g. in any publication or exhibition that comes out of the work. 

Members of a teenage reading group Revisiting Collections 
at Bexley Local Studies and Archive Centre 
Photo courtesy of: Bexley Local Studies and Archive Centre
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5.5 Session structure and timings
A typical Revisiting Collections focus group programme with running times is suggested below. 
The session will need a timekeeper and a leader.

Task Total	running	time

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

n  Give everyone handout pack with Consent, Attribution, 
Contextual information and Evaluation forms and a supply of 
response forms

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

n  Refreshments and name labels provided
(10 mins)

10 mins

� n  Introduction of group members to each other and warm up
(10 mins) 

�0 mins

� n  Introduction to materials and the information about them which 
you are providing. 

n  Introduction to preservation and handling issues and any 
equipment (gloves etc) 

(10 mins) Note: You might want to expand this session to allow 
for some group discussion 

�0 mins

4 Explain how you want to capture their responses to the objects
n  How response forms are to be completed or recordings made
n  Distinction between commenting on the material and 

commenting on the catalogue entries or other documentation 
and what it tells them

n  Need for legibility and including object numbers on the forms.
n  Agree how people will work together
n  How many items they could reasonably look at
n  Roles of staff present
(10 mins) 

40 mins

5 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
(5-10 mins) 

45 -50 mins

6 Studying material, discussion and recording views
(60 mins, based on c.�0 minutes per item)

1 hour 50-55 mins

7 Completion of Attribution forms, and Contextual information forms
Response forms checked for legibility and completeness 
(10 minutes)

1 hour 55 mins –  
� hours

8 Group discussion sharing the experiences of the session
(c.15 minutes)

� hours 5-10 mins

9 Completion of Evaluation forms 
(5 mins)

� hours 15 mins

10 Thanks and session close 
(5 mins)

� hours �0 mins
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Allow between �–� 1/� hours for a session. In the pilots, this was judged to be the maximum 
amount of time for which people were able to concentrate. Any shorter will be too rushed; the 
process is demanding, requiring close examination of materials and recording of information. 

Some groups might welcome the opportunity for a longer shared discussion period at the end 
over refreshments – people might need this wind down period after intensive work and interesting 
dialogues could emerge (and be captured on flip chart or post-it notes). 

5.6 Follow up
It is very important that your focus group members feel that they are part of an ongoing process 
and are making a lasting contribution to your museum’s understanding and interpretation of  
its collections. You should aim to keep them involved in the outcomes of the session. You  
might wish to plan another on site or outreach session to share and invite their comment on 
revised catalogue entries, new captions, new website materials or guides etc. You may wish 
to use the session as a starting point for other involvement, perhaps as volunteer cataloguers, 
interpreters etc.
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Impact evaluation will be an important element of your organisation’s Revisiting Collections 
project plan. This needs to look at organisational impact for the whole project and at learning and 
other outcomes for staff, participants, the organisation and the wider community. 

Evaluation should be an integral part of the focus group process, for both staff and external 
participants. Sample evaluation forms are given in Appendix I. On both, respondents are offered 
a mix of analysable questions (where respondents are asked to ‘strongly agree, agree, neither 
agree nor disagree, disagree or strongly disagree’ with a set of propositions) as well as invitations 
to comment.

The evaluation approach you take will reflect your organisation’s wider evaluation strategy, but it 
is helpful to take account of the methodology and Generic Learning Outcomes (GLOs) that are 
part of the national Inspiring Learning for All (ILFA) framework. ILFA is the Museum, Library and 
Archive (MLA) Council’s self-help improvement model for museums, libraries and archives. It 
provides a framework that supports organisations to review and improve performance. It can help 
develop more effective learning opportunities and create learning environments. See:  
www.inspiringlearningforall.gov.uk

6.1 The ILFA Generic Learning Outcomes
Knowledge	and	Understanding

n Knowing what or about something
n Learning facts or information
n Making sense of something
n Deepening understanding
n How museums, libraries and archives operate
n Making links and relationships between things.

Skills

n Knowing how to do something
n Being able to do new things
n Intellectual skills
n Information management skills
n Social skills
n Communication skills
n Physical skills.

Attitudes	and	Values

n Feelings
n Perceptions
n Opinions about ourselves (e.g. self esteem)
n Opinions or attitudes towards other people
n Increased capacity for tolerance
n Empathy
n Increased motivation
n Attitudes towards an organisation (e.g. a museum, archive or library)
n Positive and negative attitudes in relation to an experience.

Impact evaluation 6
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Enjoyment,	inspiration,	creativity

n Having fun 
n Being surprised 
n Innovative thoughts 
n Creativity
n Exploration, experimentation and making
n Being inspired.

Activity,	behaviour,	progression

n What people do
n What people intend to do
n What people have done 
n Reported or observed actions
n A change in the way that people manage their lives.

6.2 ILFA Generic Social Outcomes
Consideration should also be given to analysing the project outcomes, particularly longer-term 
outcomes, in terms of the Inspiring Learning for All Generic Social Outcomes (GSOs). Currently 
less well established and less widely understood and used than the GLOs, these look at how 
museums, libraries and archives can measure and provide evidence of their impact in three key 
areas: ‘Stronger and safer communities’, ‘Strengthening public life’ and ‘Health and well being’. 
While the GLOs are useful for evaluating projects’ immediate outcomes for both individuals and 
organisations, GSOs can provide evidence of longer-term impact.

Stronger	&	Safer	Communities

n Improving group and inter-group dialogue and understanding 
n Supporting cultural diversity and identity 
n Encouraging familial ties and relationships 
n Tackling the fear of crime and anti-social behaviour 
n Contributing to crime prevention and reduction. 

Strengthening	Public	Life

n  Encouraging and supporting awareness and participation in local decision-making and  
wider civic and political engagement 

n Building the capacity of community and voluntary groups 
n Providing safe, inclusive and trusted public spaces 
n  Enabling community empowerment through the awareness of rights, benefits and  

external services 
n  Improving the responsiveness of services to the needs of the local community, including  

other stakeholders. 

