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Abstract 
 

University special collections are increasingly being recognised as a valuable pedagogical 

resource in higher education teaching and learning. The value of historical artefacts as a 

cross-disciplinary tool to promote higher order thinking processes such as criticality, 

questioning and narrative construction is well-established in the museum education 

literature and is gaining increasing attention in teaching and learning development. In this 

paper, we present three case studies in which we explore the application of special 

collections in a range of learning development contexts in order to help students engage 

with their discipline and discipline-specific higher order skills. Our case studies are 

explorative in the sense of ‘trialling’ the use of historical artefacts in the classroom, to 

inform our next steps and the development of our method. We conclude with our 

reflections on the process and outcomes of our explorations in order to inform our practice 

and that of other educators looking to apply this method. 

 

 

Keywords: flexible pedagogies; special collections; historical artefacts; museum 

education; academic writing; information literacy; narrative enquiry. 
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Introduction  
 

Flexible pedagogical approaches can take different forms. In this paper, we present three 

case studies that advocate the broader use of university special collections as a flexible 

pedagogical resource aimed at enhancing students’ learning and development. 

 

The case studies are 'works in progress' − elements of pedagogical practice that act as an 

exploration of the application of special collections. We are on a journey of discovery, 

continually refining this method within teaching and learning development. The origin of 

this article lies in an exploratory workshop for teaching staff which we facilitated at 

Bedfordshire. Grounded in object-based learning, visual literacy and museum education, 

the workshop provided a space to explore the versatility of special collection artefacts for 

teaching subject-specific material and relevant academic competencies. High levels of 

interest and positive feedback from the participants encouraged us to develop the concept 

further, across two institutions. Here we share insights from this exploration, in particular 

around the design and the implementation of the method. It is important to clarify that, 

rather than evaluating a completed research project, we present our paper from a 

‘practitioner angle’, focusing on our continuing explorations of developing and refining a 

new teaching method from our own observations, as our method, and student feedback. 

 

The three case studies focus on our engagement with students across three disciplines 

(Business Studies, Education Studies, Music Education), and three levels of study 

(foundation, final year undergraduate, postgraduate), and are written from three different 

practitioner perspectives (Educational Developer, Librarian, Academic Writing Senior 

Teaching Fellow). This variation provided us with valuable insights in terms of further 

adapting the method. Our main aim is to explore and develop a teaching method which 

could help students engage with their discipline or discipline-specific skills through an 

unexpected, possibly surprising, medium: historical images and objects. By inviting our 

students to 'trial' the use of the artefacts in the classroom, we aimed to acquire information 

to inform our next steps. Further explanation of this process is discussed in our method 

section below.  

 

The reader will notice that our models share a common thread: authenticity of the artefacts 

as a catalyst for students' curiosity and engagement, criticality, argument construction, 
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reflexivity and own subjectivity, and transferability of thinking. Each case study, however, 

has its own 'leading' focus. The first focusses on questioning as a way to own positionality 

and narrative enquiry, the second on critical analysis and information literacy, and the third 

explores criticality in academic writing. We have deliberately preserved the variations in 

underpinning approaches to be helpful to a broad range of educators. 

 

 

Special collections across and beyond disciplines 
 

Museum and university special collections are increasingly looked upon with interest by 

higher education educators as a helpful, and perhaps, surprising teaching resource. There 

seems to be a 'coming together’ of museum education and higher education practice, with 

historical artefacts being recognised as powerful tools for promoting higher order thinking. 

German and Harris (2017) point to the ‘agile’ function of museum objects in encouraging 

students’ engagement with a broad range of topics, from discipline-specific (material, 

history, use) to interdisciplinary (the same object could be explored from the point of view 

of anthropology, creative writing, history, microbiology), and even beyond the disciplines at 

the level of cross-disciplinary academic practice that underpins learning (interrogation, 

critical thinking). Hardie (2015) offers inspiring examples from her art and design practice, 

which promotes meaning making and experiential learning through interrogation of objects 

and images. Other accounts have also been provided around the value of special 

collections for cross-disciplinary pedagogies (Carini, 2016; Yaco et al., 2016). Chatterjee 

and Hannan (2015) provide a comprehensive overview of both theory and practice around 

object-based learning in higher education and its rich potential for helping students 

develop critical and abstract thinking, creativity, and research skills in a variety of 

disciplines, from art and design to biosciences, music and education. 

