
MASS OBSERVATION SECOND WORLD WAR 

SESSION FOR SECONDARY 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 discover more about life on the home front in     

England, and engage in  critical thinking and historical 

enquiry by using primary resources.  

 

Learning objectives: 

 

 To understand the research methods used by Mass  
Observation. 

 

 To know what an archive is.   

 

 To think critically and understand the skills needed 
for historical enquiry.  

 

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

 

 To compare life on the home front with life today. 

 

 To summarise non-fiction writing.  

 

 To work as part of a group to plan a presentation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WHAT IS MASS OBSERVATION? 

 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

10 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 use 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? 

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. 



WHAT HAPPENED TO SKIPPY? 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

10 mins Before revealing the theme of 
the session, explain that they‘ve 
got a little mystery to solve. This 
will prepare them for the next  
research activity by getting them 
to think critically.   

 

Read out the snippet from the 
Spring 2009 directive response 
about Skippy from the Power 
Point.  

Q. What do you think happened 
to Skippy? 

Q. Where did he go? 

Give the students a few minutes 
to talk and put their answers on 
the sheet. Then ask some to 
share.  

 

Read the rest of the directive   
response and reveal the answer.  

 

Q. Are you surprised? 

Q. Can you work out what the 
session is going to focus on!? 

Explain that they are going to be 
learning more about life on the 
home front in England during the 
Second World War.  

To think critically and 
understand the skills 
needed for historical 
enquiry.  

Power Point 
 
What Happened to 
Skippy? Sheet.  



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 collect information in their MO 
notebook worksheet— answer-
ing the questions. Model how to 
do this using the flipchart and 
explain that this will help them 
with the next drama activity.  

 

To engage in historical 
enquiry about the Sec-
ond World War using 
primary source materi-
al.  

 

To compare life on the 
home front with life to-
day. 

 

To summarise non-
fiction writing.  

 

To know how to handle  
original material.  

 

Flipchart, pens and 
paper.  
 
Notebook sheet. 



GOING BACK IN TIME: 

PRESENTING RESEARCH CREATIVELY  

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

25 Mins Once they have completed all of the 
questions on the sheet, put them 
into groups of five.  

 

In their groups, ask them to choose 
a topic to present on, using the   
information on the back page of 
their notebook sheet as support. 
Explain that this presentation can 
be as creative as they want it to be. 
Give some examples of what they 
might do: 

-For the theme of music, they could 
imagine that they are in a pub with 
someone playing the piano while 
everyone else discusses the latest 
music trends. 

-They could make a radio broadcast 
describing recent air raids.  

-Or a public information film about 
air-raid precautions, and how to    
protect your dog and cat! 

Show one of the SRWA films as an 
example of what other schools have 
done previously.  

Students to spend 20 minutes     
preparing their presentations.  

 

To work as part of a group 
to plan a presentation.  

 

 

SRWA short film.  



GOING BACK IN TIME 

 

 

 

TIME 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 

RESOURCES 

15 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 ask them to make an 
orderly line and quietly make 
their way next door to World 
War Two (Keep One!)   

 

Keep One will be set up as an  old 
cinema: seats, props, backdrop 
on laptop etc.  

 

Invite each group to come up and 
share their presentations.  

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

Props 


