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INTRODUCTION   
Welcome to the Humber Museum Partnership ’Freedom 
to Explore’ toolkit. This booklet is designed to give you 
some case studies, tips and lessons learned from our 
experiences of working with families and under 5s. 

The Humber Museum Partnership is a consortium 
including Hull Museums, North Lincolnshire Museum 
Service and East Riding of Yorkshire Museum Service. 
The Partnership is funded by the Arts Council as a Major 
Partner Museum and will become a National Portfolio 
Organisation in April 2018.  

As a Major Partnership Museum, the Partnership 
developed a project to improve the offer for families with 
under 5s across Humber Museum Partnership venues. 
Three Learning Officers were recruited to work across the 
Humber region to work with local partners on different 
initiatives to engage all families with under 5s. Projects 
have included creating dedicated spaces in museum 
venues, creative programmes and targeting families. 

The Partnership has worked with Dr Abi Hackett, Research 
Fellow, Education and Social Research Institute at the 
Manchester Metropolitan University and also in her role as 
Post-Doctoral Research Associate, Centre for the Study of 
Childhood and Youth, University of Sheffield. The research 
with Dr Hackett and her colleagues Dr Lisa Procter and Dr 
Christina Macrae has enabled the Partnership to explore 
how families with under 5s experience museum spaces. 

The legacy of the project is not only to continue some of 
the excellent work that has been achieved but to share 
what we have learned through the research and our own 
individual experiences.

Lisa Howarth – Under 5s Project Lead  
Humber Museums Partnership
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SPACES 

CASE STUDY
BACKGROUND 
In order to improve our offer for under 5s, the 
exhibitions spaces were updated to include activities 
for younger audiences. Many of the permanent 
exhibitions spaces are compact, with little flexibility 
to move display cases and objects. Any new 
interventions needed to fit in the existing spaces, 
whilst still allowing access for pushchairs and 
wheelchair users. 

It was important that the under 5s activities linked 
with the theme of the exhibition rather than toys just 
for play. Curators were consulted in the planning 
stages to ensure the interventions enhanced the 
exhibition rather than just being a later addition. 

At Sewerby Hall and Gardens, two activities were 
developed for the Amy Johnson exhibition which 
is set across three rooms.  A world map with a toy 
aircraft was installed to explore the concept of flight. 
In the other space a jigsaw was commissioned using 
an archived photograph from the Amy Johnson 
collection. 

At the Treasure House in Beverley, a seaside 
exhibition provided appropriate content to be 
enhanced with under 5s activities. A felted mat was 
commissioned, featuring the sea and beach, with 
different textures and materials included for sensory 
exploration. Natural beach resources and small world 
characters were used to bring the mat alive. An 
archived photograph was then blown up and used 
as a back drop to link the activity area back to the 
collection.

 
 
SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES 
The activities have been very well received by 
visitors.  The Amy Johnson activities both facilitate 
family interaction, with parents or grandparents 
helping children to put the jigsaw together, or 
talking about Amy’s flight from the UK to Australia.

The beach area has been in place for a year now, and 
it has been incredibly well used. Families often visit 
the museum to play with the resources, and children 
older than five also use and enjoy them.

REFLECTIONS 
A positive relationship has been built up with 
artists and suppliers used for the activities in the 
exhibitions. There are plans to use them for other 
projects as their products are high quality and has 
stood the test of time.

Trying to find activities to fit in the existing exhibition 
spaces proved difficult.  Commissioning activities 
proved to be the best solution as it meant the items 
were created to the exact measurements given.   

Throughout our project we’ve all noticed what an 
important role the combination of physical movement 
and exploration plays, in the way that children under the 
age of 5 interact and engage with Museum and Gallery 
spaces. We have kept this in mind while planning smaller 
interventions at our sites, as well as designing bespoke 
spaces. Our partner independent museums have had 
similar success with using the space they have available 
to great effect for this audience.

Under 5s activities in  
gallery spaces 

Lucy Rose, Under 5s Learning 
Officer, East Riding of Yorkshire 
Museum Service
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SPACES 

Phase 1: Research 
•   Families visiting 3 different children’s centres in 

Hull for organised sessions (conversation and 
consultation forms) – approximately 27 families 

•   Families visiting the old Children’s Gallery in 
Ferens Art Gallery on 3 occasions in the month 
before closure (observations and conversation) – 
approximately 15 families   

•   Visits to other spaces developed for Under 5s in 
museums/galleries (London, Sheffield, Manchester 
and Leeds)

Phase 2: Planning 
•   Families taking part in Family Activities for Under 5s 

at Hull Museums throughout Summer and October 
2016 (consultation forms, conversations and voting 
on artworks from a shortlist) 

•   Early Years Working Group (representatives 
from the University of Hull and Hull College EY 
teacher training courses, McMillan Nursery School, 
Council Early Years team, IPass (Visual and Hearing 
impairment and Physical Difficulties support), 
Bright Beginnings Day Nursery.

