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Welcome to the MLA guide to using museum and archiv e 
collections as part of your home education  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Did you know that there are around 2500 museums and 2000 archive collections 
in Britain?   
 
That there are 1000s of historic buildings open to the public?   
 
Or that there are 28 World Heritage Sites in the UK, all of which have been judged 
to have outstanding universal value for humanity from the point of view of history, 
art or science? 
 
How many of them have you visited? 

Did you also know that all of these places are packed with amazing objects, 
pictures and documents that tell the story of you, your family, your friends, your 
home and the world in which you live? 

Or that many of these historic sites do not charge you to visit, or where they do, 
often operate a group or family discount scheme? 

And that many of them offer a range of activities for families Home Educator 
groups, from providing self-guided walks and interactive games to organising 
facilitated workshops or longer-term projects. 

 

Still haven’t been to visit? 

This guide aims to introduce you to the range of resources available in the UK’s 
museums and archives.   

  

 



 3 

Getting Started 

What’s the difference between a museum and an archi ve? 
 

Archives are collections of documents  that reflect the history of an area or a 
subject.  They can include maps, parish registers, architect’s plans, paintings, 
photographs, letters, deeds, films, oral history recordings, medical records, minute 
books, locks of hair, mummified rats – it’s amazing what you’ll find.   

The archives of public life – the church and parish, hospitals, schools, local 
councils and public bodies – tend to be held in local authority record offices .  
Every county has a record office and so do some cities and boroughs.  These 
offices also hold a wealth of material relating to local estates, families, businesses, 
societies and industries.  They are usually free to enter, although services like 
copying and printing are charged for. 

When you visit an archive , there won’t be much on display for you to browse.  
Instead, the majority of the historic items are stored behind the scenes in strong 
rooms.  These strong rooms are secure, fire-proof rooms that are kept at a steady 
temperature in order to help preserve the documents they contain.  Watch out for 
record office open days, when you might get chance to have a tour of these 
amazing treasure houses.  

When you do research in an archive, you decide what you want to see, rather than 
being told by the curator or archivist.  There will be archive staff and catalogues 
which will help you with this.  Having decided and ordered the documents you 
want to see, the staff bring them out to the search-room where, provided the 
documents are not too fragile, you can look at, handle and read the items yourself.  
It’s tremendously exciting to look at and handle letters or photographs created 
decades before possibly by members of your own family or people who used to 
live in your street! 

There will be more advice later in the guide about visiting record offices and using 
archive collections.   

 

Museums  focus on the collection, preservation, study and presentation of objects 
or artefacts .  When visitors enter a museum, there will be a lot of objects on 
display for you to absorb.  Curators will have decided what items you can see and 
touch.  They will have written captions to explain things to visitors, and gallery staff 
will be on hand to answer any further questions you might have.  

Not everything that the museum has will be on display. Many artefacts will be in 
the museum stores and may be brought out for special exhibitions 
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Finding a museum or an archive 

Many of you have already visited your local museum or archive, but if you haven’t, 
or are looking for somewhere different, try these websites: 

Website URL 

 

www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld   
This website provides a quick introduction to 
some of the most significant collections near you, 
and their context.  You will also find podcasts and 
a timeline of digital collections which can be 
searched by museum location, date or keyword.  
If you feel really inspired, you can add a 
significant object of your own. 
 

 

www.Culture24.org.uk   
Culture 24 contains information about the vast 
majority of UK museums, archives and historic 
buildings: their opening hours, specialism’s, 
activities and events.  There are updates about 
events, special exhibitions and exciting new 
discoveries. 
You can search it by location, theme, name, 
activity and collection.   
It also includes a wide range of downloadable 
learning resources, teachers’ notes, informal 
learning activities and self-guided walks and 
trails. 

 

www.EngagingPlaces.org.uk   
A website that is full of ideas and resources to 
support learning and exploration of architecture 
and the built environment. 
 

  

www.mylearning.org My Learning is a resource 
for teachers and learners inspired by museum, 
library and archive collections in Yorkshire and 
the North West. Resources are presented as 
Learning Journeys: suggested sequences to 
learn about a particular curriculum topic. You can 
search for learning journeys by subject, age 
group, museum or specific words 

 

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/nra  
The National Register of Archives on the National 
Archives website will tell you where to find your 
local record office or archive.  