  

There are multiple reasons behind these cross-disciplinary developments. The ever-

changing landscape of higher education drives institutions towards creativity and 

innovation through cross- and inter-disciplinary collaborations at the level of research, 

programmes and instruction (Jacob, 2015). Our main task as educators is, arguably, to 

provide our students with opportunities to prepare for what Brandt and Eagleman (2017) 

refer to as 'creativity economy', where ‘the only thing that allows us to face these 

accelerating changes [is] cognitive flexibility[...] We absorb the raw materials of experience 
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and manipulate them into something new [...] reaching beyond the facts [...] We master 

what is, and envisage what-ifs’ (Brandt and Eagleman, 2017, p.8). In other words, there is 

an increasing value placed on developing the ‘skill of transfer’ (Gibbs, 2014, p.3), an 

‘adaptive expertise [...] where the context learning is intended to transfer into is new and 

different in important respects but where you nevertheless expect your graduates to cope 

better than others’. We want to equip our students with approaches and ways of thinking, 

which they can adapt and apply to a range of contexts and scenarios. Interdisciplinary 

instruction has the potential to support students in enhancing their higher order cognitive 

ability, including critical thinking, bias recognition and working with ambiguity (Vess and 

Linkon, 2001; Repko, 2007).  

 

With this in mind, we see the flexibility of special collections as twofold. On one hand, 

special collections provide our students with an opportunity to practice cognitive flexibility 

and develop the skill of transferring creative solutions to unfamiliar contexts. Abstract 

thinking and critical analysis, imagination and creativity, reflection and learning transfer are 

central to both engaging with the discipline and graduate employability (Universities UK, 

2015; UAL, 2018). On the other hand, the collections present themselves as a flexible 

resource, which can be adapted to suit a range of disciplines, topics and study levels.  

  

Current literature on special collections draws on a range of pedagogical theory; there are 

strong connections with Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning, multisensory learning 

(Morrison, 2015), curiosity, and museum-based learning (Vitelli, 2014; Chatterjee and 

Hannan, 2015; Hardie, 2015; German and Harris, 2017). We draw on this literature to 

suggest that well-established practices in museum and arts-based education, such as 

interrogating objects and images, meaning making and critical reflection, have potential to 

enhance mastery of important academic practices. 

 

We also extend the understanding of special collections to flexible ‘post-disciplinary’ 

pedagogy (Ryan and Tilbury, 2013), whereby the artefacts are used to promote 

development of academic practices that not only underpin, but also go beyond the 

discipline, specifically: critical thinking, information literacy, questioning and positionality. 

These practices may present a challenge for both lecturers (to teach effectively) and 

students (to articulate, and to clearly demonstrate), as they rely on abstract (and 
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subjective) processes that underpin learning (Johnston et al., 2011; Brown, 2014; Dunne, 

2015). 

 

The discourse around criticality, questioning and narrative construction as the foundation 

for engaging with historical artefacts, as well as their role in relation to the process of 

critical and aesthetic enquiry, are well developed in the museum education literature (see, 

for example, Raney, 1999; Bevan and Xanthoudaki, 2008; German and Harris, 2017) and 

slowly gaining momentum in teaching and learning development in higher education. 

Furthermore, the discourse around visual pedagogy and intertextuality (see, for example, 

Moss, 2010; Rifà‐Valls, 2011) provides a useful frame of reference for our work, in which 

both visual and verbal language are approached as 'text'. In this sense, the language born 

out of the interaction between objects and images (and/or verbal text) can supply learners 

with meaningful contextualisation for their process of enquiry.  

 

Indeed, it may at first seem counterintuitive to use sensory and visual methods as a way to 

connect with new knowledge within a text-centred discipline, while most of the academic 

processes and outputs gravitate currently towards text (see, for example, Raney, 1999; 

Chatterjee et al., 2015). Yet engaging with objects and images can make thinking, 

exploring, making connections, analysing and imagining – processes that are difficult to 

capture – tangible and more visible (see Dunne, 2015). It also fosters a dynamic learning 

environment, fuelled by excitement and curiosity – what Hardie (2015) refers to as ‘the 

power of wow’. This type of innovative instruction can also be challenging; as Bateson 

(2001) puts it: ‘at the centre of any tradition, it is easy to become blind to alternatives’ 

(p.73).  