CASE STUDY 
BACKGROUND 
Before it closed for refurbishment (in September 2015), Ferens Art Gallery had a Children’s gallery upstairs 
aimed at 6-10 year olds. Although it was quite well used, it had not been updated in some time and was quite 
out of the way for family visitors. During the last 2 weeks of opening, we spent some time observing what 
activities families did in the Children’s Gallery and to talk to them about what they’d like to see in a newly 
refurbished Ferens. In that time I spoke to about 20 families, with children of all ages. 

In developing Explore Art, we spoke to a number of different groups of people in order to gain some insight 
into what people would like to see in a newly developed space for Under 5s and their Families at Ferens Art 
Gallery;

Consultation responses mentioned a couple of concepts for the space with regularity; ‘sensory’ and ‘soft 
play’. Many parents also mentioned finding the idea of going to an art gallery quite daunting. In light of this 
we decided to make ‘Explore Art’  into a room in which you could explore the pillars of art; colour, shape, line 
and texture and we divided the room into 4 sections. We felt breaking it down in this way would provide an 
introduction and talking points for families who perhaps weren’t comfortable discussing art

As part of the Arts Council Major Partner Museums 
funding, each service in the Humber Museums 
Partnership committed to creating an Under 5s 
dedicated space at one of their sites. In Hull, we 
developed a new gallery on the ground floor as part 
of the refurbishment of the Ferens Art Gallery, called 
‘Explore Art’ aimed at Under 5s and their families.

Creating Space for Under 5s – 
Ferens Art Gallery, Hull

Esther Hallberg, Under 5s and 
Families Project Developer -  
Hull Museums
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SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES 
We were lucky enough to have a member of 
staff with a background in theatre design, who 
helped us to create a model of the room, that 
we could show to our groups for comment.
We could move the artworks and interactives 
around the space while we were deciding on 
the final layout.

Working with the curators at Ferens Art 
Gallery, a longlist of potential artworks was 
put together for ‘Explore Art’. Members of the 
public and the EY working group chose their 
favourites from these which we selected for 
display.  In the office, we arranged these into 
our 4 sections.

We used the public’s suggestions of activities 
and features for an Under 5s space and 
discussed these with the EY working group. 
Out of this, we came up with a set of activities 
together, which could be installed on gallery 
and people could take part in without 
supervision. 

As we were working to quite a small budget, 
we bought many items off the shelf and 
combined these with commissioned pieces 
such as the Ferens inspired hut, studio wall and 
texture cube. We tried to only purchase items 
which could be washed quite easily. 

Installation of the gallery was not easy as we 
had many elements to put in (activity stations, 
artwork and interpretation panels and labels). 
We ended up installing the artworks first, 
and then having to adjust them later when 
more of the activity stations had been put in. 
Fortunately, the same technical team were 
hanging the paintings as had created some of 
our interactives, so they were able to adjust 
accordingly. 

REFLECTIONS 
The room has been popular with families and schools alike and we 
now have a regular weekly, term-time session for children under the 
age of 5 and their families, which is also well attended. 

As we didn’t really know how the space would be used, we 
monitored the space quite closely over the first couple of weeks 
of opening and continue to do so. Hull 2017 Volunteers were 
invaluable, helping us to monitor and maintain the space and 
offering useful feedback and anecdotal evidence to help us in 
enhancing and reporting on the space. 

Due to the high numbers of visitors over the first few weeks, the 
room was actually in need of a repaint, swapping of resources and 
deep clean quite quickly. A visit from their Royal Highnesses Prince 
Charles and the Duchess of Cornwall in February 2017 was a good 
opportunity to do just this. 

We installed new vandal-proof backings for the easels in the 
drawing area and added some more signage with guidelines of 
how to use the room. Ferens Art Gallery hosting the Turner Prize 
has offered us another opportunity to spruce up Explore Art, as 
the gallery is closing for a week. We are able to have a repaint (in a 
wipeable finish) and add in some new interactive elements through 
consulting with our Working Group again. 

During the consultation phase we identified that we would like to 
explore sensory elements more within the gallery (and by extension 
create a room with features more accessible to children with 
sensory impairments and access difficulties). We also wanted to 
share children’s opinions on the artworks. We are hoping additional 
funding will help us do this, working again with the Early Years 
working group who helped us with the gallery development.  



PROGRAMMING
Outdoor play is a very heuristic approach to learning.  
It is a very good way for families to enjoy experiences 
together that will have a lasting effect to the wellbeing 
of the family. The Park provided the perfect setting to 
provide a session that was different to anything else 
currently being offered.  In order for the sessions to be 
sustainable, the sessions would need to have a small fee 
of £4 per child.  As there is already a charge to access 
Normanby Hall Country Park, this may have put families 
off from booking.

Woodland Tots -  
Normanby Hall Country Park 

Vanessa Lappin - Learning 
Officer Under 5s, North 
Lincolnshire Museums Service
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CASE STUDY 
BACKGROUND 
Following consultation with families who visit 
Normanby Hall Country Park, a new pilot session 
was created for families with under 5s. The sessions 
would give families the chance to explore play in the 
fantastic outdoor setting of Normanby Hall. 

