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ABSTRACT
United Response, a charity that 
offers a range of services to people 
with learning disabilities, is, at the 
time of writing, twelve months into 
delivering a two-year oral history 
project generously funded by the 
National Lottery Heritage Fund. The 
project, 'Our Life Stories' was co-
developed in a series of workshops 
with people supported by the charity. 
Insights from these sessions informed 
the final project outline, which seeks 
to record and share the life stories of 
fifty people with learning disabilities. 
Once complete, the collection will 
be archived and become part of the 
national collection at the British Library. 
This peer-to-peer initiative foregrounds 
co-production and inclusivity, enabling 
people with learning disabilities to 
actively participate in documenting 
their own histories and those of their 
peers. This review situates the project 
within the broader historiography of 
learning disabilities. It explores the 
process of selecting and training peer 

interviewers and sharing insights into 
the benefits of this approach, as well 
as the challenges encountered along 
the way. 

HISTORIOGRAPHICAL 
CONTEXT 
The historiography of people with 
learning disabilities has been dominated 
by narratives framed through the 
perspectives of institutions, caregivers 
and professionals, rather than by 
individuals themselves (Atkinson and 
Walmsley, 1999; Atkinson, 2004). This 
has led to a pervasive ‘silencing’ of 
personal voices, leaving significant 
gaps in historical understanding. Oral 
history methodologies, particularly 
when tailored to the needs of 
marginalised groups, offer a powerful 
tool for addressing these omissions by 
capturing first-person accounts that 
highlight resilience, agency and lived 
experiences (Portelli, 1997). 

EMERGENCE OF 
ORAL HISTORY AND 
LIFE STORY WORK 
Projects such as 'Our Life Stories' (OLS)
build on a growing body of scholarship 
advocating for inclusive and person-
centred approaches to history. Scholars 
such as Walmsley and Johnson 
(2003) have argued for co-productive 
methodologies that place people 
with learning disabilities at the centre 
of research processes, challenging 
traditional power dynamics in historical 
production. These approaches align 
with the social model of disability, 
emphasising structural barriers rather 
than individual impairments as sources 
of exclusion (Goodley, 2001). Ledger et 
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al. (2021) propose that life stories have 
a part to play in ensuring that people 
emerge as individuals beyond the label. 
As co-author Ian Davies, says: 

Telling our stories helps other people 
to understand us. You can’t just read 
academic journals to learn about 
people with learning disabilities. You 
need to find out about people’s lives, in 
their own words. 

(Ledger et al., 2021) 

PEER INTERVIEWING 
The project adopted a strategy of 
peer interviewing, in keeping with the 
principles of inclusive research, which 
requires the active participation of 
people with learning disabilities in the 
research team (Walmsley and Johnson, 
2003). There were several reasons for this 
decision. Peer research and co-production 
are strategic priorities for grant-funded 
projects at United Response. This was an 
opportunity for people supported by the 
charity to build skills and status, and at 
the same time, earn money. Furthermore, 
there are indications in the wider 
literature that peer interviewing has 
distinct benefits in the learning disability 
field. Dias et al. (2012) describe a project 
where researchers with a learning 
disability interviewed others about their 
experiences in the Second World War. 
They noted that the peer interviewer 
was able to put interviewees at their 
ease by deviating from formal interview 
protocol to share his own experiences. 
Butler et al. (2012), similarly, noted that 
deploying learning-disabled survivors of 
cancer as focus group leaders in a project 
to inform people with learning disabilities 
about cancer encouraged participants 
to share their own stories, which would 
have been hard to achieve with formally 
trained professional interviewers. Alan 
Armstrong, in a paper written shortly 
before his untimely death in 2021, argued 
that people like him – activist researchers 
– know how to frame questions in ways 
that people with learning disabilities will 
understand (Armstrong et al., 2022). 

By training people with learning disabilities 
to conduct interviews and co-curate the 
project’s outputs, the project ensures 
that the historical narratives it generates 
are shaped by the voices and perspectives 
of those most affected. Further, the peer-
to-peer model ensures that narratives are 
framed through the perspective of the 
interviewer and interviewee and reduces 
the risk of project outputs being shaped 
by organisational priorities. 

