
MASS OBSERVATION SECOND WORLD WAR 

SESSION FOR PRIMARY SCHOOLS 

Mass Observation was formed in 1937 and aimed to gauge 

public opinion through various different research methods.  

By taking part in this session your students will learn: 

 

 To understand the research methods used by Mass    
Observation. 

 

 To know what an archive is.   

 

 To assess existing knowledge of the Second World War. 

 

 To engage in historical enquiry about the Second World 
War and use primary source material.  

 

 To compare life on the home front with life today. 

 

 To summarise non-fiction writing.  

 

 To know how to handle  original material.  

 

 To speak confidently and work as part of a group to  
deliver a presentation.  

 

 To act in role to gain empathy for those living in       
England during the  Second World War.   

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 



WHAT IS MASS OBSERVATION? 

 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

 15 mins Introduce Mass Observation—
how it worked, what kind of     
evidence they collected and 
when. Ask volunteers to come to 
the front and act as Mass         
Observers as you explain their 
research methods: 

-Noting down ‘overheards’. 

-Observing people on the streets 
and in pubs.  

-Taking photos secretly.  

-Writing diaries and responding 
to directives.  

Students can wear the costumes 
to get into character.  

 

Q. If Mass Observation was active 
between 1937 and the early 
1960s, what important world 
event do you think it has lots of 
information about? 

Q. Where do you think all of the 
information that they collected is 
kept now? 

Q. Why might people want to 
look at that information today? 

 

To understand the         
research methods used 
by Mass Observation. 

 

To know what an       
archive is.   

Power Point. 
 
Props from the  
outreach case.  
 
 



WHAT DO YOU ALREADY KNOW? 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

5 mins Before beginning the activities, 
ask the children what they       
already know. As they answer, 
write this existing knowledge on 
a flipchart.  

 

Q. How much space would you 
like to fill on this piece of paper 
by the end of the session? 

To assess existing 
knowledge of the     
Second World War.  

Flipchart, paper 
and pens.  



BEING A SECOND WORLD WAR RESEARCHER 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

1 hour Explain to the students that they are 
now going to look through some       
material from The Mass Observation 
Archive to discover more about the 
Second World War—particularly life on 
the home front.  

Q. What was the home front? 

Q. How do you think people were     
feeling during this time? 

Q. What would they have been talking 
about? 

Q. What things would be the same as 
now and what would be different? 

As they look through, they need to col-
lect information in their MO notebook 
worksheet by answering the questions. 
Model how to do this using the Power 
Point and explain that this will help 
them with the next drama activity.  

 

Towards the end of the session bring 
out the Frances Line Scrapbook.  

Q. How is the material they are looking 
at different from books/copies? 

Q. How are they going to look after it? 

Teacher to demonstrate how to handle       
the material and then let the children 
have a go two at a time.  

 

To engage in historical     
enquiry about the Second 
World War and use primary 
source material.  

 

To compare life on the 
home front with life today. 

 

To summarise non-fiction 
writing.  

 

To know how to handle  
original material.  

 

Flipchart, pens and 
paper.  



 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

15 Mins Once they have completed all of the 
questions on the sheet, put them in 
pairs or threes. In their groups, ask 
them to imagine that they have 
travelled back in time to the Second 
World War.     

 

Using the information that they     
gathered on the back page of their 
notebook sheet, they are going to 
have a short conversation in role. 

Ask for a volunteer to help model. 
E.g.  

Teacher: It’s terrible with all this  
rationing, isn’t it? 

Student: Yes. I haven’t had a proper 
meal for weeks now. These tiny 
amounts of meat you get—it’s     
ridiculous. We’ve all go to do our bit 
though.  

Teacher: Yes. And remember we’re 
all in the same boat. Etc. 

 

Children to act in role. For 10 
minutes. 

To speak confidently and 
work as part of a group to 
deliver a presentation.  

 

 

 

ROLE PLAY 

 

 



 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

25 Mins Explain to the students that they 
are going to step back in time. 
Hand out a number of props and 
costumes for them to dress up in.  

 

Play an air raid siren through the 
laptop and let them know that 
they are about to go into an     
Anderson Shelter because there 
is a practice drill.  

 

Ask them to make an orderly line 
and quietly make their way to 
the shelter (Keep One!) Let them 
know that they will need to sit 
with their groups in the shelter.  

 

Keep One will be set up as an  
Anderson Shelter with a back-
drop, low light levels, chairs lined 
up and sound effects.  

 

Once the children have sat down, 
ask them to resume their role-
play. Then quietly walk around 
and ask each group to share.  

To act in role to gain    
empathy for those liv-
ing in England during 
the  Second World War.   

Sound clips from: 
http://
www.bbc.co.uk/
schoolradio/
subjects/history/
ww2clips/sounds/
air_raid_montage_
audio 
 
 
Anderson Shelter 
Backdrop.  
 
Props from the  
outreach case.  
 
 

GOING BACK IN TIME 

 

 


