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Introducing DEBS: 
Discovering England’s Burial Spaces

DEBS: Sept 2017 – Nov 2020

Working with community groups to 
develop new tools for burial space 
research and dissemination

• UK national burial space survey 
recording form - OASIS

• Exploring the digital workflow –
mobile app / online form / simple 
spreadsheet / RTI

• Creating a pilot national database 
for burial space research

• Suite of online user resources -
linked to Harold Mytum’s Practical 
Handbook
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Funders & Partners
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Going Digital: Advantages

• Ease of processing and analysis

• Ease of access to data

• New questions - Big Data 
projects

• Skills transmission, e.g. digital 
skills for older people

• Social inclusion activity 
(everybody has something to 
offer - historical research, 
memory, technical skills, a 
camera)

• Community building activity
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Going Digital: Challenges

• Technical development
• Level of IT literacy, and 

resistance to born digital 
approach

• Data standards
• “Doing it our way”
• Definition of core fields

- Interoperability
• Data curation
• Sustainability
• Maintaining interest and 

contacts
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User testing – community groups

• St Mary the Virgin Embsay, North 

Yorkshire

• Eastby Churchyard Survey Team

• All Saints’ Church, Slingsby, North 

Yorkshire

• Leavesden Hospital History 

Association

• Friends of St Matthew’s 

Churchyard, Lightcliffe, West 

Yorkshire

• Caring for God’s Acre Beautiful 

Burial Grounds: Birmingham 

cemeteries project 
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Mobile App prototyping
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Mobile App prototyping
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Desk-top data entry forms

Qualtrics form

• Provides data validation

• Interaction valuable

• Can be done inside later
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Introducing new methods: 
RTI - Reflective Transformation Imaging

Digital tools for  

deciphering inscriptions
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RTI viewer
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Finding what’s been done

• No register of burial space 
surveys

• Problems of accessing data
• Duplication of effort
• Lack of credit for work
• Records languish in Record 

offices..
• … or remain in private 

hands ….and are lost
• Therefore, use UK national 

OASIS burial survey 
recording form
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• Digital data are fragile
• They are often still archived 

as objects rather than 
computerised information

• Digital data standards
• What are the significant 

properties of our data?
• Data licensing – Creative 

Commons framework
• Privacy issues
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Data Curation challenges
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Trusted Digital Repositories: 

NASA - Open Archival Information System
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OAIS

Picture from DLib

Research

Deep Storage Nearline backup

Publish

Delivery 
system

Accession Delivery preparation

Interface

Release

Preservation

SIP
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National Burial Spaces database
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1. Need to mentor community 

groups within a professional 

framework to ensure long term 

value of their work

2. Community groups value being 

embraced within academic 

research projects

3. Difficulties of maintaining 

enthusiasm and momentum

4. Difficulties of ensuring standards –

just like professionals!

5. Value of IT approaches in this 

regard

Conclusions
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Thank you!
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https://debs.ac.uk

Follow us on Twitter:
@ADS_Update

Befriend us on Facebook:
http://www.facebook.com/archaeology.data.service
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