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DURHAM UNIVERSITY HERITAGE COLLECTIONS 

   

Support for academics in research projects, public 

engagement, and education  

 

Background 

This paper describes the various forms of support that can be offered to academic 

departments by the Heritage Collections staff, for external grant applications, for 

public engagement, for external impact, and for learning and training.   

 

Included in this paper are: 

• Introduction and overview of Heritage Collections 

• Overview of the work of the different Heritage Collections teams 

• Key means of offering support to academic departments  

• Note on Facilities 

 

 

Heritage Collections 

Heritage Collections is a department within the University Library division that is 

responsible for caring for and providing access to the historic collections of the 

University, including those of Palace Green Library (PGL), the Oriental Museum, the 

Museum of Archaeology and the Castle. Management of the World Heritage Site 

Visitor Centre also falls within the remit of Heritage Collections.  

 

The Heritage Collections staff are organised into a number of teams which are 

responsible for providing the core services: Special Collections, Museums, Access 

and Learning, and Conservation. These teams also have knowledge and expertise 

that can assist individual academic staff, departments/schools, research centres and 

institutes in numerous ways. 

 

Summary descriptions of these teams are: 

 

Special Collections Team 

The Special Collections team is based at Palace Green Library and is responsible for 

the archives and special collections of the Library. This team run the Barker Research 

Library and the search room at 5 The College where the material is consulted by 

researchers. The Special Collections team also have the responsibility for cataloguing 

the collections, and providing specialist advice on the collections in their care. The 

Special Collections team also includes a digitisation unit, which is developing digital 

access to the collections and on related projects.  
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Museums Team 

This team has curatorial responsibility for the collections at the Oriental Museum, 

the Museum of Archaeology and Castle Museum. This includes care and curation of 

the collections; curating permanent and temporary displays at all sites; supporting 

and advising researchers on the collections; processing requests for loans; and 

managing access to the collections at the various sites. The Museums team also 

provide specialist advice on the collections in their care, and both deliver and 

support teaching across a wide range of undergraduate and postgraduate courses.  

 

Access and Learning Team 

The Access and Learning Team is responsible for  the schools engagement 

programme, the lifelong learning programme, and the temporary exhibition 

programme at Palace Green Library; for developing and delivering the PGL 

engagement programme,  for running front-of-house operations at PGL and the 

World Heritage Site Visitor Centre, and for managing the volunteer programme. 

Learning is provided both at one of the Heritage Collection’s venues and through the 

arrangement of workshops and activities for outreach beyond the University.    

 

Conservation Team 

The Conservation team are primarily based at Palace Green Library, and have 

responsibility for the preservation and conservation of the historic collections. This 

includes carrying out conservation work on items at risk, ensuring that 

environmental standards are achieved, and that all books, manuscripts and objects 

are displayed in optimum conditions. 

   

 

Support for academic staff 

 

Research projects 

In addition to making the collections available for researchers from across the world, 

the Heritage Collections staff can provide expert advice to Durham researchers for 

the development of research projects.  For example, they can provide detailed 

information on the administrative history, structure and use of particular collections 

and how they can be accessed by researchers; offer specialist knowledge about 

related collections and how they align with the University’s own collections; and find  

details of previous research projects based on the collections.  The Heritage 

Collections can also act as a partner in research projects providing equipment and 

use of facilities, facilitating access to certain collections and offering specialist in-kind 

advice.  

 

External grant applications 

The Collections staff can help academic staff to strengthen applications for external 

grants in a number of ways - and not only in relation to collections held in Durham.   

In case of applications concerned with exhibitions and other displays, and with 

proposals for outreach to schools and other communities, they can assist with the 

‘pathways to impact’ sections required by some funding bodies.  They can provide 
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advice on aspects of the technical appendices relating to research on manuscripts, 

books and artefacts, including digitisation proposals, conservation advice and 

storage of data. 

 

Support for public engagement and for impact proposals 

This can take multiple forms.  Advice can be provided for academics with proposals 

for an exhibition, to ensure that the research is presented in an engaging and 

accessible way and can be evaluated to meet REF requirements. This approach has 

been tested extensively at Palace Green Library, and is an important strand across all 

Heritage Collections sites. The Learning Team can help to train academics in 

outreach work, for example with schools.  They can work with academics to create 

resources for use in schools (sessions, loans boxes, resource packs etc.),  The teams 

are currently providing direct assistance to a number of impact activities, both in 

Durham and elsewhere,  including ‘Skeleton Science’ (Archaeology Department), 

‘Books for Boys’ (English Department) and ‘Vietnam, A Nation not a War’ (School of 

Government and International Affairs).  Academics can also request the use of 

facilities at Palace Green Library and the Oriental Museum for public lectures and 

talks.  

 

Teaching and Training  

Members of Heritage Collections can provide direct support to academics in  

teaching or training. Members of staff teach on a range of undergraduate and 

postgraduate sessions in the Faculties of Arts & Humanities and Social Sciences & 

Health.  They support academics delivering collections-based learning, and provide 

sessions for students undertaking dissertations, training in palaeography and for a 

range of PGCE students.  

 

They also offer specific skills-based training which can aid knowledge transfer. For 

example, team members regularly assist with the development of student exhibition 

projects.  As part of the preparation of teaching resources to support the ‘Skeleton 

Science’ exhibition, the Learning Team have provided training sessions to staff and 

postgraduate students on working with children and young people, making sure that 

educational resources are relevant to particular age groups.   

 

Display and object-handling classes 

Academics are encouraged to make use of the collections to assist their teaching. 

Display classes, in which the students can study and make use of the material, can be 

held at Palace Green Library and at the Oriental Museum. Staff from Heritage 

Collections can contribute to these classes if desired, by providing talks about the 

collections.  Mapping exercises, in which key collections for particular subject areas 

are identified, have been created for a range of departments. These can be obtained 

from the Subject Information pages of the Library website, or by contacting Palace 

Green Library. 

 

Volunteers and placements 

Many students wish to act as volunteers, or are required to complete a placement as 

part of their degree.  Although capacity is necessarily limited, volunteering and/or 
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placements are possible at all sites within the Heritage Collections.  Recent examples 

of courses that have taken advantage of this include ‘Objects of Desire’ (Education), 

the various museum-related courses, history and education.  

 

 

Facilities 

Palace Green Library has a dedicated Learning Centre which can be used for lectures, 

talks, seminars, and workshops and for receptions at conferences. This space is also 

available outside of standard opening times, and can be booked by contacting the 

Access and Learning Team. Alternative spaces are available at Palace Green 

depending on the needs and requirements of the session. Space is also available at 

the Oriental Museum, where two teaching rooms and researcher space are 

available. The Oriental Museum provides a venue for evening events and conference 

receptions. 

 

Costs 

Some of these services may have to be charged. For more information about these 

please speak to Dr Sheila Hingley, Dr Sarah Price or Dr Craig Barclay.  

 

 

Contact Details 

 

Dr Sheila Hingley – s.m.hingley@durham.ac.uk (x42965) 

Special Collections Team 

 

Dr Sarah Price – sarah.price@durham.ac.uk (x42993)  

Outreach & Learning Team 

 

Dr Craig Barclay – c.p.barclay@durham.ac.uk (x45690) 

Museums Team 

 

 

 

 

Descriptions of the Special Collections in Durham and the Durham area 

 

By location: https://www.dur.ac.uk/durham.collections/ 

 

By research areas: https://www.dur.ac.uk/durham.collections/areas/ 

 

 

 

Library: information and research resources by academic discipline 

 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/library/resources/subject/ 
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