The sessions were planned to include elements 
of Forest School, the EYFS framework and books 
from the Imagination Library. An area of the park 
was identified that was close to the toilets and 
was reasonably enclosed so the children would be 
able to explore freely and safely. The sessions were 
advertised on Normanby Hall website and Facebook 
page to reach our audience. 

SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES 
The sessions booked up very fast and a waiting list 
was created. The pilot has been repeated during 
the school holidays and there are plans to write five 
more sessions to continue through term time.

During the sessions families worked together to 
explore outside activities. The grown ups were as 
enthusiastic as the children and embraced it all. 

All of the families came appropriately dressed to 
get involved and did not mind the mixed summer 
weather. 

 
 

 
The parents took away lots of ideas that they could 
do at home in the garden, in a local woodland area 
or on their next visit to Normanby Hall Country Park. 
The sessions showed families that outdoor learning 
can be fun and doesn’t have to cost lots of money. 
It also showed how you can link stories to outdoor 
play and tell stories with natural materials to bring 
them alive.

Word of mouth has been good as families have put 
their own feedback on Facebook. One parent wrote 
‘it’s given us lots of ideas to use and we’ve made 
new friends too!’ .

Some of the families had travelled from outside 
North Lincolnshire. This shows families were willing 
to travel to take part in something that is a little 
bit different. Having the sessions during the school 
holidays proved popular as most provisions for under 
5s close during the summer holidays. 

The main challenge has been to keep up with 
demand. Families are waiting for new sessions to be 
created so they can book on them again. It is hoped 
that the sessions will change depending on the 
seasons and there will be enough variation to keep 
families interested. 

It was a challenge to find the balance between 
giving families ideas to take home and ensuring they 
continue to book onto sessions. This is something 
that continues to be a challenge as new sessions are 
being developed.

REFLECTIONS 
The outdoors is an amazing free resource to 
use for under 5s as there is so much potential. 
Free activities were created with the natural 
environment including wooden frames, sorting 
with sticks and nature bracelets. 

It was important that the sessions have the same 
structure each week. However, families like the 
theme to change.  The activities were planned 
to ensure all the families were working together 
rather than it just being a toddler activity. 

The families were given a simple activity to do en 
route to the designated area. This meant that they 
were engaged straight away. New sessions are 
being created with an autumn and winter theme 
to utilise the changing seasons. 

There are plans to offer the sessions as training to 
EYFS practitioners to give them ideas on how the 
outdoors can be used at their own settings



PROGRAMMING
Transport Tots started in April 2016. We were keen to get 
a regular group going, as much as anything to spread 
the word that we were engaging with Under 5s more 
and to get the conversation started with parents and 
Early Years providers. Having visited a number of other 
museums as part of the project with the University of 
Sheffield, we had a much better idea what might appeal 
to families. 

Transport Tots 

Esther Hallberg - Under 5s and 
Families Project Developer, Hull 
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CASE STUDY 
BACKGROUND 
Streetlife Museum had proved to be our most 
popular with Under 5s and their families in our 
pre-project survey and the theme of the museum 
(transport) and its interactive and sensory nature 
made it the perfect starting point (you can actually 
step onto some of the vehicles and it has sounds 
and smells too). We also felt that the collection was 
very accessible to parents, and they might be more 
comfortable with that as a starting point.

We agreed with curatorial staff that we could use the 
Open Space, a temporary exhibition and event space 
within the museum. The location was great, as it’s a 
large and uncluttered space and in the centre of the 
museum.

We bought in resources and toys relating to 
transport for this age group; train set, cars and 
garage, building blocks and so on. We have a story 
and a song at the beginning on a theme and there is 
a play and craft element which changes weekly. We 
have drinks just after the story. 

We worked with a member of the Early Years team 
on the planning and implementation and they came 
to observe and give us some feedback.

 
 
SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES 
It has actually always (to our surprise in the 
beginning), been quite well attended. We have 
had very quiet weeks (often in the summer when 
the weather is nice) but we’ve also had a couple of 
surges in visitor numbers. There have been times 
when we’ve been concerned with high numbers, 
from a health and safety point of view, usually when 
a nursery has popped in, but it seems to regulate 
itself to about 30 people a week.

For some time, we had an apprentice helping us, 
who dealt with signing in and giving out teas and 
coffees, and after he left, it took some adjusting for 
one person to manage it all. The session doesn’t 
attract a lot in the way of donations, which makes 
it hard to decide on the right path for sustainability 
and whether or not to charge.   

The baby change facilities are near the front of the 
building, not in the nearest set of toilets, which has 
caused some frustration to parents and front of 
house staff alike. The assigned buggy park is also not 
very close, but we have set aside a portion of the 
room for that now. 

We seem to attract quite a few childminders to the 
group, which is great because they obviously see 
the learning value of bringing the children they look 
after to sessions like these. 

LESSONS LEARNED 
After a parent commented, we changed the timings to end 
at 11.30 because children started to get ratty approaching 
lunch time.

