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Castles, Stained Glass 

and Paintings:  
Improving children’s writing skills through 
partnerships with museums 

Introduction 
This leaflet presents key findings from 
research into the impact of  museum 
visits on children’s writing skills at Key 
Stage 2. 

Commissioned by Renaissance East of 
England and carried out by the Faculty 
of  Education at the University of 
Cambridge (see p3 for methods used) 
the aims of  the research were: 
●	 to analyse the impact of  a museum 

experience on pupils’ writing 
●	 to assess pupils’ motivation for 

writing as part of  a museum 
experience 

●	 to evaluate teachers’ views of  the 
impact of  a museum experience on 
their pupils’ writing and on their 
teaching. 

The need for research 
The government in England has been 
concerned about the development of 
writing because statutory test scores for 
writing have been lower than those for 
reading and have shown less progress. 
Despite this, writing has been less 
researched than reading. In recent years 
there has also been considerable growth 
in provision for schools in the museum 
sector including, in the East of  England, 
the development of  Renaissance-funded 
literacy programmes. These circumstances 
have provided both the motivation and the 
opportunity to take a more in-depth look at 
how museums might continue to contribute 
to improving children’s writing skills. 

Key findings 
The research supported the following 
broad findings: 
●	 The museum / school partnerships 

made an important contribution to the 
children’s learning and to their writing 
by: 
●	 Providing a valuable and valued 

alternative learning environment 
to the classroom 

●	 Providing active learning 
opportunities through first-hand 
encounters with historical artefacts 
and the opportunity for role play 

●	 Providing a trusted and in-depth 
source of  expertise in the museum 
educators 

●	 The children demonstrated improved 
motivation to write, including among 
reluctant writers, with high levels of 
engagement during the museum visits 
and a keener interest in their writing 
after them 

●	 There was evidence of  a higher 
level of  thinking, more in-depth 
learning and greater recall of 
complex ideas as a result of  the 
museum experience 

“ We learnt a lot 
more than we 
would do just 
reading” 

●	 The majority of  the case study 
children produced more writing 
after the museum experience than 
prior to it (i.e. as measured by 
number of  words written in the 
same form of  writing) 

●	 All the participating teachers felt the 
museum experience had supported 
and motivated their pupils’ writing 
in their respective chosen genres 

●	 All the participating teachers 
agreed they would like to use 
museums as part of  their teaching 
delivery in the future. 

You can read the full report at 
www.mla.gov.uk/renaissanceeast 
ofengland 

Conclusion 
The report provides evidence that 
schools and museums working 
together can improve literacy 
standards for primary school children. 
It builds on other research around the 
country which has come to a similar 

conclusion. This positive impact on 
attainment isn’t just apparent in this age 
group – research into the effect of 
a museum visit on secondary school 
pupils shows a similar positive result – 
you can read more in the project report, 
Engage. Learn. Achieve., at 
www.mla.gov.uk/renaissanceeast 
ofengland 

The opportunities for schools to engage 
with museums is also increasing: support 
from Renaissance and the Museum 
Development Officer network (see back 
page for details) means many more 
museums across the East of  England 
have developed learning packages 
across a range of  Key Stages and 
subjects. There has never been a better 
time for schools to make the most of  local 
museums to help improve standards. 

Renaissance East of  England 
October 2009 

www.mla.gov.uk/renaissanceeast
www.mla.gov.uk/renaissanceeast
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Case Study 1: Exploring symbols: 
Using art to inspire poetry 

Subject area: Understanding English, Communication and Languages: 
poetry 

Partners: The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge and Park Street Church of 
England Primary School 

Activity: The teacher chose a painting by Salvator Rosa entitled Human 
Frailty as the focus of  his class’s visit. This is an emotive painting created by 
the artist as a response to the death of  his child. The teacher wanted to use 
the painting to help the children understand symbolism in relation to writing 
poetry. As preparation for the visit, the children wrote personification poems 
about themselves and someone they knew well. The visit took the form of 
a series of  investigations, using different works of  art: 
● An initial session in the Flower Gallery introduced the concept 

of  symbolism 
● A session in front of  the Salvator Rosa painting helped the children 

explore the meaning behind the inclusion of  certain objects and animals. 
● A final session encouraged an imaginative response to the painting 

Au Café by Edgar Degas. 
As a follow up lesson at school the children were asked to write a Haiku 
poem about “the thing they find precious”, a direct link to the Rosa painting. 

Impact: 
● Museums as a context for learning: Experiencing art first hand was 

a powerful experience; the children had been sent an image of  the painting in advance but the impact of  standing in front of 
it was much greater. 

● Motivation to write: The class teacher was pleased with the impact of  the visit on the children’s writing and felt the stimulus 
of  the painting had been important in motivating pupils to write their haikus using symbolism: “When I did the refresher 
lesson today…it was clear that the ones who were there [on the visit] had thought quite carefully about the symbolism.” 
He also felt it helped the lower ability pupils to produce some work. 