 

www.Show.Me.uk   
This site is packed with information and activities 
from a wide range of organisations, some written 
by children for children.   
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Going on a Visit 

You’ve decided on the destination and now you want to prepare for the visit itself.  

Visiting museums as a family 

If you are planning to visit as a family and find your own way around, you’ll find 
that there are lots of resources available in museums and archives to make your 
visit a memorable one. 

Before setting off,  

• Check out the museum website or call ahead to ask about activities or trails.  
Some activities might be online exclusives, or the museum might make a small 
charge for printouts on the day.  It’s always good to get as much as you can for 
free! 

• Ask about the availability of resources like family activity backpacks.  Many 
museums, galleries and historic houses offer them and they are heavily in 
demand during school holidays, less so during term-time.   

• Thinktank, Birmingham’s science museum, produces social story telling packs 
to help you prepare for a visit (www.thinktank.ac).  This is especially useful for 
visitors with learning or developmental disorders who are nervous about going 
outside the home environment.  These are becoming increasingly available in 
other museums, ask the Education or Access Officer for details.  

 

Practicalities for group visits with other EHE fami lies 

If you’re planning to go 
to the museum or 
archive as a large 
group, it’s best to call in 
advance and discuss 
your visit with the 
Education or Learning 
Officer.   

They will be happy to 
talk to you about the 
resources on offer and 
how you might 
structure your visit.   

 

They will also be able to tell you about the practicalities: 

• Many larger museums and nearly all archives have cloakrooms or lockers 
where you can leave your bags safely whilst you visit. 

• Likewise, some have designated picnic rooms which you can book so you can 
eat your packed lunches in peace or gardens for when the weather is bright. 
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• Check for accessibility – some museums are quite small and older buildings 
can have awkward steps or corners, making it awkward for visitors with visual 
impairments, pushchairs or wheelchairs.   

• Increasingly, museums and historic houses are creating virtual tours or 
interactives for visitors who can’t physically access the whole building.   

• Staff at smaller venues can often suggest linked activities in the immediate 
locality so you can split into smaller groups and still visit everything.  On the 
Welsh borders, The Judges’ Lodgings in Presteigne and the small but perfectly 
formed Robert Owen Museum in Newport have created town heritage trails 
which turn a trip to the museum into a full day out. 

A note about visiting record offices and archives  

If you’ve never visited a record office before, you’ll need a bit of help to get used to 
the system.  Don’t worry - staff are well used to helping new researchers find their 
way around and are often enthusiastic local historians themselves.  For a first visit, 
it’s best to visit on a weekday, when the search rooms tend to be less busy and 
staff have more time.  Ring in advance to find out a good time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tips for your visit! 

• You’ll need to sign in when you arrive, so bring your library card or some 
form of ID. 

• Bring a pencil.  Archivists have a great fear of pens and much prefer you 
to use pencils.  That’s because it’s easier to remove an accidental pencil 
mark from ancient paper than an inky splodge! 

• Don’t bring too much stuff.  When you visit, you’ll be asked to leave your 
bags in lockers before entering the search room.  This is to prevent the 
historic documents from being damaged and to ensure your belongings 
are safe.  Try not to leave your reading glasses in the locker! 

• Take care when handling original items.  You will be shown how best to 
hold the items: some will need special rests or weights and you might be 
asked to wear gloves.  It seems cumbersome, but just think – you might 
be the first person in decades to handle the item you’ve asked to see! 

• Since each item is precious, unique and often very old, some documents 
are too fragile to be handled.  In such cases, staff will often provide a 
substitute, usually a microfilm or fiche copy, and will show you how to use 
it. 
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What to do when you get there 

After all the preparation, you finally arrive at the museum or record office.  Now 
what? Most importantly: 

Don’t be shy - talk to the staff!  They will welcome questions about the collections.  
You’ll find that volunteers in particular are often mines of information - they’re there 
because they’re enthusiasts and they know their stuff. 

