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Collaborative Doctoral Awards 
Studentship Competition 
(Project-led) 

 
 

 
 

 

Project Title: 
Oral History’s Design: A creative collaboration. Sustaining visitor (re)use of oral histories 
on heritage sites: The National Trust’s Seaton Delaval Hall case study. 

 

 

 
 

Project Summary: 

Oral history’s ‘deep dark secret’ is that its use as an active collection tool outstrips its use 
and reuse in historical interpretation. The project draws on new developments in oral 
history reuse theory and practice in combination with design science to explore how 
heritage site visitors could become active curators and historians in reusing an existing 
oral history on-site archive and how in turn new data could be generated to shape future 
collecting. The PhD would generate, in partnership, new knowledge in understanding 
and addressing visitors’ active engagement in interpreting the past through reusing a 
National Trust oral history archive. 

Institution: Newcastle University 

Partner Organisation: The National Trust – Seaton Delaval Hall. 

Primary AHRC Subject Area: History 

Creative Practice Component: Yes 

 

For further information and to submit an expression of interest, please contact: 

Lead Supervisor: Prof. Graham Smith Email: Graham.Smith@newcastle.ac.uk 

EXPRESSIONS OF INTEREST MUST BE RECEIVED NO LATER THAN: DEADLINE 6th January 2020 

 

Project Description: 

With the support of the local community, Seaton Delaval Hall was acquired by the National Trust ten years ago. Although 
a recent acquisition in Trust terms, the Hall shares with its locality a rich and significant history, including being the site of 
a Second World War POW camp. Much of The Hall is currently undergoing major repair and conservation, including a 
large engagement programme, embedding collaborative practice across the site and encouraging relevance and legacy for 
the Hall within the local community. Over the next few years, the site offers opportunities to rethink and experiment with 
programming and interpretation. The Hall currently primarily focuses on one aspect of history, The Delaval Family, but 
there is an acute awareness that this is an incomplete picture. Staff and volunteers at the Hall are also interested in 
exploring a 360-degree interpretation of history. We want to capture the oral histories of the ageing local community 
with some urgency. This is a timely opportunity to approach this collection, archiving and engagement holistically from 
the outset. However, we want to ensure that Seaton Delaval Hall’s oral histories are not only collected and archived, but 
that they are sustainable in reuse. 

 

The Trust launched their cross-site oral history initiative with support from the British Library and the Oral History Society 
over a decade ago (when Smith was Chair of the Society). The roll-out of the initiative has differed from site to site and 
has concentrated on collection of testimonies. At the Hall – a collaborative programme of projects has been established 
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with Northumbira University’s MA/MSc Multidisciplinary Innovation students to explore the role of design in the 
collection, archiving and use of oral histories. 2019 saw the start of this programme of projects and revealed opportunities 
through designed audience engagement experiences. This body of work highlighted some of the challenges associated 
with, not only stakeholder engagement with oral history collection, but also how to make the gathered data both useful, 
accessible. And reusable. 

 

The collection, archiving and analyses of oral histories has produced a body of work that informs the theory and practice 
of oral history. However, there is considerably less research on the dissemination of oral histories and their reception by 
audiences (see Smith, 2017). Oral history’s ‘deep, dark secret’ (Frisch, 2006) of a limited reuse of archived oral histories 
has attracted some interest, but mainly this is based on proposed digital technical fixes and have yet to adequately 
integrate users and audiences into the process. The result has been a growing list of neglected and obsolete digital 
platforms with one or two exceptions that are developing organically, if slowly. In contrast, design-driven innovation 
(Verganti, 2009), which offers solutions, both methodologically and in execution, takes the approach of engaging multiple 
stakeholders in addressing a given situation and seeking to exploit emerging technologies. Used successfully, it can lead to 
a technological epiphany – that moment a new technology facilitates a radical change in culture and usage. Here we are 
interested in encouraging visitors to actively engage with oral history and not simply passively consume. 

 

Design in this project opens the possibility for a change in how oral history archives are created, curated, accessed, and 
most significantly in use and reuse. This will be achieved by the student establishing a network of people from different, 
relevant, subject-areas and engaging them in a design-facilitated creative discourse around the specific issues identified 
above. By ensuring that archive creators, staff and volunteers, local community members, and visitors are involved in this 
network, needs and opportunities will be identified, and insights and ideas harvested and developed in design. By 
researching and immersing themselves in the culture of oral history as a set of practices 3 and theories from collection to 
reuse, the student will be able to create a deeper understanding of barriers and opportunities. Working together with oral 
historians at Newcastle, design thinkers at Northumbria and staff and volunteers at the Hall they will aim to create a new 
active archiving and curation system. This system will also aim to support accessibility for all and an openness to wider 
interpretations. Following the development of the system, prototyping and testing will be conducted at Hall with visitors 
with the findings disseminated through the Trust and beyond. Significantly, the Hall is a site for experimentation, identified 
to undertake development and shares learning at a regional and national level within the Trust. This PhD research would 
therefore include sharing lessons to regional and national colleagues across the Trust and with the wider 
heritage sector. 

