Heritage and the Media Essay	Comment by Mary-Ann Constantine: Maybe give this piece a specific title  

In March 2020 the United Kingdom (UK) entered its first lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic. To stop the spread of the virus, the population was ordered to work from home, schools were closed and businesses shut. Museums also found themselves closing their doors for the safety of their staff, volunteers and visitors. This had a detrimental effect on the key services, such as school visits, that museums provide for their communities and the wider public. Their closure also had a harmful effect on heritage institutions with the loss of income and a reduction of visitor number that still impacts museums today (ALVA UK, 2024). 

	One of the key functions of museums is to facilitate learning for its visitors (Hooper-Greenhill, 1994, 1). Central to this mission is using the material culture of the past to engage visitors. They hold hands-on and experiential learning at their heart (Ambrose and Paine, 2018, 71). At face value, this approach is not compatible with lockdown conditions as traditional museum learning required learners to visit the institutions to engage with them. The use of digital media would come to play a new role in museum learning like never before. When used to its full advantage, digital media can lead to new learning opportunities, engage new audiences and create new opportunities for heritage (Frost, 2010, 239). However, its adoption was by no means simple, universal or equal. There were many factors that influenced a museum’s adoption of digital learning which will be explored in this paper.	Comment by Mary-Ann Constantine: Good introduction, sets out the context nicely .
	
	The Egypt Centre: Museum of Egyptian Antiquities is an interesting case study to explore the adoption of digital learning in museums. Based on Swansea University’s Singleton Campus, it is the only museum in Wales dedicated to Egyptian antiquities. It also boasts the biggest collection of ancient Egyptian material in Wales with over six thousand objects (Sharma, 2023). I was employed as the Learning and Engagement Officer at the Egypt Centre from the period January 2019 to July 2023. In this role I managed and developed the Museum’s Learning Programme. This covered a wide range of aspects including formal, informal, family and wellbeing provisions. This essay contains reflections of my own personal experience of adopting digital learning in the Museum.

Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Egypt Centre had a very popular Learning Programme which included school visits, family activities and outreach. The Schools’ Programme was particularly popular and was fully booked months in advance (Sweetapple, 2020, 14). School groups usually spent the whole day at the Museum. They could choose up to six activities based on ancient Egypt (Egypt Centre, n.d b, 5). Topics for these activities included mummification, gods and goddesses, writing and maths. These activities were hands-on and museum based (ibid). They were based on the Welsh curriculum’s key skills. Significantly, the schools programme was also the biggest income generator for the museum (Sweetapple, 2020, 14). 

Prior to the pandemic, the Egypt Centre did not have much in the way of digital learning beyond a website and social media pages (Atkinson, 2020). This is not because the Museum did not want digital learning resources, but due to the capacity of staff and experience needed to create them. The existing learning programme also took up all available time (ibid). During the Covid-19 pandemic, the Egypt Centre created its Virtual Classroom which was heralded as best practice example of digital learning by the Group for Education in Museums (GEM) and the Museums Association (GEM, 2023; Atkinson, 2020).

This paper will use the Egypt Centre as a case study to examine the impact of the creation of digital learning resources during the Covid-19 pandemic had not just on the Egypt Centre, but on the wider museum sector in Wales and the legacy of digital learning in a post-Covid world. This paper will examine the key factors that led to the creation of the Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom, what was created and the impact it had. The paper will go on to assess the legacy of this learning programme beyond the Covid-19 pandemic. This essay will finally consider the potential impact that digital learning could have on the museum sector in the future. 	Comment by Mary-Ann Constantine: Perhaps relate this specifically to the idea of a shift in medium - from the tactile, on site experience to the virtual - reflect on the role of different media here? 