We simplified the planning so that we rotate 8 different 
themes and have a choice of 3 activities or stories for each. 
This is so that additional staff can deliver it more easily and 
it runs more efficiently.  

Working with the Early Years team was incredibly helpful. 
They could offer us support in planning, health and safety, 
safeguarding, suggested activities and even how often to 
wash resources (we have a spreadsheet).

Our front of house staff at Streetlife have been really 
supportive, and often come to have a look at the activities 
and ask how it’s going. Many have commented how nice it 
is to be busy on a Monday morning.

REFLECTIONS 
We now have a group of about 10 regular families who 
attend and are getting to know each other. Many of them 
have commented that they like the relaxed feel, that much 
is familiar but there is something different every week, and 
that it doesn’t feel cliquey like some play groups can. 

Undertaking formal evaluation has meant I’ve been able 
to see the further impact of the sessions on parents 
and children. I take observational notes and record 
people’s comments, but we were able to find out for 
example that for some people it was a focal point 
of their week and that it contributed to the health 
and wellbeing of the whole family. This is something 
we never expected to achieve through this. 



AUDIENCES
North Lincolnshire Museum Service has worked in 
partnership with North Lincolnshire Council Adult 
Community Learning to target families with under 5s 
that do not engage with the Museum Service.  It was 
important that the offer for families with under 5s was 
accessible to all families in North Lincolnshire. Despite 
the Museum being a free venue offering free under 5s 
sessions, many families still had never visited.

Working with targeted families 

Lisa Howarth, Learning Manager, 
North Lincolnshire Museum 
Service

CASE STUDY 
BACKGROUND 
In 2016 a four week project was created in 
partnership with the Adult Community Learning 
team and the Westcliff Drop In Centre. The families 
worked with artist Nicky Dillerstone to create a 
themed canopy for ‘Dudley’s Den’ the new under 5s 
space at North Lincolnshire Museum. The aim of the 
project was to introduce families to the museum and 
remove any barriers for them attending the museum. 
Free transport was provided by Westcliff Drop in 
Centre. The artist would enable parents to work with 
their child in a range of creative activities and spend 
quality time together at the museum. 

SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES 
Having a dedicated Under 5s Learning Officer, meant 
that time could be spent building up partnerships 
with those already working with these families. This 
was important as they already knew these families 
well so there was an element of familiarity for the 
families. 

All of the families completed the full four week 
project and really enjoyed spending time together 
as a group. They all engaged with their children and 
learnt new craft skills and ideas to try back at home. 
Families said that they enjoyed being involved in the 
project and felt proud of their achievements and 
being able to contribute to creating the canopy. 

Parents personalised items so that they could bring 
family and friends and show them what they had 
created. The families felt that their contributions 
were valued.

 
 
 
The canopy was installed as a permanent feature in 
Dudley’s Den along with a sign about the project. 
Having a finished product on display meant that 
there was a reason for families to return to the 
Museum after the project ended. Many of them 
returned after the project to see the canopy and 
attended some of the free under 5s Museum Minis 
sessions. It also gave them a sense of pride that 
something they created was on permanent display. 

Many felt that their confidence had increased during 
the project. This enabled them to want to go on to 
do vocational courses including Teaching Assistant 
training and maths. Three parents from the projects 
have now enrolled onto a Level 2 TA course and are 
working in schools on a voluntary basis as part of 
their studies. One parent is also studying for a Maths 
qualification.

The first week was difficult as everyone had high 
expectations of what would be achieved in the 
project. The artist had very little time to achieve 
what was required in the project and produce the 
finished canopy. A lot of time was spent on the first 
visit familiarising the families about the museum, 
though this hadn’t been properly communicated to 
the artist. This was resolved in the second week as 
everyone was more aware of what to expect from 
the sessions. 

REFLECTIONS 
The structure and layout of equipment and resources 
were adapted for the following workshops to ensure 
that the activities were accessible to both adults and 
young children and that the environment was safe 
and fit for purpose.

Every partner needs realistic expectations of what 
can be achieved through the project. This needs to 
be clearly communicated with regular meetings with 
the partners before the project takes place. 

The end result of the project is very important. 
Whether it is a piece of collective artwork or a 
research document, the families need something 
tangible at the end.  

It is important to continue to engage with targeted 
families after the project has ended. It can be a 
long process but it is worth it if it makes a positive 
impact on families’ lives. The partnership with Adult 
Community Learning has continued and new families 
took part in the research project with Dr Abi Hackett 
in December 2017. We are due to start a new project 
in Autumn 2017 to engage targeted families with 
Normanby Hall Country Park. 
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AUDIENCES
In 2016, the Humber Museums Partnership (along with 
Rotherham Museums) piloted an Arts Award for Under 5s, 
through the Arts Council Bridge Organisation CapeUK 
(now IVE). Dr Abi Hackett oversaw and evaluated the 
pilots and her findings fed into the creation of the 
Creative Families Award. Each of the Humber Museums 
partners approached the project in a different way, 
giving us a strong overall picture of how it could be 
implemented and sustained. 