Health	&	Well	Being

n  Encouraging healthy lifestyles and contributing to mental and physical well being 
n  Supporting care and recovery 
n  Supporting older people to live independent lives 
n  Helping children and young people to enjoy life and make a positive contribution 

The identifiable impacts relate closely to relevant sections of the Department for Communities 
and Local Government’s National Indicator set, currently the only measures on which central 
government will performance manage outcomes delivered by local government working alone 
or in partnerships e.g.: ‘Stronger communities’, ‘Safer communities’, ‘Children & Young People’, 
‘Adult health and wellbeing’, ‘Tackling exclusion and promoting equality’.
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Draft focus group data collection forms 

These	cover:
n Securing participants’ consent to use the information and responses they give
n  Gathering front end contextual information about participants use of your and other  

museums / archives 
n Prompting and collecting information and responses to the objects or records
n Securing participants’ agreement on how their input should be attributed
n Gathering personal and contextual information about participants
n Evaluating the impact of Revisiting Collections focus groups on focus group participants 
n Evaluating the impact of Revisiting Collections focus groups on staff

1 SAMPLE DRAFT FORM FOR:
n Securing participants’ consent to use the information and responses they give
n  Gathering front end contextual information about participants use of your and other  

museums / archives	

Notes: It is preferable to provide participants with this form before the session, giving them a 
stamped addressed envelope to return it or asking them to bring it along when they attend.  
This will avoid participants feeling ‘put on the spot’. However, if this is not possible, explain the 
need for consent and ask participants to complete the form at the start of the session

[Museum/Archive service logo]

Museum	/	Archive	name:

Focus	group	name:

Focus	Group	Date:

Thank you for agreeing attend our Revisiting Collections focus group session at ... on ... 
The session will be held at ... and we expect it to run until no later than ... We will have light 
refreshments available.

We look forward very much to hearing your views on the objects/records and information we 
have brought together and will value what you tell us. We would like to be able to use what you 
say to improve how we identify and describe the objects in a number of ways – for example in our 
catalogues, on exhibition labels or on our website. It is entirely up to you whether you want to be 
identified by name, but either way we do need your consent to use the information you give us. If 
you are happy with that please sign below:

Your	name:

Your	signature:

Date:

Appendix I
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Please take a moment to tell us about your experience  
of  museums / archives:
Have	you	visited	this	museum	/	archive	before?

 Yes  No

Have	you	previously	visited	any	other	museums	/	archives	(please	tick	all	that	apply)?

 In [region]  In Britain  Elsewhere  Never

If	in	[region]	could	you	tell	us	which	museum(s)	/	archive(s)?

If	you	have	visited	this	or	another	museum	/	archive	in	[region]	was	you	most		
recent	visit:

 In last 6 months  In last year  �-5 years ago  longer ago

If	you	have	visited	this	or	another	museum	/	archive	in [your region] did	you	last	visit

 Alone  With other adult(s)  With child/children

Do	you	remember,	was	it	to	see	a	temporary	exhibition?

 Yes  No  Don’t know

What	words	might	best	describe	how	you	felt	about	your	visit	and	what	you	saw?

  I enjoyed it   Some objects 
/ records 
stood out for 
me

  Interested   Bored    Not relevant 
to me

  Inspired   I’ll go back    Some things 
were familiar

 Uncomfortable    I learnt 
something 
unexpected

   Too much  
to read

   Don’t think I 
learnt much 

   Didn’t 
answer my 
questions

   I won’t go 
back soon

   Nothing 
there felt 
familiar 

Would	you	like	to	say	anything	more	about	how	you	feel	about	museums	/	archives	in	
general?
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2 SAMPLE DRAFT FORM FOR:
n Prompting and collecting information and responses to the objects or records 

Notes: There are many different ways to run a session (discussed at Section 5 above). 
Sometimes focus group participants will be invited to write their responses to the prompt 
questions, sometimes they will be interviewed and their responses recorded on paper or 
electronically.

Some sample prompt questions are given below. You will want to modify the list and add  
anything that you feel is particularly relevant to your project here. The idea is to capture not  
only what the focus group participant might know about the object / record, but also what  
feelings it generates for them, what it relates to in their own lives or culture and what they  
want to know abut it. Although some selection is inevitable, the staff facilitator must be careful  
to capture the participant’s use of language in describing the item and their responses to it.

[Museum/Archive service logo]

Museum	/	Archive	name:

Focus	group	name:

Focus	Group	Date:

PLEASE	COMPLETE	ONE	FORM	FOR	EACH	OBJECT

Object	name:

Object	Number:

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

Looking at the information we’re able to provide about it 
Note: this might be e.g. a sample caption, information you currently provide online, a full 
catalogue record etc.

n Is it easy to understand?
n Do you think it’s accurate (as far as it goes)?
n Does it tell you enough?
n Does it tell you the right things? What else would you like to see there?
n Does it describe the object from just one point of view?
n  What about the language – are there other words you would like to see used to describe  

the object and its significance?
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3 SAMPLE DRAFT FORM FOR:
n Securing participants’ agreement on how their input should be attributed
n Gathering personal and contextual information about participants
n Evaluating the impact of Revisiting Collections focus groups on focus group participants 

Note: This is for handing out at the end of the session – make sure there is adequate time 
allowed for people to fill it in – perhaps with more refreshments available

[Museum/Archive service logo]

Museum	/	Archive	name:

Focus	group	name:

Focus	Group	Date:

Your	name:

Thank you for joining today’s session. We hope you have enjoyed it
Attribution

When people look at the information we provide about our objects they want to know our source: 
Is what we say just the museum’s opinion? Have we done research? Is it what the original owner 
told us? or Has someone from outside the museum helped us?

You have helped us today. We would like to record and acknowledge your help, but we 
appreciate you may not wish to be identified by name. Please tell us:

May	we	use	your	name	only	in	our	catalogue	record	for	internal	use	only?	  Yes   No

May	we	use	your	name	in	any	published	catalogue?	  Yes   No

May	we	use	your	name	in	an	exhibition	caption?	  Yes   No

May	we	use	your	name	on	our	website?		  Yes   No

If you prefer your name not to be used is there any specific description of yourself that you  
would like used – especially as it describes your relation to the objects you have seen today  
(e.g. worked at XX 19xx-19xx)? [Note: You will wish to change this example to suit your 
group]
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About today’s session
We would be very grateful if you are willing to give us a little more information about yourself and 
how you feel about today’s session:

What	words	might	best	describe	how	you	felt	about	today’s	session?	(please	circle	any	
that	apply)?*

  Relaxed   Emotional  Uncomfortable   Boring    Too short

   The objects 
/ records 
didn’t mean 
much to me

   I enjoyed 
hearing other 
people’s 
opinions

   Stimulating   I learnt 
something 
new

   I’m more 
interested in 
the museum 
/ archive now

   I didn’t have 
enough to 
say

   I had a lot  
to say 

   Enjoyable    The things  
I saw meant 
a lot to me

   Too long

Other? Do please tell us!

What	was	the	best	part	of	the	session	for	you?