THE PROJECT 
ADDRESSES SEVERAL 
PERSISTENT GAPS IN 
THE UNDERSTANDING 
OF LEARNING 
DISABILITY HISTORY 
Many existing accounts of people with 
learning disabilities are regionally focused 
and rely on small sample groups (for 
example, Keilty and Woodley, 2013 and 
Hidden Lives Remembered, 2019). This 
project aims to document fifty life stories 
from individuals across United Response’s 
services in England. Further, additional 
interviews will be conducted as a selection 
process will determine which recordings 
will ultimately be archived in the British 
Library. Those interviews not archived will 
offer valuable potential research outputs. 

The project’s scale offers an opportunity 
to capture diverse perspectives, including 
intersections with gender, ethnicity, 
class and age. United Response has 
provided support for people with learning 
disabilities for over fifty years. A small 
proportion of the client group have 
lived experience of the institutional era 
and transitioning into community care 
while others recently transitioned from 
children’s services. This intersectional 
lens has been missing in both oral history 
and life story work in this area, yet it 
is vital for a nuanced understanding of 
lived experiences. 

Historians such as Atkinson and Walmsley 
(2010) have observed that much of 
the existing scholarship centres on 
institutional settings or policy history. 
In contrast, peer-to-peer oral history 

highlights everyday lives, relationships 
and achievements, thereby broadening 
the scope of learning disability 
historiography. At the time of writing, this 
is bearing out with recorded interviews 
making significant contributions to filling 
this gap.

Co-producing oral histories using a peer-
to-peer approach has rarely been studied 
as a process in its own right. The OLS 
project has already provided valuable 
understanding of the dynamics of the 
peer-to-peer approach, highlighting 
how shared experience can shape the 
interview process and enhance the 
authenticity of narratives. The project 
has the potential to contribute to the 
development of best practices for oral 
history and life story work with people 
with learning disabilities. Participants are 
active researchers and members of the 
steering group. The project embodies 
principles of co-production, ensuring that 
those supported by the charity are not 
only the subjects of historical narratives 
but also their authors. This practice 
challenges traditional hierarchies and 
aligns with ethical and inclusive research 
approaches (Tilley et al., 2017). 

The project will serve as a model for 
making oral history methodologies 
accessible by incorporating adaptations 
such as easy-read materials, consent 
forms, visual aids and tailored training 
programmes, all co-produced with project 
participants to meet their needs. This 
approach demonstrates how complex 
research processes can be made inclusive. 

Ethical considerations, including 
informed consent, safeguarding and 
the emotional impact of recounting 
personal experiences, are particularly 
significant in this context, and the OLS 
project is contributing to best practices 
by documenting how these challenges 
are addressed in practice using the co-
produced approach. For example, project 
participants are involved in the sensitivity 
review of interviews. Furthermore, 
training people with learning disabilities 
to conduct oral histories ensures the skills 
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developed have a lasting impact, offering 
a capacity-building approach that can 
inspire other social care and education 
providers to embed inclusion in heritage 
projects and beyond.

FINDING PEER 
INTERVIEWERS
Senior United Response service 
managers with experience in delivering 
grant-funded projects volunteered to 
coordinate teams of peer interviewees. 
In London, manager, Matthew Campbell 
invited seven individuals supported by 
the charity to come forward and train 
as interviewers, encouraging those with 
potential to develop interviewing skills 
to participate. In York, Simon Copper 
led a well-established group of ten 
participants, dedicating one day per week 
to the project. The two hubs – London 
and York – serve distinct purposes: the 
London hub operates as a community day 
service, while York functions as part of 
United Response’s educational offering.

The selection process was designed to be 
fair and inclusive, providing opportunities 
for anyone interested while recognising 
that some individuals might particularly 
enjoy the role. In practice, two of the 
seven people trained in London continued 
as interviewers, whereas in York, all but 
one of the team members have remained 
actively involved in the role. 

TRAINING
Jan Walmsley led and delivered training 
sessions for the project, with the first 
sessions held in York and London over 
two days for each group in January 2024. 
The training focused on the following 
intended learning outcomes:

•	 Understanding the importance of life 
stories.