Arts Award for Under 5s /
Creative Families Award 

Esther Hallberg, Under 5s 
Project Developer, Hull

CASE STUDY 
BACKGROUND 
As the format for the award pilot took shape, it 
became the ‘Creative Families Award’ and the 
suggested programme was 3 sessions which 
included;

1.   Discovering Art (for example an art walk around a 
museum)

2.  Experiencing Artists Work (interactive experience 
of artwork; conversations, handling, listening etc)

3. Making and Creating

Sharing – this was carried out as a theme throughout 
all the sessions

At North Lincolnshire Museum, the pilot was run by 
museums staff with recruited families at the Museum. 
At Sewerby Hall and Gardens the pilot was done 
with local Childrens centres and in Hull (as our Art 
Gallery was closed) in two local schools. In East 
Riding and Hull we worked with artists as the main 
facilitators.

We were advised to collect evidence in a variety 
of ways; observations, photographs, drawings and 
comments from children as well as family members 
and staff depending on the type of group. 

 
 
SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES 
We were given logbooks for participants to 
complete, but as with the Arts Award many 
institutions choose to create their own. The 
logbooks were used at North Lincolnshire and 
Sewerby Hall and Gardens, but as Hull were working 
with schools they used an adapted version which 
could be added to over a few days, be sent home to 
parents for comment and feed their comments into a 
final logbook.

At North Lincolnshire Museum not all the participants 
could come every week, but there were core groups 
who completed the whole course. 

In Hull, there were 2 sessions with each group of 
children in which they created assemblage/sculpture 
‘Space Urchins’ with artists Andi Dakin and Dom 
Heffer. They took some of their urchins home (while 
some stayed in school) and parents really responded 
to being involved; ‘[He] really enjoyed making the 
space urchins and telling me that you had to be 
quiet as they were sleeping. When he came home 
with his own urchins he was really happy and wanted 
to make some more’.  
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REFLECTIONS  
At North Lincolnshire Museum it was lucky 
that the project fell when we had a temporary 
art exhibition (Harold Gosney’s sculptures) so 
the participants were able to engage with an 
artist’s work, as our museum is largely social 
history based. If it was to be run again in the 
future, we would need to look at working 
with an artist on a project inspired by our 
collections, to create that link.   

In Hull, the project had great outcomes, but 
wasn’t necessarily financially sustainable as 
it was. This summer the Creative Families 
award was run as part of an existing weekly 
art activity – Mini Masterpieces. Visitors took 
part in the 4 activities of the award using a 
simple sheet. In order to receive the award 
they had to take part in the activity and visit 
the gallery independently. Many brought 
theirs back the following week to complete, 
but others managed to do it in one session. 
They received a certificate and a small prize. 
Combining the activities worked well in terms 
of staff time.   

It wasn’t necessarily easy to find artists with a 
lot of experience of working with Early Years. 
It would be great to find a way to provide 
some additional training to artists in our area 
in working with this age group.  

The partnerships we have built as part of this 
pilot, are continuing to thrive, we have gone 
on to work with all the partners from these 
projects again. 
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AUDIENCES
In 2016 Sewerby Hall and Gardens joined 
the Bridlington Healthy Eating Partnership, 
comprising Bridlington Children’s Centres, 
Christ Church Community Services, East Riding 
of Yorkshire Council’s Bridlington Regeneration 
Team, and guest supporters. The aim of the 
partnership is to provide basic cooking skills to 
families in Bridlington, to empower them to make 
healthier lifestyle choices, and to improve the 
quality of their life.

Bridlington Healthy Eating 
Partnership

Robert Chester, Education Officer, 
Sewerby Hall and Gardens 
Lucy Rose, Under 5s Learning Co-
ordinator, East Riding of Yorkshire 
Museums Service

CASE STUDY 
BACKGROUND 
The families taking part on the scheme come from a 
wide variety of backgrounds, but all are considered 
vulnerable.

The families take part in a series of cooking 
sessions based in the training kitchen in the Key 
Centre, a multipurpose community learning centre 
and meeting place attached to Christ Church, 
Bridlington.

Following the sessions, a celebratory trip to Sewerby 
Hall includes opportunities for adults to prepare 
and cook food in the Edwardian kitchen using the 
coal-fired range, and for children to enjoy a related 
activity (usually involving a story or craft). The 
families eat what they have made together, and 
explore the house, grounds and zoo.

SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES 
Building a relationship with the families can be 
challenging but is crucial to the success of the 
project. It involves long-term work and intervention 
from the partners, who offer a non-judgemental 
attitude and one-to-one support where necessary.

The logistics of the sessions also provide challenge. 
Sewerby is a busy tourist venue and popular holiday 
location; however the vulnerability of the families 
involved necessitates an element of privacy. It can 
be difficult to meet both needs; however, we have 
identified certain times of the year and specific site 
locations which make this easier.