Do	you	think	you’ve	learnt	anything?		  Yes   No

Comment:

Has	the	museum	/	archive	/	group	learnt	anything	from	you?		  Yes   No

Comment:

Has	it	changed	how	you	feel	about	the	museum	/	archive	and	it’s	collections?	  Yes   No

Please	tell	us	how:
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What next?
Would	you	like	to	know	how	the	information	you	have	given	us	is		

being	used?	  Yes   No

[Note: This might be too open ended for you – you could limit to asking if they want to be 
informed about progress on your specific project]

Might	you	be	interested	in	getting	more	involved	with	the	museum	/		

archive	collections?		  Yes   No

Would	you	be	prepared	to	talk	more	to	us	about	today’s	session	and	how		
the	museum	/	archive	uses	your	information?	(probably	a	short	telephone		

conversation)	  Yes   No

If	yes	to	any	of	the	above,	how	would	you	like	us	to	contact	you?

By	post:	Your	address	will	not	be	shared,	added	to	our	catalogue	or	made	public	in		
any	way:

	 	 	 Postcode

Would	you	prefer	us	to	contact	you	by	email?		  Yes*   No

*e-address:

Or	telephone?

More about you
It will help us to know a little more about you, but there is no need for you to answer these 
questions if you prefer not to 

Your	Age:	  Under �0  �1-40  41-65  over 65

Are	you:  Male  Female

How	would	you	describe	your	ethnicity?		Please	tick	one	description

 White UK  Black British  Black African  Black Caribbean

 Asian British  South Asian  Chinese

White	other	(please	describe):

Mixed	race		(please	describe):
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Other	(please	describe):

How	long	have	you	lived	in	[your region]	(please	tick	one	answer)?:

 All/most of my life  over 10 years  under 10 years

Where	else	have	you	lived?

What	has	been	your	main	occupation?
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4 SAMPLE DRAFT FORM FOR:
n Evaluating the impact of Revisiting Collections focus groups on staff 

Note: This is for distribution to staff that have participated in the focus group element of the 
project within a maximum of one month after their final session. It also includes evaluation of 
any training given to prepare staff for the project. The questions have been designed to enable 
analysis by the ILFA generic learning outcomes.

[Museum/Archive service logo]

REVISITING	COLLECTIONS	AT	[name of museum/archive service]

Very many thanks for the commitment, enthusiasm and expertise you’ve brought to Axe’s 
Revisiting Collections programme. As you know, we need to assess the impact and success of 
the programme on our organisation, staff and users. As part of this, I would be very grateful if you 
could spare a few minutes of your time to complete this short questionnaire about your personal 
experience of the project so far and to return your response to me by [deadline date].

The form is a mix of analysable data questions and invitations to comment. I will be delighted to 
have any comments you would like to make. What you say will inform the evaluation report, but  
I won’t include any attributable quotes.

I am happy to receive the form in either hard copy or by email and to receive it anonymously if 
you do not wish to add your name.

[Insert name and contact details of person responsible for project evaluation here]

Your	expectations: Strongly	
agree

Agree Neither	agree	
nor	disagree

Disagree Strongly	
disagree

I expected we would learn some-
thing new about the objects / records 
in our collections

I expected we would forge new links 
with people in our local community

I felt we already do a lot of the work 
with our collections and community 
that Revisiting Collections addresses

I felt the focus group sessions would 
be challenging to set up and run

Please	comment:
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The	Training:
If you attended the training event at 
xxx, please say if after the day:

Strongly	
agree

Agree Neither	agree	
nor	disagree

Disagree Strongly	
disagree

I understood the Revisiting 
Collections method and what it’s for

I felt confident we could run a 
successful Revisiting Collections 
session in our museum 

Please	comment:

The	Sessions Strongly	
agree

Agree Neither	agree	
nor	disagree

Disagree Strongly	
disagree

The sessions were enjoyable 
– everyone got involved

It was exciting to talk in depth 
about the objects – I gained new 
knowledge about them and/or how 
they were used

Group members’ responses to the 
objects were powerful, thought 
provoking

Sometimes the sessions were 
unpredictable, surprising

It was a lot of effort for quite a small 
amount of information gained

Please	comment:
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Using	the	Revisiting Collections	
approach	in	the	future

Strongly	
agree

Agree Neither	agree	
nor	disagree

Disagree Strongly	
disagree

I’d be confident to run or join another 
Revisiting Collections focus group 
session in our museum

I’d make changes to how we run a 
session next time

I’ve learnt things from using the 
Revisiting Collections approach that 
I’ll use again in my work – either with 
groups or individuals

I don’t really think this approach is an 
effective use of time and resources 
for our museum

Please	comment:

If	you	are	thinking	to	use	all	or	part	of	the	Revisiting Collections	method	in	your	work	
could	you	tell	me	how?

I’d	very	much	welcome	any	further	comments	you’d	like	to	make	on	the	project	or	the	
Revisiting Collections	approach:

Your	name	(optional):

Your	Museum/	Archive	(optional):

Very many thanks for you time
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The series of focus group warm up activities given here form part of the Revisiting Archives 
Collections toolkit 

Activity 1: Mix and Match
Timing: 10 minutes for up to 10 people (longer if the group is larger)

This	activity	is	active	and	energetic	–	it	gets	a	group	moving	around	and	can	be	noisy.	It	
is	good	for	breaking	the	ice	when	a	group	and	the	facilitator(s)	are	new	to	each	other	as	
people find points of connection.

Choose 10 statements that interest you (it doesn’t have to apply to you) – tick these in the left-
hand column.

Then find 10 different people who match each of the ticked statements. 

1. Plays or has played a team sport

�. Comes from a large family

�. Speaks more than one language

4. Plays a musical instrument

5. Hates getting up in the morning

6. Likes bright clothes

7. Has at least one brother or sister

8. Follows a soap (radio or television)

9. Shares the same star sign as you

10. Enjoys cooking

11. Is mixed heritage

1�. Recycles

1�. Has visited/would like to visit China

14. Does voluntary work

15. Loved school

16. Likes trying new foods

17. Collects something

Appendix II
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Warm-up Activity 2: Unique Introductions
Timing: 10-15 minutes depending on the size of the group

This activity works well as a warm-up in any group. It is moderately active and energising. It can 
provide points of interest or connection between participants. 

Give each person (including facilitators) a post-it note, pen, piece of paper

Ask each person to write down one unique thing about themselves that they think no one else in 
the group knows about them (and that they are happy for everyone to know!)