 

In relation to interdisciplinarity specifically, there is evidence that interdisciplinary 

pedagogical methods can produce exciting results. For example, a study by Jasani and 

Saks (2013) illustrates how art can be used to help medical students develop observation 

skills in clinical diagnosis. Four themes identified in Jasani and Saks's analysis centre 

around subjective terminology, scope of interpretations, speculative thinking and use of 

visual analogies. So, by encouraging our students to consciously reflect on their ‘ways of 

looking’ and ‘ways of seeing’ objects and images from our special collections, we 

encourage our students to further develop their critical eye and skill of interpretation, and 

then find intertextual ways of transferring these approaches to the subject knowledge.  
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Special collections 'three ways' 
 

The collections utilised in the case studies are The Bedford Physical Education Archive 

(University of Bedfordshire, 2018) and The Bernarr Rainbow Collection at the UCL Institute 

of Education. We highlight the collections' versatility through applying three different 

frames: teaching and learning enhancement, information literacy and academic writing. 

We see the ‘post-disciplinary’ (Ryan and Tilbury, 2013) potential of special collections, as 

we work across and alongside specific disciplines in our professional roles. 

 

 

Our method 
 

Our method is a pedagogical approach grounded in object-based learning in museums 

and higher education (Chatterjee and Hannan, 2015; German and Harris, 2017). This 

article provides a snapshot in time of us exploring this method, as it is understood in arts-

based disciplines, with discourse around deconstruction, necessary reiterations and 

outputs (see, for example, Nelson, 2013; Skains, 2018). Our exploration is ongoing, and 

this snapshot depicts our initial practitioner observations and experiences, and the process 

of adapting and refining our pedagogical method. Our process maps deconstruct the 

scaffolding of activities and processes in our sessions; our reiterations use archives across 

different disciplines, levels and topic areas; our output is our case studies. 

 

The method needed to be adaptable in order to embed it into teaching across different 

disciplines, and at different levels of study. Two consistent methodological aspects have 

been the phased introduction of objects and the questioning technique, both used to 

encourage interaction, reflection-in-action, and reflection-on-action (Grushka et al., 

2005).The explorative design was shared with the students from the start; the 

experimental, 'beyond-the-discipline' nature of the activity was explained in order to 

encourage active participation and to request verbal consent. Student feedback was 

collected at the end of each session, through post-it notes, around three themes: what 

went well, what did not, and what was surprising (in a couple of words). Post-its are an 

accessible tool, bringing further interactivity and allowing gathering of feedback without 
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contributing to 'survey fatigue' (see, for example, Peterson and Barron, 2007). The nature 

of the feedback ensured brevity, anonymity and activity-specificity.  

 

The themes arising from student responses provided insights in addition to our 

observations and feedback from academic peers at development workshops. The 

development workshops were initially delivered by two of the current authors; the third 

author of this paper participated in one of the workshops and subsequently collaborated 

with the two practitioners to develop and adapt the method to be trialled in each of our 

areas of practice. We co-designed the scaffolding and questioning techniques and the 

three feedback prompt questions for each session. After each session or ‘iteration’ we 

shared our own insights and those of our students. The insights from both peers and 

students, along with our own observations, helped inform our practice further, and we 

modified the method accordingly after each iteration. Student feedback was consistent 

with our own observations, and these insights and further steps for development are 

discussed in the 'reflections and observations' section. To illustrate the process of 

designing, refining and implementing the method, we developed the following concept map 

(Figure 1): 

 

Figure 1. Process of Method Design  
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The process illustrated above is still ongoing. Below we share our initial experiences, 

observations and insights through three case studies – one from each of our specific 

practitioner perspectives. 

 

 

Case study 1: Using special collections to encourage questioning and 
narrative enquiry: an educational development perspective 
 

Focus on: questioning, narrative enquiry, subjectivity, positionality 

 

As an educational developer, my interest was in ‘trying out’ the special collections 

approach for the purposes of discipline-specific teaching, in this case, in Education 

Studies. The method was offered to two groups of final year undergraduates (thirty 

students in each group, working in groups of five). The activity aimed to create a space for 

the participants to practice questioning techniques as a ‘driver’ for narrative enquiry, as 

part of preparation for their dissertation project.  