If it’s your first visit, ask the staff if they can recommend particular highlights  of 
the collection or if there are any trails  or activity  sheets . 

For those who like a little lecture - some museums lay on short introductory  
tours  or talks about the ‘object  of  the  day’ , particularly during holidays when 
there are a lot of new visitors.   

Activities to try by yourselves 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I-Spy   

This a useful way to get a sense of the collection as a whole.  Look for 
particular types of things: in a gallery, there are usually a wide range of hats 
or animals on display.  Want something more challenging? Look for 
particular textures, colours or materials. 

• How many stone items are there?   

• To what range of uses are they put?  

Getting Started Exercise in a Record Office 

Try researching the history of your house.   

Ask to look at the maps showing the site of your house.  Most record offices 
hold a series of Ordnance Survey maps dating back to the 1870s, and 
parish tithe maps c.1836-40.  These maps show between them how the 
locality has changed.  The record office will also hold electoral registers 
back to 1832 and commercial directories, so you can begin to work your way 
backwards through time and uncover former owners.  

Go Off-Route   

Let your children take charge using the museum map to create your own 
tour.  In large and labyrinthine museums like Bristol City Museum or the 
V&A, navigation can be a real challenge and wrong turns reveal surprises. 

Choose One Object 

If you like to look at things more closely, take pencils and crayons and draw  
your favourite objects or pictures.   

Check with the museum staff if you could take photographs  or make short 
films .  photography is sometimes restricted but many museums will provide 
you with a permission form.   

Use these drawings and pictures to make a visit  diary  which you can use 
as a springboard for future study. 
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Facilitated workshops 

 

Workshops and events organised by museums and archives tend to fall into three 
distinct groups: 

1. Informal  learning activities, predominantly aimed at families or younger 
children and offered at weekend or during the school holidays.   

2. Formal learning activities, aimed at school groups and devised to link to 
elements of the National Curriculum. 

3. Outreach or community  engagement  means that the staff leave the museum 
or archive to visit you.  You can invite staff from Record Offices and local 
museums to come and visit your HE group where you regularly meet.  

If you plan to visit as a group of Home Educators, it is worth contacting the 
Education Officer before you go to see if you can arrange for them to provide a 
facilitated session especially for your group.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case study  

Organisations such as Liverpool Museums, the Scottish Mining Museum or Dr 
Johnson’s House Museum are happy to work with you to adapt schools’ 
workshops and develop a programme of activities for your group that might 
include a short workshop, a tour of the museum and a number of self-guided 
activities. 

Case study  

The National Museum of Wales organises Open Days specifically for Home 
Educators.  These take place once every two months.  For further details, contact 
them directly at glanely.gallery@museumwales.ac.uk or call 0292 057 3240 

Case study  

The RAF Museum, Cosford, and the Whitworth Gallery in Manchester are also 
beginning to offer special Home Learner events.  Check out their websites for 
details: www.rafmuseum.org  or www.whitworth.manchester.ac.uk  
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What can we learn? 
Museums and archives can contribute to a wide spectrum of topics.  It’s not just 
about history! 

There are a wide range of organisations that can contribute to the teaching of 
science, technology, engineering and mathematics – you can find out more by 
browsing www.stemdirectories.org.uk  

Museum and Archives are also great places for learning about citizenship, 
ecology, art & design, developing personal learning & thinking skills and much 
more.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case study  - Numeracy 

Chichester Cathedral takes its own architecture as the starting point for a 
range of numeracy  workshops.  For details see 
www.chichestercathedral.org.uk  

Case study - Engineering 

Museums Sheffield focuses on its silver and metalwork collections to explore 
science  and engineering . Take a look at:  www.museums-sheffield.org.uk  

Case study  - Technology 

The Museum of the History of Science, Oxford, offers technology  workshops 
that are extremely popular with young people on the autistic spectrum as they 
focus more on individual activity than group work.  Contact the museum 
directly: www.mhs.ox.ac.uk  

Case study - Ecology 

Cannock Chase Museum in Staffordshire links the natural to the historic 
environment, exploring how local industry and settlement has affected the 
local ecology .  www.visitcannockchase.co.uk  

Case Study - Citizenship 

The Campaign! Make an Impact programme is a British Library model that 
supports Children and Young People's participation in museums and archives.  
 
