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It is easy for a museum to get objects; it is hard for a museum to get brains. 
The objects are seen, talked about, wondered at and bring praise to those 
who give them prestige and to those who choose them for purchase.  The 
brains are not seen, are chiefly in the heads of hirelings, produce results 
slowly, and the results produced are seen only by those with a gift for 
education or experience in it.  But objects do not make a "museum;" they 
merely form a "collection" 

…But a building of the kind that is usually constructed to house a museum, 
is not in itself a museum; it is almost always a storehouse for “collections”. 
To get brains into museums is difficult, because brains object to mere 
conformity; brains criticize fashions and promote those unusual activities 
that are so painful, after the universal laws of neophobia, to almost all good 
citizens and especially to prominent and wealthy ones… 

If, now, museums are to be of greater use to the world, here are the things 
that museum brains must fight against:-fashionable museum buildings, 
fashionable museum collections and fashionable treatment of collections. 

And here are the things they must fight for:- the making of such collections, 
and the construction of such buildings, and the employment of persons of 
such skill, and the granting to those persons such powers and liberties as 
will compel the collections, the buildings and the staffs all to work together 
for the pleasure, the education and the profit of their respective 
communities. 

 

Dana, J.C. (1920) A Plan for a New Museum, (4),  The Kind of Museum it Will Profit a City to Maintain. 
The Elm Tree Press, pp9-10, Woodstock, Vermont. Reprint from the collection of the University of 
Michigan Library. 
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Abstract 

 

The study explores a gap in knowledge regarding the attitudes and 

perceptions of three stakeholder groups to museum education: children, 

teachers and museum professionals. It examines democratised museum 

education practice as a means for raising public awareness of the relevance 

and value of museums. It explores the potential for recognising child voice 

in children’s cultural participation through museums, highlighting museums 

as education providers. The study proposes that embedding child agency in 

institutions is part of a democratising process redefining museum education. 

It counters outmoded perceptions of museum learning as offering isolated 

experiences, presenting it instead as interactive and social with potential for 

personal, professional and institutional impact. This learning process is 

transactional, facilitated through the application of a pedagogy of the real 

which reflects museums as unique learning places. The study aligns the 

social nature of participant-based practice and experiential learning to John 

Dewey’s (1859-1952) theories of interest and democratisation. It highlights 

the significance of prioritising child agency in institutions as an ethical 

responsibility, rather than as an adjunct to the social role of museums. It 

proposes that a more cohesive, shared authority approach with participants 

and partners, inside and outside the museum sector, would increase 

awareness of the wider implications of the transforming potential of museum 

education. 
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CHAPTER ONE:  Introduction 

 

 

1.0. INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 

This chapter outlines the nature and context of the study and explains its rationale. 

Examples of relevant research literature regarding education development theory, 

museums and museum education have been cited throughout the study. There is a gap 

in research into the democratisation of contemporary museum education (Hein, 2012; 

Naylor, 2008), particularly in local authority museums in Northern Ireland which are 

discretionary services. The study seeks to address this gap in knowledge by exploring 

the attitudes of three stakeholder groups to museum education and its implications for 

children’s cultural participation through museums.  

1.1.   THE AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

The aim of the study is to explore the attitudes of schoolchildren, teachers and museum 

professionals to museum education. This involved five research objectives (see Figure 

1 below): 

Fig. 1  Research Objectives 

RO1 To collect and examine data on existing attitudes to museums 

RO2 To collect data on how stakeholders relate to museums  

RO3 To explore museum experiences of children, teachers and museum 
professionals 

RO4 To explore how stakeholders judge museum experiences 

RO5 To explore children's views on what appeals to them about museums 

The objectives provide an opportunity to examine commonalities between stakeholders 

relating to the reforming potential of democratised museum education. These are linked 

to the research questions in Chapter Four. 

1.2.   RATIONALE 

Although school visits to museums in the UK have increased in recent years (Heal, 

2018) children’s cultural participation through museums remains under-researched 

(Janes & Conaty, 2005; André et al, 2017). Most museum institutions engage in 
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evaluation processes but this does not constitute having a research agenda, children’s 

interactions with museums remain researched. For many museums, children constitute 

a core audience, visiting as part of a wider social group (Christidou, 2012), usually 

through school. The lack of research into what children need or would like from 

museums indicates that child agency may not necessarily be prioritised in institutions. 

Contact between museums and schools depends on the priorities and resources of 

individual museum institutions (Hein,1998: 2000; Talboys,1996: 2000) rather than be 

based on any overall collaborative education strategy. This is particularly the case in 

local authority museums in Northern Ireland which have varying levels of school 

participation (DCAL, 2010; NIMC, 2009).   

The museum professionals interviewed work in the Northern Ireland museum context, 

all work or have worked in local authority museums. Local authority museums in 

Northern Ireland do not have a statutory obligation to provide education services: there 

is no single umbrella body which has responsibility for overseeing museum education 

practice. Taking account of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), (1989), the study explores whether museums reflect child agency in their 

institutions, specifically a child's right to be heard (Hein, 2012; Tampere, 2019). 

1.2.1.    The Evolution of Museum Education                                                                   

An overview of the literature reflects how museums have evolved from scholarly 

institutions, into institutions with a custodial, education and social role. Talboys (1996, 

p5), ponders, 'What is a museum?' and reasons that they are, '... organic, organised 

structures that, through time, grow, develop and, due to environmental pressures, 

evolve’. In some institutions, curatorial authority applied through a lingering traditional 

museum hierarchy, places curators at the top of museum institutions in the role of 

curatorial expert, interpreting for the visitor. This approach designates museum learners 

as passive receivers of information rather than as participative learners in culture 

(Freire,1996). It follows that children’s programmes are then developed for rather than 

with children, reflecting a perception that children are adults in the making rather than 

cultural participants in their own right (Archard, 2004). There is now a general 

acceptance that museum participant responses to museum interactions are individual, 

emotional and may have many interpretations, defined by Falk and Dierking (1992: 

1995: 2000: 2013) as personal meaning making. The study explores if this 

understanding has been applied in museums to children. 
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1.2.2.    The Social Role of Museums: Children’s Cultural Participation 

Museums are viewed as unique learning spaces because of the collections they hold 

(Hein, 2012; Seligmann, 2014). They have evolved from strictly hierarchical institutions 

and have developed varying degrees of participant-based practice. Collaborations with 

participants illustrate the plurality of modern institutions which facilitates the emergence 

of individual interpretation beyond the museum:  

... through active interchange between art and viewer. Hence, plural 
interpretations are equally valid and the viewer is able to negotiate 
legitimate individual meanings.                                                      
Pringle (2006, p9).    

This recognition of museums as facilitators of plurality now involves shared authority 

approaches to programming. These aspects of the evolution of museums connect to 

their social role. The literature review involved examining regional, national and 

international examples of cultural policy which assert the social role of museums and 

underline the value of participant-based practice. In the first significant cultural review in 

the United Kingdom for ten years, Mendoza (2017) highlighted that: 

Museums use their collections and knowledge to support society in 
direct ways. They bring people together and promote community 
cohesion, they support learning, tailoring their programmes to the 
curriculum and local education priorities, they assist scholarly research 
through partnerships with universities; they can promote better health. 
They also offer spaces where we can experience beauty and 
understand our place in the world.                                                                                      
Mendoza (2017, p5). 

The notion of ‘understanding our place in the world’ is integral to how museums utilise 

objects in illustrating their social role. Mendoza (2017) reinforces that the social role of 

the museum includes support for school learning, however, as museum education sits 

apart from formal schooling, museums are not always readily identified as education 

providers. In contrast, some museums have developed such strong collaborations with 

schools that there may be a danger of them taking schools for granted if, as Talboys 

(1996) suggests, collections are viewed as a strong enough draw for schools without 

having to develop better understanding of children’s needs. Not all museums perceive 

catering for schoolchildren’s needs as a priority. 
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1.2.3.    Personal and Professional Context  

I manage an education service in a local authority museum in Northern Ireland. My 

employer has financed the study focussing on museum education in the local authority 

museum context as it connects to the wider museum sector. My previous teaching and 

academic experience encompassed secondary schools, further education colleges, 

university access and adult and community education. I was involved in various adult 

learner and community projects which used education as a means to empower and 

transform individual learners: this had implications for individuals and the communities 

in which they lived. 

On entering museum education in 1993, I found the established approach was 

something of an anathema to me: museum education was clearly perceived as 

secondary to the main business of collecting and caring for objects. A significant 

opportunity for balancing museum functions came in the late 1990s. Since then, there 

has been a growing awareness that museums have a vital role in contributing to the 

both the educational and social wellbeing of the communities they serve.  

After 2014, the Community Planning (DOC, 2014) remit of local government, brought a 

new awareness of the role museums played in social and cultural participation. This has 

provided an opportunity for widening the public recognition of the social role of 

museums in increasing cultural participation. Local government museums as public 

bodies, are now viewed as relevant to government strategy to bring together: 

... all those involved in delivering public services in collaboration to 
improve the well-being of everyone, making a real difference to 
people's lives.                                                                                  
(DOC, 2014). 

I hope to contribute to a conversation which specifically highlights children’s cultural 

participation through museums.  

The study explores the role of museums in creating cultural participative opportunities 

for children which may create impact for them as individuals, for institutions and for 

society. I remain conscious of not reflecting my own prejudices in advocating for child 

agency in museums and accept that other museum professionals may not share my 

view or may simply not have the human resources to reform existing practice through a 

process of democratisation. 

 



 

18 
 

1.3.   THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The aim of the study was to examine the attitudes of three stakeholder groups to 

museums by exploring five research questions see Figure 2. below): 

Fig. 2  The Research Questions (RQ)  

RQ1  What are museums for? 

RQ2  What is the role of education in museums? 

RQ3  How are learners involved in museums? 

RQ4  What is the value of museum education? 

RQ5  What makes an ideal museum? 

The voice of the child needed to be present in the research design. The rationale for 

this is outlined in Chapter Two. The study also needed input from children’s 

gatekeepers, teachers and parents and from museum professionals.   

1.4.   OVERVIEW OF DISSERTATION 

Chapter One: outlined the context and rationale for the study, its aims, and objectives 

and underpinning research questions. 

Chapter Two: establishes the current policy and practice of museum education, 

reflecting on national and international models. It outlines concepts such as child 

agency, children’s cultural participation and shared authority as they relate to the study. 

Chapter Three: provides the conceptual framework of the study. It outlines some 

pedagogical theories underpinning museum education and explains why these needed 

to be reflected in the research process. It aligns Dewey's pedagogical framework to the 

democratisation of museum education.  

Chapter Four: outlines the research paradigm, design and methodology. It provides an 

overview of the rationale for choosing the three stakeholder groups. It explains the 

interpretative approaches used in the collection of data and the methods of collating 

and presenting data.   

Chapters Five, Six and Seven: outline findings from each of the three stakeholder 

groups under three themes emerging from data analysis; relevance, value and access.   

Chapter Eight: draws conclusions from the study and states its limitations. It presents 

its contribution to the field of knowledge on participative museum education. It lists 

some recommendations from the study which highlights child agency. 
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1.5.  CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

This chapter outlined the aim and objectives of the study and established a rationale for 

it. Children’s cultural participation and agency are central to the research design and 

data collection in order to address the gap in knowledge regarding their attitudes to 

museums. Chapter Two examines the literature reviewed to establish current museum 

education context, policy and museum education practice, reflecting on national and 

international models. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  The Context of Museum Education  

 

 

2.0. INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 

This chapter sets the context of museum education by tracing the evolution of 

museums from places of scholarly contemplation into institutions with conservation, 

education and social functions. Modern museums practise experiential and progressive 

education and are usually viewed as complementary to schooling rather than as 

education providers. Democratised museum practice responds to the needs of society 

and as such is integral to the continual evolution of museum institutions. Issues around 

child agency in museums and associated children’s rights to cultural participation 

(UNCRC, 1989) are connected to the modern social role of museums. This role may not 

always be fully appreciated within institutions but its impact is increasingly being 

recognised, particularly through participant-based programming (Black, 2005: 2012; 

Falk & Dierking, 2013; Heal, 2018). Part of the socio-educational role of museums is to 

address issues of cultural and social exclusion: 

...extending beyond formal education, they {museums} can provide a 
stairway to lifelong learning and can even appeal to the 
disenfranchised and socially excluded.                                         
Winterbotham (2000, p27).  

The study explores whether the democratisation of museum practice, part of this social 

role, has potential benefits for increasing children’s cultural participation in museums 

and ultimately, in society. 

2.1.   WHAT ARE MUSEUMS FOR? 

The scholarly role of the museum was originally a primary function, there have been 

links between schools and museums from the sixth century BC (Talboys,1996). The 

mouseion (institution of the muses) at Alexandra had a library but no art collection, 

museums were places where scholars utilised texts to inspire philosophical discussion.  

Aristotle's lyceum included a museum (Abt, 2011), a place created for the classification 

and study of objects. Texts and objects served an educative function in mediating 

between the learner and new knowledge. From the beginning, museums were places to 
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think and contemplate. By the eighteenth century, museums had become places for 

both scholarly work and public use, a notion that developed at a time when there was 

'enthusiasm for the equality of opportunity of learning' (Bourke, 2000, p9). Bennett 

(1995, p21) states that museums as public institutions always had 'profound 

transformation in their role’. The education role of museums has a social element to it 

which is reflected in modern museum definitions. In 2007, the International Council of 

Museums (ICOM) adopted the following definition of a museum: 

A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of 
society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, 
conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and 
intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes of 
education, study and enjoyment.                                                   
ICOM (2007). 

In 2019, ICOM decided that its 2007 definition needed rewording, stating that: 

The current definition, which has only seen minor adjustments over the 
past few decades, does not reflect and express adequately the 
complexities of the 21st century and the current responsibilities and 
commitments of museums, nor their challenges and visions for the 
future.                                                                  
ICOM (2019). 

At the time of writing, discussion on a proposed new definition continues to cause 

international debate. Those adhering to the 2007 definition, continue to regard the 

intangible nature of museums as an essential element of their unique nature. It is this 

intangible factor which provides challenges for modern museum educators when it 

comes to illustrating the benefits of museum learning.   

To become an Accredited Museum (Collections Trust, 2009) in the United Kingdom, 

institutions must recognise the following Museums, Libraries and Archives (MLA) 1998 

definition of a museum:   

A museum enables people to explore collections for inspiration, 
learning and enjoyment.  It is an institution that collects, safeguards 
and makes accessible artefacts and specimens, which it holds in trust 
for society.                                                                                               
NIMC (2009). 

The public perception of museums as trusted places, operating under strict ethical 

codes, encompasses their educative role. In a survey by The Week Junior (2017), when 

asked if museums were important, 95% of young readers voted in favour, recognising 

that museums gave a ‘vital’ link to the past. By 2018, an estimated 42% of museums in 
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England reported to the Museums Association (MA) that school visits had increased 

(Heal, 2018). This indicates that museums are still relevant (MA, 2017: 2018) but 

specific analysis of  museum learning, particularly relating to children’s cultural 

participation through museums, is problematic due to the general patchy nature 

(Stanley & Galloway, 2004) of museum research.  

