
Creating Community Archives 
A short project to explore how a local library and archive can bring local history to life for 
prisoners, young people at risk of offending and older adults. The project supported access 
to archives and libraries as the starting point for exploring local historical events that have 
shaped their communities. The archive and library material acted as the stimulus that 
allowed participants to explore their own stories and experiences. Drama was also 
introduced to stimulate discussion and activity. 

Target Audience 
 
Young people at risk of offending 
Prisoners 
Older adults  
Aim 
 
The aims of the project were to: 
 
a) Contribute to a different way of working for the local archive and library. 
 
b) Increase the range of learning activities available from the library to a wider range of 
people in the local community. 
 
c.1) Form new partnerships between libraries and to deliver the Creating Community 
Archives project.  
 
c.2) Evaluate if these partnerships are sustainable. 
 
d) Increase the amount of learning activity for participants. To provoke 
wider learning outcomes e.g. an increase in feelings of aspiration, self 
esteem, confidence, engagement 
 
e) Support a sense of identity for individual participants 
 
f) Support a sense of community identity  

Process 
 
14 young offenders (male) between the ages of 18 and 21, serving time in Deerbolt Young 
Offenders Institution were selected by Deerbolt’s Head of Drama, Head of Learning and 
Skills, literacy tutor and Safe Ground’s project director to take part in the 4 week long 
Creating Community Archives project, with the overarching historical theme of World War 
Two involving older members of the community with life experience and memories from 
wartime Britain. 
 
Morris Hargeaves McIntyre was commissioned by the MLA to evaluate the project.  
 
Data was collected using ethnographic research methods in order to 
investigate the above driving questions.  
 
Data gathered through more traditional qualitative research methods such as observations, 
interviews and focus group discussion played a key part in adding to findings from 
materials, painting a fuller picture of the project’s journey for all those involved. 



 
All data was analysed using traditional social sciences research analysis 
methods, of coding and triangulation, using the framework of the Generic 
Learning Outcomes and Generic Social Outcomes to sort and present findings.  
Number of participants 
 
14 young men aged 18 to 21, sentenced to serve time in Deerbolt Young 
Offenders Institution attended 4 weeks of full time workshops in HMYOI Deerbolt (per week 
= 4 days at 5 hours per day and 1 day at 3 hours) plus 1 extra half day for an internal 
presentation (3 hours). 
 
20 older adults of from the local community with memories from wartime 
(WW2) Britain attended 4 sessions with Kerryn Davies at the luncheon club. There were 
also 4 sessions when the young offenders met Older Adults face-to-face (3 sessions when 
1 older adult worked with the group and 1 session when 6 of the older adults attended the 
performance/exhibition). 
 
7 family members visited the young people during their performance and 
exhibition launch. 
 
Students, staff and library users at Durham University Library engaging 
with the exhibition produced as part of the project 
 
Young people linked to the Darlington Youth Offending service taking part 
in the trial (formative evaluation) of a loans box developed as an output 
legacy of the Creating Community Archives project with young people in 
Deerbolt. Four young people attended session 1 and five young people attended session 2.  

Impact and outcome 
 
A different way of working for the local archive and library  
 
Archive education officers with direct involvement in the project:  
 
a) Feel more confident in working with young offenders and young people at risk.  
 
b) Have deepened their understanding of drama and personal storytelling as effective 
educational tools in archive education.  
 
c) Have a better understanding of the lives of young offenders.  
 
d) Have a better understanding of how prisons/ young offenders’ institutions operate and 
security procedures which need to be considered.  
 
e) Feel more confident in communicating with young offenders’ institutions.  
 
f) Desire to work with young offenders again. 
 
Through informal internal knowledge sharing, members of staff not directly involved in the 
project have gained positive attitudes towards the project and what was achieved. There 
was also decreased prejudice to young offenders and their ability  
 
 
Increased the range of learning activities available from the library to a wider range of 



people in the local community 
 
Through working directly, employing tailored teaching and learning strategies with young 
offenders, older members of the community and young people at risk of offending 
separately, as well as bringing them together to enable intergenerational learning 
opportunities. 
 
Through bringing the exhibition produced as a result of the project to Palace Green Library 
at Durham University enabling students, staff and library users to engage with the 
exhibition. 
 
Increased learning activity 
 
The prison library was used to research the Second World War, what archives are and why 
they are important were discussed as part of the project. 
 
