MASS OBSERVATION HISTORY SESSION
FOR SECONDARY SCHOOLS
The Mass Observation Archive has a wealth of
material, dating from 1937 to present day. It
contains ‘everyday’ responses to 20th-century
events, such as the Great Depression and The
Second World War, and documents social, cultural
and technological changes in post-war Britain.

Learning objectives:


To understand the nature of unemployment in the
1930’s.



To identify the preparations the government made
for war.



To understand what the Blitz entailed.



To explore Dunkirk, D-Day, the Battle of Britain and
the role of Winston Churchill.



To understand the changing role of women and
their contribution on the home front



To identify why Labour came to power in 1945



To explore responses to the Beveridge Report and
the introduction of the National Health Service



To be able to evaluate the reliability of sources

WAR AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF

BRITISH SOCIETY c.1931-1951

TIME

ACTIVITY

OBJECTIVE

RESOURCES

10 mins

Introduce the theme of the
session and outline that the
students are going explore Mass
Observation materials.

To understand Mass
Observation and context for the materials.

Soundbite of an
historian

Explain what an archive is and
introduce The Keep
Go through rules about handling
documents.
Play a soundbite of an historian
talking about how they’ve used
Mass Observation.

To begin to understand
how The Keep can help
them with their learning.

IMPACT OF THE DEPRESSION
1931—1939

TIME

ACTIVITY

OBJECTIVE

RESOURCES

15 mins

Selection of MOA materials provided to use to research the impact of the Depression.

To understand the nature of unemployment
in the 1930’s.

MOA materials.

Using the Worktown collection,
explore the impact of the

Become confident in
using primary sources.

Depression on employment.
Discover experiences of the
unemployed from personal
accounts.
Humphrey Spender’s photographs of Bolton in the late
1930’s portray what life was like
in an industrial northern town.
What impact does unemployment have on the public and
politics?

How reliable is this source
material?
5 mins

Reflection and discussion at end
to share ideas and thoughts

Reflect on how unemployment affected individuals and politics.

Research sheet.

BRITAIN AT WAR
1939-1945

TIME

ACTIVITY

OBJECTIVE

RESOURCES

15 mins

A selection of documents which
includes overheard conversations, personal accounts and
press cuttings about Britain at
War.

To identify the preparations the government made for war.

MOA materials.

To identify the reasons for evacuation
Investigate the preparations
and to understand
made for war including; Blackout.
how it was organised.
Air Raid Shelters, Home Guard
Discover personal accounts of
evacuation. What impact did this
have on people’s lives? How was
evacuation organised?

To explore Dunkirk, D
Day, the Battle of Britain and the role of
Winston Churchill.

Investigate Dunkirk, D Day, and
the Battle of Britain. What impact did these key events have
on peoples’ lives?

Use evidence from
the past to understand how conflict
affects individuals and
families.

What did people think of
Winston Churchill?

5 mins

Reflection and discussion at end
to share ideas and thoughts and
evidence to support your answers.

Become confident in
using primary sources.

Research sheet.

THE HOME FRONT 1939 - 45
THE CHANGING ROLE OF WOMEN

TIME

ACTIVITY

15 mins

Students complete exercise that
To understand the
requires close reading and critical changing role of women
thinking.
and their contribution
on the home front.

MOA materials including diaries,
directive responses
and ephemera.

The groups then spend time
reading through the documents.

Research sheet.

How did women’s lives change
during the war?
What occurred during the Blitz
and what were the key effects?
What was the impact of
rationing?

5 mins

Reflect and feedback using evidence to support your answers.

OBJECTIVE

To understand what the
Blitz entailed.
To understand the impact of war on the food
supply.
To understand the importance of evaluating
sources.

RESOURCES

LABOUR IN POWER 1945-1951
THE NHS

TIME

ACTIVITY

OBJECTIVE

15 mins

Students examine propaganda
material used by the Labour

To identify why
A selection of
Labour came to power boxes of diaries
and directives,
in 1945.
ephemera and
MO reports.
To explore responses
to the Beveridge
Report.
Research sheet.

Party.
1945 diary entries provide an insight into people’s attitudes.
How do Labour portray themselves? How does the general
public feel about the party?
Read through reactions to the
Beveridge Report to find out
what ordinary people thought
about this reform.
Gauge the impact of the NHS
between 1948—1951. Is there a
difference of opinion between
the medical professional and the
general public?

Did the creation of the NHS have
a significant impact on people’s
lives? How and why?
5 mins

Reflect and give feedback in your
group.

To investigate the introduction of the National Health Service.

RESOURCES

HOW CAN THE KEEP HELP MY LEARNING?

TIME

ACTIVITY

OBJECTIVE

RESOURCES

20 mins

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

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

Access to The
Keep’s online
catalogue.

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 Collections, MOP directives and
themes to explore with Mass Observation.