2.2.   THE EVOLUTION OF MUSEUMS 

Museums have never operated in isolation from society. Critical theory of the1970s 

challenged cultural institutions to address cultural identity and representation (Pringle, 

2006). This development is relatable to Dewey's (1897:1900: 1915: 1947) theories on 

the democratisation of education, highlighting learning as a social rather than an 

isolated experience. In the United States, throughout  the 1960s and 1970s, museum 

education developed a distinctly progressive nature as: 

...museums made efforts to overcome their reputation as dusty and 
boring storehouses for society's artefacts.                                                                                                  
Hein (2012, p175).  

 

This development required institutional change as museums responded to increasing 

social expectations by using education to address, '... the typical hierarchical structures 

of institutions in order to make them more democratic' (Hein, 2012, p175). The 

democratisation of museums is of particular relevance to children’s cultural participation 

as: 

...museums and the collections we care for, help us to think about our 
place in the world and deal with the pressing concerns of 
contemporary society.                                                                                
Heal (2018, p3).  

Helping children to think about their place in the world (Mendoza, 2017) encourages the 

development of critical thinking about their own and others’ cultural narratives. 

Facilitating this requires institutions to understand child agency: this is where the 

educative and social roles of the museum merge.   

One example of this is a 2012, Arts Council England (ACE) programme, designed to 

encourage school visits to local museums by increasing the quality and quantity of what 

museums offer (GEM, 2012). It aimed to create additional capacity, encourage 

scholarship and enable sharing of expertise with a focus on low cultural engagement.  

Such schemes, though worthy, do not in themselves create cohesive sector 

approaches to museum education, reflecting a wider issue that professionalism in 
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culture ‘is far from being a united field' (Holden, 2006, p24). The study considers if the 

development of a more consistent approach to children’s cultural participation through 

museums, needs a cohesive museum education platform to increase awareness of the 

wider learning potential of museums. 

2.3.   THE ROLE OF EDUCATION IN DEMOCRATISING MUSEUMS 

Museum educators recognise what Dewey (1897, p32) describes as the 'dignity of their 

calling and their role in social growth', sometimes this may not be viewed as 

immediately relevant to other museum colleagues (Hein, 2012). This situation reflects a 

gap in understanding between museum professions and between formal schooling and 

museum education (Hein, 2000: 2008: 2011; Talboys, 1996: 2000). Schoolchildren are 

an integral part of museum audiences but not all museums place children on a par with 

adult visitors, this situation is historic. Bennett states that: 

Since the nineteenth century museums have...effectively been 
appropriated by social elites so that rather than functioning as 
institutions of homogenisation, as reforming thought had envisaged, 
they have continued to play a part in differentiating the elite from 
popular social classes.                                                                                             
Bennett (1995, p28).  

 

Perceptions of museums as elitist intensified in the 1920s, when the reforming idea of 

museums was challenged by a new generation of curators who were more interested in 

collections than in the public use of museums (Bourke, 2000). Dana (1920) sought to 

influence public attitudes by arguing if a museum was not useful to the community, then 

it did not deserve to be called a museum.  

Potential museum participants may still view museums as ‘not for them’ places due to a 

lingering perception of elitism or even an image of museum buildings as authoritarian 

(Talboys,1996). Museums experienced major change during the 1990s, particularly 

through the work of progressive thinkers like Falk and Dierking (1992: 1995: 2013). Part 

of this development was that museum education became highlighted as a transforming 

tool because it provides, ‘...the stimulation and encouragement necessary to help 

develop the social roles of our institutions’ (de Valera, 2000). Museums offer unique 

learning experiences through the use of objects to inspire dialogue, interest and 

understanding. Democratised museum education has a purpose in widening cultural 

participation which has potential benefits for individuals, institutions and society.  
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‘A Common Wealth: Museums and Learning in the United Kingdom’ 

Museum education tends to be associated with schoolchildren whilst at the same time, 

its impact in terms of the social role of the museum is gaining recognition. This paradox 

is under-researched. The first comprehensive report into museum education in the 

United Kingdom, A Common Wealth: Museums and Learning in the United Kingdom 

(Anderson, 1997), illustrated that museum education was patchwork in nature and 

under-resourced. Although some museums, particularly larger national museums, may 

have dedicated education personnel, some smaller local museums continue to struggle 

to provide comprehensive or consistent education programming for children. This 

means that many of Anderson’s (1997) recommendations for increasing the role of 

museum education remain aspirational, similar aspirations are contained in more recent 

regional reports (NIMC, 2009: 2012: 2013). In the absence of a research agenda, how 

museums define and measure educational impact remains bespoke to institutions. All 

museums process some means of reporting and evaluation, particularly for funded 

programmes, this does not constitute a research agenda. 

Children value the social aspect of museum visiting (André et al, 2017), reflecting 

Dewey’s (1897: 1915: 1947) theories that learning is a social rather than an isolated 

activity. Museums have both a social role and are sociable places to learn, yet the 

impact of children’s cultural education through museums remains generally under 

researched (Janes & Conaty, 2005). This raises concerns about how museum 

education is managed and resourced, a pertinent issue for generations of museum 

educators: 

It is the business of everyone who is interested in education to be 
aroused to the necessity of endowing the educator with sufficient 
equipment properly to perform his task.                                                                                                                  
Dewey (1897, p31).       
                    

Accessing the 'sufficient equipment' alludes to institutions having the human and 

financial resources to deliver programming and the means to research potential 

impacts, few museums have the necessary resources to carry out their own research, 

especially with children. Research with children is particularly important to 

understanding the role of museums in children’s cultural participation. 
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2.4.   ‘SIMPLE AS THAT’ SOCIAL VALUE: THE EVOLVING FUNCTIONS OF 
MUSEUMS 

Barlow (2007) alludes to the once rampant debate between museum professionals 

advocating either for access or conservation: 

The clash between stereotypical stuffy curators, happy to spend their 
days locked away in dusty broom cupboards devoid of sunlight, and 
touchy-feely educators looking to turn museums into theme parks, 
didn't materialise...In the end, the majority of museum professionals 
want sufficient funding to have quality collections, access for all and 
the opportunity to learn.  Simple as that.                                                          
Barlow (2007, p35). 

 

The democratisation of museums implies that equal attention should be given to 

participants and collections. Participatory practice challenges the now outmoded 

perspective that objects come before people, 'most people like museums even though 

some museums don't necessarily like people' (Houlihan, 2000, p13). In reality, there still 

exists a hierarchy in some institutions (Talboys, 2000), in which case, child agency may 

not be a priority. Bennett discusses the influence of ' the still present authoritative 

cultural voice of the museum' and what he calls the 'political desirability of more access 

to and use of museums' (Bennett,1995, p105). These issues influence the intellectual 

argument as to whether museums are for leisure (populist) purposes or for lifting the 

intellectual level of the population.   

Access for all may not be ‘as simple as that’. A new dichotomy seems to have arisen 

between core functions and the growing demand on museums to be socially active.  

The literature (Spyrou, 2011; Falk & Dierking, 1995: 2013) around participants' 

emotional and social participation, connects to the social role of museums. Consulting 

and researching with museum participants, who may have varying degrees of 

expectation (Simon, 2010), is part of the democratising process. Houlihan (2000, p13) 

believes that part of democratising museums means thinking of the objects and the 

building which houses them as ‘being owned by others’ rather than belonging just to the 

experts, these 'others' include children.  

Presenting meaningful programmes with the public, including children, often involves 

developing popular exhibitions, as opposed to ones created by museum experts 

(Moore, 2000). This approach may concern curators who view it as a threat to what 

they regard as the core conservation function of museums. It is worth noting that 

significant Infed Reports (2013) emphasise that the use of museum collections in 
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developing sustainable social cohesion, makes conserving collections more, not less, 

important to museum sustainability. The social role of the museum is becoming 

increasingly integral to the democratisation of museum institutions. Mendoza (2017) 

called for joined-up funding between government departments and funding bodies to 

address cultural exclusion issues, reflecting current appetites for discussion on the role 

of museums in widening cultural participation.  

2.5.   PARTICIPATORY PRACTICE IN MUSEUMS 

The question of where the widening of children’s cultural participation rights sits within 

participatory practice is linked to the social demands being made on museums. 

Education collaborations and partnerships, like those developed in Denmark, which 

incorporate pre-service teachers as key players in the development of museum 

education practice, may lead 'to mutually beneficial development for all involved’ 

(Seligmann, 2014, p50). In 2011, a survey carried out in Demark, explored why 

teachers did not incorporate museum visiting into the curriculum. Findings suggested 

that teachers viewed museum visits as isolated events rather than as part of children’s 

educational development. According to Seligmann (2014), teachers also referred to 

museums as ‘dull' and 'dusty'  linking them to single subject areas like history, perhaps 

reflecting teachers' own childhood experiences. In 2013, the Danish government-

initiated reform into both teacher training and the primary school system, Seligmann 

writes that:  

Both reforms encourage the participation of educational institutions in targeted 
partnerships with the community's cultural institutions, as well as local and national 
businesses.  Objectives included, museums must be visible as institutions of 
knowledge and education for future teachers and their pupils.                           
Seligmann (Nichols, 2014, p44). 

 
Participatory education has a significant role in children’s development as it encourages 

activity and discovery (Eglinton, 2003), museum education tends to offer activities 

which deepen children’s cultural knowledge. This is part of the social and ethical 

responsibilities (ICOM, 2007:2019) of museums to widen access to culture and tell all 

histories. Museums do this through ‘participation models such as contribution, 

collaboration, creation or hosting’ (Simon, 2010, p188).   

It has long been acknowledged that museums provide safe spaces outside school and 

familial allegiances, ‘where children can think out loud and reflect’ (Robson, 2006, 

p174), how this is done and what the impacts may be remains under-researched. More 
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research into how museum learning impacts participants and by implication, institutions, 

is necessary before museums can become more ‘visible’ as education providers. 

Research with stakeholders is integral to understanding how users and non-users view 

museums and for assessing what contribution museums make to increasing cultural 

participation. Children generally visit museums in school groups so are seldom 

consulted about programmes designed for them. The means of changing this situation 

lies in establishing collaborations outside the sector and requires museums to adopt 

shared authority practice in designing programmes. 

2.5.1.    Shared Authority and Children’s Cultural Participation  

Applying the concept of shared authority (Long, 2013) to museums, requires them to 

create programmes, from inception to completion, on a collaborative basis with children 

and their gatekeepers. To do this, institutions need to comprehend what child agency 

means. If there is a lack of consistency in individual museums, then the idea of shared 

authority between children and museums remains largely aspirational. The lack of 

cohesive approaches to children’s learning in museums is reflected by the ad hoc 

nature of children’s programmes. It follows that researching with children may be 

viewed as a radical change for some museum professionals who see the role of 

museums to enforce the social norm, whilst others who embrace it, see their role as 

changing it (Witcomb, 2007).   

International Examples 

Although most countries have developed cultural policies, experiences in Denmark and 

Finland are indicators of what is possible when such policies become co-ordinated 

government strategy. On 20 March 2014, Finland approved the National Cultural 

Environment Strategy 2014-2020, with a Revised Museum Act (2020) which included a 

museum strategy up to 2030. When Tampere staged the First International Children’s 

Culture Forum: Everybody’s Business-Inclusion in Culture and Arts Education and 

Implementation of Children’s Cultural Rights (Tampere, 2019), it showcased Finland’s 

centralised approach to culture. The Conference aimed to look outward and beyond 

Finland and individual cultural institutions, towards the creation of greater national and 

international understanding and cooperation of children’s cultural rights. A main 

objective was to enrich children’s lives through cultural participation and by so doing, 

create a better society.   
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There are many international examples of shared authority models with this objective.  

Stetson and Devlin-Stroud (2014) point to a project in Texas, carried out between the 

College of Education at Texas Christian University (TCU) and Fort Worth Museum of 

Science and History, highlighting the case study of the Museum School, a pre-school 

housed within the museum. This partnership between university and museum began 

over sixty years ago and was built on the premise that engagement with real things is 

beneficial for children, for example: 

When children touch, hold and sometimes feed a live animal, sensory 
processing supports their cognitive, social, emotional and physical 
learning.                                                                                                 
Stetson and Devlin-Stroud (2014, p7).     

This exemplifies the benefits of real people interacting in real places with real 

collections. Thompson Wylder, et al (2014), reflect the success of similar shared 

authority approaches. They examined a museum partnership project for gifted students 

involving the Gifted Specialist from Florida State University Schools and the Curator of 

Education from Florida State University Museum of Fine Arts. The year-long project, 

Elementary Reflections, provided students with active interdisciplinary experience in 

making key decisions. Significantly, there was no additional funding for the project. The 

Florida project illustrated: 

Constructivist theory, as in the concept of project-based learning, 
espouses "real life" situations and process is privileged over content. 
Learners such as the audience in a museum construct and extend 
meaning through intellectual and even physical interactions with 
exhibitions. The museum, as in this project, becomes the facilitator for 
these interactions, encouraging various perspectives and choice.                     
Thompson Wylder et al (2014, p85).                               
                             

These experiential shared authority approaches may seem daunting for some 

traditional museum professionals, who fear an undermining of the curatorial role. They 

may be reassured, as these examples actually created an increase in the awareness of 

the importance of conservation. Yet, Sekules (2011) in her article, ‘Where is the risk?’  

remarks that: 

... there is very little research that has been written up about the 
potential for the development of a real youth voice.                                                                             
Sekules (2011, p35). 

                                   

Museum development since the1990s (Utt & Olsen, 2007; Cunningham, 2009), reflects 

a growing awareness of the social influence of participant-based practice. Museum 
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education in the United States has for some, evolved to the point that the education 

function, instead of resting with a specific set of individuals creating programmes for 

visitors, is now a central purpose of institutions (Munley & Roberts, 2006). This sea 

change raised new questions about educators being able to cope with the burden of 

their social responsibility role (Munley & Roberts, 2006).   

The development of museum education in Canada (Soren, 2003; Weil, 2005) also 

emphasises the difference museums make to people's lives as ‘...evaluating a 

museum's worthiness begins with the differences that it makes in the lives of the 

individuals and communities that constitute its target audience’ (Weil, 2003). The 

subject of museums taking on more social responsibility is also of national significance 

in Australia, where: 

... museum social responsibilities and their modes of engagement are 
in a constant process of transformation in response to social and 
economic imperatives at local, national and global level.                                                                                            
Kelly (2006). 

Working through the educational function of the museum may be the logical way 

to develop the social role of museums. Whether museum educators are central to 

developing this function, depends on individual institutions and may remain 

aspirational in many local authority museums. 

The United Kingdom                                                                                                       

Learning does not just happen through formal schooling, this is reflected  by UK 

government well-being and social inclusion policies and they have had some influence 

on museum education programming (DCAL, 2008: 2009: 2010: 2010-2011; DCMS, 

2010; DOC,2014). The challenge for twenty-first century museums lies in prioritising 

children’s cultural participation as part of ethical and social obligations, rather than as 

something defined by idiosyncratic practice, government policy or in response to 

funding opportunities.  