This cross-curricular programme uses historical campaigns to inspire and 
teach campaign skills, enabling children and young people to run their own 
campaigns about issues that affect them today. It’s based around a three step 
model which can be found on the British Library website: 
http://www.bl.uk/campaign  
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Ideas for keeping the costs down 
Many publicly funded or voluntary-run museums are free to enter or have low fees 
for special events and education activities, thus keeping costs to a minimum.   

Independently run museums or heritage organisations like Ironbridge Gorge 
Museums Trust, the National Trust or Historic Royal Palaces, have to generate all 
their own income in order to stay open which is why they have to charge entry.  
They do however seek and win grant funding or sponsorship to provide extra 
special events or carry out short projects with community, school or special 
interest, so it’s always worth watching out for such activity. 

If you plan to visit museums and heritage attractions on a regular basis, there are 
a few ways you can try to keep costs down: 

 

Book in advance or online 

It’s always worth checking the website before you set off.  Historic Royal Palaces 
(www.hrp.org.uk), which runs the Tower of London, Kensington Palace, Hampton 
Court and Kew Palace, offers an online discount if you book ahead.  They also 
offer a discount and benefits for group bookings (min 15 people). 

The Eden Project (www.edenproject.com) offers reduced entry if you book in 
advance and online.  It’s even cheaper on the day if you turn up on foot or by bike! 

 

Family and Group tickets and passports 

Going online also means you can check out the availability of other discounts such 
as family and group tickets or passports, which entitle you to multiple visits to a 
single or group of museums over the course of a year. 

For example, Ironbridge Gorge Museums Trust offer a family passport which 
allows unlimited repeat day-time access to all 10 of its museums for one year, you 
can find out more on their website: www.ironbridge.org.uk  

Stoke-on-Trent Museums also offer an annual family passport which allows 
unlimited admission to Gladstone Pottery Museum, Etruria Industrial Museum and 
Ford Green Hall for one year. You can find out more on their website: 
www.stoke.gov.uk/museum  

 

Membership 

You are probably aware of or have even joined the National Trust or English 
Heritage, but did you know that membership of Historic Houses Association and 
The Art Fund can also secure you free or discounted entry to special exhibitions, 
historic properties, museums and galleries. 
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Do try this at home! 
 

One object, many stories 
This activity supports learning across different subject areas, hones research skills 
and encourages you to make connections! 

Every item in a museum or archive, whatever 
format it is in, and whatever its monetary 
worth, is chosen and kept because it tells part 
of a bigger story.  

Look at this tea-plate which is currently on 
display in the Worcester Porcelain Museum.  
You’ve probably seen something similar at 
home or in a second-hand shop.    

Using the marks on the back of the plate and 
comparing them to other records held in the 
museum, the curator can tell that the plate 
was made of porcelain, in 1896, at the Royal 
Worcester Porcelain Works.  

 

So what’s so special about it?   

To put flesh on these meagre bones, a curator will consider these five key 
elements: 

• Natural  Connections: These are questions about the environment (built & 
natural); air; water; soil; living things and their relationships to each other. What 
is the object made of? What impact did making this have on its local 
environment?  This can lead onto scientific or ethical enquires too 

• Economic Connections: These are questions about money, trading, aid, 
ownership, buying & selling. 

• Emotional Connections: How does this artefact make you feel? What 
response do you have to the artefact? 

• Social Connections: These are questions about people. Their relationships, 
their traditions, culture and the way they live. Social can also be practical 
questions about the object, what does it do? What is its impact on people?  

• Political Connections: These are questions about power; who makes the 
choices and decides what is to happen? Who benefits and who loses as a 
result of these decisions and at what cost? Political can also support questions 
about who decided to keep this object? Why was this object chosen and others 
not? Who got to make that decision and why? 

 

 

 

 

These lines of enquiry are taken from the development Compass Rose; an enquiry 
tool developed by TIDE~ (Teachers in Development Education www.tidec.org ). 
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For all we know, this might be the only plate to remain of 
the many made for the Earl of Beauchamp. See below for 
all the additional information we can discover by 
researching this object. It becomes more than something 
made to hold a sandwich, but an object that reflects and 
represents many people’s stories. 
 