The Context

The Egypt Centre is a university museum with a relatively small staff. In 2019 the museum employed twelve members of staff, three full-time and nine part-time (Egypt Centre, 2022b, 2). This number included a full-time Learning and Engagement Officer and three part-time Learning Facilitators. Prior to the lockdown in March 2020, one of these facilitators led the activities for school groups, the remaining two led free workshops on two Saturdays a month for school children from areas in the 40th lowest percentile of the Wales Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD40) (Egypt Centre, 2019, 6). When the museum was closed and all staff were working from home, all facilitators’ roles were readjusted to include digital learning. Crucially, none of the staff at the Egypt Centre were put on furlough during the pandemic. This is significant because it means that the Museum had access to a number of learning staff during the development phase of the Virtual Classroom project. Not every museum was this fortunate. The data in the Welsh Government’s sector survey, Spotlight 2022, reflects this. Spotlight is issued every few years meaning that interesting comparison data is available. The most recent survey was run in 2023 collecting data for the year 2022 (Welsh Government, 2023, 13). Spotlight shows that the majority of museums in Wales are independent and volunteer run (ibid, 10). In fact, of the over 1400 staff employed in museums in Wales, only 27% of this number are employed by local authority, independent or university museums (ibid, 41). This shows that the vast majority of museum staff are employed by Amgueddfa Cymru, Wales’ national museum service. This is significant as Amgueddfa Cymru pivoted to digital delivery quickly and successfully (ibid, 57).	Comment by Mary-Ann Constantine: A really interesting point about the wildly different  variations in capacity across the heritage sector.  
	
Additionally, as the Egypt Centre is a university museum, it sits within a larger learning institution who were [which was] also pivoting to online delivery. This meant that the staff at the Egypt Centre had access to digital hardware such as laptops and software such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams which other Welsh museums did not. Swansea University also provided training for staff on how to use this software which meant that the Egypt Centre staff has a robust understanding of how to use Zoom and Microsoft Teams in a learning setting. Again, the Egypt Centre is not typical when considering the access of Welsh museums to digital technology. This is reflected and evidenced in the Spotlight. Access to digital infrastructure and staff capacity were free text answers given multiple times when asked for any additional comments (Welsh Government, 2023, 63). 

	The Covid-19 lockdowns also coincided with the build up to the launch of the new Curriculum for Wales which was ultimately launched in September 2022 in primary schools with the rollout to secondary schools still ongoing. The rollout will be complete in the 2026/27 academic year (Hwb, 2024). The Curriculum for Wales puts learning experiences at its heart through its Areas of Learning and Experience (Hwb, 2020). Museums are in a perfect place to deliver this type of learning as their programmes tend to be hands-on experiences with broad learning outcomes (Simon, 2010, 193). A good account of the broader social context and the relations between media, heritage and education.

The Beginnings of Digital Learning

At the beginning of lockdown, staff at the Egypt Centre created a number of activities that could be downloaded for free from the Museum’s website. The aim of these was to create engaging resources that were linked to the curriculum to support families who were learning from home. The activities could be completed at home without needing special equipment or resources (Sweetapple, 2020, 14). They were either created from scratch or adapted from existing material that was used for in-person activities within the Museum. 

The Egypt Centre’s monthly family craft sessions, ‘Come and Create’ were also made available digitally. A number of short, bilingual videos were created with craft templates that could be downloaded from the Egypt Centre’s website. The videos showed viewers how to make the crafts which were designed to be made without any specialist materials (Atkinson, 2020). These resources were available for free (Sweetapple, 2020, 14). The staff experience and learning from both creating videos and designing the worksheets were taken into consideration when creating the Virtual Classroom. Both the worksheets and craft activities were used as best practice examples by the sector support groups: Kids in Museums and GEM (Atkinson, 2020).

The Egypt Centre also has unique challenges in terms of their collections. The nature and age of the Egypt Centre’s collections mean that they need to be carefully climate controlled (Ambrose and Paine, 2018, 260). Within the museum the temperature, relative humidity and light levels are carefully monitored and controlled to prevent object deterioration (Egypt Centre, 2022a, 4). Due to this staff did not have access to a learning collection that could be taken outside of the museum. However before the pandemic, the Egypt Centre had embarked on a digitisation project making all of the eligible collection available online through a bespoke, open access cataloguing system including high-quality photos (Griffin, 2020). This meant that although the collection wasn’t physically available to the Museum staff, it was accessible digitally. A crucial factor! This must have made all the difference to the museum’s ability to proceed so quickly. 

The Virtual Classroom

The Egypt Centre had already been successful with these digital activities but as the lockdown period was extended, there was significant pressure for the Museum to resume income generation. The Schools’ Programme was the Museum’s biggest income generator and there was a great need to regenerate this income stream. In addition, there was worry that when the restrictions on museum openings were lifted, the Egypt Centre would not be able to host school visits as the Museum was not big enough to implement social distancing measures with large school groups (Atkinson, 2020).	Comment by Mary-Ann Constantine: A key factor which is often overlooked 