If necessary give a couple of examples – ‘I can do the splits’, ‘I know how to say ‘what is your 
name’ in 5 different languages’ ‘I was born in an ambulance on the way to the hospital’ etc

Then,	for	groups	who	know	each	other:

n  Collect post-it notes on flip chart and number them.
n  Ask pairs to spend two minutes guessing which statement belongs to whom – they can  

share their own
n  Read each statement and ask the person who owns it to stand up (and take a bow)
n  People can tot up how many they guessed correctly. You might want to award a small prize!

For	groups	who	don’t	know	each	other:

n  Ask them to share their name and what is on their post-it notes
n  Each pair to introduce their partner and one unique thing about their partner to the rest  

of the group

Warm-up Activity 3: Rounds
Timing: 1 minute per participant

This activity works well as a warm-up in any group. It gives everyone a chance to speak briefly 
so is helpful for breaking the ice if one or two participants are particularly shy. The topic can be 
varied to suit the group. 

The facilitator can start the round off. Each person in the group has 1 minute to say 
something about a selected topic e.g.:  

n What’s on top (something occupying my mind at the moment)
n One happy, one difficult and one trivial thing that has happened to me recently
n My journey here was...
n I’m looking forward to...
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Warm-up Activity 4: Names
Timing: � minutes per participant

This activity works well as an informal warm-up in any group.  It gives everyone the opportunity  
to say something personal about their name and its origins. For a group who are new to each 
other, it helps participants to learn each other’s names; for groups who have worked together 
before participants often share something new about themselves.

This activity can be run in pairs with pairs then introducing each other, or as a ‘round’ in the  
whole group.

If the facilitator knows the names of all group members in advance of the session, various 
websites can be used to look up the meanings of participants’ names e.g.

www.namesite.com
www.thenewparentsguide.com
www.google.co.uk

Ask	each	person	to	say	something	about	their	name:

n Does your name (or names) have a particular meaning that you know of?
n Who gave you your name?
n What do you like or dislike about your name?
n What are your family and cultural traditions around names? 
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CASE STUDIES
Case study 1

Trialling	the	Revisiting Museum Collections	Methodology	at	University	
College	London	(UCL),	2006

1.	 Introduction	and	Overview

At the time of writing, UCL Museums and Collections are undergoing a period of transition in 
their documentation procedures and infrastructure. They are in the process of transferring their 
many collections-specific database systems over to one common collections-wide collections 
management system in the form of a bespoke Adlib Museum database. This new database 
makes use of current SPECTRUM standards and consists in agreed fields for use by all UCL 
collections. This timing has placed UCL Museums and Collections in an ideal position to pilot 
and implement the Revisiting Museum Collections toolkit, embedding the recommended 
units of information into its systems and procedures from the outset and examining how they 
work in practice. Moreover, the collections currently work with audiences and special interest 
groups throughout London that have the potential to provide an important source of contextual 
information about the objects held in the University’s collections. With UCL’s branding as 
London’s Global University, it seems particularly important that its Museums and Collections 
should be involved with this project, aimed as it is at opening up museum documentation to a 
broader audience. It also complements the Collections’ own drive to attract new audiences and 
develop their outreach and community-based programmes.

Among its many collections, UCL Museums and Collections include four fully registered and 
accredited Museums: The Grant Museum of Zoology and Comparative Anatomy, the Petrie 
Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, the UCL Art Collections, and the Geology Collection.  
These Museums were selected to participate in the MLA London Revisiting Collections project 
using two groups consisting of people from the local community with whom they work on their 
outreach programme. 

2.	 Process

2.1	The	Focus	Groups

We decided on two focus groups from among the groups that UCL works with on a regular 
basis. The groups were made up of parents from two North London primary schools: DH Primary 
School and SH Primary School. Both schools are in Haringey and the groups consisted of people 
from diverse backgrounds including the West Indies, Somalia, India, Algeria and Turkey. The 
members of the groups also differed in their occupations, although many worked as classroom 
assistants or worked with children in some capacity, as well as being parents of primary school 
aged children.

2.2	Method

Because the parents groups were largely unfamiliar with all four of the collections involved in the 
Revisiting Collections project, we decided to proceed in three stages. 

(1) Outreach Visit with Object-Handling Session

We began with a visit to the group in the school environment where they usually meet, taking a 
small selection of objects drawn from the Petrie Museum and from the Grant Museum loans box.

Appendix III
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(�) UCL-based Object-Handling Session

This was followed by a visit to UCL where they encountered other objects selected for the 
UCL-based session, this time from all four collections, and were asked to share their thoughts, 
memories, knowledge and reactions to the objects.

(�) Return to UCL to see comments as exhibit labels

After these sessions we then ran a follow-up visit where the groups could see their comments 
displayed next to the objects that they had handled in the form of labels which fitted with the 
respective collection’s interpretation strategy. All members of the group expressed an interest in 
returning to at least one of the collections and some requested that they be kept up-to-date with 
forthcoming Museum events.

2.2.1	The	outreach	school	visits

8th March �006 – DH Primary School visit
��rd March �006 – SH Primary School visit

For the initial visits to the two schools, we resolved to do a number of things. First, we wanted  
to give the parents and teachers involved with the groups a chance to get to know some of the  
UCL staff involved in the project so they would be more comfortable when it came to the  
UCL-based sessions. Second, we wanted to introduce them to the concept of documentation,  
the way in which documentation is done in museums and what the museums are trying to 
achieve. In doing this, we wanted to point out the lack of personal response and context in  
these records. Third, we wanted to explain the ways in which their feedback and responses 
would be captured, the significance their responses had and could have to give them an idea  
of how that data might be used.

We began each Outreach session with some introductory remarks about the project and UCL 
Museums and Collections, and some discussion of museums in general. We then ran a handling 
session where the members of the group could talk about and respond to the objects. They 
were first presented with objects from the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology and then with 
objects from the Grant Museum of Zoology loans box. The same objects were used for both 
Outreach sessions. Feedback was given verbally and by comments written by group members 
on post-its, at these sessions some comments and remarks by parents were written down by one 
of the UCL Collections staff present. We also discussed with each group possible themes for the 
UCL-based sessions, in particular the theme of “Mother Earth”. However, both focus groups were 
happy to take a less thematic approach to the sessions.

