
 

 

 

Building a Learning Legacy 
 

Advice Notes: Community learning and working with older 

learners 

 
Engaging with the community is central to the purpose and sustainability of a museum or 

heritage organisation. An important way of facilitating that engagement is through learning. 

These notes look at how to access and work with the local community and focus 

particularly on the practicalities of engaging older learners. 

   

An introduction to community learning 

A museum has an important role to play in the local community and community-focused 

learning is central to fulfilling that role. It incorporates the museum as part of the 

community and encourages ownership of the museum. It can attract new audiences to the 

museum and by encouraging repeat visits it can lead to increased usage of the museum by 

different groups. It also allows the museum to identify opportunities for working outside the 

museum. 

 
Primarily, you need to understand who you want to engage and why. You need to identify 

them, target them and consult them on what they want from your museum. 

  

Accessing the local community 

Some groups and organisations you might want to think about in researching and accessing 

your local community are: 

• Communities First 

• Youth groups 

• Local Authority 

• Education and lifelong learning institutions 

• Community and education forums 

• Marketing and promotion within your community (e.g. local shop windows, local 

newspaper) 

• Attend community events – e.g. stalls/activities 

  

Identifying the learning potential of your organisation 

Then you need to identify what your museum or heritage site has to offer in the way of 

collections, venue/space available for use/hire, staff time to work with groups, staff skills – 

experts available. Your provision may meet some users’ needs but not all. So think about 

varying your offer to meet the interests, abilities and learning styles of different groups. 

Some options to consider are: 

• Outreach 

• Temporary exhibitions, including touring and community exhibitions 

• Projects 

• Talks/heritage walks 

• Workshops 

• Family learning events 

• Develop portable handling collections and replicas 

http://www.communitiesfirst.uk.com/


  

Working with older learners 

You can access older learners through organisations such as the WI, WEA and U3A. It is 

important to recognise that many older learners like to stay with what they know so it is 

useful to find ways to mix the familiar with the new and artists or interpreters need to be 

able to respond to these learning preferences. 

  

Projects developed for older learners may well attract funding and it is worth applying to 

CyMAL for financial support in this area. For any project, it is always worth developing a 

booklet that outlines the project, its goals and its achievements to support future funding 

applications. 

  

Case Study: Mark Thomas at Scolton Manor, has developed DECADES – a multi-sensory 

resource for older learners from the 1900-1980s. It takes the form of suitcases with 

documents, books, sounds, mini DVD players and smells. In the production of these Scolton 

spoke to Age Concern and staff there were able to provide oral history recording 

equipment including sessions on how to use it. DECADES started from mystery objects. 

The education collection is not the same as the core collection. It has all been acquired as a 

handling collection or agreed with donors that was how it would be used. Mark referred to 

the importance of a gathering place for older users, the need to have county wide use and 

the possibilities of sharing resource lists and using the virtual museum. 

 