 
 
REFLECTIONS 
For the families, the trip to Sewerby Hall is a unique 
experience that makes them feel special, as well as 
creating memories and broadening horizons. The 
impact of the day is in the possibilities it creates for 
the families involved. Because of this, the day out 
at Sewerby has become an important feature in the 
overall scheme. 

There is no direct funding for the partnership at 
present, although it is hoped we will get some in 
the near future. The costs of the sessions are spread 
across the partnership through imaginative use of 
pre-existing budgets, resources and facilities. In 
addition, the nature of the partnership reduces costs 
by adding value to the work carried out by each of 
the partners.

We plan to expand the project to encompass both 
the local traveller community and Syrian refugees 
who have been recently relocated to Bridlington.
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HOW DO FAMILIES WITH 
UNDER FIVES EXPERIENCE 
MUSEUMS?
Overview of research carried out for Humber Museum Partnership by Dr Abi Hackett,  
Dr Lisa Procter, Dr Christina Macrae, Manchester Metropolitan University

THE STUDY

Taking place during 2016 and 2017, the focus of this research was how families experience the museums of the 
Humber Museum Partnership. HMP were particularly interested in thinking across a range of their sites, and also in 
understanding how experiences of museums changed over time for young children, from a first encounter to a point 
at which a building might be familiar, and particular kinds of meanings and practices become attached to being 
in that place. Thus, the research design focusses on three small groups of families, each making a series of return 
visits to one museum in the Humber Partnership. Overall, HMP were keen firstly to understand the specificity of how 
one museum could become a meaningful place for young children and their families, and the practical implications 
of this for museum learning and programming. Secondly, HMP hoped the research would offer some broader 
generalisations, or directions for thinking and working, in terms of young children visiting any or all museum sites 
regionally. No matter what kind of museum, in what kind of context – what are the possibilities for children being in 
these spaces, and how can museum staff maximise these possibilities?

The research addressed two research questions:

1. How do under 5s and their families use and experience the museum spaces in HMP? 
2. How do museums identify their strengths for family audiences with young children under five years?

Overview of findings: How do young children 
and their families experience museum spaces, 
and how can museums identify their strengths 
for this audience?

We shared our data and initial findings with HMP 
staff during a one day workshop. Our collaborative 
discussions led to the question of how we want 
to consider engagement for young children in 
museums. Does it matter, we wondered, if children 
(and adults) don’t necessarily know what the stuff 
of/in museums is? Is it enough that this stuff is 
unique and attracts children’s sensory engagement 
(and in some but not all cases becomes ‘known’ 
to children as a particular thing with a particular 
purpose)? The purpose of this research was not 
to provide a fixed checklist for good practice for 
young children in museums, but to indicate the 
directions museum practitioners could be thinking 
in, in order to identify what is unique, meaningful or 
filled with potential in their museum, from the point 
of view of young children and their families.

Key findings and related questions for practice include:

•   Our observations show that children and families 
build up layers of knowledge over repeated visits to 
museum spaces over time. How can repeat visits be 
encouraged (i.e. through regular ‘playgroups’ etc.)?  

•   Is it ok for a child to roll around on the floor? As adults 
we are very prone to always thinking that language 
is the most important vehicle for learning meaning-
making, but we must remember that children learn 
through and in movement. 

•   Modes of engagement in museum might be different 
for adults and children, for example children might 
want to move quickly at times when adults want to 
stop and natter. Familiarity with a museum seems to 
support families to be more comfortable with these 
differences. In particularly children’s autonomy to 
decide where to go and at what pace seems less 
fearful for adults as they too become more familiar 
with the museum spaces.

•   Wayfaring can be viewed as a form of engagement. 
The observations included many examples of children 
figuring out how spaces connected to others and 
routes between them. Over time, they were learning 
how to navigate the mystery of the stuff that they 
were encountering.

•   The tactility of the stuff (objects and architecture) 
of the museum space was bound up in children’s 
wayfaring and navigation. Architectural features 
that may be seen as a barrier could be seen as an 
opportunity, such as the grand staircase in Sewerby 
Hall, which seemed to engage children through its 
weight, texture, sound, scale. 

•   Objects and architectural features that are at a 
child’s scale and therefore missed by adults, such as 
a small cubbyhole or a hole/crack in the floor, are an 
important part of children’s experiences of museums. 
Perhaps it is ok if adults and children don’t see the 
same things because of their position/scale.
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THE APSE FRAMEWORK - EXTRACTS
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The APSE framework was developed as a collaboration between Abigail Hackett, Lisa Procter 
(University of Sheffield) and staff at Humber Museums Partnership (HMP) Under Fives in Museums 
project. APSE stands for Abstract, Physical, Social and Embodied.  The framework was developed as 
an analytical tool to support HMP learning officers as they undertook a series of visits to sites of good 
practice for under 5s in museums and other visitor attractions across the UK, in order to inform and 
inspire practice in the Humber region (as recommended in Clore Duffield, 2015). As these visits would 
inform the development of spaces for under 5s in each of the partner museum services, the questions 
learning officers took with them as they made these visits were:

How do I assess or understand what a space is like from the point of view of young children? 
How can I make decisions about what aspects of practice or spatial design are best for my own 
setting?

