
 

 

 

Building a Learning Legacy 
 

Advice Notes: Learning through Objects, BaLL2 
  

These advice notes are based on a presentation given by Steph Mastoris, Head of the 

National Waterfront Museum at a BaLL2 event there in January 2009.  

  

There is a common misunderstanding that museums “are about objects”. They are not. 

Museums enable us to understand objects and through doing so, learn something else. 

Objects are just one of the many ways museums and other heritage organisations can 

facilitate learning and understanding. These advice notes look at some techniques for using 

museum objects for learning.  

  

The power of the object 

Objects are powerful tools for learning for a number of reasons: 

• The real thing – the object links us to a period in time and individuals that we can 

have no tangible contact with otherwise. 

• A sensual thing – the object has many sensory qualities: it might produce sound; it 

will have weight, texture or temperature. The object allows us to engage with it in 

many different ways. 

• A 3-D experience – the object is often something more tactile than a picture or a 
recording. It might have moving parts or it might be something we can take apart. 

• A thing with meaning – the object can prompt our thoughts and understanding to 

develop in a range of different areas. It is a point of departure for learning and 

creativity, not a fixed destination. It can also be a quick prompt to our memories – a 

shortcut to remembering something, someone or somewhere. 

  

Techniques for using objects 

Satisfying the desire to touch 

Being able to handle objects is one of the most obvious learning benefits. There is a real joy 

that can come out of touching a rare or old object and often, by creating a sense of 

privileged access, it is possible to engage those who might otherwise not be interested. It is 

of course very important that object handling is safe both for the object and the handler. 

Sometimes it might be necessary to wear gloves or to handle the object over a padded 

surface. It might be necessary to warn handlers of any sharp edges and points. It might also 

be necessary to supervise the handling and at times to decide whether or not certain 

objects can be handled at all. 

 

Satisfying curiosity 

It can be interesting to work with a very mysterious object that people are unfamiliar with 

and use this as a point of departure. You might employ the “Antiques Road Show” 

technique or demonstrate the object in action to get people thinking about what it might be. 

  

Teaching observation 

Exploring skills of observation through objects is another rich seam for learning. Learners 

can draw the object or use it as the basis for a piece of creative writing. You might also put 

learners in pairs – one looking at the object, the other facing away from the object. The 



partner who can see the object describes it to the partner who can’t and the latter tries to 

work out what it is through attentive listening. 

  

Teaching design technology 

Through demonstrating the functionality of objects and through comparing the nature and 

functionality of similar but different objects, you can explore relationships between form, 

function and material – an important part of design technology. 

  

Teaching material cultural studies 

Objects are central to the museum’s interpretative role by providing cultural and historical 

evidence. The core skills to be learnt for this are identification, typology, contextualisation 

and assessing significance.  

  

An aid to remembering  

Objects are increasingly being used in oral history and reminiscence work. They can be used 

in one to one interviews as a way of prompting the memory of an interviewee and this can 

be an effective way of enabling an interviewee to talk more freely and personally about the 

subject matter. When personal recollection is taking place in groups, more general objects 

can be used to stimulate discussion within the group.  

  

Not only does the use of artefacts make for a more satisfying group discussion, but it also 

helps the museum become more engaged with its users. The responses by reminiscence 

group members to certain objects can help the museum determine the relative social 

importance of this material and so shape future collecting programmes accordingly. 

  

Further sources of information 

• Applying the skills framework to object-based learning – Jill Burton, National Trust, has 

produced this activity sheet for young people working with objects.  This can be 

found in the Building a Learning Legacy section of the GEM online resources.  

• A teacher’s guide to learning from objects – Gail Durbin et al, English Heritage, 1990. 

ISBN: 1850742596 
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