 

 

 

 

Natural - How is porcelain made?  What materials go into its manufacture?  How 
did the materials get to Worcester?  What is the environmental impact of mining 
these ingredients or of firing the kilns to make the porcelain?  
The key ingredients of porcelain include china clay (kaolin) and stone from 
Cornwall and Devon and bone-ash which could be made locally. In the 19th century 
many of the raw materials were carried to Worcester up the River Severn or via the 
canal networks. 

Economic - What was the economic value of the Porcelain Works to Worcester 
City?  What other industries were active at the time? What’s it worth?  Porcelain is 
an expensive product, even in the 1890s when mass production increased the 
amount of plates that could be made at a time.  

William Lygon, Earl of Beauchamp, commissioned one of the Worcester Porcelain 
Works best painters to design this plate.  He also held a fête in the grounds of his 
home, Madresfield Court near Malvern, for all the children of Worcester's Church 
Schools. Each child was presented with one of these plates at school the next day. 

 

Emotional - What emotions does this object inspire?  Was it valued for itself or 
what it represents?  

The plate was donated to the museum by Mr HW Allen, in memory of his mother 
who was given the plate in 1896.  This adds another dimension to the story. Mrs 
Allen valued the plate enough to keep it and pass it on to her son, who in his turn 
prized it enough to take it to the museum and not a charity shop. 

 

Social - How did the lives of the workers who made the plates compare with those 
of Beauchamp and his family?   

In 1896, William Lygon was 24 years old and unmarried.  Having no wife to serve 
as Mayoress, he appointed his sister, Lady Mary Lygon, the lady depicted on the 
plate. Three years later, he became Governor of New South Wales and, after that, 
Leader of the Liberal Party in the House of Lords. 

The Worcester Porcelain Museum has many oral history testimonies describing the 
lives of workers from the early 20th century.  Some of those workers may even 
have attended that fête. 

 

Who Decides (Political)? - Who commissioned this plate and why?  Who designed 
the images and what do they represent? 

This plate was commissioned by William Lygon, 7th Earl Beauchamp (1872 –
1938), to commemorate his year as elected Mayor of the City of Worcester. 

The design was painted by Edward Raby, one of the staff painters at the Royal 
Worcester Works.  Royal Worcester painters were not generally allowed to sign 
their work until after 1900, but Raby’s work was considered so fine that his initials 
appear on some of his work before that date. 
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Museum in a Box 

  
Perhaps the most famous of these is Elias Ashmole (1617-92).  Ashmole’s collection of 
objects was acquired from all around the world and forms the heart of the Oxford museum 
named after him: The Ashmolean.  

Ashmole had an eye to business, so he would charge people to come and see his 
collection of curiosities.  Another collector, Thomas Clarkson, was a prominent anti-
slavery campaigner.  He gathered together a collection of items, ranging from African 
produce to diagrams of transportation ships into a box and used these objects to illustrate 
his arguments as he campaigned against slavery.   

What would you collect to put in your own Museum in  a Box?  What 
would it describe to the people who see it?    
Would it be a collection of objects and documents that tell the story of your life?  Or would 
you gather items to illustrate a campaign or significant event?  Maybe you could show the 
development of a particular invention? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Time to get Curating. 

For online ideas and learning resources to help you develop your own Museum in a 
Box, check out: 

Museum Box, inspired by Thomas Clarkson’s Box and created by MLA 
East East of England www.museumbox.e2bn.org  

Thomas Clarkson was a prominent anti-slavery campaigner. He 
gathered together a collection of items ranging from African produce to 
diagrams of transportation ships and used them to illustrate his 
arguments as he campaigned. 

 
If you could put a number of items in a box that de scribed your life, what would 
you include?  
What do you think would be included if you were a Victorian Servant or Queen 
Elizabeth I? If you lived during the English Civil war, what items would you include to 
make a case for, or against, the parliamentarians? 
 