 

The importance of questioning as a higher cognitive skill, and even as an ‘art’ has been 

highlighted in the literature (Doering and Pekarik, 1996; Phillips and Duke, 2001; Yang et 

al., 2005). The dialogical, critical and reflexive nature of questioning can be used to direct 

enquiry − not only into a topic, but also into the learner’s own positionality (and how 

subjectivities may impact the narrative construction). Parallels with Socratic questioning 

and guided self-discovery can be made here (Paul and Elder, 2008). In particular, 

Mezirow's (2003) concept of 'communicative learning' is helpful, in which questioning 

encourages ‘critique of the assertion itself’ (p.8).  

 

Formulating research questions and ‘unpacking’ the research topic is an area that students 

may find challenging (Anderson and Arsenault, 2005). The students were asked to create 

possible narratives around sets of artefacts: photographs, sports equipment, journals (see 

Process map 1). Starting with the artefacts that presented fewer potential cues (relatively 

abstract photographs), each following object could be more easily interpreted (a three-

dimensional object). The last object contained most identifiable information, including text 

(journals). 
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Process map 1. Special collections as a catalyst for questioning and narrative 
building (Bedford Physical Education Archive, University of Bedfordshire Special 

Collection). 
 

 

 

Process map 1: Special collections as a catalyst for questioning and narrative 

building (credit: Bedford Physical Education Archive, University of Bedfordshire 

Special Collection) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 2. Collaborative 
inquiry. Another artefact 
added. Question and 
explore possible 
connections between the 
two photographs. What 
scenarios are emerging? 

Step 3. Collaborative inquiry.  A 
physical object is added to the 
set. Now, consider the three 
artefacts together. Go back to 
your initial questions. Can you 
answer any? Go back to your 
scenarios. What story is 
emerging? Does the new 
artefact confirm, or confuse your 
assumption? How? Why? 

Step 5. Final interpretations and 
narrative presentations. 
Discussion: ways of seeing and 
questioning. Application for 
developing research questions and 
narrative construction.    

Reflection. How does your 
narrative look now? At which point 
did it start taking this shape? What 
helped you make that decision? 
Which questions were the most 
helpful? Which questions got 
answered? Which ones didn’t? 

Reflection. Share questions with 
the group. What did you ask? 
Are there different / similar 
questions? Why did you ask 
this?  
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As ‘not all learning is “learning to do” but […] understanding […] the meaning of what 

others communicate’ (Mezirow, 2003, p.204), it was made clear to the students that ‘ways 

of seeing’ and ‘ways of knowing’ would be encouraged (not only 'what?', but also 'what 

if?'). It was important to help the students connect with their individual creativity, thinking 

disposition and positionality – to elicit possible meanings, interpretations and narratives. 

The observed effect was a dynamic and collaborative process of iteration and reiteration, 

which manifested through ‘layering' of interpretations, forming into narratives. Encouraging 

multiple reiterations promotes ‘possibility thinking’ and creates negotiated meanings (Dillon 

and Howe, 2003).  

 

As the workshop was designed to support students’ thinking around a possible dissertation 

topic, and the articulation of research questions, it was important to make sure this 

connection, and the transferability was not lost. The students were asked to identify 

aspects of questioning and narrative building, which could be used to ‘interrogate’ their 

chosen topic area, as well as to identify, and critique, their own positionality. The activity 

resulted in a variety of narratives and interpretations that comprised an amalgamation of 

the students’ own experiences, imaginations, and factual information – addressing both 

the ‘content’ (breadth) and the ‘meaning’ (depth) (Polkinghorne, 2006).  

 

Feedback from the students indicated that they found the activity engaging and enjoyable; 

the value of working with authentic artefacts was mentioned; the interaction with peers and 

sharing of analytical experiences was valuable; some students were positively surprised 

by their own creativity. Reflecting on the observation of students’ interactions and 

engagement during the session and their feedback, the ‘scaffolding’ approach to ‘layering’ 

the information (by presenting the artefacts one after another; and encouraging reflection 

after each stage) seemed to support students in practising their metacognitive skills (see, 

for example, Holton and Clarke, 2006) and encouraged the process of collaborative 

enquiry.  
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Case study 2: Using special collections to encourage criticality: an 
information literacy perspective 
 

Focus on: critical thinking, information literacy, textual interrogation, argumentation 

 

For librarians, communicating the value of information literacy as a lifelong research skill is 

a challenge due to the fleeting nature of our contact with the students. The demonstration 

of practical research skills is an established practice, but this does not necessarily lead to 

better equipped students (Walsh, 2018). Using objects to scaffold this learning, as Arnold-

Foster et al. (2015) discuss, is a way for librarians to be further involved in the 

development of students, for them to impart ‘skills of transfer’ (p.3) in a memorable and 

engaging way, utilising the active learning pedagogical approach (Gibbs, 2014). 