•	 Gaining knowledge about major 
events that have shaped the lives of 
people with learning disabilities and 
their families.

•	 Learning the dos and don'ts of 
interviews.

•	 Understanding the importance of 
obtaining consent before conducting 
interviews.

•	 Building confidence to conduct a 
practice interview.

Following the initial training, participants 
had four weeks to practise their skills by 
recording an interview supported by the 
project leads, Matthew and Simon. A 
follow-up session in February included 
role-playing challenging interview 
scenarios and reviewing practice 
interviews. These sessions fostered lively 
discussions and constructive feedback, 
covering topics such as refining the 
bank of questions guiding interviews, 
respecting boundaries and encouraging 
participants to share their stories, even 
on sensitive or painful subjects. 

The training culminated in the creation 
of the co-produced OLS project booklet, 
which features a structured bank of 
questions organised by life stages – 
such as family life and childhood – and 
offers guidance on using both open 
and closed questions effectively as 
well as technical guides for the project 
leads, project documentation including 
easy-read consent forms, interviewee 
biography templates and an introduction 
to the project for potential interviewees, 
support staff and families. 

The training highlighted the challenges 
involved in becoming an oral history 
interviewer. Some participants had prior 
experience conducting staff interviews – 
a structured process where questions are 
pre-determined and asked in a set order. In 
contrast, life story interviews, particularly 
within a peer-to-peer model, require a 
more nuanced approach, balancing the 
need to follow the interviewee’s lead 
while ensuring that key questions are 
addressed, all while practising active 
listening and demonstrating empathy.

Another challenge was the emotional 
impact of learning about the recent 
history of learning disabilities. Many 
participants were largely unaware of the 
appalling treatment endured by people 

with learning disabilities over time and the 
relatively recent legislative advancements 
that protect the rights of people with 
learning disabilities and promote a more 
inclusive society.

Resistance from support staff posed a 
further challenge, particularly around 
discussion of topics such as relationships, 
sexuality, consent, marriage, drugs 
and alcohol. While these topics were 
considered during the development 
of the question bank, staff often 
displayed a protective stance, which 
reflected a broader tendency among 
interviewees to avoid such subjects 
during interviews. However, rapport-
building sessions between interviewees 
and interviewers often helped create a 
sense of trust, encouraging individuals 
to share and explore topics they felt 
comfortable discussing.

The London group experienced the 
highest dropout rate, with the initial 
cohort of seven reducing to just two. 
Some participants found the project more 
demanding than anticipated, leading to 
immediate departures after the training 
period. Further, the pace of interviewing 
– averaging two per month – may have 
been too slow to sustain engagement. 
Personal circumstances also played a 
role, with one participant stepping back 
after finding a girlfriend and choosing to 
prioritise the relationship.

Despite the dropouts, having only 
two interviewers allowed for a more 
person-centred approach to feedback, 
enabling the remaining interviewers 
to refine their techniques. The results 
have been rewarding. A smaller team 
has yielded more confident, professional 
interviews and greater coverage of United 
Response’s services. Notably, participants 
who stepped back from interviewing will 
be offered exhibition curation training 
in 2025, ensuring their continued 
contribution to the project.

The York group adopted a more 
structured approach, dedicating weekly 
sessions to practising interviews, 
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both individually and in groups. This 
consistency has led to minimal dropout, 
with only one participant stepping away 
from interviewing – though they, too, will 
contribute to exhibition curation. Each 
member of the group has completed at 
least two interviews, and at the time of 
writing, the team is preparing to expand 
their efforts by conducting interviews in 
locations further afield.

LEARNING ON THE JOB
It would be optimistic to suggest that 
the peer interviewers were ready to go 
from the start. A degree of trial and error 
is inevitable in such an ambitious and 
complex project.

Each interviewer is supported by a 
member of the project team. This person’s 
role is to make practical arrangements, 
undertake the pre-meeting with the 
interviewee and his or her support, escort 
the interviewer to the location and, most 
important, help them do a good interview.

