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This toolkit offers a project framework for utilising social science 
research in exploring the experiences of girlhood. 
 
Contents: 
 
PART ONE structure of the pilot project 
PART TWO reflections and analysis on the findings and outcomes of the pilot 
PART THREE transferability of the methods and outcomes 
PART FOUR further recommendations for application 
 
 
 
PART ONE: structure of the pilot project 

The framework draws on the pilot Girlhood and Later Life Creative Consultancy 
project (2020), by Digital Women's Archive North [DWAN], in collaboration with Professor 
Penny Tinkler and Hazel Burke, the Girlhood and Later Life project (ESRC). 

The “Girlhood and Later Life” research (led Prof Penny Tinkler, UoM) is the first detailed 
study of girls growing up in Britain in the 1950s to 1970s. It explores the lives of young 
women from different backgrounds in Britain 1954-76, and looks at how these experiences 
have shaped their later lives and identities. This generation of young women has immense 
historical and current significance. In their teens and early twenties these women were in 
the vanguard of post- war social change. Now they are part of the largest group of over 
60s in British history with unprecedented influence on politics, public services and 
commerce. They are redefining ageing and making new demands on, and contributions to, 
society. This pioneering approach to later life is shaped partly by this generation’s 
experiences of growing up in the 1950s, ’60s and ’70s.  

[DWAN] was commissioned by the project to creatively respond to the interviews, data, 
and lived experiences discovered during the research, and to activate the social science 
for wider beneficiaries.  

Pilot Structure: 

Five women artists (born between 1988 - 1962) were recruited as “Creative Consultants”. 
Each brings to the project diverse and international experiences of girlhood outside the 
UK: Kani Kamil (Kurdistan-Iraq), Mahboobeh Rajabi (Iran), Rand Aljundi (Syria), Gloria 
Saya (Congo), Mei Yuk Wong (Hong Kong). The artists and [DWAN] had previously 
collaborated on The Travelling Heritage Bureau (a project concerning migrant and 
diaspora heritage and cultural practices). 

The pilot – conducted during the restrictions imposed by Covid19 – utilised an 
online learning and co-creation pedagogy. 
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Basics: 

• Each artist undertook 4 x 1 hour workshops via Zoom in a small group of 3 or 4, 
facilitated by Dr Jenna C. Ashton, Artist and Creative Director of [DWAN]. 

• The participants undertook self-directed creative and research time with the 
“Girlhood and Later Life” research stories. 

• The participants were mixed across the workshops in each session, to ensure they 
exchanged ideas and experiences with each other. 

• It was decided early on that Dr Jenna C. Ashton would curate selected outcomes 
into a digital space for wider access and use. The participants would be fully 
involved in the selection of shared materials.  

• Each participant signed a consent form, which also outlined expectations of 
behaviours. 

 

Set-up and Workshops: 

- Specific biographical stories from the “Girlhood and Later Life” project are selected 
by Prof Penny Tinkler and Hazel Burke. 
 

- Key themes identified within these stories:  
o “Me Too”  
o Then and now (reflection and what advice women would give their teenage 

selves) 
o Pregnancy 

 
- A shared and private Dropbox folder is set-up to hold all materials, which each 

participant can access and contribute to. 

Due to Covid19, all workshops take place online. Online workshops offer benefits for the 
Creative Consultants: easier childcare arrangements; multilingual challenges addressed 
via recording and slow reading; rethinking digital space for collaboration and creativity; a 
less intimidating space when discussing personal and sensitive issues. 

- The Creative Consultant are posed the following questions to respond to: 
 
o How do the life experiences of girlhood in the research stories resonate for you?  
o What is the wider social potential of the research stories and themes?  

The workshops were structured to enable a safe space for sharing and exchange in 
response to the Girlhood and Later Life stories. The Creative Consultants could share and 
respond as they wished. There was not demand for a final “piece” of artwork to emerge, 
just the participation in continuous creative exchange.  

 

 

 



	 4	

Each Consultant took part in four workshops, with reflection and reading time in-between 
sessions to process the information and stories privately. 

• 1st workshop: discussion around initial responses to the shared research stories 
and the key themes. 

• 2nd workshop: creative responses from group for discussion and reflection, to 
activate conversations.  

• 3rd workshop: open session – led by Creative Consultants, to share key personal 
experiences or wider research interests and findings. 

• 4th workshop: exploring the potential of the research stories and themes for future 
use with women and girls. 

Following the 4th workshop, a final series of email exchanges took place between facilitator 
and participants, selecting materials to be curated for the digital pages. The facilitator (as 
artist) designed and curated these pages for wider public engagement and use. The 
materials could also be reproduced in other formats. The creative responses selected by 
the artists to be shared can be accessed here: https://jcashton.com/about-girlhood 
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PART TWO: reflections and analysis of the findings and outcomes 

The Girlhood pilot brought back together five women artists [DWAN] had the pleasure of 
collaborating with via The Travelling Heritage Bureau (2017-19) and a years’ action 
research on evolving the Centre for International Women Artists (CIWA) (2019-20). 