 

‘Information literacy’ is defined as ‘the ability to think critically and make balanced 

judgements about any information we find and use’ (CILIP, 2018). The artefacts used in 

this session were similar to Case Study 1; by using objects that were not immediately 

related to their subject, students could question and critically evaluate information whilst 

demonstrating their ‘intellectual humility’ (ACRL, 2016, p.7) – they acknowledge their own 

experience may lead to limitations, but remain open minded to other perspectives and 

interpretations.  

 

The session was offered to three groups of around 30 Foundation Year Business students 

(level three), split into groups of between three and five, and the aim was to encourage 

them to develop the skills they require to thrive during undergraduate study (see QAA, 

2014, level descriptors). The workshop helped to identify a process of establishing 

common themes and presenting a summary argument − vital for undergraduate study 

(Van Gelder, 2015). The session required students to interpret the artefacts and make 

links between them, before repeating the process with academic resources (see Process 

Map 2). As discussed above, the historical artefacts were not specific to the students’ own 

discipline. The academic sources that students would be expected to utilise (for example 

journal articles), were all subject-related and this allowed us to observe whether students 

were able to transfer the processes and skills in which they engaged when exploring the 

objects to discipline-specific enquiry.  
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The groups seemed initially cautious but became more engaged with the objects through 

the scaffolding of the questioning processes and explorative activities, echoing the ACRL 

framework, which values ‘developing […] new investigative methods’ (ACRL, 2016, p.7) 

and encourages students to have an open mind, criticality, flexibility and creativity (ACRL, 

2016). All students started from an assumed ‘level playing field’ (since the objects were 

unfamiliar and not immediately related to the specific discipline), which encouraged them 

to draw on their own backgrounds and skills to interpret the information. 

 

During the contextualisation stage, in which students moved to evaluating academic 

sources, skilful facilitation was needed in order to explain how the processes engaged in 

when exploring the artefacts could be transferred. This aspect of our method may be 

challenging for the facilitator to navigate − it was important to keep reminding the students 

that they should avoid focusing narrowly on the specifics, and instead focus on themes. 

This challenge enabled an unscheduled but frank discussion about how to strategically 

read literature. 

 

The initial questioning activity was useful, and some students did grasp that they were 

learning lifelong skills. The limitations of the session from the student perspective, as 

evidenced in their feedback, were the length of time in which to read the literature when 

using subject material, repetitiveness of the task cycle, and a perception of lack of 

relevance to their subject or assignment work. Overall, though, the feedback was positive, 

and the atmosphere in the room was energetic, demonstrating that students seemed to 

enjoy learning through a new and innovative technique – this was also explicitly stated in 

their feedback. 
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Process map 2: Special Collections as a catalyst for critical enquiry and information 

literacy (credit: Bedford Physical Education Archive, University of Bedfordshire 

Special Collection) 

 

 

 

Process map 2: Special Collections as a catalyst for critical enquiry and information 

literacy (credit: Bedford Physical Education Archive, University of Bedfordshire 

Special Collection) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ACRL guidelines: information 
literate persons can “formulate 
questions for research based on 
information gaps or re-
examination of existing, possibly 
conflicting, information” (ACRL, 
2016, p. 7) 

ACRL: draw conclusions based 
on analysis and interpretation of 
information (ACRL, 2016, p. 7) 

 

Step 2. Groups discussed 
their questions.  Were 
they the same or 
different? Why? 

Step 3. Additional artefacts were 
added, one at a time, every 3-4 
minutes.  Groups asked to think 
if the questions they generated 
could be applied to the additional 
objects, and if they could identify 
common themes. 

  

Step 5. The process was 
repeated, but with academic 
sources. 

The sources were a journal article, 
news article, government 
legislation all themed around 
workplace policy on uniforms, 
which added both academic and 
subject context.  
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It can be argued that information literacy is a basic human right, as it enables and 

empowers (IFLA, 2015). An activity that incorporates artefacts can address the challenges 

of teaching one-off sessions by making the content and the meaning more memorable and 

emphasising the transferability of research skills and critical thinking. This method helps 

students to view research skills as something beyond their curriculum − as a ‘post-

disciplinary’ (Ryan and Tilbury, 2013) transferable competency, rather than just a set of 

processes that they can learn to enhance their academic progression. 