The supporters have experimented 
with different ways to support during 
interviews. Simon reports that he has 
experimented with using an Ipad to share 
prompts and ideas during the interview; 
using hand gestures while standing 
behind the interviewee to indicate ‘ask 
more’, or ‘steer away from this topic’; 
and, with Michelle, who struggles with 
memory and the written word, helping 
her complete the questions.

Matthew, whose two London-based 
interviewers are fluent readers, uses 
written notes to suggest questions and 
when it might be a good idea to have a 
break. The breaks are used to suggest 
how the interview might move forward.

To illustrate the process the interviewers 
went through in developing their skills, 
the paper focuses on Donna from London 
and Dan and Will from York.

DONNA
Donna embraced the opportunity 
to become a peer interviewer with 

tremendous enthusiasm. Following the 
initial training, she wrote an article 
reflecting on her experience and the 
insights she gained from the training 
and learning about the historical 
discrimination faced by people like her. 

It has been quite eye-opening for me 
as I have learned that we were not 
treated equally in the past.

Donna

In the first few months of live interviews, 
Donna attended the pre-meetings with 
potential interviewees to build rapport. 
However, this approach confused her 
and impacted subsequent interviews. In 
one example, an interviewee mentioned 
they did not wish to discuss their 
family, Donna became nervous during 
subsequent interviews, fearing she might 
inadvertently make a mistake and broach 
the topic. This issue was discussed in a 
steering group meeting and the decision 
was taken that the project lead would 
take over pre-meetings to better support 
Donna in her role.

Donna’s practice interview with Alex, a 
fellow peer interviewer, highlighted both 
her strengths and the challenges of peer 
interviewing. When Alex shared his need 
for a comfort blanket as a child, Donna 
demonstrated empathy and listening 
skills by sharing her own experience with 
her Care Bears. However, when exploring 
his childhood, Donna introduced her own 
perspective with the comment, ‘You had 
a happy childhood,’ prompting Alex to 
correct her about his experiences with 
deafness and time spent in an incubator. 
Despite Donna interrupting Alex, he 
insisted on telling his story and their 
discussion of school experiences revealed 
a shared understanding, particularly 
regarding teaching and bullying. 
However, Donna sometimes allowed 
her own experiences to dominate the 
conversation.

The practice interview proved invaluable 
as a learning opportunity. It highlighted 
Donna’s ability to connect through shared 
experiences but underscored the need 

to maintain a focus on the interviewee’s 
story rather than her own.

Donna’s subsequent interviews show 
growth, supported by monthly feedback 
loops via the steering group and through 
direct support from the operational lead, 
Matthew Campbell. In her interview with 
William, she demonstrated active listening 
by responding briefly and appropriately 
while occasionally contributing to the 
discussion, such as when they shared 
experiences of living with disabilities.

Donna’s journey is still ongoing and 
illustrates both the strengths of peer 
interviewing and the complexities involved. 
Her progress reflects the value of practice, 
feedback and adaptation in mastering this 
unique and challenging role. 

DAN AND WILL 
Dan and Will are members of the York 
group of peer interviewers. Over the first 
nine months of the project, the group 
focused on refining their techniques 
and building confidence by conducting 
interviews with one another in various 
pairings. Dan, who faces challenges with 
new environments and meeting new 
people, initially struggled. He left the 
group training in January, finding some 
of the issues raised too painful and the 
group setting overwhelming. However, 
with encouragement and support from 
Will, Dan returned to the training.

Weekly sessions played a pivotal role in 
Dan’s development. Observing his peers 
grow, and learning from conducting and 
listening back to interviews, helped him 
refine his approach. This process was 
reinforced by monthly steering group 
meetings, where each interview was 
reviewed, discussed and supported with 
detailed written feedback.

When it came time for Dan to be 
interviewed, he chose Will as his 
interviewer. Their interview demonstrates 
the strength of the peer-to-peer approach. 
As young men of a similar age, both with 
personal experience of education for 
neurodivergent individuals in York, they 

Our life story: Life story work with people with learning disabilities



4140

RESEARCH in TEACHER EDUCATION

Vol.15. No 1. May 2025 pp.00-00

built a strong rapport. This connection 
allowed Will to navigate sensitive topics 
with care and empathy. Afterwards, Will 
described feeling emotionally drained, 
having held the weight of the trauma and 
emotion in Dan’s story.