	The aim of the project was to create something accessible and usable that still put the museum’s collection at its heart. Historically museum objects have been something that visitors could look at but not touch. In recent years, museums are moving to be more accessible by encouraging multi-sensory learning (Romanek and Lynch, 2008, 285). The danger in the move to digital was it would erode this important work. In addition, there was still significant unanswered questions about how the virus survived on surfaces and if this would pose a risk to health. It was important that the Virtual Classroom could be used both in classrooms and when pupils were learning from home to account for the changing regulations around the pandemic. It was also essential that this project had a legacy which would outlive the pandemic. It was to become another permanent offer of the Schools’ Programme.Fascinating – the need to make decisions ‘on the fly' (and with existing resources) in productive tension with devlopment and legacy 
	
The Virtual Classroom consists of three parts: 1. Pre-Facilitation Activities, 2. a Live Session, and 3. Post-Facilitation activities. Although there was an urgent need to generate income for the Egypt Centre, there was no budget available to create the Virtual Classroom. This meant that it had to be created using the existing physical and digital equipment that the Egypt Centre had access to. The Pre-Facilitation activities were pre-recorded videos that introduced learners to topics that would be covered in the Live Session. These videos were created at the homes of staff using props from the in-person school activities from the Museum. They were mostly recorded using webcams and edited using free software that was available on the university computers. The videos were hosted on the Egypt Centre’s website on dedicated Virtual Classroom Pages. These videos were to be watched before the Live Session.

The Live Session is the main part of the Virtual Classroom. It is an hour long and hosted by one of the learning team. Another member of the team is also on the call to provide technical support in case of any technical issues. The facilitator leads a class through object explorations using the thinking routine, See, Think, Wonder. Thinking routines are a core aspect of Harvard University’s Project Zero. This project developed the learning framework Visible Thinking with the aim to understand how thinking can be developed in museums, schools and other businesses (Ritchhart, 2007,138) This framework can be used in museums to enrich learning programmes by fostering deeper thinking and cultivating an in-depth understanding of the context of the learning (Brown, 2015, 270). Visible Thinking Routines are a collaborative and social way of learning (Ritchhart, 2007,149). This was especially important during lockdown as learning from home eroded many of the social aspects of learning that were available in the museum, and it was important to preserve them. Good point. 

	The thinking routine See, Think, Wonder is a simple framework for exploring objects. It focuses on the importance of observation, interpretation and stimulating curiosity (Brown, 2015, 274). The routine focuses on three questions: 1. What can you see? 2. What do you think is going on? 3. What does it make you wonder? (ibid). The Egypt Centre staff used this routine with both replica objects and digital images of items from the collection. Each member of the Learning Team was provided with a selection of replica objects which matched items within the collection and the Museum’s handling collection. The objects were held up to the webcam as learners were guided through the thinking routine. This encourages learners to closely observe objects and link what they can see to possible interpretations about the object. It also helps them to explore unanswered questions they may have about the objects. 
	
	The final aspect of the Virtual Classroom is the Post-Facilitation activities. These are a series of worksheets which can be done with the class after the live session in the teacher’s own time. They can be completed either independently or in small groups to aid the flexibility of the virtual classroom. The aim of these is to consolidate the learning from the Pre-Facilitation activities and the live session (Egypt Centre, n.d b, 5).

	It was vital that the safety and safeguarding of the digital participants was protected. Due to the lack of digital provisions, digital safeguarding was not part of the Egypt Centre’s safeguarding policy prior to the pandemic. It was vital that both learners and staff were protected online. To ensure there were no barriers to access, staff needed to be proficient in the most popular software used by schools. Therefore the Virtual Classroom can be hosted on Zoom, Microsoft Teams and Google Classroom. When setting up a Live Session it is ensured that only the host can share their screen and that they had the power to remove people from the meeting inf necessary. While working from home it was essential that Egypt Centre staff had an appropriate place to be on camera and would not be disturbed by other members of their household (or their cats!). When learning from home during the pandemic, pupils had to keep their cameras and microphones off, when learning from a classroom the pupils are allowed on camera as long as the school has the appropriate permissions from their parents or guardians. 
	
Post-Pandemic and Beyond

The Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom played an important role in both the financial sustainability of the Museum and in keeping the Museum and Schools’ Programme relevant to its communities. There was no real choice in charging for the Virtual Classroom because there was a need to make up for lost income. The Virtual Classroom was priced at £2 per pupil, in comparison to £3 per pupil for an in-person visit (Egypt Centre, n.d. a; Egypt Centre, n.d. b, 7). It is cheaper because there are costs associated with an in-person visit that a digital visit does not incur such as printing. Additionally, the number of staff needed is also lower than an in-person visit. The Museum was able to pass this saving onto schools. 