 

 

Case study 3: Special collections as a catalyst for criticality and 
creativity in reviewing literature: an academic writing perspective 
 

Focus on: literature review, criticality, academic writing  

 

In academic writing development, genre and text analysis are common pedagogical 

approaches (see, for example, Wingate, 2012); however, writing processes are often 

abstract, tacit and ‘opaque’ (Gourlay, 2009). We therefore sought to ‘awaken’ some of the 

possible processes involved in critically reviewing literature using historical artefacts from 

the Bernarr Rainbow Special Collection at the UCL Institute of Education Library. 

 

Two workshops were developed by the Special Collections Librarian and Senior Teaching 

Fellow in Academic Writing for postgraduate Music Education students – one in 2017 (20 

participants), and one in 2018 (25 participants) which was a revised repeat of the earlier 

workshop, based on collaborative reflections with the authors of this paper and feedback 

received on the earlier ‘iteration’. In the earlier iteration, student feedback revealed that 

some of the instructions during the scaffolding of the activities may have been unclear, and 

it was important to clarify the non-prescriptive and interpretative approach to exploring the 

objects and their possible connections. Student feedback also indicated that more time 

devoted to the ‘transfer’ reading and writing activities would have been beneficial, and 

timings were therefore also adapted. The activities and stages of the session can be seen 

in Process Map 3 below.  
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Process map 3: Special Collections as a catalyst for criticality and creativity in 

reviewing literature (credit: Bernarr Rainbow Collection, UCL Institute of Education 

Library) 

 

 

 

 

Process map 3: Special Collections as a catalyst for criticality and creativity in 

reviewing literature (credit: Bernarr Rainbow Collection, UCL Institute of Education 

Library) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 2. Collaborative inquiry 
and further exploration. 
Additional images and physical 
artefacts added. Each table is 
given a group of artefacts – 
these are grouped together by 
theme (e.g. teaching singing 
using handsigns, boys choirs, 
conversational teaching, 
foundations of music etc.). 
Participants are encouraged to 
explore connections between 
artefacts and to the initial 
image, in order to ignite the 
‘research imagination’ (Hart, 
1998). 

Group discussion and reflection 
on group interpretations.   
Followed up with ‘revealing’ of 

origin of artefacts. 

Reflection. Share questions with 
the group. Are questions similar 
or different? What do they say 
about your educational / 
professional background and 
your biases?  

Step 3. Collaborative enquiry 
and ‘Detective work’ (Hardie, 
2015).  How might all the 
artefacts piece together? Can 
there be more than one 
interpretation? What is missing 
to help you make connections, 
disconnections and draw 
conclusions? Where are the 
‘silences’? What is not being 
said. What is missing? What do 
you still want to know and why? 

Step 5. Reflection on the 
processes engaged in during the 
previous steps. What processes/ 
senses were ‘awakened’ when 
exploring the artefacts? Which 
verbs / action phrases could be 
used to describe the processes 
you engaged in during the task? 
(e.g. analysing, evaluating, 
synthesising, delving)     

Step 4. Present one 
interpretation of the artefacts 
per group (2 minutes).     

Step 6. Linking and application to 
literature review research and 
writing processes. How do the 
processes identified in Step 5 
relate to process of researching 
and reviewing literature? What is 
the value of historical inquiry in the 
processes of academic 
researching and writing? How are 
these processes identified in your 
reading? How can they be 
demonstrated in your writing?  
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The artefacts included images representing the history of music education and historical 

texts on music education and pedagogy. Each group was given an initial image to examine 

individually before the phased introduction of additional images to explore and discuss as 

a group. The aim was to simulate some of the questioning processes involved in critically 

reviewing literature and activate the participants’ own meaning-making and creative 

processes in order to ignite the ‘research imagination’ (Hart, 1998). The activity concluded 

with participants presenting a summary of their interpretation of the artefacts. 

 

In the post-task reflection, participants discussed how criticality might be demonstrated in 

researching and reviewing literature: situating themselves and thereby foregrounding their 

own voices and experiences, going beyond describing what is said in the literature, 

synthesising ideas and perspectives, making new meanings, considering new options that 

remain under the surface. For example, one group noted that their questions on the initial 

artefact corresponded with their professional backgrounds and research interests (see 

Process map 3); some of the participants had questions about the pedagogical 

approaches to music being depicted, whilst others discussed social indicators such as 

dress and gender.  