The framework is strongly grounded in academic theory. You can view the whole framework on Dr 
Abi Hackett’s blog https://underfivesinmuseums.com/museum-spaces-and-young-children/

Here we have included the quick checklist for visits and we’ve broken it down further into the 
practicalities of museum and gallery work. In this way we hope it will prove a useful starting point for 
any museum or gallery (large or small) embarking on a project with Under 5s.   

Find the complete framework by visiting Dr Abi Hackett’s blog at 
www.underfivesinmuseums.com/museum-spaces-and-young-children/

The framework encourages us the think 
about space in 4 different ways;

1. Abstract physical - the space itself and 
the physical layout 
2. Embodied physical - what people do 
and how they behave in the space  
3. Abstract social - internal and external 
policies and planning,  marketing 
4. Embodied social - social interactions 
in museums and galleries 

These four categories are not 
necessarily comprehensive or exclusive. 
Rather, they were a practical devise 
which enabled us as a group to think 
about the different ways in which 
spaces might be assessed, understood, 
described or experienced.

The framework is designed to be used 
during museum and gallery visits to 
develop analytical insights through 
observations, collecting materials and 
asking questions. 

ABSTRACT PHYSICAL - the space itself
ABSTRACT SOCIAL - policies, planning  

and marketing

Things to observe:

•   What is the welcome like? (i.e. information, 
general experience)

•   What facilities are there specifically for families 
with young children? (i.e. toilets and baby 
change, food and drink, space and storage) 

•  How are objects displayed?

•   What role do objects play in the overall 
physical layout?

•  How are people encouraged to encounter 
objects?

Questions to ask:

•   Which frameworks, if any, inform the planned 
use of space and activities? (i.e. EYFS)

Things to collect:

•   What pre-visit information is provided? (i.e. 
online)

Things to collect:

•   What marketing materials are aimed at early 
years audiences? (i.e. collect a selection in 
order to get a sense of the ethos)

EMBODIED PHYSICAL - people in the space EMBODIED SOCIAL - social interactions

Questions to ask:

•   What are the most significant spaces for 
families?

•   Is the space used differently by different 
generations?

•   Can you give any examples of ways in which 
visitors use the place which was surprising or 
not originally planned?

Things to observe:

•   What types of visitor groups include young 
children?

•  What is the welcome like from staff?

•   How do staff support visitor groups with 
young children?

Things to collect:

•    What do meaningful engagements with the 
museum space and its objects seem to be for 
young children and their adults? (captured 
through writing vignettes/short narratives 
about interactions with the material space and 
objects)

Things to collect:

•    What do meaningful practices seem to be for 
young children and their adults? (captured 
through writing vignettes/short narratives 
about interactions with each other)
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1. Leadership and management and effective  
 relationships  
 • Do your leaders and senior managers know  
  about and support delivery of your 
  programme of activities for under 5s and 
  their families? 
 • Are they ambassadors for what you do? 
 • Have your leaders and managers got good  
  links to other strategic leaders and  
  managers, to promote joint planning,  
  development and promotion of your  
  programme? 
 • Have you got good relationships across the  
  delivery team?

2. Evaluation  
 • Have you got simple evaluation tools to  
  help you evidence the impact and what you  
  do (numbers and quality)? 
 • How do you evaluate what you do? Is this  
  enough? What does it tell you? 
 • Have you got an evaluation plan?  
 • Do you know how to evaluate (i.e. do you  
  need more training)?

3. High quality provision 
 • Do you have specific expertise for engaging  
  under 5s and families?  
 • Is there evidence of good joint planning of  
  sessions, linking museums and galleries and  
  cultural settings with the needs of under 5s? 
 • Does the programming / interpretation  
  meet the needs of under 5s and their  
  families? How do you know? 
 • Have you got consistency of provision  
  across your programme (time of sessions,  
  place, familiarity of structure, resources and  
  activities)? 
 • Do you have capacity, skills and resource to  
  drive the programme?

4. Training and learning 
 • Do you have expertise to train and help other  
  staff learn about the needs of families and under  
  5s? 
 • What training and learning do your staff access?  
 • What networks of training can your staff tap  
  into? 
 • How do you share learning across the network?  
 • Can new staff access specialist training? 

5. Working with under 5s, families and communities  
 • Are under 5s and families involved in the co- 
  design of your programme? 
 • How do you engage children and families? 
 • What links do you have with local communities  
  and the services that support under 5s and their  
  families?

6. Culture and ethos 
 • Is there a positive culture of engaging under 5s  
  and their families? 
 • Are the buildings and settings suitable? 
 • Are staff friendly and welcoming?

7. Marketing 
 • Are your front of house staff ambassadors for  
  the programme?  
 • Do you have key messages about the features  
  and benefits of your offer for under 5s?  
 • Do you know how effective your marketing is?  
 • Do you have system wide skills in marketing? 