2.2.2	The	UCL-based	focus	group	sessions

��nd March �006 –visit from DH Primary School group
�0th March �006 –visit from SH Primary School group

We decided to approach the two UCL-based sessions slightly differently for each group. We 
varied the objects used for the sessions very little, altering only those from the art collection due 
to the changing venues as detailed below. Each Museum provided between five and ten objects 
illustrating various aspects of their collection. We varied the location in which the focus group 
sessions were conducted. The first session with the DH Primary School was held in the Strang 
Print Room which, as well as providing storage for thousands of prints, is the exhibition space 
for the UCL Art Collections. It contained not only the objects that had been selected for the focus 
groups but also the permanent and temporary exhibitions for the Art Collections. The second 
session with the SH Primary School parents group was held in a more neutral “classroom” 
setting. This room contained only the objects selected for the Revisiting Collections session.  
We were interested to see the effect that the different environments had on the kind of feedback 
that the groups were giving. 
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A number of methods were used to record the comments that were given in the course of 
the sessions. Comments were primarily recorded by UCL Collections staff in the course of 
conversation with the members of the focus group. While one staff member would talk to the 
visitor, another would record their responses. Audio recording equipment was used initially 
with the first group, after some internal UCL discussion over advantages and disadvantages of 
different audio-visual options. However, the quality of the recording equipment, combined with 
the size of the rooms meant that much of the recorded information was unusable. In subsequent 
visits such methods were not employed. In addition to this method of recording, two written forms 
of recording were employed. Participants were offered the choice of a printed feedback form on 
A4 paper (see section �.� below), or the opportunity to write their comments on to post-it notes 
which they then stuck next to the objects they had chosen to comment on. 

Both sessions followed roughly the same structure. At the start of each session, members of the 
focus groups and UCL staff introduced themselves saying something about where they were 
from or what they did for a living. This enabled us to gather information about the participants’ 
backgrounds. Participants were then asked to examine the objects chosen for the focus group 
sessions and identify one specimen that they would like to talk about. Some of the parents 
discussed the objects in pairs while others looked at the objects individually. They asked 
questions about the objects as they looked around. While looking at the objects and asking 
questions, some of the members of the focus group gave quite detailed comments on the 
specimens. These were noted by collections staff.

Once everyone had finished looking at the objects and chosen their favourites, the focus group 
re-gathered and everyone made notes about the objects that had especially interested them 
and/or had significance for them. They wrote their comments on post-it notes to stick next to the 
object or they filled in the feedback form prepared for the visit with simplified versions of the units 
of information found in the toolkit. Having written their comments, members of the focus group 
then spoke individually about the objects that interested them most to the rest of the group.

After feeding-back to the group and several interesting discussions, which were prompted by, but 
did not directly concern, the objects, the second focus group discussed their views of museums 
in general. The consensus was that there is not enough information available at the museums 
they have visited. They find many audio guides too difficult to use. They prefer to talk to a person 
either in a tour or one-to-one. They would appreciate having someone in the museum whom they 
could question about objects. In big museums, they do not always find an attendant and when 
they do the attendant is not always approachable. They would like to see more guided tours 
and more people to answer questions. In terms of taking their children to museums, they find 
that “hands-on” activities are best. Here “hands-on” includes art, informal educational activities 
and handling sessions, as well as interactive displays and computerised activities. They found 
that displays are not always at children’s heights and so they find they cannot really enjoy 
the museum experience other than in specific activity areas. They do appreciate these areas 
however. Another interesting point came up relating to the use of question-asking by museums. 
There was a suggestion from the parents that signage might include questions for them to think 
about or to pose to their children. One parent mentioned a session that was run as a series of 
questions. This allows parents to know the kind of questions that they should be asking both of 
their children and of the museums themselves. 
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From the range of questions and opinions in 
the Outreach Visits, we made the decision 
not to provide existing documentation to the 
participants with the objects that they examined. 
Instead, curators were on hand to answer 
any questions that the participants had about 
the objects. We could then capture the kind 
of information they were interested in finding 
out. The kinds of questions asked varied with 
the collection from which the object originated. 
Questions for the Grant Museum specimens 
included information about where the specimen 
came from, what size the animal grows to, 
how old the animal was when it died, what the 

specimen is, what part of the animal it came from and what the animal eats. For the objects from 
the Petrie Museum, the archaeological material prompted more questions on function and form, 
fewer on material, and questions and opinions touched on the historical and cultural background. 
Geology Collection questions concerned mainly how the rocks were formed, the uses they can 
be put to, the age of the rocks and where they are found. 

2.3	Feedback	Form

How your data-entry or display label might look:

PARENT	GROUP	VISIT	TO	UCL	MUSEUMS	AND	COLLECTIONS	30th	MARCH	2006

My	name	is (how would you like to be known to other visitors to the collection)?

I	was	born	at

Why	are	you	at	the	collection	today?

Which	object	interests	you?

What	do	you	think	about	it?	(Do	you	like	it	or	anything	about	it,	or	not?)

Why	do	you	feel	like	that	about	it?

2.4	Objects	Used

Grant Museum:

Y1507  Tawny Owl
S1��  Basket Star
  Hawksbill Turtle
P575  Queen Conch
W���  Surinam Toad
Z�4�  Elephant tusk with bullet
  Python Skin
6.A.1  Bisected Wallaby head
Z67�  Walrus Baculum
Z�90  Brown Bear Skull
S�48  Three-banded armadillo carapace

North London schoolchildren Revisiting Collections at 
University College London 
Photo courtesy of: The Grant Museum of Zoology, UCL
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Petrie Museum:

UC 888  faience lotus necklace-end  1�50 BC
UC 1�875 blue faience scarab   1�00 BC
UC 15644 stone vase    �500 BC
UC 16666 upper part of stone figure of woman 1800 BC
UC 40819 red jasper ear-ring   1�00 BC
UC 556�� stone inscription, with name of king �50 BC
UC 58598 wood comb    AD 1000?
UC 6�061-� bronze chisels    �500/1500 BC
UC 6�547 bronze tweezers   1400 BC?

Art Collection:

1.  Peter King: Figure (Sculpture)
�.  Rosemary Young, cast by Reg Butler: Figure and Cow (Sculpture)
�.  Wyndham Lewis: Stooping Nude Child (Drawing, 1900), SDC600� 
4.  Stanley Spencer: Scene in Paradise (Drawing), EDC659�
5.  Hendrik Goudt: Ceres Seeking Her Daughter (Print, 1610), EPC1170
6.  Anthony Gross: Pujol (Print), EPC�706
7.  Frank A. Perret: Vesuvio Eruzione Aprile 1906 (Photograph, 1906), LDUCG700��
8.  Anonymous: Vesuvius, October 1880 (Painting, 1880), LDUCG70009
9.  Gwen John: Portrait Group (Drawing), EDC�451
10.  Giuseppe Vasi: A Prospect of the City of Rome from Monte Gianicolo (Print, 1765), EPC�476
11.  Rosemary Young, cast by Reg Butler: Figure and Cow (Sculpture)
1�.  Wyndham Lewis: Stooping Nude Child (Drawing, 1900), SDC600� 
1�.  Drawing from Slade School of Fine Art: Nude Figure (�0th Century)
14.  Drawing from Slade School of Fine Art: Nude Figure (�0th Century)
15.  Drawing from Slade School of Fine Art: Nude Figure (�0th Century).

