Making Learning Personal: 
Museums provide opportunities for all young people
By Simon Lockwood, History and Geography Adviser, Buckinghamshire County Council

Personalised Learning

For any individual pupil to access learning well on their own level, three essential elements need to be taken into account:  
· Individual starting points, i.e. where learning begins in terms of students’ prior knowledge and understanding; 
· Individual goals, i.e. where they need or want to get to in terms of new learning, 
· Understanding their learning, i.e. how well they can develop, manage and reflect on how they learn.  
Museums and archives can have a major impact on individual learning by engaging with these three elements.  In the kind of work that happens in many of our museums and archives, 
· Students discover the connection between themselves and the past through artefacts that relate to their own experiences – they connect from personal starting points;

· Students are able to take control of the enquiry process: they speculate from their own observations and set hypotheses that are relevant to their own ideas and which are legitimate to their knowledge of an historical period;

· They take control of the learning process, with guidance and support from both teachers and museum staff.  They are able to reflect on their learning at each stage, identify their next steps and shape their own learning outcomes;

· They have a legitimate choice of learning pathways, not just in terms of the topic they investigate, but also in terms of the sites and artefacts and information that they need to look for and the learning goals they want to achieve.

The study of other people, other places and other times is an abstract process that is experienced differently by each individual.  The people aren’t there, their behaviour cannot be observed, their ideas and thoughts cannot be seen or touched, but is central to our understanding of the past.  We learn best through reconstruction, taking the concrete evidence of others’ lives and building our understanding of how they viewed themselves and their world.  We want to understand the factors and issues that shaped their thinking and experience of life, how they felt about themselves and others.  
Museums provide us with evidence of the past, of other places and people, these are the concrete artefacts of the thoughts and behaviour of those people.  The process of using artefacts to reconstruct the thoughts, experiences and ways of doing things of other people is a deeply imaginative experience.  What we are asking students to do is recreate the thoughts of others by using or speculating on one or more sources of evidence.  This is, naturally, a highly personal process:  
“…it is a labour of active and therefore critical thinking.  The historian not only re-enacts past thought, he re-enacts it in the context of his own knowledge (and experience) and therefore, in re-enacting it, criticizes it, forms his own judgement of its value, corrects whatever errors he can discern in it.” (R.G. Collingwood 1946)
The effective museum will always promote this experimental approach, engage students in imaginative, critical and purposeful thinking by applying ideas to situations.  This process is naturally personal, is naturally interactive, and is naturally reflective on the quality of personal learning.

Personal Relevance
In schools, a lot of work is done on personalising learning to the needs of the individual.  Each student, or group of students with similar ability and experience, accesses any piece of learning from a different starting point.  Differentiation, the design and management of a variety of learning approaches and tasks in the classroom to suit individuals with differing ability levels and pace of learning, has always been a complex task for teachers.  Some teachers achieve a great deal by setting different work which have the same learning outcome.  Some use the same tasks, but with pace enabling different learning outcomes.  Others use stratified outcomes, but accelerate students according to ability and need through different approaches to different depth of common learning.  There is no right answer, there is only the judgement on the achievement of individual students:  
· how much have they learnt? 
· Has it sufficiently challenged them and prompted effective personal learning?  
· Will it enable them to go further next time?  
· Will it enable them to achieve success in any measured assessment?  
· Furthermore, what was the quality of the learning?  Was it enjoyable?  Engaging?  Memorable?  
Many museums provide very good work packs and work sheets on different levels for schools to use.  The better museums are able to design a range of activities that adapt well to different groups, whether by age or by ability.  This is not easy as museums engage with a wide range of schools and may be providing work on the same topic for a different age group each day.  
Personal Learning Styles
People learn in many different ways and schools are currently exploring several models of learning to find ways of engaging and challenging children in their learning.  The key in understanding learning styles is to promote learning through students’ strengths and develop skills and styles that are less effective.  The upshot of this is that schools can use museums to understand the visual, auditory and kinaesthetic styles of learning and develop approaches that best challenge these in individual students.  
However, this is still quite simplistic, and museums can help schools develop the use of other thinking models to stimulate learning:
1. Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive Processes.  Based on an analysis of questions that people ask, this identifies approaches to thinking that are either lower order skills (knowledge and comprehension) or higher order skills (application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation).  Effective learning occurs when activities take students through the stages of thinking as a process.
2. The National Strategy Thinking Skills model.  This identifies approaches to developing and sustaining students’ thinking:

· Information processing

· Reasoning

· Enquiry

· Creative thinking

· Evaluation

These are skills that can be developed through specific activities in a museum or archive and using a wide range of materials, artefacts, written documents, pictures and so on.

3. Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences model.  This is the model that has spawned the use of VAK, or visual, auditory and kinaesthetic learning.  In all there are 7 “intelligences”:
· Kinaesthetic

· Visual

· Auditory

· Musical

· Mathematical/logical

· Interpersonal

· Intrapersonal

4. Belle Wallace’s TASC model.  This is a relatively new model that is particularly aimed at more able students in primary school.  However, it can suitably enhance learning for all students and at any age.  Standing for Thinking Actively in the Social Context, it is a model that develops students’ understanding of learning processes:

· Gather/Organise: What do I know about this?

· Identify: What is the task?

· Generate: How many ideas can I think of?

· Decide: Which is the best idea?

· Implement:  Let’s do it!

· Evaluate:  How well did I do?

· Communicate:  Let’s tell someone!

· Learn from experience:  What have I learned?
This model can be found in “Using History to Develop Thinking Skills”, Belle Wallace, Nace/Fulton Publishers, 2003

5. Accelerated Learning.  Not exactly a model, the idea of accelerated learning has been put forward by Alistair Smith, and educationalist who has tapped into all the different understanding about learning to produce a range of strategies to accelerate children’s learning.  His books, much used by schools to develop learning strategies in the classroom, are all published by Network Educational Press Ltd.
By looking at the ideas and models that schools use to promote better learning, museums and archives will more closely understand effective methods for working with students as individuals and in groups.

Personal Learning journeys 
The learning that takes place in a museum or archive nearly always has a major impact on the individual.  For a start, it is a different experience, out of the classroom, making it memorable, enabling students to fix the learning to a specific event in their own lives.  Secondly, it is physical, especially when students are handling objects, dressing up, re-enacting scenarios in pictures of past events.  Thirdly, it provides a focus for learning prior to a visit and a sense of direction and purpose for the learning that follows.  

When students go to a museum, they are already on a learning journey.  Good teachers will have established clear objectives for the work they are doing in class, whether it is an investigation into how people lived in the Aztec world in Year 5, or to understand the experience of people in the Blitz in Year 9 or to gain an insight into how Buddhist belief shapes daily life and ritual in Year 10.  The most important of the processes used in these learning journeys is the enquiry process.  
On the cognitive level, students are engaging with the process:
· Recognising an issue or focus for enquiry

· Asking a question or series of questions

· Collecting relevant data from primary/secondary sources

· Analysing and interpreting data

· Presenting the findings

· Drawing conclusions

· Evaluating the enquiry

On the metacognitive level, the learning journey can enable students to reflect on the learning and on the process they are going through.  We want the learning to enable students to:

· Structure their thoughts;

· Prompt them to plan their own action;

· Pose hypotheses and questions;

· Select and order evidence, understanding how it shapes their ideas;

· Refine and test ideas, knowing that learning from mistakes is a positive approach;

· Apply new knowledge to a range of conditions;

· Reshape their ideas in the light of new discovery.