2.6.   WHERE DO CHILDREN FIT IN MUSEUMS? 

Addressing children’s cultural participation through museums confronts long outmoded 

views of museums as ‘dull and dusty' (Barlow, 2007; Hein, 2012; Nichols, 2014),  

achievable through museums demonstrating the valuable learning opportunities they 

offer. The benefits of museum learning have been extensively researched by Hooper-

Greenhill (2003: 2004) and Hooper-Greenhill et al (2004) but there is still a need to 
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address the lingering view of some museum professionals that children’s education is 

the prerogative of schools. For instance, in the Early Years sector, play and activity is 

recognised as essential to children's development (Bruce, 1997) but this may lack value 

in those institutions which view early years education as the sole responsibility of 

statutory providers who also regulate it.  

Some museum educators may feel their role sits in isolation from other museum 

functions. This is despite of growing awareness that education should be more 

integrated into museum institutions. Museums may be trusted spaces but there is little 

regulation regarding museum education services. In some ways, part of what makes 

museum learning unique is in the lack of regulation, which provides museum staff with a 

certain autonomy to create and experiment in a way that is not always possible in 

formal schooling. This ad hoc approach to education services suits institutions where 

there is no will for change but it also means teachers remain unaware of the benefits of 

museum learning.   

Gaining support from teachers, seems bound up with how museums can improve 

children’s lives (Xanthoudaki, 2015). As the social expectations of museums increase, 

there is a need to 'build the bridge between their {museums} broad based audiences 

and academia' (Houlihan, 2000, p17). Xanthoudaki (2015) states that institutions need 

to reflect on their mission, identity and impact and constantly reaffirm their role. By 

making it easier for teachers to access museum education services, it becomes more 

about doing what museums do best (participative practice) than museums being a 

panacea for all social ills.  

2.7.   WHERE DO SCHOOLS FIT IN MUSEUMS? 

Hein (1998: 2000: 2011: 2012) contends that it is only since the Second World War that 

the education role of the museum has matured into an acknowledged profession. In 

practice, the museum education role often converges with the social responsibility of 

museums. Research addressing public awareness of museum learning opportunities, 

particularly Inspiring Learning for All (ILfA) (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000; Hooper-Greenhill 

et al, 2006/7), has helped to raise awareness of the value and impact of museums. 

Bourke’s (2000) warning that museum educators need to address the issue of 

consistency is still relevant. More consistent approaches to education may increase 

society’s awareness of museums as learning providers.   
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Children are an integral museum audience, which not all museums fully understand, 

there is potential for increasing this understanding through more consistent sharing of 

practice between museums and schools. Dodd et al (2005) suggest that some schemes 

aim to outwardly illustrate the impact of museums but conversely appear inward 

looking, as they are not widely adopted in the museum sector or greatly understood 

outside of it. For example, the literature reflects that it is not the norm for museums, 

especially local authority museums, to offer internships or pre-service teacher training  

(Pearce, 1998; Spencer & Maynard, 2014; Seligmann, 2014). This means that  

teachers as gatekeepers to children’s cultural participation remain a largely untapped 

resource for museums. 

2.8.   CHILD AGENCY AND THE RIGHT TO PARTICIPATE IN CULTURE: 
ADDRESSING CHILD VOICE IN MUSEUMS  

Falk and Dierking (2013) contend that museums are at a point where they need to be 

re-imagined, transparent and accountable to the broader community. Children’s cultural 

participation is part of the social accountability of museums. Bourke (2000) explains this 

simply: 

... collections that had hitherto been reserved for the pleasure and 
instruction of a few people, should be made accessible to everybody. 
(Bourke, 2000, p9). 

In order for children to participate in culture, they need to be included as part of a 

development process, in their own right, not just as part of wider cultural policy. For 

institutions this requires a new understanding of the role of museum education. In the 

Northern Ireland context, regardless of the best intentions of government, the 

education potential of museums remains largely untapped because there is:  

...no vision, no strategic framework through which the potential of the 
collective effort of the sector may be unlocked… we are bereft of a 
route map.                                                                                           
Hull (2010, p2). 

Integrating child agency into museum institutions means viewing children as knowledge 

authorities, not just as generic ‘school groups’ processed through repetitive 

programming.   

2.8.1.    Child Agency in Museums                                                                                                          

Implementing child agency in museums has implications for shared authority practice 

and consequently for children’s cultural participation through museums. Museums must 

begin to convince their broader community of their wider social role, including what 
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Keaveney (2000) describes as possibilities to shape the future. Integrating child agency 

into practice may require a change of thinking at all levels of museum institutions, as 

referred to by Black (2012). 

2.8.2.    The UNCRC as a Template for Museum Education Policy                                         

Children have a contributing role to play in museum development. This is 

pertinent to the ethical obligations of museums to widen access. Lundy’s (2007) 

model of participation, reflecting the importance of voice, audience and influence 

in collaborating with children, has implications for child agency in museum 

education practice. It is worth noting that the UNCRC ‘exerts an increasingly 

powerful influence on the developing law’ and is often used as an international 

template ‘against which to measure domestic standards’ (Fortin, 2005, p31). 

Applying the UNCRC is not required by law, but museums which seek to actively 

engage children may find it useful in developing progressive education policy. 

Lundy (2012) contends that the UNCRC is a powerful vehicle for influencing 

public policy but Mai and Gibson (2010) observe that children’s rights to cultural 

life and the arts continue to be frequently overlooked. The education goals of 

Article 29 state that children have: 

 …a unique role in terms of tolerance and friendship, in bridging many 
of the differences that have historically separated groups of people 
from each other.                                                                            
(UN:2001:5).   

Museum education has a role to play in widening child voice in cultural 

institutions. 

2.8.3.    Children’s Cultural Participation through Museums                                            

The study understands museums as being culturally inclusive of children if they are 

consulted in programme development and delivery and if their participation recognises 

their knowledge, interests and needs. It positions children’s cultural participation as their 

active involvement before, during and after a museum visit. As such, children’s cultural 

participation requires institutions to view them as having agency, interacting with 

museum objects from their authentic perspectives. Children are not passive receivers of 

information, but active collaborators in their cultural learning. Accepting children as 

cultural participants means accepting them as contributors, creators and producers. 
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Exploring children’s cultural participation through museums is an integral element of 

museums understanding participant needs, yet museums tend not to consult with 

children in the programme planning stage. In the UK, much of the museum participant 

data collected over the last few decades has been qualitative. This data encouraged 

museums to become involved with projects which resulted in personal or institutional 

change, a trend reflected by Museums Association initiatives such as, Inspiring 

Learning to Change Lives Manifesto (MA, 2017) and the Learning and Engagement 

Manifesto (2020). These initiatives illustrate the biggest advantage of qualitative data is 

that it provides insights into the meanings people make of their museum experiences 

and provides museums with information that can be used to develop participant-based 

practice. Museums are more than buildings, Florida (2015, p1) comments that an iconic 

museum 'may be a nice thing for a city to have, but unless it plays a vital role in the 

community, it is just another tourist attraction'. Acknowledging the agency of 

participants is integral to the sustainability of museums.  

2.9.   ESTABLISHING THE NEED FOR A CHILD RIGHTS AGENDA IN MUSEUMS  

Establishing a child rights agenda in museums is connected to developing children’s 

soft power in institutions. Soft power is the ability to influence institutional behaviour 

using persuasion, attraction or agenda setting, 'its resources are intangibles such as 

ideas, knowledge and values' (Lord & Blankenburg, 2015,p9). Lord and Blankenberrg 

(2015) contend that 'museums and the cities that house them can connect with 

communities in a ‘soft power embrace’. This 'embrace' involves children as cultural 

participants, it could be applied as basically as consulting children on programming.  

In this way, institutions acknowledge that children have a voice that must be listened to, 

this relates to the UNCRC's recognition of children as ‘moral and legal subjects 

possessed of fundamental entitlements’ (Archard, 2004, p58). UNCRC Articles 12, 29 

and 31 infer that in order for children to participate in society, they must be informed, 

this involves adults providing them with assistance in forming their views. Museum 

professionals in local authority museums are funded by the state: taking ideas on child 

voice forward from Lundy and McEvoy (2011), if the staff working there are viewed as 

state actors, they have at least an ethical duty to reflect on international children’s rights 

standards relating to children’s cultural participation.   
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2.9.1.    Challenges and Limitations of a Child Rights Approach                                     

The concept of child voice has changed how some statutory and voluntary agencies 

interact with children but it does not seem to have permeated museum institutions as it 

has in other sectors (Lewis, 2010). This reflects the limitations of the UNCRC, Freeman 

(2005) notes that in the UK, the principles of Article 12 have never been acknowledged 

in successive Education Acts. Freeman (2005) and Lundy (2012) mention the deficit of 

the UNCRC in formal education; a natural conclusion would be that it is then much 

more difficult to locate UNCRC principles in museum education. The wording of the 

UNCRC is also accepted to be ambiguous (Kilkelly & Lundy, 2006) and the lack of data 

in relation to the implementation of the UNCRC are part of its limitations (Kilkelly & 

Lundy, 2006). There is even less data on this regarding children’s cultural participation 

through museums.  

The involvement of children in the study was essential in exploring child voice in 

museums, requiring their informed consent and capacity building before research could 

commence. Qualitative research with children is labour-intensive and the nature of 

collecting and analysing data (Bogdan, et al 2003) may be an obstacle for some 

museums. Establishing a child rights agenda in museums, what Jones and Welch 

(2010) refer to as the ‘rights dynamic’, means acting from a position informed by 

children’s own perspectives. This may not seem to be as critical as ensuring children’s 

rights to food and shelter, however children’s cultural rights should not be viewed as 

this sort of binary choice.  

2.10.   CHILDREN’S CULTURAL PARTICIPATION THROUGH MUSEUM 
EDUCATION  

Article 31 of the UNCRC stipulates that public authorities are to endeavour to promote 

the right to play and recreation and to help children participate freely in cultural life and 

the arts (UN: 2013:17). It outlines the importance of providing opportunities for children 

to engage in the development of policies, strategies and the design of services as a 

means of implementing their rights (UN: 2013:19). Part of the General Comment (UN, 

2009) on Article 31 is that children should have an input into the design of their 

activities, taking into account their preferences and capacities, even very young 

children should be part of this consultative process (UN:2009:115).   

The findings of the sixty-second session of the Committee on the Rights of the Child (14 

January-1 February 2013) found that there was poor recognition being given by nation 
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states to Article 31. It cites those who find it most difficult to avail of this right as being 

amongst the poor, disabled, indigenous and minorities. The Committee underlined the 

importance of Article 31 in relation to children’s well-being and development and the 

significance of: 

…environments in which play and recreational opportunities are 
available to all children, provide the conditions for creativity; 
opportunities to exercise competence through self-initiated play 
enhances motivation, physical activity and skills development; 
immersion in cultural life enriches playful interactions; rest ensures that 
children have the necessary energy and motivation to participate in 
play and creative engagement.                                                                                             
(UN:2013:17). 

The idea of cultural opportunities being available to all, places an ethical responsibility 

on museums to include children as cultural participants. 

2.11.   MUSEUMS AS UNIQUE LEARNING SPACES 

Establishing a child rights agenda in museums requires designated responsibility for 

children’s cultural participation within organisation structures. The study explores if this 

responsibility should rest with a dedicated educator. Not all museums have a dedicated 

education professional and for those who do, museum education may still be generally 

viewed as part of an 'emerging profession' (Pringle, 2006, p13). The museum 

professional with responsibility for the museum education function is integral to 

embedding institutional child rights approaches. Crossick and Kaszynska (2016) point 

out that in a world where attainment through tests matters, museums need to get more 

involved with schools in order to research the influence of museum programmes on 

children’s cultural participation. If teachers are unaware of what museums do or what 

benefit the investing of time and/or money will bring to children’s learning, it may impact 

negatively on children’s visits to museums. 

When the education role is shared in an institution, it may mean compromises have to 

be made between substantive and education roles but having a designated museum 

educator is not an option for some museums. Pringle (2006) illustrates the pressures on 

museums to become more educationally relevant:  

...museums and other cultural institutions have been encouraged, if not 
expected, by policy makers and educationalists to widen and deepen 
the range of education activities they offer to visitors.                           
Pringle (2006, p5). 
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Building sustainable relationships with teachers is vital to children’s cultural participation 

through museums. Museums which illustrate learning benefit are attractive to teachers 

who have to balance time and resources. This indicates that someone within the 

institution with the suitable knowledge and skills is best placed to increase teacher 

awareness of learning benefits. Seligmann (2014) contends that external learning 

environments like museums: 

... possess unique learning potential because they allow for 
experiences that cannot take place in a formal classroom setting. 
Creating a professionalised, external learning space requires using the 
space and objects to their full potential by applying tested didactic 
models and pedagogical methodology- based on dialogue and 
constructivist approaches to museum education.                                                                                                 
Seligmann (Nichols, 2014, p43).   

 

Significant key findings of a 2011/12 Taking Part survey (DCMS,2012) concluded that 

young people's engagement with a wide range of cultural activities, including museums, 

was associated with higher levels of subjective happiness. Realistically, teachers 

probably do not have a great deal of time to assess the happiness of their students.  

Museums have a proven role to play in providing safe spaces for discussion and for 

encouraging critical thinking and in so doing, contribute to children’s emotional and 

intellectual development.  

Employing someone with professional education knowledge which includes knowledge 

on child / learner development, has potential benefits for museum sustainability. For 

instance, child development experts have known for some time that: 

Childhood is seen as valid in itself, as part of life and not simply as 
preparation for adulthood... The whole child is important. Learning is 
not compartmentalised. Focus on what they can do rather than what 
they cannot.                                                                                              
Bruce (1997, p7).                                                                      

Whilst statutory providers of children’s play are recognised as being essential to 

children's development (Bruce,1997), children’s play is not a priority for all museums. 

The value of museum learning may not be acknowledged by all museum professionals 

or by all teachers but museums have the capacity to focus on what a child can do 

through participatory practice. Pedagogical approaches used in museums endorse 

processes of interactivity as advocated by Pearce (1998): 

The basis of all children's museums is learning by doing, learning 
through fun, learning through play.  Interactivity is the means to 
stimulate and facilitate learning, especially for the under-12s: learning 
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about society, about life, about past, present and future.                                                                                                         
Pearce (1998, p16).   

André et al (2017) found that very few studies were conducted to explore children's 

learning in galleries, Pringle (2006) also highlights that the dynamic and complex 

practice in galleries and museums is very under-researched. This situation has 

impeded wider awareness of museums as education providers. 

2.11.1.    Challenging Outmoded Perceptions of Museums                                    

Literature regarding children’s participation in museums highlights that the ‘active 

engagement’ of children ‘enhances both their educational and cultural experience’ 

(Simon, 2010, p152), in essence the very thing the study seeks to explore. At the same 

time, the negative views on museums expressed by teachers in Denmark (Nichols, 

2014), are not uncommon (Hein, 2012: Barlow, 2007), suggesting there is a mismatch 

between museum learning benefits and how museums are perceived. This indicates a 

need for research which will challenge outmoded perceptions of museums. 

2.12.   MUSEUM EDUCATION PROFESSIONALS  

Amengual (2013) writes that knowledge is no longer circular and sacred, this is evident 

in the role of the museum specialist to facilitate learning rather than to cascade 

knowledge. Some institutions may not automatically see a need to reform how they 

work to meet emerging needs, perhaps remaining oblivious to the benefits of working 

collaboratively with young people. Ross (2011) cites one benefit of recognising child 

agency as providing young people with a platform for their ideas and opinions, this 

connects to the social role of museums. This may result in changing institutional 

discourse but it also facilitates dialogical approaches which benefit children beyond the 

museum experience. Perhaps the issue of museums as education providers highlights 

a need for museum educators, or those responsible for the education function, to be 

better recognised within museum institutions, before museum education can be more 

widely recognised outside of them.  