Additional object viewers responded to:

Two Anonymous Artists: A Collection of Forty-Eight Views of Volcanic Eruptions (Paintings), 
LDUCG71104

Geology Collection:

1. Pyrite cubes (Mineral, Fool’s Gold)
�. Flourite (Mineral)
�. Ropey Lava (Igneous Rock)
4. Ammonite (Jurassic Fossil)
5. Migmatite (Igneous Rock)

2.5	Some	sample	responses:

Small	Egyptian	Pot,	Petrie	Museum

My experience of this is if you wake up in the morning and use this powder after two minutes 
it can help clear infections. This is very good. It usually has black powder and silver bits, very 
important for eyes 

Karine,	Teaching	Assistant	
SH Primary School Parent’s  Group
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Egyptian	copper	implements,	Petrie	Museum

I found it interesting to know that Egyptians used what natural materials they found around them 
for making things they needed. Good for the environment. We should learn from them

It’s very similar to what Northern Nigerians use. They have “black chalk” from nature in little pots 
with sticks to apply it to their eyelids to make their eyes brighter and beautiful. Interesting to know 
that this was used far back by Egyptians.

Florence,	Nigeria,	Volunteer	at	School	
SH Primary School Parent’s Group

Section	of	Elephant	Tooth	with	Bullet	Embedded,	Grant	Museum	of	Zoology

Ivory used to be really sought after didn’t it? 

It’s such a shame to kill the whole animal just for the tusk

Florence,	Nigeria,	Volunteer	at	School	
SH Primary School Parent’s  Group

It’s just fascinating. If it was shot in the tusk, it wouldn’t have hurt it. Never seen a cross section 
of a tusk before, that’s quite strange. That’s ivory isn’t it? Like my piano keys. She had an ivory 
necklace but never realised where it came from. When you make the connection, it’s quite 
shocking.

Discussion of animals and vegetarianism and making the connection between what you eat 
etc and the animal. She told a story about how her daughter first made the connection. It was 
during one of the family trips to Morocco where her husband is from. It was just before Eid ul 
Adha when the family was going to sacrifice a sheep for the festival. Their daughter had become 
very attached to the sheep which had been tied up outside. Parveen had wanted to shield 
her daughter from the slaughter of the sheep. However, her daughter had got up early on the 
morning of the sacrifice and had seen the whole thing. She found it very upsetting but had eaten 
the meat in the evening nonetheless.

Parveen,	Primary	School	Teacher	
SH Primary School Parent’s Group

She was very used to seeing ivory in India but never thought about it. She has seen many 
ornaments.

Drawn to the tusk. It makes her think about its power. How we have power and abuse it by killing 
such a beautiful thing. We make ornaments out of it. She is saddened by the treatment  
of animals. 

Veena,	Group	Co-ordinator	
SH Primary School Parent’s Group

Speculated about the discovery of the use of ivory. Suggested that it might have been found on a 
dead elephant. In Nigeria you see skin and ornaments in rich people’s homes.

Florence,	Nigeria,	Volunteer	at	School	
SH Primary School Parent’s Group
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Even though you might condemn the use of Ivory and hunting, you have to remember that people 
do such things to survive.

Barbara,	Volunteer	in	Art	Collection	
UCL during SH visit

The bullet in the tusk makes me think of the injustice in the world and the power humans inflict on 
animals.

Veena,	Group	Co-ordinator	
SH Primary School Parent’s Group

Makes me feel sad – to think that this magnificent creature was shot for its tusk. Fascinating how 
the bone seems to have grown round the bullet.

Parveen,	Primary	School	Teacher	
SH Primary School Parent’s Group

2.6	Return	visit	to	see	comments	as		
exhibit	labels

After the success of the initial focus group 
sessions we decided to invite the participants 
in the focus groups back for a return visit. 
We did this for three reasons. First, the focus 
groups had consisted of objects from four 
collections but these had been displayed away 
from their home collections. We wanted to 
give the participants a chance to spend some 
time in the collections themselves. Second, 
we also wanted to give them a chance to see 
the possible uses that might be made of their 

comments by making up display labels showing their comments and some of their personal 
details. Finally, it was important to the focus groups that their children should have the opportunity 
to see the collections. Most of the members of the original focus groups attended the return 
sessions. However a number of parents from the school parents group who had not come to the 
initial sessions also attended. These labels were designed to fit in with the host museum’s own 
interpretation.
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The labels were very well 
received by all members 
of the parents groups and 
a number of the original 
participants in the focus 
groups gave us further 
feedback. They also 
prompted their children to 
respond to the objects. The 
use of the post-it notes to 
encourage further feedback 
was particularly effective. 
The parents encouraged their 
children to make use of these 
post-it notes as well as to 
draw the objects on display.
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Case study 2

Trialling	the	Revisiting Archives Collections	toolkit	at	Bexley	Archives,	
King’s	College	and	the	Royal	Geographical	Society,	2007

Example	1:	Responses	to	Bexley	school	logbooks

LAX/STP/2/1	Infant	School	Log	Book	1866-1886	Joan	Bishop	(CTA)

Pupil numbers increased greatly between 1866 and 1896. Children seem to do the same naughty 
things as today [and] were given moral lectures on these; stealing, being noisy, throwing stones 
etc. New building, but not happy as all noise heard! Sent home for being dirty. Parent complained 
as children kept in, told must take child away if not going to abide by the rules. One 15 year old 
was taken on as a teacher. Lots of poetry [and] songs seem to be learnt. 1886 visit to Colonial 
exhibition. Older girls sent. Pupils returned from the hop picking, fair in Village.

LAX/STP/2/2	Infant	School	Log	Book	1886-1899	Barbara	Brunner	(CTA)

Annie Louise Jury Nov 3rd 1896 Scholarship was my teacher. Priest played a very prominent 
part, more so than when I attended in 1932 at he age of 5 years. Rev Peter Collins seemed to 
have had many holidays.

LAX/STP/2/10	Boys’	School	Log	Book	1929-1942	Sheila	Taylor	(CTA)

It’s a diary of what was happening to me at the time. I was at the Girls School and we were 
transferred across to the boys school when our school got bombed. They formed a prep school 
at the Central School, which we went to before school hours. The teachers in this diary used to 
teach my mother and some of them me.