Children can reflect on how they went about tasks, how they might do it differently or better and what the next stage of their work could be.  This creates a personal challenge and museums are well-placed to promote these critical and self-critical, highly personal processes.  They are a natural part of the work of museums, the challenging of personal ideas, the checking of veracity and cross-referencing ideas against other evidence.  Museums can promote close discussion between students so that they can compare and challenge ideas, apply their thinking and assess their success as well as extend those ideas by introducing different artefacts at different stages.  Again, this personalises the learning experience.
Empathy and Imagination 
Although the concept of empathy has had a rough ride from politicians and academics in the last twenty years, sometimes quite rightly when you consider simplistic approaches to it, it has great value as an approach to learning that promotes questioning and a reflection on the experience and contexts of others’ lives that shaped their view of the world.  We cannot take children out of their own time, or take them to experience the effects of a tsunami at first hand, or to study the traditional cultures of the South Pacific, or wipe clean the modern influences on their thinking.  However, we can enable them to apply their minds to experiences and artefacts which prompt questioning, curiosity, and the shaping of ideas about the thinking of others, the re-enactment of the thoughts of the past within the context of a view of the world that shapes and enriches their own.  We can build the personal imagination of each and every child by exposing them to the kind of personal and experiential learning that museums do so well.  We can enable students to recognise what they are learning and set their own outcomes, to build their own experiences and see where they can go next.

Key Messages for personalising learning in the museum
Many museums are successful in the aim to enable children to be in command of their own learning.  By providing open learning situations and by challenging children beyond immediate and simplistic thinking, they can promote curiosity, enquiry, initiative, autonomy and control of the learning process.  Schools should always work closely with museums to share their understanding of their students’ learning and what they want them to achieve.  
Here are some key rules for making effective contact with your museum:
· The teacher is in charge of teaching: the museum is an extension of the classroom;

· Knowing the students helps in providing the right access to good learning:
· What do students know already?

· What is the context of the museum learning? 
· What are the learning outcomes for the visit and the unit? 

· What are the best learning styles for this class? 

· What learning activities work well with your students?

· Use the expertise of the museum and its collections to promote enquiries and investigations:

· Work closely with the museum to provide a range of activities and materials that can be used, including ICT;

· Make best use of a flexible workspace in the museum
· Make sure you know what is possible for the museum staff, whether it is drama, role-play, lecturing, discussion, and so on.
· Put the students in charge of the learning process:

· Provide clear outcomes, but enable them to set their own targets;

· Give them choice of materials and approaches;

· Enable them to make their own decisions and follow their own ideas;

· Guide and manage and challenge their thinking.

Museums are well-placed to promote this personalized critical thinking well.  Reading Museum, in using boxes of themed artefacts in schools, prompts students to think about their own knowledge through handling activities.  Games are played to guess the purpose of items.  Activities are set up to test their ideas by using the items.  Students are prompted to speculate and hypothesise in three essential ways:


What the item was for and how it was used, drawing on the student’s prior knowledge and experience;


How well the item enabled people to do the things they wanted to;


How the item might influence the thinking of the people using it.











Museums can play a major role in providing the relevant materials and routes through this process, enabling student to find what they need and use it effectively to develop their understanding.  The Centre for Buckinghamshire Studies has recently begun to work with schools to provide packages of materials gleaned from the archives that will back up local historical investigations in schools.  The archive is complex, very dense and, at times, arcane in its organisation, impenetrable for many adults, never mind primary aged children.  By working closely with teachers, the archivists are producing packs of materials that focus on the specific learning that students need.  A good example is the material available to answer such questions as: “Who are the people on the war memorial?”  What can be presented to students are census returns, family history, trade directories, old photographs of people and places, relevant newspaper articles, records of wartime awards, some individual war records, and so on.  The focus of the study, the close selection of materials, the use of specific names, enable primary and secondary students of varying ability to access complex literary sources.





  Many museums undertake active work with young people in understanding the past.  Workshops in past crafts are a regular feature in large and small museums alike and can be tailored to specific school needs.  Some museums have historical re-enactors using them as a venue for their work and will engage with school groups in interpretive period activities.  Wycombe Museum and Chiltern Open Air Museum regularly have historical re-enactors and Bletchley Park is an excellent venue for hands-on working with World War II groups.  Several other museums employ their own professional interpreters to undertake work with school groups, such as Sulgrave Manor or the Golden Hind and Hampton Court Palace in London.  


By dressing students up in costumes, or putting them in a situation where they experience specific hardships, museums get children reflecting on the concrete and physical experience of the past, testing their ideas about specific tools and artefacts, and considering the thinking of people in the past and how it was shaped by the physical world around them.