 

Based on our observations during the session and students’ verbal and written responses, 

the historical artefacts awakened the learners’ curiosity in a unique way partly because of 

the ‘unfamiliarity’ of the objects – the opportunity to ‘play detective’ was highlighted in 

student feedback, and students were able to draw parallels with the research and 

reviewing process. There was a ‘buzz’ around the room as artefacts were revealed, and 

the associated connections, disconnections and silences were explored (Hardie, 2015). 

Using artefacts in this way, underpinned by principles of object-based learning (Robyns, 

2001; Carini, 2016), also helped to develop students’ critical information literacies by 

considering questions about what the object was, when and why it was created, and how it 

was used or could be used in the present time, taking into consideration the wider 

contexts. Thus, students were constructing knowledge through their experiences of 

exploring (unfamiliar) objects (Chatterjee et al., 2015), which, we argue, simulates some of 

the possible processes involved in critically reviewing literature.  
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Our case study highlights the pedagogical value of historical artefacts beyond disciplinary 

learning and how they could be used to activate processes of critical enquiry, synthesis, 

independent thought, meaning making and creativity. For academic writing development 

specifically, we observed the potential of exploring abstract concepts and processes 

through interdisciplinary and post-disciplinary means alongside traditional text-based 

approaches. As discussed above, exploration of the objects seemed to help make these 

concepts more tangible and highlight the underpinning ‘discovery’ nature of literature 

reviewing. Exploring these concepts and processes in practical ways that illuminate 

criticality, creativity and meaning making preceding the written ‘end product’, may help to 

reinforce the idea that creating and constructing knowledge is a core purpose of academic 

writing.  

 

Outcomes, reflections and lessons learnt  
 

Our case studies serve as a snapshot of how a pedagogical method can be designed and 

explored through application, with peers and students, to inform further development. Our 

main aim was to explore – through our own practitioner observations and informal student 

feedback − whether and how interaction with historical artefacts can support students in 

engaging with the topic material, through a method that seemingly sits outside the 

immediate disciplinary boundaries.  

 

Our work highlights the flexible nature of special collections as a pedagogical resource, 

adaptable for a range of disciplines, levels and learning outcomes. The artefacts acted as 

a catalyst for participants' curiosity, reflexivity and sense of subjectivity; the unusual nature 

of the images and objects and the method of working with them was mentioned as 

something memorable, surprising, as a positive feature of the workshop (‘something 

different’).  

 

Our examples are in no way definitive or exhaustive in terms of the potential of special 

collections. What our experiences and observations showed, however, is that careful 

planning and ‘dynamic teaching’ (Chatterjee and Hannan, 2015) play a vital role in the 

successful running of a workshop that incorporates special collections. Indeed, in order for 

the students to harness the 'skills of transfer', we need to make visible the import of the 

transferable characteristics between contexts, so that ‘the intellectual and practical 
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processes involved are pretty much the same’ (Gibbs, 2014, p.2). We observed that the 

artefacts can make the process of exploration more visible and tangible; it is important to 

encourage students to notice what they have just done, and how. Once that process of 

own enquiry is captured and visualised, it can then be deconstructed and re-applied to the 

context of the subject-related task. This was evidenced when students were required to 

transfer processes and skills used in exploring the objects to a discipline-specific 

text/writing-based task; we observed that students were able to ‘replicate’, amend and 

apply the processes and skills to fit the target context within the sessions. 

 

‘Layering’ the questions and instructions in stages and allowing time for reflection are key 

(see process maps). If time is limited, fewer elements of the presented activities may be 

used. Another observation was that students at the start of their academic journey may 

benefit from more detailed instruction, while higher level students will be more self-

directed.  

 

It is important to clarify that we argue for the pedagogical value of special collections 

based on our initial observations, experiences and informal student feedback. In the next 

stage of our exploration, we will look to explicate this value through further longitudinal 

exploration of how students apply what is learnt through interrogating artefacts to further 

discipline-specific learning. Based on our initial exploration, we would like to echo the 

words of Roth (2014) and Vitelli (2014), and suggest that special collections can and 

should be like libraries: accessible to students and supporting their learning.  
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