2.12.1.  Museum Ethics                                                                                                  

The ethical responsibilities on museums to provide unbiased and accurate information 

and to be socially inclusive have developed from the 1986 International Council for 

Museums (ICOM) Code of Ethics for Museums. The main purpose of this ethical code 

is to encourage wider recognition of the values shared by the international museum 

community. The first  ICOM principal, Public Engagement and Public Benefit, states 
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that museums should actively engage and work in partnership with existing audiences, 

reach out to new and diverse audiences, support freedom of speech, provide and 

generate accurate information for and with the public and treat everyone equally and 

with respect. This principle is integral to the democratisation of museums (Hein, 2012), 

it underlines the role of museums in widening cultural participation. Museum ethics are 

compatible with Dewey (1947) and Hein’s (2012) theories on the democratisation of 

education. Museums are not static institutions but constantly evolving in response to 

interactions with multiple voices rather than just one curatorial voice (Talboys,1996). 

Local authority museums in Northern Ireland are part of a UK and international 

community of museums but have their own particular context.  

2.12.2.    Museum Accreditation                                                                               

Museum Accreditation (Collections Trust, 2009) is a UK-wide professional standard for 

museums, promoting the attainment of standards essential to museums as institutions 

of public trust. The Accreditation standard is recognised as ‘a badge of credibility’ 

(NIMC, 2012, p4) for both museums and funders and is primarily collections focussed.  

2.12.3.  The Northern Ireland Museums Council (NIMC)                                      

Guidance for museums in Northern Ireland comes primarily through the Northern 

Ireland Museums Council (NIMC), brought into being in 1993 to assist local museums in 

improving collections standards and to ‘promote a coherent framework of museum 

provisions’ (NIMC, 2012). NIMC has charitable status, operates as a non-public body 

reporting to the Department of Communities and is governed by a Board of Trustees. It 

is the designated body for administering Museum Accreditation (Accreditation) and 

supports museum professionals by providing information, advice, training and funding: 

facilitating networking opportunities between Irish and UK museums. NIMC works in 

partnership with other UK networks such as the Museums Association (MA) and Group 

for Education in Museums (GEM), generating and contributing to most of the literature 

on the region’s museums.  

2.12.4.    Northern Ireland Local Authority Museums: Discretionary Services 

Prior to the 2015 reorganisation of Northern Ireland local government, under the 

Programme for Government 2011-2015 (NIMC, 2012), some councils had no museum 

service. After reorganisation, nine out of the 11 new local councils now operate 

consolidated museum services, designed ‘to develop more citizen focussed services 

under community planning’ (NIMC, 2016, p43). Local authority museums in Northern 
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Ireland are discretionary services and over half Accredited museums in Northern 

Ireland are run by local authorities (NIMC, 2016). The researcher’s concern with the 

disparate way in which local authority museum education operates, particularly in 

relation to how children’s cultural participation is perceived, instigated the study. The 

lack of statutory obligation to provide museum services means that local authority 

museums operate with varying levels of physical, financial and human resources. Whilst 

NIMC (2012) reported that the reorganisation of local government presented 

opportunities for ‘more comprehensive and joined-up museum services’ (NIMC, 2012, 

p10) this has not yet been realised. A platform to do this, as expounded by Seligmann 

(2014), remains an aspiration of museum educators, implying that the potential for 

increasing children’s cultural participation through museums may be impeded by the 

absence of a cohesive strategy. Wider government strategies, such as Community 

Planning  (DOC,2014), influence local authority museum practice in the absence of any 

co-ordinated museum sector strategy. 

2.13.   CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

In summary, museums have evolved over centuries from scholarly institutions into 

institutions with a conservation, education and social role. Children are part of society 

and so are included in the social role of the museum. Although children and formal 

schooling have been included in major museum research over the last thirty years, 

there is a scarcity of specific research into children's attitudes to museums, how they 

like to engage in them (Sekules, 2011) or what impact museums have on their views 

and attitudes. The education offered in museums is more intangible than schooling but 

has a positive learning contribution to make. Museums have a role to play in helping 

children not only participate in culture but in democracy itself. General Comment 17 

(UNCRC,1989) underlines the lack of investment in cultural and artistic opportunities for 

children, local authorities invest (to varying degrees) in museums, yet cultural 

participation is for many children, limited to visiting a museum once with school. This is 

a valid reason for strengthening museum partnerships with teachers and embedding 

museum education in children’s learning from an early age. Incorporating child agency 

into institutions is about more than one-off museum visits: it is about helping children 

learn to be critically engaged participants in democracy. Children’s positive museum 

visits with school may help embed museum visiting for a lifetime (Bamford, 2018), this 

is part of the social role of the museum in widening cultural participation. By aligning 
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children’s cultural participation through museums to Dewey’s theories on 

democratisation, the study contributes to the conversation on the wider social 

implications of establishing child agency in museums. 
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CHAPTER THREE:  John Dewey and Museum Pedagogy 

 

 

3.0    INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 

Chapter Two outlined the evolution of museums and museum education, connecting 

the democratisation of museums to their social role. Collaborative, shared authority 

approaches in participatory practice are part of the evolution of museums from 

hierarchical (Talboys,1996) to more democratic institutions. The role of the museum in 

improving society (Hein, 2012) highlights the need to redefine the nature of museum 

education. Chapter Three provides an overview of participatory museum practice which 

is constructivist in nature, this explains the choice of John Dewey (1859-1952) as the 

conceptual framework for the study. It outlines how Dewey’s theories on experiential 

learning align to participatory museum education practice and why a constructivist 

research design reflected this context. It explores Dewey’s theories on democratisation 

in relation to the aim and objectives of the study and outlines how this contextual 

framework relates to researching stakeholder attitudes to museums.  

3.1.   CONSTRUCTIVIST INFLUENCES ON THE STUDY 

Contemporary museum education programmes tend to embrace an interpretivist rather 

than a positivist approach. Research into the attitudes of the three stakeholder groups 

to museum education followed a constructivist approach. The constructivist / 

interpretivist position defines the nature of what is to be investigated in terms of what 

sense people give to situations as shaped by and in shaping local cultures 

(Hammersley, 2007). The role of museum specialists is now to guide and inform, as 

participants bring with them their own social, cultural and personal contexts to what they 

learn and how they like to learn it: researching with stakeholders follows a similar 

course. The study explores individual attitudes and reflections about museums, relating 

to Dewey’s views (1947, p356) that ‘true individualism is relaxing the grip of the 

authority of custom and traditions as standards of belief’. The research reflects 

democratising practice.  
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3.2.   CHOOSING DEWEY OVER OTHER RELEVANT CONSTRUCTIVIST 
EDUCATION THEORIES 

Dewey’s progressive education theories were chosen as the conceptual framework for 

the study as they align with constructivist museum pedagogies. Other constructivist 

theories were also considered:  

Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky (1896-1934)                                                                      

Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky’s (1896-1934) ideas on the development of human 

consciousness by ‘extending beyond the skin’ (Palmer, 2001, p35), are relatable to the 

unique ability of museums to use objects to provide opportunities for learning outside 

individual experience and cultural contexts. His belief that children may perform much 

better when collaborating with or being guided by an adult relates to the role of museum 

guides or demonstrators. Museum staff mediate children’s learning, illustrating 

Vygotsky's zone of proximal development (ZPD), the gap between what children can 

learn for themselves (the actual stage of development) and what they can do with the 

help of a ‘more knowledgeable or skilled person’ (Robson, 2006, p28). Vygotsky 

(Robson, 2006) contended that children can be instructed using various methods such 

as demonstration and discussion, irrespective of developmental stage, indicating that 

children perform better when guided by adults (Palmer, 2001).   

Jean Piaget (1886-1980)                                                                                                

The theories of Jean Piaget (1886-1980) are also relevant to museum pedagogy. His is 

a more child-centred approach as, ‘Education means making creators...even if there 

aren’t many of them, even if one’s creations are limited by comparison with those of 

others’ (Palmer,2001, p38). The relevance of Piaget’s theories for museum education, 

is that knowledge is not something that emerges readymade: it is the educator who is 

often tasked with initiation of the learner into social, intellectual and moral values 

outside their own personal context. Piaget contended that children may need help but 

what they produce as their final product is their own (Palmer, 2001). 

Paulo Freire (1921-1997)                                                                                            

Paulo Freire’s (1921-1997) theories depend less on developmental theory and more on 

the notion of learners as critically engaged humans involved in a process, rather than 

being subjects of it: learner agency is recognised as an integral element of the learning 

process. Freire’s (Freire,1996: 2012; Freire & Macedo, 2005) theories raised 

awareness of person-centred pedagogies that point to starting from where the learner is 
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at and working from there. His ideas on using dialogue to encourage critical thought 

and social action are particularly relevant to museums’ social engagement 

programmes. These locate learner voice in the process and learner agency in 

programme outputs, e.g., publications and exhibitions. Examples of this can be seen in 

Northern Ireland’s Decade of Centenaries (DoC) programmes, in which many local 

authority museums were involved (Mc Bride, 2017). 

John Dewey (1859-1952)                                                                                                   

It was Dewey’s theories on interest and the social impacts of democratised education 

that was found to be most applicable for the study. His ideas on the experiential and 

transformative nature of democratised education seemed most appealing as a 

conceptual framework. Whereas other theorists are child-centred, Dewey (1897, p29) 

did not believe in what he called humouring children, as that was ‘to fail to penetrate 

below the surface and its sure result was to substitute caprice and whim for genuine 

interest’. When Dewey wrote this, the concept of child agency was not articulated, his 

theories allude to it in that he believed education needed to connect to learner interest 

and have a social purpose. The concept of learning as a social rather than an isolated 

act, links to the participatory nature of the study which explores the implications of 

museum education for the individual, institutions and society. Dewey’s progressive 

education theories aim to develop the learner and citizen and in so doing have the 

potential to be reformist and transformative, both for the learner and society. There was 

also a certain pragmatism in choosing Dewey as a suitable match for the Northern 

Ireland local authority museum context, where institutions tend to be conservative in 

nature.   

3.2.1.    Dewey’s Theories Related to Participatory Research                                 

Dewey’s ideas on democratised education are pertinent to researching museum 

education in engaging learner interest. For him, to repress interest is to ‘weaken 

intellectual curiosity and suppress initiative’ and consequently, to ‘deaden interest’ 

(Dewey,1897, p29) and by implication, inhibit participation in society. The evolving 

nature of knowledge had to be reflected in the research process:  

…for a particular class having the special business of inquiry at hand 
(academics), it needs to be accepted that knowledge is no longer an 
immobile solid; it is liquidified.  It is actively moving in all the currents of 
society itself.                                                                                          
Dewey (1900, p47). 
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This reinforces Amengual’s contention (2013) that knowledge is no longer circular and 

sacred: democratisation, critical pedagogy and experiential progressive education are 

all tenets of Dewey’s progressive education theory. Museum education is a cultural 

endeavour and critical pedagogy a teaching approach that helps learners to question 

and challenge dominant beliefs and practices, the research aimed to reflect this.  

Dewey wrote in Democracy and Education that it was: 

…the business of education in a democratic social group to struggle 
against isolating studies so that various interests may reinforce and 
play into one another.                                                                      
Dewey (1947, p292). 

The study explores attitudes to museums from three diverse but connected stakeholder 

groups. The research process with children used real objects to inform them about 

museum functions and to assist them to connect museum objects to their own and 

others’ cultural contexts. This links to Dewey’s belief in facilitating learners towards 

critical consciousness (Hein, 2012). Dewey’s (1897, p30) ‘coming to share in the social 

consciousness’ places the interests and motivations of participants and their cultural 

contexts at the centre of the learning process. He (Dewey,1929) highlights the 

importance of working with ideas and emotions as part of a dialogic process. 

3.2.2.    Reconciling Expert, Individual and Institutional Ideals                          

Participatory methodology relates to Dewey’s educational philosophy of pragmatics 

(Quinton, 1977) in that participants learn better when they are involved in their learning 

plan and learning suits their interests and motivations. Applying this to focus groups and 

semi-structured interviews resulted in participants having control over how they 

engaged. For children, this approach meant they could choose how to participate. For 

teachers, it meant being able to freely express their opinions and motivations for visiting 

/ not visiting museums. For museum professionals, it provided an opportunity to 

express their views candidly. The research had to reflect museum practice as through 

objects and other museum resources (staff, exhibitions, archives), museums have the 

means to engage in ‘reconciling’ expert, individualistic and institutional ideals 

(Dewey,1897, p31). This approach was particularly pertinent in establishing child 

agency in researching with children, who chose which research activities and 

discussions were of most interest to them. 

Facilitating child agency in the museum education context builds on the existing 

literature promoting child voice in institutions, particularly in formal education and health 
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and social sciences (Lundy, 2007: Lundy & McEvoy, 2009:2011; Lundy, McEvoy & 

Bryne,2011). Participative museum engagements do not rely on stimulus-response 

alone and require programmes to be tailored to participant needs: Dewey (1899, 

Lecture XX, p211) advocated for ‘furnishing the material’ that is most appropriate to the 

child at their stage of development. Recognising child agency in developing the 

research plan reflected democratised museum education. Quinton (1977) describes the 

practical applications of Dewey’s theories as taking the learner from a state of 

ignorance to a state of knowledge: the findings from the study have the potential to 

influence both personal (researcher and stakeholder) and institutional (museum and 

school) change. The interactions between researcher and participants reflected a social 

element which has developmental potential as opposed to being a one-off isolated 

experience  

3.2.3.    The Social Role of Museum Education Linked to ‘Democracy and Society’ 

The social element of democratising museum learning connects to the contemporary 

role of museums in using collections to address social issues. Dewey’s theories relate 

to the study on a practical and philosophical level, he believed in the use of real-world 

objects in democratising education. For generations, museum collections were 

perceived as the prerogative of the privileged, modern museum education seeks open 

access to objects for all parts of society (Anderson,1997: 2009: 2019; Hein, 2012; 

Henley, 2012). Objects were used with focus groups to reflect their use in helping 

participants to acquire knowledge, reflecting Dewey’s (1916, p16) purpose of education, 

to create and preserve a society based on democracy in which ‘there is no division of 

power based on access to knowledge’. Children’s engagement in focus groups needed 

an element of capacity building with objects so they could converse on the nature of 

museums from an informed position.  

Dewey’s (1916, p87) ideas support dialogue in education as a social imperative, as a 

counter to traditional education which ‘kept men from the liberation of a greater 

diversity’. Work with focus groups used objects to encourage discussion on children’s 

attitudes to museums but also enabled children to make connections on social issues 

outside their own lived experiences. Dewey (1947, p357) views education as a 

developmental and continual process, ‘a progressive society counts individual 

variations as precious since it finds in them the means of its own growth’. The 

researcher was conscious of taking time with children during the research process 
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rather than concentrating on adhering to a research plan. The approach empathises 

with the experiential element of Dewey’s ideas: conveying education as an ongoing 

experiment to create and preserve democratic dialogue which involves opportunities for 

children to ‘develop their distinctive characteristics’ (Dewey,1916, p22).  