To a large extent, this existing friendship and collective experience laid the foundation for 
workshop conversations to be very open and trusting, with a wide range of personal 
experiences discussed. Notably, the Girlhood project was undertaken during COVID-19, 
which added a layer of depth to our aims to connect with one another and to share 
embodied and psychological experiences.  

The project reaffirmed the positive role that digital spaces can play in enabling 
participation and offering a different spatial and time frame in which to share and develop 
storytelling. The participants were able to spend private time with the original “Girlhood 
and Later Life” project stories. In turn, this inspired their collective memory-work and 
storytelling around girlhood – and without pressure of a final specified “outcome”.  

The research materials shared by Prof Penny Tinkler and her team were unlike any stories 
of British women’s experiences previously encountered by the five women artists. Notably, 
all are from different international backgrounds. Despite the generational and ethnic 
difference of the research participants, the artists identified very strongly with the interview 
materials and girlhood stories of oppression, frustration, abuse, and fear, as well as their 
hopes and expectations of “youth”.  

The artists responded generously, drawing on difficult experiences of girlhood with the 
emphatic desire to inspire other women and girls to connect, communicate, share, and act. 
They each recognise the value of the original research materials to activate their own 
memories and much-needed conversations. The artists were angry at the realisation that 
so many women across the world experience similar girlhoods under patriarchal socio-
political structures; this also reassured them that they had not been alone in questioning 
their own treatment. Other examples of body-positive experiences, informed by 
matriarchal cultural structures, also emerged. 

There is an overwhelming need for women and girls to connect, and to share, and to 
validate each other’s experiences. All of the participants expressed their aim to evolve the 
work started in the project, both in the UK and in connection to their birth countries where 
feminist collaborative practice requires encouragement.  

The pilot encouraged and inspired the artists to continue their own personal creative 
journeys into girlhood more deeply. For example, following the Girlhood pilot Mahboobeh 
Rajabi was awarded an Arts Council England grant to further her research into Iranian 
women’s experiences between the generations of her grandmother, mother and herself. 
Gloria Saya is developing her creative practice to strengthen networks between female 
African diaspora artists in the UK. Rand Aljundi is developing her arts practices in 
response to girlhood with other Syrian women. The Girlhood pilot is informing aspects of 
Kani Kamil’s arts practice PhD. Mei Yuk Wong continues her activist practice, but 
connecting more deeply with issues of class and poverty. All of the participants want to 
take these conversations back into specific ethnic communities. The project has reaffirmed 
the archival practice aims of [DWAN] in supporting women’s creative exchange and forms 
of documentation. Importantly, the project highlighted the significance of connecting into 
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research such as “Girlhood and Later Life” for providing stories and data previously 
unknown to other women.  

The pilot materials and the follow-on projects have potential to continue to evolve across a 
number of different women’s groups, inspired by the original “Girlhood and Later Life” 
research.  

 
The following ideas emerged in the workshops:  
 

• A lack of intergenerational communication within families and societies. 
   

• A need for archiving women's stories and experiences to enable the telling of truth, 
and to support sharing of knowledge. 
   

• Addressing shame within societies around abuse, and stop victim blaming. 
 

• Need to strengthen relationships between women. 
   

• Offering different models of sex education and understanding of the body. 
   

• Specifics of the stories offered by cultural contexts within ethnic groups, in UK and 
internationally.   
 

• Relationship between sonic and visual access or denial or celebration of the body 
and sexuality. 

 
• Challenge of negotiating religion (in UK and internationally), to address issues of 

women's oppression and abuse. 
   

• Globally, similar stories of violence and abuse against women and girls. 
  

• Globally, the dominant narrative and practice of promoting boys above girls (in 
pregnancy and birth and young childhood experiences etc.) 

   
• Legacies of trauma for women from humiliation and lack of knowledge. 

   
• The added impact of poverty on girls’ ability to achieve, and on their resilience and 

prospects.  
  

• The importance of good role models (for girls and boys). 
   

• The need for improved education around equality for girls and boys. 
   

• Lack of support for teenage girls, sometimes resulting in depression, lack of 
confidence, and knowledge. 
   

• Each woman has their own very specific stories connecting across these themes. 
 

• UK research stories triggering certain imagery and memories – and connections of 
experience of girlhood and womanhood across the group.  
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• Migrant communities are not homogenous. They hold different attitudes towards 

women and girls in society. 
 

• Issues of class intersecting with gender and race. 
 