Museum Box provides the tools for you to do just this. It allows you to build up an 
argument or description of an event, person or historical period by placing items in a 
virtual box. You can display anything from a text file to a movie. You can also view the 
museum boxes submitted by other people and comment on the contents.  

If you’ve got the bug, you 
don’t have to stop at one 
object.  Every museum, 
gallery or archive consists 
of a number of individual 
collections of objects, 
many gathered by 
amateur enthusiasts.   
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Resources available online 
There are an enormous range of 
online learning resources  
available for you to download and 
use as part of your home 
education.  As with on-site 
workshops, the resources are 
pitched at a variety of ages and 
educational stages.  Although 
many are designed to fit in with 
the National Curriculum, they 
provide valuable starting points for 
autonomous learning. 
To find out what’s available, you 
can either search Culture 24,  

     ShowMe, or go directly to the    
     organisation’s website.   
 

Interactive Websites  
Some organisations have been quick to exploit the potential of using new interactive 
and social technology as a tool for online learning. 
Many now have communities on social networking sites through which they can send 
activity and collection updates and host discussions.  It gives everyone an excellent 
opportunity to talk directly to each other and explore new topics. 

 

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk 
The National Archives website offers the award 
winning Education Zone and a wide range of 
animated or downloadable guides to using their 
collections  and to researching themes such as 
family, social, political or military history. 

 

 Living History Museum 
www.beamish.org.uk 

 
www.at-bristol.org.uk  

  

 

www.bl.uk 
Wide range of online exhibitions and learning 
resources including Campaign! Make an Impact, an 
innovative initiative that uses history to inspire 
young people into active citizenship and Literature 
in Context which supports young people to get 
involved with English Literature.  

 
www.drjohnsonshouse 
 

 
www.thinktank.ac 
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The following museums not only have downloadable le arning resources, but also 
produce podcasts, host online communities and have virtual classrooms, 
enabling subscribers to take part in live webcasts.  
 

 
www.iwm.org.uk 

 

 
www.rafmuseum.org.uk 
 

 
Other sites to visit 

 

www.english-heritage.org.uk   
Free entry to you and 6 children (under 19) within your 
family group.   

Historic Houses 
Association  

 

www.hha.org.uk  
Free entry 274 privately owned historic houses including 
some National Trust and English Heritage properties 
HHA don’t offer a family ticket – instead you buy adult 
membership and pay for any additional family members at a 
reduced rate. 
 

 

www.artfund.org  
Free entry to galleries, museums and many National Trust 
and English Heritage properties.  Discounted entry to major 
exhibitions, including those at Tate galleries, V&A and The 
National Gallery  

 

www.nationaltrust.org.uk  
Family membership includes children or grandchildren under 
18.  
www.finds.org.uk 
The Portable Antiquities Scheme is a voluntary scheme to 
record archaeological objects found by members of the 
public in England and Wales.  The scheme’s website 
provides background information, news articles, events 
listings and access to its database of objects and images. 
For interactive activities for children and aspiring young 
archaeologists visit www.PAStexplorers.org.uk  

 

www.stemnet.org.uk  
STEMNET, a network that creates opportunities to inspire 
young people in Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics.  The main site includes learning resources 
and regional contacts should you want to find out more. 
www.stemdirectories.org.uk Browse the accompanying 
www.stemdirectories.org.uk site to find out which museums 
are part of the STEM Network, and what activities are on 
offer locally. 
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Digital Collections  

Many museums and archives have created digital collections.  This means that you can 
view images and information about individual items that they hold, many of which are 
not currently on view on their galleries.  Some digital collections are more 
comprehensive than others.   

Increasingly, these sites include blogs written by the archivists and curators as they take 
in, identify, conserve and catalogue new items, providing fascinating insight into the 
curation and development of the collections themselves.  

As a starting point, it is worth exploring the following digital collections and their 
accompanying learning resources: 

 

 

www.bmag.org  

 
 

 
www.britishmuseum.org 

 

www.shropshirehistory.org.uk 

 
 

www.museums-sheffield.org.uk 

 
www.nationalgallery.org.uk  

 

www.npg.org.uk 

 
www.tate.org.uk 

 

www.tulliehouse.org.uk  
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