● Impact on writing: All the children interviewed could describe the experience in great detail and the girls’ responses 
showed they understood how to look at a painting for meaning. “I found it easier now with personification poems because 
I wouldn’t have realised straightaway that a bubble would represent a delicate and fragile life.” 

Case Study 2: Missing Treasure! 

Writing a news report 

Subject area: Understanding English, 
Communication and Languages: 
journalistic writing 

Partners: Norwich Castle Museum & Art 
Gallery, Catton Grove Primary School and 
Norfolk Primary Literacy Team 

Activity: The event was planned as a real 
life mystery: the children played the role 
of  newspaper reporters investigating the 
case of  a precious object that had gone 
missing from one of  the public viewing 
cases. Prior to the museum visit, the 
children worked on an article based on 
research they had already done about an 
African village where people were dying 
from dirty water. 

The children’s visit to the Castle began 
with a ‘press conference’ where they were 
welcomed as trainee reporters and were 
given a clip board and resource pack. 
They were introduced to the museum 
curator and a volunteer in role as a 

Detective Chief  Inspector who told them 
about the missing Anglo Saxon brooch. 
The children were given the task of 
finding out if  it had been stolen and 
reporting on this. They gathered evidence 
through two 20-minute interviews, one 
with the curator in the ‘press room’ and 
one with the DCI at the ‘crime scene’. 
They were then given 20 minutes to draft 
their report. After lunch the children had 
the opportunity to look round the museum. 

Impact: 
●	 Museums as a context for learning: 

The immersive experience of  the 
museum coupled with the note-taking 
activities proved a valuable combination 

for the children: “I forgot 
mine [his notes] at 

home. When I used 
someone else’s 

I didn’t really need to because we 
had such a good time at the museum 
I could remember all the things.” 

●	 Motivation to write: The class teacher 
felt the real-life context of  the museum 
experience had impacted on the 
children’s writing, increasing their 
motivation to find out more information. 
They were engaged throughout and 
asked strong, relevant questions of 
the staff. The problem solving 
approach worked well with the boys 
and also encouraged the lower ability 
pupils to produce work. 

●	 Impact on writing: Three of  the four 
children who were chosen for more 
detailed study felt motivated to write 
back at school. Two of  them wrote 
their whole newspaper article during 
one lesson and expressed satisfaction 
with what they had produced. 

“...you’re only supposed to write four 
paragraphs and I wrote five!” 
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Case Study 3: 
Who was John the Baptist? 
Researching and writing biography 

Subject area: Understanding English, 
Communication and Languages: biography 

Partners: The Stained Glass Museum in Ely 
Cathedral, Houghton Primary School 

Activity: The focus of  the visit was three 
stained glass windows in the museum 
which explore different Biblical stories 
through a series of  vignettes: the Dance 
of  Salome which led to the execution of 
John the Baptist, and two further windows 

depicting the lives of  Joseph and Moses. The school were sent reproductions of  these 
windows in advance. Other preparation work involved creating fact files on Joseph, 
drawing a stained glass window design and writing a biography of  the children’s 
author, Michael Morpurgo. 

At the museum the children were led through a series of  activities. These included: 
●	 An introductory session on how to ‘read’ a stained glass window, looking closely 

at expressions and hand gestures 
●	 Being told the story of  John the Baptist while looking at the Dance of  Salome 

window 
●	 A session on how stained glass is made 
●	 A re-enactment of  the Dance of  Salome by the children in Ely Cathedral, including 

costumes, real food to eat, and authentic music, as well as John the Baptist’s 
severed (papier maché!) head 

●	 A workshop designing their own window based on Moses’ life. 

“…we acted out the end of  it, 
we did lots of  things and that 
will help me to write it all up.” 

Impact: 
●	 Museums as a context for learning: Re-enacting the dance in the cathedral was 

a powerful experience for the children. 
●	 Motivation to write: The children returned to school eager to find out more about 

John the Baptist’s life and to finish their biographies. They followed up the visit with 
research using the Bible and computer-based sources. 

●	 Impact on writing: The children felt organised in terms of  their material, especially 
in relation to their final paragraph about the end of  John’s life. This affected the 
quality of  what they produced: three of  the four children whose writing was 
analysed in more detail wrote a substantially longer final paragraph. 

“I started off  with no clue at 
all what to do, but then some 
thoughts came into my head 
and it just went down my arm 
to the pen and onto the page.” 

Research methods 
The research involved two year 5/6 
classes and one year 6 class. Twelve 
children, four from each class, were 
chosen for more detailed study. There 
were three phases: 
1. The researchers visited each school 

prior to the children’s museum trip 
to observe a writing class 

2. The researchers accompanied the 
children during their museum visit 

3. They returned to the school 
following the museum visit to 
observe another writing class 

Evidence was collected through: 
● Observation of  the children both 

in the classroom and during the 
museum experience 

● Interviews with teachers and 
museum educators at each stage 

● Interviews with the children after 
the post museum writing class 

● Analysis of  writing samples 
produced by the children pre and 
post the museum experience. 

Lessons learned 
Communication: 

● Plan carefully to ensure the 
approach to writing best serves 
the children’s educational needs 

● Discuss expectations in advance 
● The aim should be for sustained 

discussion between teachers 
and museum educators. 