8. Legacy 
 • Have you got written evidence about how you  
  deliver successful elements of your programme  
  and the impact it has on the audience and your  
  service?  
 • Does your programme feature in plans for the  
  future?  
 • Do you have a whole system approach to  
  planning and delivery of the programme?  
 • Do you have evidence that your programme is  
  effective? 

SELF EVALUATION FRAMEWORK 
HMP UNDER 5S EVALUATION
This Self Evaluation Framework has been developed following the extensive evaluation of the 
HMP Under 5s programme. Through our research, we consulted around 1600 different people 
including children, parents, grandparents, staff and partners (stakeholders). They told us what 
was important to deliver an effective and engaging offer to under 5s and families. 

Our recommendations are clustered into the headings. The headings represent the key areas 
that need to be considered to deliver a high-quality programme with sustainable improvements. 

The questions underneath the headings are prompts for staff in services to use, to support self-
evaluation and action planning. This will contribute to an improved, sustainable and high quality 
offer for under 5s and their families. 

Leadership and 
management and 

effective  
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Working with 
under 5s, families 
and communities

Culture and EthosMarketing

Training and 
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TOP TIPS 
1.  USE BROAD THEMES  

At Sewerby Hall and Gardens we used  the 
Amy Johnson exhibition as the basis for 
activities exploring the theme of ‘flight’ 
and a temporary exhibition on Lark Rise to 
Candleford featured activities exploring the 
theme of ‘farming’. 

2.  WORK WITHIN YOUR CAPACITY
  Use simple activities with signage so parents 

can engage in the activities with their children, 
without needing someone to explain it each 
time. 

3.  CONSULT AND KEEP CONSULTING 
  Ask the audience what they want to see and 

work from there. Visit children’s centres, 
support and play groups as well as talking to 
current customers. Families and Early Years 
professionals will really respond to their voices 
being heard and you will see your audience 
grow. 

4.  UNDER 5S ARE MORE THAN ONE AUDIENCE  
  Breaking the audience down into smaller 

groups (babies, toddlers and pre-schoolers for 
example) can help you cater better to each of 
them, even if that’s within in the same session. 

5.  TRY AND IMPROVE YOUR FACILITIES 
  We’ve found out through consultation 

(although it’s not rocket science) that having 
good basic facilities and a nice cup of coffee 
went a long way to keeping parents and carers 
happy.

6.  PERSONAL TOUCH
  Try to remember one thing about your families 

that visit more than once. Having that personal 
touch goes a long way to determining the 
experience the family has during the visit.

7. CREATE OPEN-ENDED ACTIVITIES 
  Encourage exploration and creativity through 

process and resource driven activities but bear 
in mind that although children of this age often 
don’t need or want instructions, adults like to 
know what they’re aiming for (so you might 
want to have an example on hand)! 

8.  INVEST TIME IN OBSERVATION 
  Throw away your pre-conceptions about 

what younger children are capable of doing 
or are interested in. Spend some time in your 
site(s) observing what they do and find out 
what interests them about your collections. 
Keep returning to this when you’re planning 
something new.

9.  REPLENISHING 
   It’s important when running any activity to 

keep an eye on everything you have set up. 
Each child should be able to enjoy their own 
unique experience. For example: If toys have 
been moved away and left somewhere else by 
another child or if all the paint had gone when 
a child decided to paint they wouldn’t have 
the best experience. Areas need replenishing 
and tidying while sessions are running 
continually. 

10.  THINK OF THE WHOLE FAMILY 
  Under 5s can visit with parents, older 

siblings (depending on the time and day), 
grandparents and Early Years professionals, 
they don’t come by themselves. What can you 
do to make the visit as easy and enjoyable as 
possible for all involved? It might be a cup of 
tea at a session or it could be interpretation 
that is quick and easy to read.  

LESSONS LEARNT

‘You can’t underestimate the importance of good 
communication and communication across museum 

departments. It’s easy to fall into the trap of separating 
learning out from other museum activity, but it’s all 

really closely related and everyone needs to have an 
understanding of how families and children engage 

with our spaces’

Lucy, East Riding Museums Service

‘The dig in Dudley’s Den is incredibly popular with 
visitors but having it there when we hold Museum 
Minis can be quite a distraction. It causes quite a 
mess and often isn’t relevant to the theme. We’ve 

found that covering it up while the session is on really 
works well, enabling the children to discover new 

resources, focus on the relevant activities and get the 
most out of their visit’.

Vanessa, North Lincolnshire Museums Service

‘The Early Years Working Group we put together for the ‘Explore Art Gallery’ 
proved to have a much more wide-reaching impact than I imagined. They were 

amazing, and offered us some great suggestions and practical advice during the 
consultation but they have also been such great advocates of our service and the 
Under 5s programme since then. The group still meets occasionally and we work 
with many of the group on other projects now too. They’ve brought groups to 

the space, advertised our events, done their own observations there (and passed 
these on) and you can tell many of them feel a personal connection to the space. 

There is such passion and creativity in the Early Years workforce, so if you can 
form a working group of your own I would whole-heartedly recommend it.’  

Esther, Heritage Learning/Hull Museums
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