 

SUPERVISION AND EXTERNAL ADVISORS 

First Supervisor: Prof Graham Smith School/Department: 
History, Archaeology and Classics, 
Newcastle 

Second Supervisor: Mark Bailey School/Department: Design, Northumbria 

Additional Advisor: Jo Moody Organisation/Institution: National Trust 

Additional Advisor: Emma Thomas Organisation/Institution: Seaton Delaval Hall, National Trust 

Jo Moody is the National Trust’s regional curator covering the North East. She has curated historic sites and collections 
with the National Trust for the past five years and previously worked in both open-air museums and with traditional 
gallery spaces. Her experience ranges from the social and industrial history of the Midlands and Wales through to the 
mansions and landscapes of Northumberland. She brings a range of skills and knowledge of interpretation, engagement, 
collections management and conservation. She will also provide connectivity with the National Trust beyond Seaton 
Delaval Hall and with the wider heritage sector. 

 

Emma Thomas is General Manager at Seaton Delaval Hall in Northumberland. She was previously Head of Learning and 
Engagement at BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art, which has a longstanding partnership with Northumbria University 
and leads and supports postgraduate research in the arts. Emma established the Learning Programme for the inaugural 
Liverpool Biennial of Contemporary Art and worked in the Education team at Modern Art Oxford. She is currently Vice 
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Chair of Engage, the National Association for Gallery Education and was on the Board of Northern Architecture and 
NSEAD, the National Society for Education in Art and Design. She currently supervises one Northern Bridge PhD student. 

 

Academic Lead for the Design-led Responsible Innovation Practice Research group at Northumbria, Mark Bailey has 
significant experience in the application of design-driven innovation in a wide-range of complex situations and contexts. 
He is well networked within the both the design and cultural sectors and academic communities. 

 

Graham Smith as lead academic supervisor has supervised six PhDs to completion. He currently leads the OHUC at 
Newcastle where he is Professor of Oral History. He was chair of the Oral History Society and has worked as a consultant 
public historian, publishing extensively in both areas. His areas of expertise include memory and history. 

 

We will also have a team of critical friends including: 
Prof Paula Hamilton (Australian Centre for Public History University of Technology Sydney), Dr Alison Atkinson-Phillips 
(Newcastle), Jean Brown Northumrbia University, Arts Department and Sarah Bradbury who is based at Seaton Delaval 
Hall as part of the NLHF funded project and is working to embed collaborative practice and partnership working through 
the team. Sarah has a background in collaborative practice and working with communities. Prior to her role at the Trust 
she spent 4 years as the Producer for Communities and Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art. 

 

RESEARCH ENVIRONMENT 

The successful student, whilst being embedded within the OHUC at Newcastle, will also have a place within 
Northumbria’s Design-led Responsible Innovation Practice Research group, access to CoCreate and the wider 
Northumbria PGR community which has an established programme of doctoral support which promotes interdisciplinary 
dialogue and collaboration. Rated Top 10 for Research Power and in the top 25 for Research Environment in REF 2014, 
research in the School of Design has developed to embrace both practice-based, action research and fundamental 
theoretical studies. Especially relevant to this study, the school has particular expertise in externally engaged, applied 
participatory research supported by dedicated research studios within CoCreate, a research group which explores societal 
challenges and cultural experiences through participatory and design-led research, with an emphasis on interaction and 
social design and creative practice. 

 

The OHUC at Newcastle, with a core team of four PDRAs and four Associate Researchers. OHUC was launched in January 
2018, operating within Newcastle University's School of History, Classics and Archaeology. Working across diverse 
academic disciplines, from creative arts to medicine, and in partnership with local history groups and community 
historians, the Unit’s work explores the role of oral history in communicating the past in the present. The Collective 
provides a forum for knowledge exchange with a common purpose: to explore the dynamics of memory and historical 
narrative through theory and practice and to include those voices that are too often marginalised in representations of 
the past. OHUC produces globally significant research while attending to regional and civic responsibilities. Using oral 
history as both a method and a source in public history settings, the Collective shares the common agenda of researching 
memory and historical narratives through reflective practices and theories. The Unit is therefore ideally suited as a 
research environment for a PhD of the type described above, providing opportunities for engagement with knowledge- 
exchange activities and interdisciplinary explorations within the university and with community historians in the region. 

  


