
OUR PAST 
THROUGH FILM

Watching old footage helps us to
learn more about what life was

like in the past, and it can 
also help us access our own

memories. This activity pack will
help you run some activities linked 
to archive film and reminiscence. 
For more ideas on how to connect
with your past through film, visit 
the Hands on History website –
bbc.co.uk/history



What is a film archive?
Film archives collect original film and television materials
and make sure they are looked after and preserved for the
future, so that we can watch them again and again. They
are a bit like enormous time-capsules, filled with cans of
film, videotapes and digital files that are being kept for
future generations. But archives don’t just keep this film for
themselves – they make it available for viewing in cinemas,
on DVDs and television and online.

What can film tell us?
It’s always interesting to compare what life was like in the
past with the world we live in today. Like an archaeological
find, old document, museum object or personal letter, film is
a source which can help historians find out more about the
past. It can tell us how people lived; where they worked;
what they thought and much more. Through archive
documentary footage we can see people moving and
speaking – archive film is like a photograph, but better!

Watching archive film can also help us unlock memories. 
It can be a starting point for sharing stories about the past
with friends, family, schoolmates or colleagues.

The power of film
Archive footage can create a powerful sense of nostalgia
and is a useful prompt for telling stories or sharing
memories about the past. Sharing memories is a direct, 
and sometimes emotional, way of approaching history 
and can provide memorable and enjoyable learning
experiences for people of all ages.



Where can I find archive film?
If you have access to the internet then you won’t have 
to look hard to find archive film. Here are some good
websites to start with.

BBC Hands on History has a selection of archive clips.
bbc.co.uk/history/handsonhistory

BBC Archive offers a range of subjects from the archives
of the BBC. You can browse the collection by subject,
programmes or people. 
bbc.co.uk/archive

BBC Learning Zone provides archive clips for the
classroom which are also suitable to view at home. 
In addition to history clips you’ll find videos about
languages, geography, maths, PE and much more.
bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips

The BFI National Archive holds one of the largest 
film and TV collections in the world.
www.bfi.org.uk/nationalarchive

There is a Reel History of Britain playlist on the BFI 
YouTube channel. 
www.youtube.com/bfifilms

Screenonline has hundreds of hours of video which can
be used free of charge by UK educational institutions and
public libraries.
www.screenonline.org.uk

Regional and National Film Archives

There is a network of regional and national moving image
archives and many of these offer research viewings that
you can book in advance.
www.movinghistory.ac.uk

Working with children

Remember there is no evening watershed
on the internet and archive clips don’t
tend to have age suitability ratings. Most
of the links in this leaflet lead to harmless
historical film clips, but – as with all
online experiences – do keep in mind
there may be some content that might
need moderating for younger audiences.

Nation on Film is a joint project from the BBC and the BFI
with lots of clips themed around work, sport, domestic life,
war and famous people. 
bbc.co.uk/nationonfilm

If you’re interested in British political history you should take
a look at the BBC’s Democracy Live website, where you
can find clips of key historic moments from the past.
bbc.co.uk/democracylive

It’s not all online though
You can also find film in your local area. Does your
organisation have a film collection already? You could 
share resources with another organisation or pool your 
films together. Ask your members or users if they have
anything they’d like to contribute. Local libraries 
may have a collection of footage of your town 
or city. A local film club or film-maker might 
have archive film made in your area.



You can use film to compare what life was
like in the past with the world we live in
today. This activity will give participants 
the chance to look for differences and 
think about how life has changed.

What to do

– A good place to start viewing archive footage is on the
BBC Hands on History website. We’ve chosen a selection
of clips suitable for screening to audiences, relating to
three themes: holidays, housing, and schools. Just go 
to bbc.co.uk/history/handsonhistory or have a
look at the Reel History of Britain playlist on the BFI’s
YouTube channel – www.youtube.com/bfifilms

But if you have your own archive film from your area,
that’s even better!

– Show the participants the film and ask them to discuss 
the differences between life in the film and life today. 
Use the top tips on this page as a guide. You’ll find that
people are asking questions and sharing stories 
before long.

COMPARING 
NOW AND THEN

ACTIVITY Five top tips for watching 
archive film

Look for the familiar

Look out for things which might have changed over
time, for example – transport, technology, fashion
and architecture.

Check out the background

How do people in the background react to the
camera? Spot the details that tell you what life was
like in the past. What are people carrying?