Content: 
● The choice of writing genre 

should be influenced by: 
a clear and authentic purpose; 
children’s likely engagement; 
the museum’s collections, as 
well as the National Curriculum 

● Ensure the level of language 
in presentations is appropriate 
but also extends thinking 

● Plan pre- and post-visit 
activities by drawing on the 
expertise of  teachers and 
museum staff. 

Delivery: 
● Include opportunities for 

speaking and listening 
● Be clear about roles and 

responsibilities during the visit 
● Avoid teaching grammar as a 

separate activity as this is less 
effective than treating it as part 
and parcel of  the writing activity 

● Make sure enough time has 
been allowed 

● Ensure that children have time 
to write their pieces inspired by 
the visit and bring them to a 
conclusion they find satisfying. 
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Key contacts for this research project 

The Stained Glass Museum 
in Ely Cathedral: 
Sally Austin 
T: 01353 666655 
E: learning@elymuseum.org.uk 
www.stainedglassmuseum.com 

The Fitzwilliam Museum, 
Cambridge: 
Rachel Sinfield, Education Officer 
T: 01223 761678 
E: rcs26@cam.ac.uk 
www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk 

Norwich Castle Museum 
& Art Gallery: 
Colly Mudie, Education Manager 
T: 01603 493662 
E: colly.mudie@norfolk.gov.uk 
www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk 

Houghton Primary School: 
Sara Barber 
T: 01480 463398 
E: office@houghton.cambs.sch.uk 

Park Street Church of England 
Primary School: 
Marcus Shadbolt 
T: 01223 576922 
E: office@parkstreet.cambs.sch.uk 

Catton Grove Primary School: 
Tim Lawes 
T: 01603 426728 
E: office@cattongrove.norfolk.sch.uk 
www.cattongrove.norfolk.sch.uk 

Faculty of Education, University 
of Cambridge: 
Dominic Wyse 
E: bdw28@cam.ac.uk 
www.educ.cam.ac.uk 

Renaissance East of England: 

Amanda Burke, Evaluation Officer 
T: 01603 493657 
E: amanda.burke@norfolk.gov.uk 

Esther Morgan, Communications Officer 
T: 01603 493667 
E: esther.morgan@norfolk.gov.uk 

For the full report please see: 
www.mla.gov.uk/renaissanceeast 

ofengland 

Renaissance 
This research project was funded 
by Renaissance, the Museums 
Libraries and Archives (MLA) 
Council’s major programme to 
transform England’s regional 
museums. By 2011 over £20m will 
have been invested in the East of 
England’s museums through 
Renaissance. This investment from 
central government is helping the 
sector to raise standards and 
deliver real results in support of 
education, learning, community 
development and economic 
regeneration. Flagship museums, 
known as Hubs, in each English 
region are working alongside MLA 
and Museum Development 
Officers to promote good practice 
and provide advice and support. 
In this region Renaissance is 
managed by the Renaissance East 
of  England office in partnership 
with the East of  England Museum 
Hub: Norfolk Museums & 
Archaeology Service, Colchester 
and Ipswich Museum Service, The 
Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge 
and Museums Luton. If  you’d like 
to know more about what 
Renaissance is achieving in the 
East of  England, please contact 
Esther Morgan (see contact 
details above) or visit the website 
www.mla.gov.uk/renaissanceeast 

ofengland 

Museum Schools Programmes 
The region’s museums offer a huge range of  provision for schools at both 
primary and secondary level and across a breadth of  subjects including 
English, Science, Geography, Art and Technology as well as History. For more 
information on what’s available in your local area, contact your county Museum 
Development Officer or your nearest Renaissance Hub Museum. 

Hub Museum Heads of Learning 

Lynette Burgess 
Colchester and Ipswich Museum 
Service 
T: 01206 506424 
E: lynette.burgess@colchester.gov.uk 
www.colchestermuseums.org.uk 

Julia Tozer 
The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge 
T: 01223 332900 
E: jkt25@cam.ac.uk 
www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk 

Heather Hollins 
Museums Luton 
T: 01582 546721 
E: heather.hollins@lutonculture.com 
www.museumsluton.com 

Katrina Siliprandi 
Norfolk Museums & Archaeology 
Service 
T: 01603 495892 
E: katrina.siliprandi@norfolk.gov.uk 
www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk 

Museum Development Officers 

Julie Massey 
Bedfordshire & Hertfordshire 
T: 01992 556649 

Kate Brown 
Cambridgeshire 
T: 01223 715473 
E: kate.brown@cambridgeshire.gov.uk 

Liz Hide 
Cambridge University Museums 

T: 01223 336684 
E: eah12@cam.ac.uk 

Ashleigh Jayes 
Essex 
T: 01245 244613 
E: ashleigh.jayes@essex.gov.uk 

Jamie Everitt 
Norfolk 
T: 01263 517964 
E: jamie.everitt@norfolk.gov.uk 

Lyn Gash 
Suffolk 
T: 01473 265241 
E: lyn.gash@libher.suffolkcc.gov.uk 