Reflecting on his experience, Dan said:

‘I’ve enjoyed listening to other people 
and learning. I'm looking forward to 
interviewing more people.’

Simon, the project lead for York, noted 
Dan’s remarkable growth over the 
past year:

The York team has higher support 
needs compared to other groups, 
which has meant taking more time to 
refine their interviewing skills. 

The group has worked diligently within 
the parameters set by the British 
Library to ensure their contributions 
meet the standards for inclusion in the 
national collection. We’re excited to 
share updates on Dan and the rest of 
the team’s progress in the coming year.

A NOTE ON THE 
PRACTICALITIES AND 
LESSONS LEARNED 
SO FAR
Organising a nationwide peer-to-peer 
interview project requires significant 
preparation, coordination and budget. 
Organisational knowledge and buy-in 
have been essential. The original list of 
100 potential interviewees supported 
by the charity was revised and updated 
to include new candidates. Changes 
in services and, sadly, the passing of 
some who had registered interest also 
influenced the process. 

Importantly, interview participants must 
have the capacity to provide informed 
consent. Several preparatory meetings 
are held before face-to-face interviews, 
sometimes with the interviewers. These 
sessions are critical for securing the 
support of operational staff and family 
members, obtaining fully informed 
consent and building rapport between 
the interview team and interviewee. 

These sessions also utilise a participant 
biography template to gather background 
information, identify topics the 
interviewee prefers to avoid and ensure 
the interviewer is thoroughly prepared. 

Coordinating interviews involves aligning 
numerous factors: matching the right 
project support with the interviewee, 
assigning an ideal interviewer with 
appropriate support from operational 
leads, selecting the best location and 
organising travel and accommodation. 
These complex logistics are managed by 
the project manager to ensure smooth 
execution. Following up with interviewees 
and those involved is vital. This includes 
thanking interviewees for their 
participation and keeping them updated 
on the project’s progress and next steps. 

Monthly reporting and steering group 
meetings ensure the project remains in 
reach of delivering fifty high-standard 
life stories to the British Library, research 
outputs and exhibition content for the 
public phase. In any one month, the 
project team may be travelling to different 
areas, conducting interviews and/or 
meeting with prospective interviewees 
virtually to build rapport. 

Despite the most meticulous preparation, 
sometimes things do not work out as 
planned. Alex was lined up to interview 
Andrew, whose speech is indistinct. Plans 
were in place for a support worker who 
knows Andrew well to be present to 
support him and, if necessary, interpret 
what he was saying. Unfortunately, the 
support worker was called away at the last 
minute due to staff shortages elsewhere. 
The replacement could not interpret 
Andrew’s speech and the recording is 
unusable. In another example, interviews 
were scheduled months in advance 
with the team travelling across several 
counties, necessitating overnight stays. 
However, on the day, the team conducted 
only one of the two scheduled interviews 
due to the support staff having taken 
emergency leave and the interviewee not 
wishing to be interviewed without their 
preferred support.

CONCLUSION
The OLS project raises important questions 

about the best way to support people 

with learning disabilities to become oral 

and life story interviewers. As the project 

moves forward, we learn more about the 

ways people can achieve way beyond 

what is usually expected of them. 

It is informed by existing historiography 

and positioned to influence future 

scholarship and practice. By capturing 

previously undocumented experiences 

and at scale, the project will enrich the 

archive of learning disability oral histories 

and provide new material for researchers 

and policymakers. The peer-to-peer 

model can serve as a blueprint for other 

projects, demonstrating how inclusion 

and co-production can be embedded 

into every stage of research and delivery. 

The project’s findings can inform both 

academic discourse and practical 

applications, such as training for social 

care professionals and advocacy for more 

inclusive policy frameworks.

The OLS project represents a vital 

contribution to the historiography of 

people with learning disabilities. By 

adopting a peer-to-peer methodology and 

emphasising co-production, the project 

not only addresses historical silences 

but also sets a benchmark for inclusive 

research and heritage practices. Its 

outputs have the potential to fill significant 

gaps in understanding, challenge stigma 

and influence future approaches to oral 

history and life story work. n
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