
MASS OBSERVATION ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

SESSION FOR SECONDARY SCHOOLS 

Mass Observation was formed in 1937 and engaged vol-

unteer writers, who kept diaries and responded to  

questionnaires known as directives.  Perhaps the most 

well known writer is Nella Last. By taking part in this ses-

sion your students will engage in activities that support 

key English language skills, such as identifying and inter-

preting information and ideas, explaining and analysing 

how writers use language and comparing how writers 

convey ideas.  

 

Learning objectives: 

 

 To read and respond to diaries and directives. 

 

 To identify and interpret information and ideas.  

 

 To select and synthesise from different texts.  

 

 To develop skills in critical thinking.  

 

 To analyse how writers use language.  

 

 To understand different viewpoints and compare 
writers’ ideas and how they are conveyed.  

 

 To gain confidence in using The Keep as a tool for     
supporting learning.  

 

 

 

 

 



READING AND RESPONDING TO TEXTS  

 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

 10 mins Introduce the theme of the     
session and outline that the    
students are going explore Mass 
Observation diaries and directive 
responses. 

 

Explain what an archive is and 
introduce The Keep 

 

Why do people keep diaries? 

Do you write one? 

Why do we find published diaries 
interesting? 

 

Play a soundbite of a writer talk-
ing about how they’ve used Mass 
Observation.  

Extract / clip from Housewife 49 

 

To understand Mass 
Observation and con-
text for the diaries and 
directives.  

 

To begin to understand 
how The Keep can help 
them with their learn-
ing.  

Soundbite of writer  
 
Extract / clip from 
Housewife 49 



 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

15 mins 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 mins 

One of the key skills is to identify 
and interpret information and 
ideas.  

 

Explain that they are going to 
complete a short exercise that 
requires close reading and critical 
thinking.  

 

Read and respond to diaries ex-
tracts provided. 

 

What can you learn about Nella’s 
attitude towards the war? 

How has her life been touched by 
the war? 

How does Nella use her writing 
to convey the experience and im-
pact of  the war? 

 

What viewpoints are expressed 
by other diarists? 

 

Reflection and discussion at end 
to share ideas and thoughts 

 

 

To read and respond to 
diaries. 

 

To develop skills in criti-
cal thinking. 

 

To analyse how writers 
use language. 

 

 

 

Diary extracts. 
 
Research sheet. 

DIARIES 

 

 



 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

15 mins 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 mins 

Explain that they are going to 
complete another exercise that 
requires close reading and critical 
thinking.  

 

Introduce the directive responses 
on different topics for each group 

 

The groups then spend time 
reading through their docu-
ments.  

 

What viewpoint is being ex-
pressed? 

How has the writer conveyed 
their ideas? 

Compare writers ideas and per-
spectives 

Each group takes it in turn to 
feedback form their discussion.   

 

Discuss with the students the  
importance of understanding 
how writers use language. 

 

 

 

To think critically and 
analyse how writers use 
language. 

 

To understand the 
viewpoints and per-
spectives expressed. 

 

To identify and inter-
pret information and 
ideas.  

 

To explain, comment on 
and analyse how writ-
ers use language and 
structure, using rele-
vant subject terminolo-
gy to support their 
views. 

Directive respons-
es. 
 
Research sheet. 

DIRECTIVES 

 

 



 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

30mins 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10mins 

The group will now have time to 
explore diaries and directive re-
sponses. 

Looking at the diaries and  

directive responses;  

Compare writers ideas and per-
spectives 

How have they conveyed their 
ideas? 

What are the similarities and 
differences between diaries and 
directives? 

 

Write a diary extract or a di-
rective response to one of the 
given topics. 

 

Share selection of extracts and 
directive responses written. 

 

Use time at the end to reflect 
and feedback what they’ve learnt 
from being the writer. 

To engage in close read-
ing and responding.  

 

Select and synthesise 
from different texts. 

 

To compare writers’ 
ideas and perspectives 
and how they are con-
veyed. 

 

To articulate their opin-
ions on the subject of 
the texts. 

A selection of    
boxes of diaries 
and directives. 

 

Research sheet. 

COMPARING WRITERS’ IDEAS AND HOW THEY 

ARE CONVEYED 

 

 



 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

 

20 mins 

 

In this final section of the     
workshop, the students will learn 
how to use resources at The 
Keep.  

 

This can include: 

-A demonstration of how to use 
the online catalogue.  

-A tour that focuses on the    
journey of a researcher: how to 
register, what resources are 
available in the Reference and 
Reading Rooms ... 

-A pack that they can take away 
which includes  lists of Topic Col-
lections, MOP directives and 
themes to explore with Mass Ob-
servation.  

 

 

 

To gain confidence in 
using The Keep as a tool 
for supporting learning.  

 

Access to The 
Keep’s online     
catalogue.  

HOW CAN THE KEEP HELP MY LEARNING? 

 

 


