
MASS OBSERVATION DRAMA ACTIVITIES 

Mass Observation was formed in 1937 and aimed to 

gauge public opinion through various different research 

methods.  By taking part in these fun drama activities, 

your students will learn more about these methods 

while also developing skills in speaking and listening.  

 

Learning objectives 

 

 To understand that a Mass Observer watches    
carefully. 

 

 To understand that a Mass Observer has to listen 
very carefully.  

 

 To ‘get into role’ as mass observer, using the      
historical ‘disguise’ that was used to blend into the 
background to observe and take notes and         
photographs.  

 

 To understand what a ‘directive’ is. 

 

 To understand that being a Mass Observer           
involved collecting and categorising data. 

 

 To be a Mass Observer collecting data based on 
one of the directives.  

 

 To create still images, inspired by Humphrey 
Spender’s playground photos, but in reflecting    
pupil’s own contemporary playground context.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



MIRRORING GAME 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

 5 mins Explain that being a Mass         
Observer involves WATCHING 
very carefully. 

  

N.B. They called it the 
‘anthropology of us’ – lots of 
British people had gone to other 
countries and cultures to see 
how human beings behaved 
there, but few British people had 
looked at how British people    
behave. 

  

In large circle all mirror workshop 
leader’s movements as accurate-
ly as possible. Serves also as a 
settling and focusing activity. 

  

(Could also secretly nominate 
group leader and see if they can 
guess who is leading. Or do     
mirroring in pairs). 

To understand that a 
Mass Observer watches 
carefully. 

Ideally work in a 
large space, like a 
hall. 

  

If having to use the 
classroom, it would 
be better to have 
the tables stacked, 
so there is as much 
open space as    
possible, so that 
the group can work 
in a large circle. 



CHINESE WHISPERS  

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

5 Mins Explain that being a Mass Ob-
server also involves LISTENING 
very carefully – explain that some 
of the mass observers were     
involved in recording overheard 
conversations. Trying to capture 
language exactly as you hear it – 
to get a feel for the language 
people really use. 

To understand that a 
Mass Observer has to 
listen very carefully.  

 



GETTING INTO ROLE AS A MASS OBSERVER 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

 

5-10 
Mins 

 

Explain that at the time Mass Observers 
wanted to observe invisibly and blend into 
the background, which was why they wore 
Trilby hats and macs which hid their box 
brownie cameras. 

 

Q: Would you be ‘invisible’ if you wore this 
nowadays? 

 

Q: What do you think the mass observers 
sometimes got accused of being? (spies 
during the war) 

 

Again, using idea of copying gesture and 
voice exactly, get into your role as Mass 
Observer – workshop leader leads words 
and movement and group copies together. 

 

 ‘Putting on’ observant eyes 

 ‘Putting on’ listening ears 

 Putting on Box Brownie camera 

 Putting on mac – to hide camera 

 Making sure you can get to camera 
to take sneaky shot! 

 Putting on trilby hat 

 Finding notebook 

 Observing people, making notes on 
their behaviour 

 

Continue with this in an improvisatory way, 
observing teachers and students and noting 
this down. 

 

 

To ‘get into role’ as mass ob-
server, using the historical 
‘disguise’ that was used to 
blend into the background to 
observe and take notes and 
photographs.  

 
Mac and an old camera.   



RESPONDING TO DIRECTIVES 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

 

10 Mins 

 

Explain what ‘directives’ were and 
use the example ‘What is happi-
ness?’ 

 

Each student to come up with word 
and gesture for something that 
makes them happy e.g. a person, a 
toy, a game, an activity (laughing, 
football etc.), a pet, something in 
nature. 

 

In circle, without gaps, each to    
perform and then we all copy. 

 

MO is also about counting and     
categorising data. At the end of this 
activity, look at how to categorise 
their choices – how many people 
chose animals, how many people, 
how many computer games. Do you 
think the answers are very different 
now from what they were then? 

 

To understand what a 
‘directive’ is. 

 

To understand that being 
a Mass Observer involved 
collecting and categoris-
ing data. 

 

Either a paper       
flipchart or white-
board with pens. 

(in order to record 
data). 

 

What is happiness 
sheet. 



EAVESDROPPING ON HAPPINESS CONVERSATIONS 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

 

10 Mins 

 

In fours – two to have a conversation 
about what makes them happy. They 
should be aiming for as natural a conver-
sation as possible. 

The other two, as unobtrusively as possi-
ble, are recording information about the 
conversation, so they can ‘playback’ as 
accurately as possible, each assigned to 
one of the other speakers.  

 

They could observe: 

 How many things they talk about 
making them happy? 

 What are they? 

 Why do they make them happy? 

 How many times does your ob-
served person smile? 

 Does your observed person laugh? 

 Does your observed person have a 
particular way of talking that you 
can copy e.g. the particular words 
and phrases they like to use. 

 How is your observed person mov-
ing or sitting? 

 

At the end, a couple of groups could see 
if they could ‘play back’ this conversa-
tion. 

 

 

 

To be a Mass Observer col-
lecting data based on one of 
the directives.  

 
Pencils. 

 

Clipboards.  
 

‘What is happiness?’ 
data collection sheets to 
be provided by us. 

 

 



STILL IMAGES 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

 

15-20 
Mins 

 

Explain that Humphrey Spender did doc-
umentary photography for MO and his 
collection included a lot of images from 
school playgrounds. 

 

Q: What do you think makes this a 
‘documentary’ shot? (i.e. it is not posed, 
the subject is unaware). 

 

Q: Do you think children did very differ-
ent things in the playground then and 
now? 

(Show marbles and skipping rope). 

 

Explain what still images are and in small 
groups (6 maybe) create still images of 
what you might see in the playground at 
your school now. 

 

Share images. 

 

Explain that there may be a time that 
week that you will be the documentary 
photographers – taking ‘natural’ docu-
mentary photos on the playground – sub-
jects not necessarily aware (but be care-
ful not to be mean or sneaky in the pho-
tos you take!).  

 

To create still images, in-
spired by Humphrey 
Spender’s playground photos, 
but in reflecting pupil’s own 
contemporary playground 
context.  

 
Marbles and skipping 
rope from MO case. 

 

Humphrey Spender 
photographs from case.  


