
Case Study on Creating an Online Learning & Outreach Programme during the 

Covid-19 Pandemic of 2020-2022 

The coronavirus pandemic has demanded new ways of working from many of us, 

including Gloucestershire Archives. During the several lockdowns, we have had to 

review our learning & outreach programme, how we keep in touch with our 

volunteers, and create an almost wholly digital service.  

The first UK national lockdown started on March 23rd 2020, and we had to very 

quickly put in place contingency measures, including risk assessments, notify 

customers and volunteers about what we could continue to offer, despite our closure, 

allocate work to staff that could be done remotely, and begin to look at putting our 

learning & outreach all online for the foreseeable future. At the same time the service 

also underwent a minor staff restructure, with a new PLOT (Partnerships, Learning & 

Outreach) Team recruited in July 2020.  

By May 2020, we had also set up a weekly Zoom call for any of our volunteers who 

wanted to participate, hosted by Customer Services staff who were unable to 

continue working on-site owing to the lockdowns, and who were effectively 

redeployed. We did some training in how best to market our services and how best 

to use social media. We were exploring what we could provide online in the form of 

live sessions, talks or training workshops.  

We expanded what we could offer on our website, and uploaded a number of 

interactive resources for our virtual customers and visitors, including Jigidi jigsaws. 

There were more lockdowns to come and, like so many other services, this 

hampered what we were able to do, so we spent the next few months in detailed 

planning sessions about how we could transform our learning & outreach offer in this 

new world of entirely digital engagement.  

Throughout the rest of 2020, it was very much about setting up staff to be able to 

work from home effectively, identifying remote tasks for our volunteers, making 

changes to our venue to accommodate social distancing and other measures once 

we reopened, and keeping in touch with staff, customers and volunteers. A number 

of e-newsletters were written and sent out to around 1,300 subscribers, and staff 

continued to answer online and telephone enquiries.  

The new learning & outreach team (1.5 FTE with team leader) was engaged in 

creating a range of online resources. We focused initially on planning and training, 

including commissioning a local, professional film-maker to deliver some film training 

for the team. We identified monthly themes for the period March 2021 – March 2023, 

and our online sessions started in March 2021. And between lockdowns, we 

identified a list of “priority” volunteers whom we could safely accommodate once we 

reopened, and communicated with all of our 170 volunteers as to our thinking and 

planning. Remote tasks (e.g. using digitised documents from our collections, on 



Ancestry) were allocated to those volunteers who wanted to continue working from 

home.  

Each month, from March 2021, we continue to offer a lunch-time online talk aimed at 

adults, under the banner of “Secrets Revealed”. Also, once a month, we offer an 

after school, tea-time, children and family session online, under the banner of 

“Passport to the Past”. And – based on the theme for that month – we create online 

exhibitions, to replace what we would have done on-site. Finally, every other month, 

we offer an online training seminar, although by autumn 2021, some of these were 

again offered on-site, with all safety considerations (such as social distancing, and 

mask wearing) being followed. Before delivering the online family sessions, the 

PLOT team worked with a marketing consultant on the branding for “Passport to the 

Past”, and explored exactly how we could market and promote the sessions. The 

team creates downloadable resources for each session, so that children – during the 

live, online session – can carry out the tasks identified as part of the session. All of 

our online sessions are recorded (using an external camera and microphone, rather 

than relying on the Zoom recording function) and uploaded to our You Tube channel: 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL0MmQbMAgLWLCfVGQpM2zEWwjUBnwYmgE 

The Volunteers’ Zooms – a chance for volunteers to meet, virtually, for coffee and a 

chat – continue, nearly two years after they started (but will be reviewed in April 

2022, as life returns to a more normal footing, and as there are fewer restrictions). 

These virtual social occasions have been described by our volunteers as a “lifeline”, 

especially early on in the pandemic when we were careful to check participants were 

well, and had basic supplies.  

What have we learned from creating a digital learning & outreach programme? One 

of the most obvious things is that, to create a 1-hour online session, it is extremely 

labour intensive. We have also learned that building up a digital audience can be a 

slow process. We have had to cope with the vagaries of IT and internet connections, 

and be aware of contingencies when things go wrong. We thought, back in 2020-21, 

that – when things returned to normal – we might offer a “hybrid” learning & outreach 

programme, with a mixture of some online events, and some face to face events, on-

site, and we think this is possibly the way forward in the near future. Between 

January and March 2022, we have already offered 4 face to face learning & outreach 

workshops, with more to come, but always following the Covid-19 guidance in place 

at the time.  The staff team has had to learn new skills, adapt and be flexible, as well 

as resilient. We have come to regard the challenges more as opportunities – to 

experiment, to try something new and to embrace a digital way of doing things. So it 

has very much been a journey outside our traditional “comfort zone”.  
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