During the research process, time was allocated for children to share their individual 

memories of museums, even if it meant cutting some planned work from the schedule. 

This took account of Dewey’s (1947, p10) warning of the dangers of an education 

system (which by inference includes museum education) which is ‘isolated’ from life 

experience. Democratising the research process meant taking the lead from 

participants, as the aim was to counter the ‘divisive and separating effects’ of mass 

education (Dewey,1916, p22). The research process started with the individual 

participant, it mirrored museum participatory practice, involving researcher and 

participant engaging in the process together. The process meant listening to what 

children wanted to say, even if what they were saying was not immediately relevant to 

answering the research questions.  

3.3.   RELATING DEWEY’S DEMOCRATISING THEORY TO THE AIM OF THE 
STUDY 

The study explores the potential of democratised museum education. The principal aim 

of examining the attitudes of stakeholders required a participant-based research 

approach. Until the beginning of the twentieth century, the study of education was worth 

no more than ‘a discreet after thought’, a situation that was long criticised by Dewey 

who lamented ‘the inadequate understanding of what knowledge is and how it can be 

made to benefit our lives’ (Dworkin, 1967, p30). Museums deal with history, art and 

science through objects, which originate from different human perspectives: this unique 

aspect of museum learning was integrated into focus groups. The approach reflected 

the literature regarding the social role of museums (Anderson, 1997: 2009, Cairns, 

2013; Coles, 2009; Crooke, 2007; DCAL, 2008-2011; Durbin, 1996; Hein, 2012; Henley, 

2012).  

3.3.1.  Constructivism and Progressive Museum Practice                                               

In his Democracy and Education lectures (1947), Dewey stated that some education 

systems such as the Chinese and Babylonian, followed old habits, teaching by maxims 

and precepts, whereas the Greeks concept of society and therefore education, was 

something that needed constant reform and progression. Whereas other nations 
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educated individuals to be prepared for their place as it stood, the Greeks regarded 

education as a means of social progress. It was in this context that the first museums 

came into being: this concept aligns to the contemporary social role of museums (Heal, 

2018, MA, 2017:2018; Mendoza,2017). In The School and Society (1900), Dewey 

stated that schools failed in not reflecting ‘community life’, he criticised schools which 

concentrated on some ‘future life’ (Dewey, 1897, p23) instead of the now, in this way 

schools were failing to become part of the life experience of the child.   

The social and personal connectivity and the interactivity of children's learning in 

museums is reflected by André et al (2017). They identify eleven factors that influence 

learning, sorting them into three main contexts: personal, physical and socio-cultural.  

The personal, represents the history that an individual takes into a learning situation; 

this includes motivation, beliefs, expectations, prior knowledge and experience, 

interests, choice and control. The physical, includes advance organisation, orientation 

to the physical setting, physical space, design of exhibitions and subsequent reinforcing 

events (programming and workshops). The socio-cultural applies to work within groups 

including facilitated mediations by others to form a community of learners, school, 

family (or museum staff). Museums assist learners to explore information outside their 

own cultural contexts and through dialogue, help them understand and contribute to 

society. Dewey supported the idea of educators being responsible for what he referred 

to as ‘indirect sociology’. This involves: 

…a study of society, which lays bare its processes of becoming and its 
modes of organisation…the aim of historical instruction is to enable the 
child to appreciate the values of social life, to see in imagination the 
forces which favour and let men’s effective cooperation with one 
another…to make it move, dynamic. Not for mass information but to 
get to the motivation behind why men succeeded or failed.                 
Dewey (1934, p98). 

Museum professionals may feel overwhelmed with the social expectations of their 

services but retain a strong sense of pride in the reputation of museums as trusted 

places (MA, 2017:2018). Maintaining this trust requires continual consultation and 

research with stakeholders. In museums, this is often achieved through experiential 

learning which contrasts with the traditional view of learners as vessels into which 

information can be poured (Freire,1996: 2012).  

Constructivist paradigms influence museum education and complement school 

learning, Anderson (1997) states that: 
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The best museum education complements rather than imitates the 
formal education sector; museums are places for the (non-rational, 
intuitive) ...as well as the (logical and analytical) ...                                                                                                          
Anderson (1997, p9). 

The study recognises child agency in collaborating with children and gatekeepers in 

order to reflect participants' own individual, ‘cultural and societal contexts’ (Fraser et al: 

2011, p31). In this way, it explores the nature of bespoke museum programmes as a 

means of promoting children's cultural participation.   

3.3.2.    Constructivism and Progressive Museum Education                                

Museums have always had a ‘progressive education’ function (Hein, 2012, p178), this is 

reflected in Dewey's (1947) Democracy and Education lectures which examine 

education as a means for individual change and by association, have  potential for 

democratised society. Dewey (1897) argues that education prepares children for the 

future in order to have: 

...the full use of all of his capacities: that his eye and ear and hand 
may be tools ready to command; that his judgement may be capable of 
grasping the conditions under which it has to work...I believe that the 
individual...is a social individual and that society is an organic union of 
individuals.                                                                                     
Dewey (1897, p22).  

He viewed education as a constant process, this rejects the positivist assumption that 

society is governed by natural laws that keep it naturally ordered and that social ills can 

be eased once their causes are known and addressed (Hammersley, 2007). Children 

are not always viewed as having agency in museums but because something has 

always been so, it is not to say it always will be so (Dawson, 2010): objects are at the 

centre of museum learning but collections may not always be the main objective of a 

museum visit (André et al,2017).  

Child research participants handled objects but also engaged in individual activities like 

writing and social activities such as discussion and sorting and on occasion, doing 

nothing. Dewey pointed out in The Science of Education (1928) that since the practice 

of progressive schools differs from traditional schools that it would be ‘...absurd to 

suppose that the intellectual formulation and organization that fits one type will hold for 

the other’ (Dewey,1928, p117). Each focus group and semi-structured interview took 

the lead from the research participant. The research process was not a one size fits all 

approach. 
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3.3.3.     Experiential Learning and Museum Education                                       

Experiential learning encourages children to apply new knowledge to their own lived 

experience. In the research process, the elements of drawing and writing were 

introduced to children’s activities. During focus group sessions, children moved around, 

chatted and snacked: this freedom of movement and choice in how to engage with 

children reflected learning as being:   

...animated by bodily purposes and framing its beliefs about the world 
around it through bodily and physical interaction with it.               
Quinton (1977, p4). 

Dewey (1934, p48) viewed museums as being where ‘the best resources are gathered, 

maintained and organised’ including the power of objects to ‘inform and excite’. These 

elements of investigation and discovery using objects, discussion, sorting and ranking 

exercises, made the research participatory, an active rather than a passive process: 

There is the instinct of making-the constructive impulse. The child’s 
impulse to do, finds expression first in play, in movement, gesture, 
make-believe, becomes more definite and seeks an outlet in shaping 
materials into tangible forms and physical embodiment.  Children have 
not much instinct for the abstract but the investigation grows out of the 
constructive impulse with the conversational.                                                          
Dewey (1934, p30). 

Children’s participation in the research took place at an individual level, if they were not 

comfortable writing, they joined in discussions: if they were not comfortable filling in flip 

charts or ranking statements, they participated in ways that suited their ability and 

learning style. Dewey (1934) contended the traditional school system reflected a 

divided society between cultured people and workers, a system which resulted in too 

many students leaving school with only a rudimentary education, this approach not only 

failed learners but inhibited their ability to partake in democratic dialogue. Participatory 

practice requires matching education activities to a learner’s interests. 

3.3.4.    Relating Theories on Democratising Schooling to Museum Education 

Dewey (1934) cautioned against applying a one size fits all approach to education 

which was applied to the research with children:  

A working model is not something to be copied; it is to afford the 
demonstration of the feasibility of a principle, and of the methods, 
which make it feasible…                                          
Dewey (1934, p57). 

Exploring consistent participant-based approaches which are tailored to institutional 

resources creates working models which are sensitive to participant needs.  
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In Dewey’s (1915) The School, Society, the Child, and the Curriculum, school was 

conveyed as being embryonic of community life but isolated from society. Museums 

may counteract this by promoting their institutions as places where learners study 

history in ways they may not be exposed to in school. Dewey (1899, Lecture XXVI) 

outlined the importance and value of studying history:  

... what we feel to be somehow our own, and the study of that which 
we feel rather is foreign, is away from us...it would be a mistake to 
dwell simply on that which is our own at the expense of this more 
remote view of what on the surface of it is very different from 
ourselves.                                                                     
Dewey (1899, Lecture XXVI, p264). 

Museum education has a role to play in widening children’s cultural learning 

experiences: museums often present narratives which are different to those of the 

learner, this widens access to diverse cultural contexts. Dewey (1900) argued that the 

narrowness of the school curriculum had a negative influence on society and it needed 

to be widened for the good of democracy. In School and Society (1900), Dewey 

emphasises the importance of handling real objects to actively engage children with 

society: 

 ...we cannot overlook the importance for educational purposes of 
the close and intimate acquaintance...with real things and materials, 
with the actual processes and their manipulation and the knowledge of 
their social necessities and uses.                                                   
Dewey (1900, p37). 

It follows that establishing child agency in museums is a necessary part of 

democratising museum practice. 

3.3.5.    Relating the Social Element of Education to Participatory Museum 
Education  

Museums offer unique learning opportunities because of the collections they hold. 

Developing a programme with children and teachers establishes what Dewey (1934, 

p18) referred to as ‘co-partners in a common enterprise’. The common enterprise 

approach acknowledges child agency and alludes to modern notions of experiential 

learning and shared authority (Nolan & Robinson, 2013). Museum education provides 

opportunities for learning interactions between objects, the museum educator and the 

learner, illustrating Dewey’s (1934, p11) ‘interchange of ideas’ and encouraging what he 

referred to as ‘the sense life’(Dewey,1934, p8), affecting learning by referencing the 

real-life interests and motivations of the learner. This is in the spirit of Dewey’s (1934, 

p13) belief in the power of ‘opening up to the possibilities of the human spirit’ as it allies 
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to art, science and history. Dewey (1934, p23) reflected on traditional schooling as 

requiring children to listen, providing a uniformity of material in an environment where 

there is ‘passive, mechanical massing of children’. The classroom is described by 

Dewey as an environment where ‘the centre of gravity’ is outside the child, resting with 

the teacher and textbooks instead of with the learner. This does not imply that museum 

education is an alternative to schooling but that the unique environment of museums is 

better able to facilitate: 

…a cooperative transaction of inquiry engaged in by free independent 
human beings who treat ideas and heritage of the past as a means 
and method for the further enrichment of life, quantitatively and 
qualitatively… for the discovery of something better.                                                                                                                         
Ridley Clapp (1952, p134). 

Museums offer a variety of activities in spaces which complement school learning, 

addressing Dewey’s (1934) concerns that the traditional schoolroom has little space for 

children to experiment, construct, create and actively enquire. Even in museums which 

recognise child agency as a necessary part of the democratising process and as part of 

their social role, reform may be needed to create what Dewey (1934, p20) refers to as a 

‘worthy, lovely and harmonious society'. This requires widening institutional 

understanding of the role of museums as education providers. 

3.3.6.    Democratising Museum Education                                                             

Museums are an education and social resource, not merely the repository of objects.  

Dewey was among those progressive educators, including John Cotton Dana (1856-

1929), who believed that museums enrich lives. For instance, the nature of dealing with 

contentious objects and sensitive history involves both pedagogic and social 

components in participatory learning: 

Visitors must be actively engaged (have experiences) in order to learn 
and the educational activity must be associated with experiences that 
enhance the learner’s capacity to live in harmony with an ever broader 
and wider community.                                                                          
Hein (2012, p19).  

One of the most progressive aspects of Dewey’s theories is that ‘children should have 

rights, schools should be models of democratic practice and schools should be 

organised into communities’ (Hein, 2012, p174). This could apply to the museum 

sector. Museums may be stylised on institutional governance or government strategy 

rather than on a commitment to ethical obligations but Hein (2012, p176) writes that 

‘progressive efforts continue to be prioritised in museums today’.   
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Initiatives such as Museums Change Lives focus on wider social inclusion issues rather 

than on children’s cultural education specifically. Dewey (1934,p57) contended that a 

set model cannot be relevant to every learning situation. Applying his ‘feasibility of the 

principle’ to children’s cultural participation through museums, would present museum 

institutions as places which prioritise child voice, adopted on its own merits rather than 

applied as a set model. Dewey’s theories support reform within the context of 

democratic society, this should be acceptable to even the most conservative of 

institutions. The onus is then on institutions to recognise learners as creative cultural 

participants rather than just consumers. For some museums, this progressive notion 

may be viewed as a natural evolution, for others it may require significant reform.   

3.4.   THE TRANSFORMING POTENTIAL OF MUSEUM EDUCATION  

Dewey (Archambault, 1966) viewed progressive education as a means of preserving a 

democratic society with the aim of making it better: applying this to museums, it seems 

logical that democratising museum practice would also improve museum institutions. 

Examinations have their place in testing a child’s ability for social life, where they can 

be ‘the most service and where they can receive the most help’ (Dewey, 1897, p25) but 

Dewey also contended that education needs to take account of all that affects a child, 

including society, social life and growth. Museums do not sit apart from society, in My 

Pedagogic Creed, Dewey (1897) wrote that: 

 ...the only true education comes through the stimulation of the 
child’s powers by the demands of the social situations in which he 
finds himself.                                                                          
Dewey (1897, p21). 

The role of museums in engaging with social issues is part of the continual evolution of 

museum education: 

… There is also an abiding intellectual interest in ways of knowing and 
thinking, which complement the rationalist and positivist assumptions 
of Western thought associated with the Age of Science.  That interest 
has often centred on the question of the practice-theory relationship, 
the place of social action in relation to knowledge … The theoretical 
background to, and professional interest in, notions like reflective 
practice and practitioner research derives partly from enduring 
philosophical questions about the nature, acquisition and application of 
practical knowledge and the relationship between knowing 
(epistemology) and being (ontology)…                                                                                      
Tickle (2003, pp168-169). 

Dewey’s influence on  progressive museum education reflects the learner as the 

possessor of knowledge, not as a vessel into which knowledge is placed but an 
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intelligent organism, an embodied thing ‘animated by bodily purposes and framing its 

beliefs about the world around it through bodily and physical interaction with it’ 

(Quinton, 1977, p4). Knowledge is not something that is imposed but something 

conceived and constructed individually under pressure of a learner’s own needs and 

purposes.  

3.4.1.    Museum Objects Goad Learning to Raise Learner Consciousness   

In linking experience to thought, Dewey contended that meaning emerges in the 

process of connecting thought to experience. Making connections to the individual 

learner in museums is usually done by using objects to ‘goad’ the activity (Bruner & 

Caudill, 1977, p20).  Learning through discovery uses the activity of interacting with 

objects to create dialogue which leads to knowledge. Dewey described raising the 

consciousness of the learner as ‘knowledge obtaining activity accompanied by a self-

affecting feeling’ (White, 1977, p 36). The activity attracts the attention of the learner 

whilst the feeling it inspires appeals to learner interest.   