It is really thorough and detailed, probably kept by head teacher, day-to-day account, which even 
gives details of individuals being sick. It’s brought back memories of exactly what it was like at the 
time. We had lots of bombing in Crayford. I remember seeing the planes coming over dropping 
bombs because we were on the flight path to and from London. Plus Vickers was in Crayford.

LAX/STP/2/16	Primary	School	Log	Book	1991-1997	Linran	Deng	(TRG)

It talked more about teachers and head teachers than students. Probably they thought everything 
the head did was import[ant]. I was expecting schools where you didn’t have to take exams for. 

Example	2:	Free	text	descriptions	form	Royal	Geographical	Society	Revisiting	
Archives	Collections	session	

Free text descriptions form Royal Geographical Society Revisiting Archives Collections session

Grant, C. H. B. Capt

Control	number: 069786

Class	number:	 069786

Personal	Author: Grant, C. H. B. Capt 

Physical	descrip: bw, fair

Geographic	term: Africa (Region)--Waha Girls--Ushingo--Kasulu--19�1-�--Tanzania 
– adolescence – puberty – costume – traditional dress*
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‘My tribe is Manyema, this is Waha. This reminds me of the cultural tradition where we come from 
(the same region but different tribes) of playfully mocking each other. For example at our funerals 
the Waha come and help but try to make us laugh by joking about what has happened, which is 
their way of being there for you. At weddings you have to pay them their due, acknowledging their 
presence in your life for good fortune.’  

Comment made by MM at Revisiting Archive Collections session

* New subject key words suggested at Revisiting Archive Collections session

Carruthers	Collection	ADC/6

Boundary Commission Report; survey of boundary between Malawi and German East Africa / 
Tanganyika

‘This reminds me that before colonialisation Africa was one huge country. They are using 
triangulation for the boundaries, but that has nothing to do with Africa; it is just the implementation 
of the Belgian Accord and part of the colonial process.  Indeed the role of the Africans in the 
process does not come out well, if they are referred to at all it is just as porters – they may as well 
have been donkeys.

Also this reminds me of my own family’s story. My maternal grandfather migrated from what is 
now Northern Zambia; he was a nomad and travelled across various ‘frontiers’ including this one 
while hunting elephants and he came to Kilwa on the coast of Tanzania. He settled there and was 
converted to Islam. He then went back home and persuaded his two brothers to come back to 
Kilwa with him where they all settled. Those boundaries didn’t exist for them.’

Comment made by MJ at Revisiting Archive Collections session

Example	3:	Free	text	responses	to	items	from	the	Embleton	Collection	at	Kings 
Free	text	responses	to	items	from	the	Embleton	Collection	at	Kings

EMBLETON
1/8/1

[1940] Two copies of Victory is vital! Germans would rob West 
Africans of their product. With black and white illustrations of 
German soldiers persecuting Africans [1940]. 4 pp

EMBLETON
1/8/�

[1940] Victory is vital! Germans would treat West Africans brutally. 
With black and white illustrations of German soldiers 
persecuting Africans [1940]. 4pp

EMBLETON
1/8/�

[1940] Victory is vital! Germans would make West Africans into 
slaves. With black and white illustrations of German soldiers 
persecuting Africans [1940]. 4 pp

Open	text:	

Link to two comments on this series of items arising from the Revisiting Archive Collections 
Project:

RP, member of Revisiting Archive Collections Project focus group, 01/05/�007, remarked on 
the depiction of the West Africans in physically subordinate positions. In view of this he felt that 
the leaflets ‘shouldn’t be shown to children’ in case the leaflets encourage a sense of racial 
inequality.
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Dr Joanna Lewis, Revisiting Archive Collections Project focus group 0�/05/�007:

‘This source contains stunning visual material and detailed written accounts of how propagandists 
represented British colonial rule, race and imperial history to Africans and British people in 
order to bolster the British claim to being a benign and caring colonial power (in comparison to 
Germany). It is significant in the understanding of what the British authorities thought Africans 
would care about and their representations of the empire’.

Case study 3 

Trialling	the	Revisiting Archives Collections toolkit at Norfolk Record Office

First	focus	group	with	students	from	H…	High	School,		

11 April �008 at the Archive Centre, Norwich

All members of the group felt that the exercise had been hugely successful.  Everyone enjoyed 
the experience. The session lasted three hours and the students were still keen to do more. 
Many of the students asked if we would be organising another session and whether they could  
be involved again (their detailed feedback e-mails are attached). The group’s teacher said that it 
was particularly important for the students to come to The Archive Centre rather than NRO staff 
going to their school, as it made the session very different from a normal lesson. As you will see 
from the observation/free text feedback the students scrutinised the material in considerable 
detail and often had a view or take on the material which had not occurred to any of The Archive 
Centre staff.

Overall, NRO staff were very impressed by the amount of additional descriptive material which 
was captured. Staff felt that it might be better for the catalogue entry to be offered for scrutiny 
first, so that the focus group were able to compare their expectations of what the material 
might hold with reality. NRO staff said that the session had been excellent for professional 
development, particularly for reviewing how to catalogue in future.  It was felt that the information 
capture form could be a useful starting point for education sessions with other school groups, 
particularly sixth form groups starting to work on the study and practice of history.  

The additional material has been entered on to the catalogue. At the moment the participants and 
researchers will not be able to see their personal comments until they are put in the Search room 
in printed form or on the website with a link from the catalogue. For now, NRO has put a note on 
the catalogue saying to contact the Norfolk Record Office if people want a copy of the comments.

Examples	of	responses:		

Plan	of	Donnington	Castle	Estate,	MEA	6/26

ISAD	(G)	–	Add	to	catalogue:

Description

Commissioned plan showing extent of the Donnington Castle Estate and crops grown on the 
plantation. The plan is decorative and includes illustrations of scenes from the estate and a key 
to the type and amount of crops grown there. The illustrations show the plantation, including 
buildings, river and waterfalls, palm trees, plants and birds. The document illustrates one man, 
possibly the surveyor or a man fishing, in the top right hand corner, but it does not show any 
slaves.

The scale of the plan is �0 chains to an inch, but the illustrations are not drawn to scale. There 
are two compasses showing the direction of North on the map. The map is drawn in black and 
white apart from rivers, marked in blue, and roads in brown.
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Related	records

For a watercolour view of the plantation, see MEA 6/�9.

Notes
Item level descriptions for MEA 6/�6, plan, and MEA 6/�9, watercolour, of Donnington Castle 
Estate include additional information suggested by members of a Revisiting Archive Collections 
Project focus group held on 11 April �008.