Young Offenders 
Individual outcomes relate to: increased acting skills, music skills, writing skills, increased 
understanding of the importance of collecting archive materials and what can be found out 
from studying archive materials.  
 
Outcomes relating to whole group: increase in confidence, self–esteem, positive self 
imagery, empathy, raised aspirations, improvisation skills, deepened knowledge and 
understanding of the Second World War and how a play and exhibition are produced. 
 
Facilitators  
 
Increased confidence and skills (communication) in working with new audience groups and 
organizations.  
 
Older members of the community 
 
Feeling “seen” and important, feeling valued, feeling more positive towards young 
offenders. 
 
Sense of individual identity  
 
a) increased positive attitudes to self (YO)  
b) sense of being part of history (YO)  
c) empathy with people living in the past  
d) understanding more about life in wartime Britain (YO)  
e) sense of and pride in achievement (being able to “shine”) (YO and OA)  
f) feeling valued (OA)  
g) making a difference (facilitators) 
 
Sense of community identity  
 
Evidence through art-work and letters from Young Offenders to Older Adults explicitly talk 
about young and old “coming together”. Evaluation of learning outcomes show an increase 
in positive attitudes to Young Offenders by Older Adults and to Older Adults by Young 
Offenders.  

Evaluation 
 
For the most part the project was highly successful, however the logistics of the project did 



take longer than anticipated. Because of delays in securing prison clearance the archivists 
were not able to attend all sessions. The schedule and outputs were perhaps ambitious for 
timescales, and better results could have been achieved by focusing on one output. 
 
The support, dedication and goodwill of the archivists and prison staff was instrumental in 
realising the project. Working closely with the prison security department, and having a 
named member of team with whom to liaise, was also beneficial.  
 
The level to which participants embraced and responded positively to each other played an 
important role in securing the success of the project. Although a live presentation was not a 
required output, it was perhaps the project’s most successful aspect. 
 
This project acted as the pilot for a larger scale project which Safe Ground is now 
undertaking, entitled Common Ground. Common Ground would not have been possible 
without the evidence, knowledge and experience which Creating Community Archives 
provided.  

Tips 
 
Key recommendations for future roll- out of the project 
 
• The importance of a central bridge organisation (e.g. Safe Ground) as well as a bridge-
methodology (such as drama and storytelling) to link archive education work with the 
prison’s learning and skills programme, providing cross-sector interpretation skills and 
expertise. 
 
• Ensuring individual learning pathways for young people are made possible through the 
choice of pedagogy, which at the same time ensures working together as a group towards a 
common goal (in order to enable involvement and engagement). 
 
• Longer time scales, in regards to both planning and delivery. Time constraints put extra 
pressure, for example, on communication between facilitators of the different organisations 
(e.g. ensuring shared information, understanding of the process and expectations of each 
other). Shorter time scales are reliant on good will, confidence, flexibility, extra support and 
openness amongst facilitators. 
 
• Full awareness of the implications of community involvement to prison 
security procedures in advance of planning desired outcomes and outputs. 
 
• A front-end consultation process involving all project facilitators to ensure shared 
ownership of desired outcomes and outputs, and that the number of outcomes and outputs 
are realistic given the individual circumstances of the project. It was suggested that 
involving older adults in the front-end consultation process may be a way of making the 
intergenerational work even more effective. For example, archive materials and objects can 
be selected based on the personal stories of older community members and explicitly linked 
to these, highlighting the purpose of archives and that every object tells a story. 
 
• Logistics and administration support Flexibility and open communication as key aspects of 
project facilitation ethos. 
 
• Full support of senior managers is key to success, roll-out and 
sustainability. 
 
• Skills and experience sharing opportunities for organisations taking part 
scheduled internally and externally to be scheduled early on in the process.  



 
• Further research is needed in order to understand a) at what point(s) 
during a sentence the participation in a project such as Creating Community Archives is 
most effective for individual young people b) the long-term impact of the project on all those 
involved and c) follow up the usage and impact of the “Exploring Archives Loans Box” 
amongst youth offending teams, secondary school students and community groups.  

Future development 
 
Creating Community Archives has provided a springboard for Safe Ground to develop 
further community projects. The project provided them with the evidence, experience and 
knowledge upon which to base their current large-scale intergenerational community 
project, Common Ground. 
 
It is hoped that the project will also pave the way for future collaborations between the 
charitable and arts and heritage sectors.  
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