White (1977, p36) observes that some may view this process of connecting the interest 

to feeling through action of self as an object as ‘metaphysical nonsense’. If this is the 

case, museums may have been weak in communicating the value of museum learning 

outside its sector. Dewey argued that a child's attention cannot be brought on 

something unless it arouses interest: interest is related to feeling, belief, knowledge, 

perception, desire, emotion and mood (White, 1977). Rather than being a metaphysical 

concept, this pedagogical approach actually connects learners to objects and adds to 

their knowledge which they can apply to their own or others’ cultural contexts. 

Learning in museums is a collective, social experience and most of what we know is in 

some way because of interactions with others, although others cannot teach us about 

logic or perception. Perception leads to self-awareness, introspection, memory and 

inference (Quinton, 1977): without accepting child agency as part of programme 

planning, the challenge for museums may be in accepting that what they perceive to be 

in a child’s interest may not be of interest to the child. What Dewey refers to as objects 

(learners) are always in ‘a state of becoming’ (Hollis, 1977, p 58), meeting children’s 

needs therefore is a fluid process needing reflection, rather than a rigid interpretation of 

what museums think children need.  
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3.4.2.    Acquiring Knowledge in Museums                                                                 

Dewey contended that acquiring knowledge was a social experience, what he called a 

collective funded experience on which others may draw (Quinton, 1977). Acquiring 

knowledge requires inquiry and action, although critics of Dewey would argue that not 

all knowledge is actively gained, some things we just know (Quinton, 1977). Museums 

assist children in becoming aware of their cultural heritage by ‘intriguing them into it in a 

way that is relevant to practical social problems’ (Peters,1977, p113): this is a natural 

part of inquiring beyond existing knowledge (Dewey, 1910). There may be a need to 

increase awareness amongst museum colleagues of the transformative power of 

participative pedagogies before museums are able to increase wider awareness. 

Realistically, not all museums are ready to engage in education for transformation, 

some view work with ‘collections and preservation of cultural objects being their primary 

concern’ (Hein, 2012, p179). Talboys (2000, px) suggests as a solution to differing 

ideas within museums, that if curators, designers, conservators and all other staff 

understand each other and work together, the museum will be strengthened, not 

weakened.  

3.4.3.    Addressing Resistance to Change                                                                      

Not all museum professionals are comfortable with initiatives that see their work 

sprawling into social justice issues but museums, by the very nature of collections, have 

always been political (Hein, 2012). Dewey recognised competing forces in education, 

which he felt reflected democratic society: one was to achieve premiere scholastic 

ranking to achieve economic and intellectual dominance, instilling competitiveness to 

compete at the expense of other students. The other was to develop critical thinkers 

who challenge the status quo, produce innovative and creative people who can work 

collaboratively and instil a sense of service and care (Hein, 2012). This division may 

never have been perceived as so clear-cut for museums.  

3.4.4.  Museum Learning: Individual, Institutional and Social                                

Between 1880 and 1920, it was generally accepted that progressive education would 

assist in re-balancing the effects of industrialisation, urbanisation and immigration 

(Hein, 2012).  By the twenty-first century, museums were highlighted as having a 

progressive role to play in dealing with social isolation, cultural exclusion and mental 

health and wellbeing initiatives (Heal, 2018; Mendoza, 2017). Progressive ideology 

continues to reform museum education practice. At the time Dewey wrote School and 
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Society (1900), sixteen American states had still not adopted laws for compulsory 

school attendance, museums existed as ‘significant contributors to public education, not 

just for children, but also for adults who may or may not have had the opportunity of 

formal education’ (Hein 2012, p15). The social role of museums in widening cultural 

participation is part of the natural evolution of museums as they become increasingly 

recognised as more than repositories of collections. 

3.5.  CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

The chapter outlined the pedagogical theories favoured by museums and aligned 

Dewey's constructivist theories to experiential museum education practice. Children’s 

cultural participation through museums reflects Dewey’s ideas on tailoring programmes 

to their interests and motivations, which necessitates recognition of child agency. 

Dewey’s theories support progressive education reform as a continual process of 

transforming society for the democratic good, the chapter linked this idea to the social 

role of the museum. If children are to be perceived by museums as cultural participants, 

then consideration of child agency is essential.   
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CHAPTER FOUR:  Methodology 

  

 
4.0    INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 

The previous chapters outlined the rationale for the study, connecting the evolution of 

museums and the development of participant-based practice to John Dewey’s 

theoretical framework. Chapter Four presents the research design: the choice of a 

constructivist paradigm is a natural fit with constructivist museum pedagogy. This 

chapter provides an overview of the research paradigm, design plan and methodology 

and explains the choice of research instruments. Two Children’s Research Advisory 

Groups (CRAGS) informed the research but were not part of data analysis. Four focus 

groups and nine semi-structured interviews generated the data. Chapter Four outlines 

the research sample and illustrates the process for the collection and analysis of data. 

Ethical considerations are presented in the chapter followed by a section on researcher 

reflexivity. 

4.1.   THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The researcher seeks to contribute to knowledge about stakeholder attitudes to 

museums. As the work with CRAGS progressed, five research questions were 

discussed and agreed, the last question being particularly popular with CRAGS. This 

question was intended to address the power relations of museum programming 

designed for instead of with children. The researcher was aware this could generate a 

wish list but the objective was to ensure children had a platform in the research to share 

their views on their ideal museum.  

Figure 3 below links the research questions (RQ) and Research Objective (RO) for 

each: 
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Fig. 3  The Research Questions (RQ) linked to Research Objectives (RO) 

RQ1 
RO1 

What are museums for? 
To collect and examine data on existing attitudes to museums 

RQ2 
RO2 

What is the role of education in museums? 
To collect data on how stakeholders relate to museums  

RQ3 
RO3 

How are learners involved in museums? 
To explore museum experiences of children, teachers and museum professionals 

RQ4 
RO4 

What is the value of museum education? 
To explore how stakeholders judge museum experiences 

RQ5 
RO5 

What makes an ideal museum? 
To explore children's views on what appeals to them about museums 

 

The aim of the study is to explore the attitudes of schoolchildren, teachers and museum 

professionals to museum education which involves five research objectives. The first 

objective was to collect and examine data on existing attitudes to museums, which 

linked to the second objective to collect data on how stakeholders relate to museums.  

Objective three and four link together in exploring stakeholder experiences of museums 

and how they judge them. Objective five was designed to learn more about what 

appeals to children about museums. Objectives four and five allowed for stakeholder 

comments on what they would like to change about museums.  

4.2.   RESEARCH DESIGN PLAN 

This section outlines the research paradigm followed by research design. The study 

explored the attitudes of children, teachers and museum professionals towards 

museums. To assist with planning the research, a research plan was drawn up 

spanning a three-year period (see Appendix One). Before research took place with any 

of the participants information and consent forms were signed (see Appendix Two).  

Two Children’s Research Advisory Groups (CRAGS) informed the research and child 

research participants, through four focus groups, were part of the data collection. Semi- 

structured interviews took place with teachers and museum professionals in their place 

of work. Teachers worked in the focus group schools and the five museum 

professionals came from a range of backgrounds, for interview questions (see Appendix 

Three).  

4.2.1.    Research Paradigm: Interpretivist                                                                   

A positivist approach was not considered for the study as there was no single truth 

sought nor any one hypothesis to prove: the views of multiple stakeholders were 

sought in order to inform museum practice. Positivism is criticised in that if human 
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nature is viewed merely as a product of environment there is no need to investigate 

further (May, 2011). If the aim of the study was to affirm one truth, such as 

museums only exist to house objects, it may mean that there is no need to change 

the museum status quo.  

Positivism is also criticised as being dehumanising in treating human behaviour as 

statistical without regard for the nature of being human (Hammersley, 2007). An 

interpretivist paradigm was therefore chosen to generate data on personal 

attitudes, interests and values of stakeholders. Establishing the need for the 

research meant that the reality (ontology) of it was to find multiple truths and the 

means of requiring that knowledge (epistemology) required instruments of induction 

(an interpretivist paradigm), not instruments of measurement.  

The research questions set out to explore perceptions and attitudes of stakeholders 

within their own contexts. This meant seeking information about their individual and 

professional attitudes and perceptions regarding the research questions. The study 

thus aligns to constructivist ontology, reflecting that knowledge of the world is 

constituted through the lived experience of stakeholders (Weber, 2004). Child 

participants were involved through focus groups and interactive methods were 

used to maintain children’s interest. For adults, semi-structured interviews were 

chosen as the means to collect data. 

Stakeholders as Research Participants                                                                         

The words of participants are the means by which data was analysed and through 

which three themes emerged. Using naturally occurring words, sequences were found 

based on the meaning people attributed to museums. The three stakeholder groups 

were diverse, establishing the premise that multiple truths would emerge from the data 

based on the words of participants. This, according to Hammersley (2007), defines the 

nature of what is to be investigated, in terms of, ‘what sense people give to situations as 

shaped by and in shaping local cultures’.  Silverman (2010, p6) explains that doing 

qualitative research is about finding the ‘subjectivity’ of human experience and that the 

‘emotionalist model’ is a strong paradigm of qualitative research. Kelly (1999) reflects 

on her qualitative research in that some respondents talked about memories of visits 

that happened two years before, proving in her view, the ‘robustness’ of working with 

stakeholders. 
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Influences on Choice of Paradigm                                                                                 

The researcher was particularly influenced by Kelly’s (1999) participatory study which 

explored the impacts of the Indigenous Australians exhibition: the small-scale 

qualitative study aimed to assess whether an exhibition could impact on visitors’ 

thoughts, perceptions and understandings post-visit. Kelly (1999) used qualitative 

methods to explore what impacts the exhibition had on the lives of those who had seen 

it. In acknowledging that there is a place for statistics, she also points out that it is 

qualitative research that provides the understanding of how people are affected by 

museums and how and why museums may adapt practice because of this. 

Implications for Institutional Change                                                                           

Using qualitative methods was designed to explore data beyond statistical information.  

Hammersley (2010, p135) writes that, whilst good research can contribute to improving 

practice, it is also ‘needed for public accountability’. This underlines the need for robust 

research which may be clearly understood by all stakeholders, as Dierking (2010) 

explains that there are no, ‘pull off the shelf’ assessment of impact packages for 

museums. The research findings will inform practice but also reflect the ethical 

obligations of museums to research with stakeholders: they may also influence 

institutional change beyond the researcher’s own institution. 

4.2.2.    The Role of Researcher in the Collection of Data                                       

This study set out to address a perceived gap in knowledge regarding the three 

main stakeholder attitudes to museums, museum education in particular. The 

researcher's accurate recording and analysis of their words was vital in discovering 

emerging themes that could contribute to knowledge on stakeholder’ perceptions of 

museums. One of the greatest challenges of qualitative research is, ‘finding 

balance between how much and what kind of data may be collected, particularly if 

the work is by a single researcher’ (Dressman, p103). The researcher was central 

to the gathering of data through a variety of approaches (Weber, 2004): 

observation, conversation and establishing various types of contact with 

participants, including object handling and open-ended questioning. Qualitative 

instruments were chosen to reflect what Cohen et al (2011, p32) refer to as 'human 

action in the process’, this qualitative approach supports Swandt's observations 

that: 
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 ...human sciences are fundamentally different in nature and purpose 
to the natural sciences which aim to understand human action.                                                   
Swandt (2000). 

Exploring the human element of the research necessitated the use of qualitative 

instruments which could be adapted to suit the needs of stakeholder groups. The 

data collected needed inductive as opposed to deductive analysis. In this way, the 

realty (ontology) of three different stakeholder groups points to multiple truths, the 

means of requiring knowledge (epistemology) about their attitude to museums does 

not require tools of measurement but tools of induction (interpretivist paradigms).  

The use of qualitative methods to collect data was necessary to allow multiple 

themes to emerge from the aspects of diverse stakeholders.  

4.3.   PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH METHODS 

The means of collecting data was a democratic process designed to avoid a situation 

where the researcher was seen as an authority figure, ‘at the upper end’  handing ‘down 

to receivers at the lower end that which they must accept’ (Dewey, Ridley Clapp, 1952, 

p133). The researcher reflected on the process throughout, adapting to the needs of 

stakeholders as each focus group and semi-structured interview progressed. Focus 

group activities were designed in a way that children could work alone or in sub-groups 

without the researcher’s input. This approach accepted learners as having their own 

agency in how they worked with research materials (Hein, 2012; Crossick & Kaszynska, 

2016).  The participatory element of the research was essential for increasing 

knowledge regarding the personal and professional views of stakeholders. Participatory 

research with children involves risk-taking because children develop autonomy and 

responsibility (Taylor, 2006) during the research process. It was necessary to develop 

research activities that would have interest for children to maximise their participation. 

Participatory research may benefit participants at a very personal level that goes 

beyond a formal researcher-participant relationship.  

...this type of research is not just a matter of observing the subject 
matter and analysing the results at a distance at some later date.  It 
involves observing, participating, talking, checking, understanding and 
making interpretations over an extended timeframe. In addition, 
participants can be seen as interpreters and analysts in their own right.                                                                                                     
(Kellier, 2005, p2).  

Participatory research may become quickly deconstructed due to how it is viewed by 

individual institutions. There is a need for institutions to contemplate what participatory 
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research means for them but this can lead to difficulties in making generalisations about 

museum education practice as: 

 ...nothing, art, culture, language and the behaviour of groups or 
individuals makes sense or can mean anything completely on its own 
terms.                                                                                               
Dressman (2008, p155).  

During 1990-2005, museum publications highlighted Renaissance in the Regions 

projects and the Inspiring Learning for All (ILfA) framework. The ILfA (Dodd et al, 2005) 

initiative generated a significant body of research including: What Did You Learn at the 

Museum Today? (Hooper-Greenhill,2003) and Inspiration, Identity and Learning: The 

Value of Museums (Hooper-Greenhill, 2004; Hooper-Greenhill, 2007). New entrants to 

museum education, particularly outside England, may not have heard of the 

Renaissance in the Regions (Hooper-Greenhill, 2003: 2004) initiatives. Perhaps this 

endorses the idea of the general lack of museum education research that is wide 

enough to change contemporary practice.  In addition, some research tools may be 

‘…too general and blunt an instrument to be widely applied, or to be 

sustainable’(Sekules et al, 2006), developing research tools which have wider and 

application, have the power to redefine museum education. Many UK museums may 

have adapted elements of these initiatives but there is no similar initiative in Northern 

Ireland which could be aligned to the study, particularly in relation to local authority 

museums. 

 A comprehensive bibliography by Hooper-Greenhill and Moussouri (1999) includes a 

wide range of relevant published studies up to 1999. Between the 1990s and 2020 

significant reports into UK museums were generated by academics and practitioners 

from a range of museum backgrounds which had influence on modern museum 

practice: Anderson (1997); Henley (2012); Mendoza (2017) and Heal (2017: 2018). 

There has been no significant UK report dedicated to investigating children's views of 

museums or the impact of museum learning on children’s cultural education. 