Descriptions for this item include suggested additional information and personal observations by 
members of a Revisiting Archive Collections Project focus group held on 11 April �008.

Index	terms	from	UKAT:

Plantation economy
Donnington Castle Estate
John Dalling
Dalling family (already created)
Jamaica (already created)
Food
Landscape
Plants
Birds
Slavery

Subject	guide:

The following could be added to a subject guide.

‘Useful for finding out what food products and other products are produced by slaves.  How large 
the plantation is and what the landscape is like. What plants and wildlife are there.’ SP

‘This could be useful looking at how plantation owners could be questioning their own activities 
and how people tried to keep money coming in, but didn’t want to think about the conditions.’ GM

‘It could show what type of tools that were used.  It would also give an idea of the scale and 
layout of the Donnington Estate’ RM

Advice on drawing scales and measurements such as chains.

Access to rivers important for plantations.

In the ‘Anything else you want to know?’ section the following points were raised which may be 
better answered in a subject guide:
n  Questions about the style of maps and plans at the time, including why corner images were 

included, why the plan was so straight and how much the surveyor was paid.  
n  Questions about how plantations were managed. Did owners go to their plantations? Did they 

package their own sugar/crops and have their own brands or sell to other brands?
n Why is the figure there? – Surveyor (answered in description)
n How many slaves were on this plantation? (answered in administrative history)
n How much profit was made from the estate?
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Observational	/	Free	text	feedback.

(on watercolour: MEA/6/�9)

WA:
1.1	What	is	most	important	or	interesting?

‘It’s not shown negatively, the view of the estate which is essentially just a slave camp is bright 
and clean, this makes me wonder whether the artist was paid by the landowner to portray the 
estate in a positive light which would suggest that this painting isn’t very accurate.’

1.2	Tell	us	your	own	thoughts	and	feelings.

‘This is the first time I’ve looked at a watercolour in so much detail. I don’t think that it gives us  
the full picture. If you think about the number of people on the estate, why are only three shown? 
It’s not very individual, it’s in the same style as every other painting of the time.’

AB-W:
1.1	What	is	most	important	or	interesting?

‘[It] makes you wonder what’s outside the picture.’

1.2	What	topics	or	subjects	do	you	think	it	tells	us	about?

‘A designed view of a plantation from the owner’s point of view.’

1.3	Tell	us	your	own	thoughts	and	feelings.

‘It reminds me of a Chinese garden, the trees round the edge and the strangely shaped hills,  
also the style of the painting.’

RM:
1.1	What	is	most	important	or	interesting?

‘It is interesting as the artist isn’t known so you can decide whose point of view the painting has 
come from.’

1.3	Tell	us	your	own	thoughts	and	feelings

‘I think the painting may have been done by someone employed by the owner of the estate.   
I think this, as the estate is depicted as beautiful and I assume slaves didn’t think this. However,  
if a slave did paint it I think they did it to show how treacherous appearances are, as the scenery 
is beautiful, but life there would have been terrible for the slaves.’

1.4	Is	it	authoritative/reliable	evidence?

‘No, as it doesn’t show much about the actual slaves.  I think this as the slaves look healthy, 
which I would assume they would [not]. It looks like an English plantation as the planting looks 
similar to ours.  The colour of the sky is also more like British than Jamaican. The houses look 
like country houses, rather than slave factories. The shape of the roofs is also different to what  
I would expect in Jamaica as their climate is different.’

1.7	Is	there	anything	that	interests	you	about	the	way	it	looks?

‘It’s strange as it looks like an English setting, not Jamaican.’
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SP:
1.1	What	is	most	important	or	interesting?

‘I don’t think a slave painted this as they would have used more detail of what pains they would 
be going through. I think a white plantation employee would have enrolled some artist to paint 
this as the painting is so detailed.’

1.2	What	topics	or	subjects	do	you	think	it	tells	us	about?

‘…the buildings that are there take centre-piece of the painting, further emphasising that 
plantation owners have a lot of power and control.’

1.3	Tell	us	your	thoughts	and	feelings.

‘I’ve never seen a watercolour like this before, but I think it represents many meanings. It is quite 
an extraordinary piece, for someone to use their time to paint such a scene.’

1.4	Is	it	authoritative/reliable	evidence?

‘I think it is a 50/50. Some parts seem reliable: the forestry and landscape.  Yet the slaves seem 
to be outside of the grass boundary – surely they would be contained.  Also the fields are empty, 
no workers gives a false impression on what slaver was like. Also the sky seems dull and the 
land isn’t vibrant.  The houses also look very British too.’

Suggestions	for	improvements	to	the	toolkit

We suggest that focus groups are encouraged to look at all the questions on the capture form 
before starting to add text; this might avoid too much repetition. Both the focus group and the 
facilitators felt that there were too many questions and the length of the questionnaire daunting.  
Could the questionnaire be distilled to two sides of A4?

What	we	would	do	differently

[Research project leader] and [Audience development / outreach] introduced the session which 
was fine, but we should have invited the Archivists to give a short resumé of what archives are, 
what archivists do and how they catalogue.

We offered part of a document and this caused confusion and also curiosity about the remainder, 
so would not recommend offering partial documents.

We offered six documents which were not enough. The students split up into three groups of two 
and, in fact, looked at all of the documents and so there was a tremendous amount of repetition.

Facilitators to fill in capture form as well and/or record whilst listening to discussions. Much 
useful data were not recorded by the focus group members, despite facilitators encouraging the 
students to ‘note that down’.

In their feedback, many of the students regretted that they had not had time for a tour of the 
archives, which they felt would have been useful. A tour had been planned, but students were so 
enthralled with the documents that they used up all their time looking at them.  A follow-up visit is 
being arranged.
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Feedback	from	H…	High	School

All six pupils were really excited about what they have done and achieved today so again thanks 
very much for giving us that opportunity. They were really interested and were talking about 
which documents they found the most interesting and what everyone else thought about the 
documents so they were clearly enthused by the whole thing, especially the fact that they may 
see there names on the archive. They have also got some really interesting comments. I think the 
general consensus was that they would maybe have liked a large box at the end so they could 
write “any other comments” because they said that some of the things they discussed would have 
been good to write down but couldn’t really find anywhere to fit it in. They also said they would 
really have liked to have seen the archive maybe before doing the documents so they could see 
the actual documentation and have a bit of a talk about how the are kept stored and catalogued. 
I did say that I would try to organise a trip for the six of them to the records office at some point 
in the future so they can do that. Thanks again for considering us for this and if you need us for 
anything in the future then we would be more than happy to help.
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