In contrast to this, Amgueddfa Cymru’s virtual visits are free to learners in Wales (Amgueddfa Cymru, n.d). Although other museums in Wales are participating in digital learning, it is clear that the national museums have the overwhelming majority of digital learning participants. In Spotlight, Amgueddfa Cymru reported 92,769 participants, compared to 4006 participants across all other governance types (Welsh Government, 2023, 57). This may be due to their free offer to learners or there may be other factors at play. Perhaps the higher marketing capacity of Amgueddfa Cymru means that their digital offer reaches more teachers.  Nevertheless, it is important that schools are supported to visit other Welsh museums, either in-person or digitally. 	Comment by Mary-Ann Constantine: This is an important point about digital biases and inequalities (which we discussed in Virtual Democracies)- in some ways, the virtual learning sphere allows smaller entities to punch above their weight (as in your example here, but also in the relatively high online presence of Welsh discussed by Jason Evans in one of our sessions .   But you show here that larger, better funded and resourced entities will be always able to maintain their dominance, and that local volunteer run heritage bases will suffer through digital exclusion.   -     

The data from Spotlight 2022 shows that the number of formal learning participants engaging with museums has recovered 53% to pre-pandemic visitor numbers (Welsh Government, 2023, 60). This shows that although recovery is happening, it is by no means complete. (Indeed – that is not by any means a full recovery)The ongoing cost of living crisis means that many schools will not be in a financial position to organise visits to museums. Research has found that the cost of a school visit has risen by 63% since the 2019/20 academic year (Museums and Heritage Advisor, 2023). (!!)  Digital visits may be a more affordable option. Schools do not have to factor in the cost of transport to their budget for a digital visit. Additionally, a greater number of pupils may be able engage with a digital visit. The Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom can host more pupils than an in-person visit as the room capacity at the Egypt Centre means that the maximum capacity for school visits is 60 pupils (Egypt Centre, n.d. b, 5). Furthermore, there are no geographical barriers to visiting digitally meaning that museums may be more accessible to a wider variety of people.

Although digital learning may be the answer to some accessibility issues such as financial barriers, it is by no means fully accessible itself. There are many schools who do not have the digital infrastructure to engage with a museum digitally as it still requires schools to have access to hardware, software and to the internet. There may be financial barriers in place that makes this impossible (Nikolaou, 2024, 1788). In addition, schools in rural areas may not have to stable internet access. Good, important reflections on the inequality of digital access. 

Conclusions

It is clear from the case study and the discussion above that digital learning played a significant role in museums during the Covid-19 pandemic. The digital learning programmes created during periods of closure helped museums such as the Egypt Centre stay relevant to their communities and also generated income during a time of economic uncertainty. However, the Egypt Centre is not necessarily typical of museums in Wales in being able to create this type of resource. The Museum’s staffing levels and access to digital technology put the Egypt Centre in a privileged position to be able to create the Virtual Classroom. Museums whicho do not have the same access to digital resources and learning expertise need to be supported to engage with this work. This could take the form of funding to purchase equipment or peer-learning within the sector to share expertise.

	Digital learning can remove some barriers to accessing museum learning such as transport cost and geographical distance. However, work must be done to ensure that schools aeffected by digital exclusion can still participate. This may mean central investment in digital infrastructure or easily accessible funding for physical or digital visits.  Hopefully, with a combination of digital and in-person approaches, schools will be empowered to engage with museums in a way that is relevant to them.

This is a thoughtful and enlightening essay which uses an actual case study very persuasively to make some key points about digital inclusion/exclusion, the nature of learning through heritage, and the role of museums in the education sector. It is impressive in the way it draws on actual experience and statistical evidence. It revisits and reflects upon a period of rapidly-shifting parameters, and draws important lessons from the way different institutions reacted to the ‘digital pivot’, and the existing resources available to them. It also reflects upon and advocates for less privileged institutions, and notes the tension (explored further in the oral presentation) between national and local heritage stories and the capacity of differeht institutions across the country. The oral presentation also referenced varying capacity to produce fully bilingual(Welsh/Eng)  resources. There was scope in this essay for further (perhaps more general) theoretical exploration or underpinning of some the issues raised – something that a proper title or question may have allowed or enabled. But this is nevertheless a strong piece of work.
    

Both written and oral material are presented clearly and succinctly and the referencing is useful and appropriate.  

Suggested overall mark: 70 > agreed
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