4.3.1.    Child Agency as Defined by the UNCRC (1989)                                           

Article 12 of the UNCRC is of particular relevance in relation to a child’s right to be 

heard, to form views and for those views to be given due weight, from this comes the 

notion of participant voice. Jones and Welch (2010) comment that a child’s right to be 

heard when used as a metaphor is: 
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 …often used to describe the opposite: children’s experience of being 
silenced, when adults have not listened to children or put words in their 
mouths.                                                                                                   
Jones and Welch (2010, p86). 

Museums generally facilitate children’s cultural involvement through established 

programming rather than part of a research strategy. Children have rights as cultural 

citizens which encompasses their rights to freedom of speech in cultural settings (Mai & 

Gibson, 2010). In museums, these rights are not generally applied to consulting with 

children regarding the basic choices of what children want to see, how long they want 

to stay or how they engage.  

Researching with children may encourage adults in the gaining of new insight as 

children may inform adults on best child-participant practice (Hohmann & Weikart, 

1985) and no institution can deliver all aspects of the UNCRC (Lundy & McEvoy, 2009). 

The study raises awareness of the UNCRC for those museum professionals who may 

not have considered child agency in their own institutions. The researcher was 

conscious that there may be challenges for traditionalists in accepting that children 

have a non-negotiable human right to be involved in decision making (Lundy, 2007).  

For this reason, a wide range of museum professional views were sought through the 

semi-structured interviews.  

4.3.2.     Children as Research Participants                                                                  

Wade (2008) points out that even if children had no rights to participate in research or 

culture, it is common sense to: 

…include a big group of people who don’t use galleries much, by 
asking them how to make your gallery more attractive to them.  It’s the 
sound of innovation, the shape of things to come...you just have to 
listen.                                                                                                
Wade (2008, p16). 

By involving children in research as active participants, the museum sector adopts 

practice that has long been established in other sectors. Engaging children in research 

is not a familiar pattern in museums, perhaps reflecting a broader issue about how 

children are perceived: 

They can have sex when they’re 16, they can vote when they are 18, 
but they have to become middleclass and middle-aged before they can 
engage with art?                                                                                     
Naylor (2008, p15). 
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Kirby (2004) comments that until the 1990s, children’s views were not greatly 

considered in research even though acknowledging child voice leads to more child-

focussed research. Researching with children emphasises: 

…a respect for young people’s competency to take part in research, 
recognition that they have different competencies and interests to 
adults and use age-related methods.                                                                     
Kirby (2004, p269). 

In developing the research design for the study, Lundy’s (2007) Model of Participation 

was considered as it clarifies that children are now less likely to be viewed as the 

objects of enquiry, but instead as active participants in the research process (Powell & 

Smith, 2009). Using age related methods in researching with children goes some way in 

addressing the aspirations of Article 31.         

Kirby (2004) indicates that the debate of how and why to involve children in research is 

in its infancy but it is important in helping to make researchers accountable for 

children’s programmes in ensuring that the interests of young people are considered. 

Using Article 12’s principle of the right to be heard and to be taken seriously, children 

can develop self-esteem and an increased sense of self-worth if they feel they are 

listened to (Kellett, 2010), acceptance of child agency repositions children as subjects 

rather than objects (Lundy & McEvoy, 2011). For this reason, the research design 

includes children as active participants.   

Research in other public sectors suggests there is, ‘little reason to discredit children as 

respondents as children’s role as consumers and citizens is increasingly being taken 

seriously in the economy, in law and in society’ (Scott, 2008, p95). Children have been 

participating in research in education and health and social care for many years 

reflecting that their views are now seen as less mercurial (Scott, 2008). In the 1990s, 

the Gulbenkian Foundation UK (Pearce, 1998) devoted the main thrust of its social 

welfare programme to children’s rights in researching children’s museums. Children 

frequently fill in evaluations of programmes which helps museums to understand how 

programming is working (André et al 2017) but this cannot be understood as 

researching children’s needs, it may even appear tokenistic as it facilitates children’s 

participation  after programming not before it or during it.  

Talboys (2000, p4) writes, ‘The museum is not and cannot be isolated from the rest of 

the social and natural world:’ participating with children in research is part of the social 

role of museums in widening children’s cultural participation. Research with children 
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has a place in helping museums to decide how to make their curriculum more creative 

and flexible (Clarke, 2008), this includes involving children in the research and planning 

process. This requires awareness that children’s cultural participation is about more 

than, ‘a right to be either entertained or instructed’ (Bennett, 1995, p105): it is about 

maximising opportunities for the very sustainability of museums. 

4.4.  THE RESEARCH SAMPLE 

The researcher designed the research sample to balance the needs of her professional 

practice to reflect the views of three main stakeholders in museum education. Since the 

nature of the study was to find out what children’s views were on museums, focus 

groups took place with children in four primary schools. The researcher included 

teachers and museum professionals in the research sample as they are the 

gatekeepers to children’s cultural participation through museums. Focus groups are 

designated FG1-FG4 and focus group schools FGS1-FGS4. Teachers are designated 

T1 to T4 and museum professionals MP1-MP5. One principal was interviewed and is 

designated P1. These designations were used as key codes for transcription and 

reporting.  The research sample is set in Figure 4 below: 

Fig. 4.  The Research Sample 

Research Participants Breakdown Total 

Children Four Primary Schools 
2 x Controlled 
2 X Maintained 
Of these three schools were 
based in  urban areas and 
one in a rural area. 
All schools were co-
educational. 
One focus group took place 
in each school.  

32 
Boys= 16 
Girls= 16 

Teachers Teachers were interviewed 
from each focus group school 
= 4 
One principal joined one 
teacher interview. 

Male= 1 
Female = 4 

Museum Professionals Museum Professionals came 
from a broad range of 
backgrounds. 
National Museum Northern 
Ireland  x 1 
Northern Ireland Local 
Authority Museums x 3 
Northern Ireland Museums 
Council x 1 

Male = 1 
Female = 4 
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Schools were chosen from within a twenty-mile radius of the researcher’s place of work, 

to which half of the schools involved in the research had no previous connection. This 

was an attempt to address the issue of how non-visitors / infrequent visitors view 

museums. It was also connected to what Brown (2010) refers to as the commoditisation 

of research, in that the researcher wanted to explore what worth, if any, these schools 

placed on museums, local museums in particular. The aspiration was to get to what 

Silverman (2010, p21) calls, ‘the thing’, to collect data from the three groups in order to 

increase understanding of their attitudes to museum education, exploring for a type of 

phenomena which may be simply unavailable elsewhere (Silverman, 2010).  

4.5.   CHILDREN’S RESEARCH ADVISORY GROUPS (CRAGS) 

A Children’s Research Advisory Group (CRAG) is a group of children advising the 

researcher on the methods to use when researching with other children. CRAGS 

highlight methods which are of interest to children but are not part of the data collection 

process. The adoption of a CRAG approach was to underline the importance of 

capturing child voice in the study. Two children’s research advisory groups (CRAGS) 

guided her interactions with children’s focus groups. Archard (2004, p45) writes that the 

modern Western conception of adulthood is as ‘a state of being’ and childhood is clearly 

defined against this, ‘set apart and below’ adulthood, implying that childhood is a state 

of human development towards better and higher things: the researcher viewed 

children as cultural participants in their own right. The value of utilising children’s 

research advisory groups in researching children’s education and development has 

been expounded by Lundy, McEvoy and Bryne (2011) and seemed an appropriate 

choice for the study.   

4.5.1.     Recruitment of CRAGS                                                                                        

As the study required researching with rather than for children, the research process 

took account of Alderson and Morrow’s (2011) recommendation that relationships were 

established first with the gatekeepers (parents and teachers). Hopkins (2011) writes 

that parents often feel listened to and valued if informed about the research, parents 

and children both signed off on information and consent forms outlining the practical 

arrangements and use of the study (see Appendix Two). Participating in CRAGS was 

an opportunity for children to exercise their agency. Participation was unsupervised by 

teachers: it operated on a voluntary basis and children could withdraw at any time.  

Issues of informed consent, right to withdraw and confidentiality were addressed with 
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principals, parents / guardians and children before children were engaged. Two 

Children's Research Advisory Groups (CRAGS) advised the researcher on methods to 

use with the focus groups. Their remit involved assisting the researcher to gain insight 

into issues of importance to children (Emerson, 2013).  

4.5.2.    The CRAG Process                                                                                           

This section outlines the CRAG process. Two CRAGS were used to assist the 

researcher in designing approaches to be used with focus groups. After receipt of ethics 

approval and signed consent forms (see Appendix Two), work with CRAGS took place 

in 2017. CRAGS were composed of eight to twelve Key Stage 2 (KS2) pupils, aged ten 

to eleven. Two CRAG sessions took place in two primary schools with a joint CRAG 

session held in a host museum after focus groups commenced (see Figure 5 below):   

Fig. 5   CRAG Sessions 

Session Content / Method Advice to Keep for Focus 
Groups 

1. • Introduction to research. 

• Capacity building on conservation and 
education role of museums. 

• Icebreaker: Matching Photos of Objects 
to Museums 

• Object Handling: Discussion on why 
museums keep them and the stories 
they tell. Establish personal 
connections. 

• My Ideal Museum: Objects important to 
children.  How children like things 
displayed. 

• Ranking: Statements generated into 
order of importance for children 

Session 1: Kept…   

Handling Objects 

Ranking Statements 

2. Developing the Focus Group Protocol: 
Questions children found important to ask other 
children: 

• What are museums for?  

• What contact they have had with 
museums?  

• Is there anything they would like to 
change about museums? 

Flip Chart Exercise: What children like/dislike 
about museums.   
Group Exercise: Organising their information 
into themes and how CRAGS liked to engage 

Session 2: Kept…  

Flip Chart Exercise 

How children like to engage 
(see Fig. 6) 

3.  Joint CRAG Session: 

Excerpts from Two CRAG groups presented: 

• What are museums for? 

• Likes and dislikes about museums 

• Children’s ideal museums 

See Fig. 8 Organisation of 
Focus Group Statements 
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The joint CRAG session assisted the researcher in the interpretation and analysis of 

some focus group data. In the interests of avoiding accusations of bias, no incentives or 

payments were provided to participants: this approach was informed by UNCRC 

principles. The process was a continual reflective process, Bolton (2012) writes that this 

reflective process is essential to prevent silencing the voice of the child by pre-judging 

their input because: 

…assumptions, ideological illusions, biases and behaviours which 
perhaps – albeit unintentionally – silence the voices of others or 
otherwise marginalise them.                                                                    
Bolton (2012,p4).   

Avoiding this was particularly important to the researcher who wanted the 

child voice to be heard through the study. CRAGS were not a part of data 

collection: their role was to prevent the researcher making assumptions 

about what was important to children which in turn could bias the data. 

Research Instruments 

Work with the CRAGS began with capacity building in order to explore their 

understanding of museums. It took account of how children liked to interact in museums 

and their views on what made an ideal museum. The researcher made it clear to 

CRAGS that she works in a museum, although her workplace had no influence on the 

research, apart from supplying space and hospitality for the joint CRAG session. The 

CRAG process assisted the researcher in trying out some research instruments before 

using them with focus groups. For instance, the process of children interacting with 

objects enabled some capacity building about museums and included CRAGS ranking 

statements about museums. CRAG sessions also provided the benefit of capacity 

building for the researcher in researching with children.  

Participating in handling objects proved popular with CRAG children. The reasons why 

this was the case was discussed through group work, using flip charts and providing 

children with additional opportunities to draw out their own ideas on what museums 

were for, what they liked / disliked about visiting museums, what they would like to 

change and suggestions for their ideal museum. These elements were recommended 

by CRAGS for use with focus groups. 
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4.5.3.    CRAG Input to Research Design                                                                

Activities enjoyed or recommended by CRAGS were later applied to the work with focus 

group children. Each CRAG chose how to engage: the opportunity to handle objects 

was something both CRAGS thought focus groups should experience. The CRAGS 

identified their preferred ways of engaging in the research process, these approaches 

were all employed with the focus groups (see Figure 6 below): 

Fig. 6  Recommended by CRAGS for use with Focus Groups 

Social 
Activities 

Group work Summing up as 
a group 

Agreeing things Reporting Back 

Personal 
Activities 

Handling objects Role of scribe Writing things 
down 

Drawing 

Reporting back was done by individual children but it also required discussion and 

group consensus. CRAG children were aware of the study’s aim to gather children's 

views on museums and they seemed proud to have input into how the researcher was 

going to engage with focus groups. Children positively engaged in all three sessions. 

They said they felt ‘excited’, ‘happy’ and 'smart' to be involved in the study. The CRAGS 

thought it was important that focus group children were asked how they liked to engage 

in museums and what they would like to see or change during visits. The issue of child 

voice in museums was discussed with focus groups who discussed what made a child 

friendly museum. The CRAG sessions informed the researcher on what to discuss with 

focus group children, rather than the researcher making assumptions about what 

interested children. 

Object Handling Recommended by CRAGS for use with Focus  Groups 

The object handling in CRAG sessions was enjoyed by all the children as a personal 

and group activity and recommended by them to use with focus groups. The objects 

engaged children’s emotional connections and stimulated personal stories of objects 

which were special to them. Children were excited to put on conservation gloves and 

took great care with delicate items like the fox. Their sense of responsibility was evident 

as children felt they had been ‘trusted’ with something rare. Handling unusual objects 

was adapted for focus group sessions (see Figure 7 below):  
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Fig. 7  Objects used with CRAGS 

 

                                   

 

The fox was cumbersome to transport so it was not used with the focus groups but 

CRAGS understood the reasoning behind this. The bloomers created fun handling 

sessions so these were retained for focus groups. One of the outcomes of Session 1 

was that CRAGS developed their own statements around themes such as, ‘museums 

preserved objects which are used to help people understand society’. These were used 

in ranking exercises with focus groups who also created their own statements. This was 

a social activity done in groups and children enjoyed debating what should go where. 

The CRAG children highlighted things they thought should be discussed with focus 

group children, for instance, what made objects ‘cool’ and ‘awesome’. The sessions 

were more democratic than formal child-teacher-classroom power relations to reflect 

the informal nature of the sessions. 

During the joint CRAG session, statements created by focus groups were organised 

into three sections (a sample of this is in Figure 8). The third and final session gave 

CRAG children the opportunity to group things which were important to focus group 

children. This activity could have resulted in children aiming to please the researcher 

but as no teacher was present, children were free to walk around the room and have a 

snack whilst working on which statements belonged to which column. 
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Fig. 8 Focus Group Statements Sorted by Joint CRAG 

What are museums for? What do you like about 
Museums? 

What do you dislike? 

Famous things and very valuable 

items 

They are for education and history 

Learning  

Learning new things 

Museums are for getting to know 

about your topic in school 

To find out facts in a fun way 

History 

Looking 

Museums are for learning and 

understanding all about things in 

the past 

Museums are for showing what the 

olden days were like and giving 

information 

To look at old things in the past 

and to learn! 