Dress

A good way to get a sense of an era is to examine the
fashions of the day. Clothing has changed a great deal
over the last 100 years. What are people wearing?
Would you wear that today?

Get technical

Technology has also moved on over the years – from
telegrams and phone boxes to fax machines, the
internet and mobile phones. What cars are people
driving? What appliances do they have in their home?

Listen to what people say…

... and how they say it. Some people speak quite
differently today compared to, say, 50 years ago.
People might make reference to television
programmes, celebrities, popular music or other clues
which can tell you about the history of the period.  



Getting people of different ages together
to watch some archive film clips can be a
really simple, yet powerful way of learning
about history. You can use archive footage
as a starting point for sharing memories
and storytelling.

Tips for running an 
intergenerational film session

The aim of this activity is to get people together, screen
some archive film and then get them to ask questions and
share stories about days gone by. You can use your own
archive film or perhaps use the online clips on Hands on
History at bbc.co.uk/history or
www.youtube.com/bfifilms

Who to invite

Remember to invite people of different ages –
schoolchildren, students, adults and grandparents. 
You want participants to tell stories from different 
periods of time.

Choosing the right space to hold 

your session

Make sure it’s large enough to fit in all the people 
you want to invite, but not so huge that you feel lost.
Reminiscence sessions work best in intimate spaces.

You will need:

Projection equipment and a screen – this will depend
on the facilities you have available and the format of the
film you want to show. If your clips are online, you’ll need 
a screen that can connect to the internet. It’s worth testing
all the equipment so it all runs smoothly.

Seating arranged in a semi-circle is much more inviting
than cinema-style. It also means people can see each
other’s faces when they are talking.

Refreshments can help make the session feel informal
and relaxed. And after all that talking, your participants
might need a cup of tea and a biscuit.

Top tip
If you have access to a
camera, go out and shoot
some local footage of your
area to screen as well.

ORGANISE A 
REMINISCENCE 
SESSION

ACTIVITY



Running the session

– Welcome everyone to the event and explain what’s going
to happen. You might want to ask everyone to briefly
introduce themselves.

– Show your archive clip and/or modern footage 
to the group.

– Start a conversation afterwards about what people
thought of it. Older people often enjoy recalling their
memories of the past so ask them about what they
remember and to share stories that are relevant.
Encourage younger audience members to ask 
questions about what life was like in years gone by.

Asking questions and telling stories

There are some suggested questions on this page which
children can ask older people at the workshop. You can
adapt the questions to fit the theme of your archive film.
Print some of these questions out on cards and hand them
to the children to ask out loud. 

Recording stories

Ask some of the participants at your session to write down
what happened at the event, then write it up using the
page provided in this booklet. You could use the recorded
stories for a display or add them to your archive.  

Suggested questions

Holidays

• Where did you go on holiday when you 
were young? 

• What did you do there?
• How did you get to your holiday destination? 
• How long did it take?
• Who went on the holiday with you – the whole 

family or just a few people?
• How long did you go on holiday for?

Housing

• Describe your childhood home to me.
• How many people lived in your home? Were you 

all part of the same family?
• Did you have a garden/outside space? 
• Which were your most and least favourite things 

about your home?  
• Where did you eat your meals?

School

• How many people went to your school? 
• What subjects did you study? 
• What time did school start/finish? 
• How many lessons were there a day?
• What games did you play at playtime?  
• What did you have for lunch at school?
• What was your favourite subject at school? 
• Who was your favourite teacher?

Use the following page to record what was said –
this can be photocopied for multiple use.
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If you find a piece of archive film you
think is relevant to your local area, you
could invite people from your community
or neighbourhood to a screening. 
You could design an old-fashioned
poster to promote it. 
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(subject to agreeing to T&Cs) by emailing handsonhistory@bbc.co.uk

MAKE A FILM POSTER

ACTIVITY

Visit Hands on History for more ways

to connect to your past through film.

bbc.co.uk/history/handsonhistory

Top tips

– When is your film from? Take a look at some
vintage film posters online from that era for
inspiration.

– Choose a strong image for your poster to catch
people’s attention – remember that you don’t
own the copyright to images found on the 
internet, so you might have to draw one or 
use a photograph you’ve taken.

– Fill in the details of your screening. You’ll
need to include the title of the film, the time,
date and venue of the screening, a short
description of the film to make people want
to come and see it, and the logo or website
details of your organisation.