• In society – and in research examples – a lack of public acknowledgement and 
discussion around postpartum experience (depression, self-care.) 
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PART THREE: transferability of the methods and outcomes 

The pilot emphatically evidenced the relevance and resonance of the social science data 
for activating memory work and exchange around girlhood experiences. Significantly, we 
identified a specific social need for undertaking this work within wider contexts and with 
other women’s groups.  

The pilot participants outlined the following important aspects for transferability: 

• Connect: bring together different women through workshops (digital or in-person) 
to share their experiences, and connect through storytelling – activated by the 
research stories.   
 

• Communicate: not all women have opportunities to communicate with one another. 
A structured workshop format responding to existing stories and experiences 
enables a starting point for this. (Note: digital space functions differently than 
physical space). 

 
• Share: the process of sharing is valuable for women (and girls) to understand their 

experiences are not in isolation, to deal with feelings of shame or frustration, and to 
bear witness to others’ testimonies and personal archive materials. The workshops 
– and other digital or physical curated exhibitions or learning materials – can 
facilitate this.   

 
• Act: the workshop format can offer a safe space to consider how knowledge and 

information on girlhood experiences can be utilised for social action, and to support 
women and girls to challenge the inequality issues raised.   

 

Creative Pedagogy 

 
Creative pedagogy within education, healthcare and therapy is thoroughly understood for 
its benefits in supporting participatory and inclusive articulation and expression, and 
knowledge construction, alongside dialogical practices.  Although the pilot’s participants 
were artists, this does not preclude this method from being applied within future 
workshops. Important elements that enable the successful transferability of this creative 
pedagogy for other workshop contexts: 
 

1) The facilitator(s) should be an experienced art(ist) education practitioner(s), with 
previous experience working with women/ challenging topics. 
 

2) The focus of creative education is not to emphasise a “final product” (although 
frequently works can be developed as such), but to support participants to utilise 
other skills that complement dialogical exchange within the process. This is 
especially useful where English might not be a first language. 

 
3) Consideration of the needs, interests and skills of the participants. Play to the 

strengths of a group, rather than pushing them in creative directions they are not 
comfortable with. The facilitators(s) should be experienced enough to offer 
supportive guidance not dogmatic judgments on outcomes.   
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4) Utilise examples from the pilot project. The work produced by the artists can be 

used as part of a resource in working with other women’s groups. The works help to 
demonstrate what is meant by a creative exploration, and also evidences the 
specific issues coming out of the dialogic exchanges.  
 

5) Consider the specifics of spaces and resources available for practice and 
exchange, and structure workshops accordingly. 

 
 

6) Have a final “sharing” outcome in mind. This will support participants to focus on 
both self-expression, and how they want their work to be relevant and communicate 
certain ideas or issues to others.  

 

Intergenerational and Transnational Practice 

The two core aspects of intergenerational interviews and transnational exchange were 
identified as significant for the pilot participants. Each articulated the importance of 
engaging with different generational social and cultural experiences – yet an infrequent 
opportunity – and for connecting across nationalities. The latter point is relevant in the 
context of increasing global movement, and for supporting the wellbeing and mental health 
of international women when their local knowledge and social and cultural experience is 
displaced. The former point emphasises the relevance of the research interview data for 
younger women. 
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PART FOUR: further recommendations for application 

The basic structure of the pilot is easily transferable, either to an online context or to a 
physical space, depending on the need. 
 
As previously stated, the pilot involved participants already known to each other and to the 
facilitator. Given the sensitivity of the topics emerging from the research data, the following 
recommendations should also be implemented: 
 

- Ensure the participants understand the context and content of the material with 
which they will engage. [DWAN] developed an information template, which also 
ensured consent and expected behaviour towards other women in the group. 
Reuse or evolve a specific one for participants (this template can be provided).  

 
- Initially consider undertaking workshops with women who have a trusting 

relationship with each other. If an external unknown creative facilitator is involved, 
also involve a co-facilitator known to the women. 

 
- Participants in the group should have a sufficient understanding of English in order 

to be able to engage meaningfully with the research data. However, if there is an 
opportunity, consider if textual translation would be beneficial to open up access to 
the research materials.  

 
- Consider how the workshops fit into the “Connect, Communication, Share, Act” 

structure to inform purpose.  
 

- Utilise existing creative outputs from the pilot to support further practice.  
 

- Implement the guidance on the use of Creative Pedagogy. 
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Thanks to artists Kani Kamil, Mahboobeh Rajabi, Rand Aljundi, Gloria Saya, and Mei 
Yuk Wong, whose work is reproduced here. 
 
 
This toolkit is written by Dr Jenna C. Ashton, Creative Director, Digital Women’s 
Archive North [DWAN], in collaboration with Professor Penny Tinkler and Hazel 
Burke from the “Girlhood and Later Life” project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  