For storage and for learning 

To teach you about what they have 

inside 

To get information about history 

an your ancestors 

I think to learn some facts and 

looks some cool stuff from years 

ago 

Stocking up on very old and spcile 

items  

Museums are for exfobetions 

Museums are for people to see 

historical artifcats 

Museums are for learning and they 

are a job 

Speacile things 

Keeping ancient stuff 

Museums are for people to know 

about the ancient days and 

museums are for artwork and 

sculptures. So that's what I think 

I like how we do the craft and find 

some interesting facts about your 

topic 

It is fun and it helps learn about 

history 

Sometimes you don't know what to 

do and they will tell you. Stuff you 

don't know you will if you go here 

You learn lots of things 

They have fosels and bones 

Learning history 

I like learning stuff 

I like museums because they have 

shops with toys 

The machines that they make the 

cloth 

The different things you get to 

see 

Ther interesting and fun to walk 

round they have lots of stuff to 

show peple you can learn lots of 

stuff in museums you can make 

stuff out of clay 

All the ancient stuff and looking 

around 

I like hearing about egyptions 

I like that museums have so much 

to see you can always go back and 

visit 

They have very cool stuff 

They are interesting fun and 

different 

I like museums because they give 

me information for class work 

Well, I like the interesting fcats 

that it gives you. I especially like 

the artwork and the creative 

things you get to know. I LOVE 

MUSEUMS! 

It was super-fun 

We get to do activitys 

Nothing  

Sometimes they are a bit too old 

and get very boring 

You can't touch that much stuff 

I don't like how you can go over 

the same things 

I don't like that they smell weird 

Just don't like the tour 

I don't understand some things 

and its boring! 

I don't like learning about 

disgusting stuff 

I don't like tors very much 

I don't like the paintings 

There is a lot of noise 

Some of the information is useless 

for classwork and will not help me 

To warm and we had to walk about 

The people who stand by themself 

is scarey 

Sometimes they are a bit boring  

The lack of fun games 

They are big 

The informality of the sessions meant children felt comfortable recording what they did 

not like about museums. This is evident from CRAGS making sure focus group 

children’s dislikes were recorded.  

Adapting Activities to suit Children 

On a practical level, CRAG sessions were adapted to suit the interests and abilities of 

the children which reflected child agency in the process, this approach was followed 

with focus group children. On an epistemological level, the use of CRAGS to embed 



 

71 
 

child agency in the research was a way of addressing Gardner's (2005, p115) concerns 

that 'there is a national desire to make education uniform, to treat all learners the same 

way' and to 'apply the same kinds of one – dimensional metrics to all'.  One model did 

not fit all groups (Dewey, 1934): the CRAG process constantly required the researcher 

to reflect on her own assumptions about working with children. Freeman and Mathison’s 

(2009, p58) caution that ‘…decisions about how we seek access and relate within the 

research context are influenced by what we expect of children’, researching with 

children required constant reflexive practice. It was evident in how the CRAGS 

challenged researcher presumptions (which were based on anecdotal evidence) 

regarding the positive role of museum staff, that children did not like feeling processed 

through museum visits. CRAGS had mixed views on the role of museum staff,  

highlighting the issue as something to discuss with the focus groups. In this way, 

CRAGS not only assisted in informing the focus group methodology but contributed to 

the researcher’s reflexivity. Some CRAG children did not like writing or drawing so they 

were not expected to join in those activities, others enjoyed these and offered to take 

photographs of the work in progress (see Figure 9 below): 

Fig. 9 Flip Charts and Drawings Created by CRAGS                                  

(Shared with Focus Groups with CRAGS’ permission)  
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These flipcharts and images were used in discussion with focus group children, with the 

CRAGS’ permission. CRAGS highlighted eleven areas of interest to children (see 

Appendix Eight) for discussion with focus group children. The CRAGS were vocal about 

the attitudes of museum staff to children and the importance of staff recognising 

children’s  existing knowledge, for which they thought adults did not always give them 

credit. These issues were highlighted with focus groups.  CRAG sessions included an 

element of free choice as children were asked for ideas on their ideal museum. 

Methods were active, hands-on, social and provided opportunities for personal 

expression.   

4.6.   RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN IN FOCUS GROUPS 

Halkier (2010, p76) writes that focus groups are, ‘a popular means for museums to find 

out information’ as they are, ‘social enactments where participants will construct their 

own meaning’, pointing out that, ‘people constantly produce themselves in all contexts 
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of interaction’. This recognises focus groups as a type of conversation that may then be 

analysed for emerging patterns. Information and consent procedures were followed as 

they had been with CRAGS. Consent forms were signed by principals, teachers, 

parents and children before focus groups commenced (see Appendix Two).  Four 

schools were involved in focus groups, each made up of between ten and twelve 

children (see Figure10 below): 

Fig. 10  School Sample   

School 
Description 

FGS1 
Controlled/ 
Co-Ed 
High Social 
Deprivation 
Urban 
P7 

FGS2 
Maintained 
Co-Ed 
Rural 
P5/ 6 

FGS3 
Controlled 
Co-Ed 
High Social 
Deprivation 
Urban 
P7 

FGS4 
Maintained 
Co-Ed 
Urban 
P7 

Focus Group 
Details 

FG1 x 9 
Children 
8 Girls 
1 Boy 
 

FG2 x 8 
2 Girls 
6 Boys 

FG3 x 7 
3 Girls 
4 Boys 

FG4 x 8 
3 Girls 
5 Boys 

 

4.6.1.    Recruitment of Focus Groups                                                                           

Four focus groups took place in four different primary schools with groups of seven to 

nine KS2 children, lasting no more than two hours, including breaks. After receipt of 

ethics approval and consent forms (see Appendix Two), data collection and analysis 

took place during 2017-2018. The sessions were audio recorded to assist in 

transcription, writing up and reporting. For data analysis, key codes were used to 

signpost individual participants in the study (see Appendix Seven). Children moved 

about the room, chose where to sit and how to engage. This approach gave children 

control over how they participated, helped create an informal atmosphere and by-

passed possible literacy or confidence issues.   

4.6.2.    Establishing Positive Informality                                                                     

Focus groups took place in the familiar environment of children’s schools and first 

names were used during the sessions. This was designed to create the type of positive 

environment highlighted by Jones (Fraser et al, 2011), in order to make the activity less 

formal and separate from schooling. Creating positive informality is a successful 

approach championed by Davey, Dwyer and McAllister (Tisdall, 2010) because it is 

viewed as helping to equalise adult/child power relations. Christensen (2004) reflects on 
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dialogical approaches which places power in the actual process rather than on the 

researcher or participants. The researcher made children aware of where she worked 

and there was no evidence of researcher pleasing, demonstrating that the researcher 

did not exercise any undue influence in shaping children's views. Kellett and Ding 

(Fraser et al, 2011) also underline the importance of developing a rapport between 

researcher and child to build trust and encourage open and frank responses.  

Engaging children as research participants had to acknowledge old social constructions 

which, ‘…include the contradictory portrayal of childhood as a time of wide-eyed 

innocence and wilful deceit’ (Scott, 2008, p95). It would not have been useful to the 

researcher if child participants were chosen for their willingness to please. All child 

participants were volunteers, this was a means of ensuring child voice could be heard 

through reflecting a range of comments and observations. Researching with children, 

reflected what Gronn (1999, p2) calls ‘…a renewed emphasis placed on values and 

moral leadership.’ Children were contributors to the conversation on museum 

education. This process reinforced Cohen’s (1996, p73) observations that, ‘…children 

learn by doing and are active participants in learning that helps them discover’. The 

researcher put preconceptions to one side and accepted that children would challenge 

her own assumptions, this was part of listening to child voice in collecting and analysing 

the data. 

Research Instruments 

Like the CRAGS, children's focus group methodology reflected the notion of free choice 

(Adams et al, 2003). Free choice learning is defined by Falk and Dierking (1995) as 

being self-directed learning: it was important that during the work with focus groups 

children decided how they wanted to engage. Maintaining the interest of children was 

vital in encouraging them to talk about their own personal experiences and views. Work 

with focus groups is outlined in Figure 11 below: 
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Fig. 11 Work with Focus Groups 

Session Content / Method Activities 

1. • Introduction to research. 

• Capacity building around the 
conservation and education roles of 
museums. 

• Ice Breaker/ Object Handling: 
Discussion on why museums keep them 
and the stories they tell. Establish 
personal connections. 

• Ranking: Statements generated into 
order of importance for children 

• My Ideal Museum: Objects important to 
children.  How children like things 
displayed. 

• Flipchart: What makes a child friendly 
Museum? 

• Discuss: What makes objects cool? 

• Discuss: Staff. Programmes. Displays. 

• Discuss: What you would like to 
change? 

 

Handling Objects 
Ranking Statements 
Group Discussion 
Like/Dislike Sheet: 
Reporting Back 

 
Eleven Areas of Interest 
to Children (see 
Appendix Eight)  

 

It was through a continuous ‘doing’ process as outlined by Eglinton (2003) that children 

became active participants in the research process (see Figure 11 above). Bagnoli 

(2009) comments that giving children statements to sort or opportunities to draw, 

illustrates non-linguistic ways for children to participate in research. These approaches 

provided the researcher with different levels of information about how children handled 

objects, sorted information or liked to communicate their opinions on museums. 

Reporting back was done by individual children but also required discussion and group 

consensus creating social activity: this type of social activity is favoured by children 

(André et al (2017). The approaches provided the opportunity for children to contribute 

in a way that was comfortable for them, either individually or as part of a group. It is 

important to note that  although CRAGS advised on methods to use with focus groups, 

if individual children did not like or want to engage in an activity, for instance writing on 

flip charts, that activity was dropped from the session. These methods placed children 

in control of what they discussed and how they organised and ranked information.   

4.6.3.    Object Handling                                                                                           

Children engaged emotionally with the research as they connected with real objects 

and real people (the researcher). The objects helped with capacity building around the 

main functions of museums. It was clear that most children had visited museums as 
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they understood the concepts of preservation and that objects told stories about people, 

events and places outside their own contexts.  

The objects stimulated discussion where children talked about objects they owned, 

what was important to them about personal objects and why they kept them. This 

provided children with an opportunity to relax and widen the conversation from the 

actual objects they handled during the session. Objects were the medium for assisting 

the researcher in collecting data. The object handling session was chosen by the 

CRAGS as an approach to use with focus groups as it was a favourite element of their 

own sessions (see Figure12 below): 

Fig. 12  Object Handling: Focus Groups 

 

Talboys (1996) points out ‘it is the people who in qualitative research must be central’ 

but in terms of the study it was the ‘confrontation with artefacts’ that led to ‘revelation’ 

(Talboys, 1996, p15). Handling objects served as an instrument for eliciting information 

from children on their likes and dislikes about museums but also created discussion on 

what children considered as important about keeping objects.  

4.6.4.    Limitations of Focus Group Methodology                                                       

Halkier (2010) comments that focus groups are a popular interpretivist instrument but 

the researcher was mindful of Swandt's (2000) caution that many postmodernists are 

deeply suspicious of a researcher as either the emancipator or the conversational 

framer of an interpretative project. This was ameliorated in the focus group sessions by 

the researcher making children aware of where she worked and the limitations of the 

research. This managed children’s expectations as they understood they were being 

asked for their opinions and that the process was a means for them to contribute to a 

conversation rather than create major change. There was no evidence of researcher 
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pleasing as some children were critical of their museum experiences. This in itself goes 

some way to demonstrate that the researcher did not exercise any undue influence in 

shaping children's views.  

Maintaining Children’s Interest                                                                                               

Dewey’s (White,1977) Theory of Interest influenced the focus group methodology. To 

gauge children’s interest, they were asked to discuss their thoughts and feelings about 

objects which resonated with them. The issue of what makes an object ‘cool’ was 

explored as part of this process. Objects served as a mechanism for discussing wider 

issues involving children’s cultural participation. Activities like filling in flip charts 

stimulated discussion on what museums were for, these included statements such as: 

‘to know about the past’, ‘so that people know about other people and to find out your 

ancestors’ and ‘so they don't think we're boring’. Discussions with the focus groups 

centred around eleven areas of children's interests highlighted by the CRAGs (see 

Appendix Eight). Children particularly enjoyed being asked about their museum 

experiences and if there was anything they would like to change about museums.  

4.6.5.    Analysis of Focus Group Data                                                                        

Focus group sessions were audio recorded for accurate transcription. The 

transcriptions were annotated by attributing alternative names to child participants and 

allocating codes to names of places, historical buildings and museums (see Appendix 

Seven). This was to avoid possible distraction by attention being placed on any 

particular place or institution. Initial analysis of the data from all stakeholders indicated 

information could be organised in four sections to aid further analysis. Line numbers 

were added to transcriptions for analysis. Recurring words or themes were highlighted 

in yellow before being transferred to a grid for analysis (see Figure 13 below): 

Fig. 13   Grid used for Initial Analysis. 

                           
                     Museum Function 

               
            Participant Perceptions 
              (Value and Relevance) 

                   
                   Barriers and Access 
 

                  
                         Suggestions 
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4.7.   ADULT SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

To balance children's input, the study also acknowledged the gatekeepers to 

children's cultural participation, parents, principals, teachers and museum 

professionals. Once information and consent forms were signed (see Appendix 

Two), interviews took place with teachers and museum professionals in their place 

of work. Interviews were designed to gauge how adults felt about museums, how 

they used them and their experiences of museums. Separate questions were 

drawn up for teachers and museum professionals (see Appendix Three). The main 

challenge for the researcher was to remain apart from the data, this required a 

reflexivity ‘between the researcher and the researched, between field and 

text…forever changing and questioning’ (Pillow, 2010, p278). The researcher was 

an active participant in interviews, managing the questions and engaging the 

interests of adult interviewees as the opportunity arose.  It was important to do this 

to encourage as much information as possible within a relatively short time whilst 

also remaining conscious of not leading the interviewee.  

4.7.1.    Teacher Interviews                                                                                  

The interviews with teachers tended to be shorter due to timetable constraints. The 

researcher had no previous personal contact with teachers and was open about her 

own professional role and interests. Teachers interviewed had responsibility for 

organising school visits or had some connection to the children involved in focus 

groups. Teachers shared both their professional and personal experiences of 

museums. One principal was jointly interviewed with the class teacher (see Figure 

14 below): 

Fig. 14   Interview Sample: Teachers 

School  
Description  

PS1  
Controlled/  
Co-Ed  
High Social 
Deprivation  
P7  

PS2  
Maintained  
Co-Ed  
Rural  
P5/ 6  

PS3  
Controlled  
Co-Ed  
High Social 
Deprivation  

P7  

PS4  
Maintained  
Co-Ed  
High Social  
Deprivation  

P7  

Principal P1 Female     

Teacher T1 (P7) Male T2 Female  
Special  
Needs/  
Foundation  
KS1  

T3 (P7) Female   T4 (P7) Female 
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The research questions anchored the interviews. They also assisted with the 

researcher’s annotation after transcription. The basic grid for analysis (see Figure 

13) assisted the researcher in organising the analysis of the data.  

4.7.2.    Museum Professional Interviews                                                                 

The researcher is acquainted with all the museum professionals. Northern Ireland 

is a small geographical area and as such, some degree of professional connection 

had to be expected. Being too close to the interviewee may result in potential bias, 

which is viewed as a weakness of qualitative research, supporters of hermeneutics 

would argue ‘this is a strength if researcher bias is engaged and becomes part of 

the process’ (Cohen et al, 2011, p32). The researcher specifically did not choose 

museum educators, although all those interviewed had museum education 

knowledge and/or experience, their professional background was mainly curatorial. 

This was to balance the museum education background of the researcher.  

Figure 15 below broadly outlines the current roles and responsibilities of museum 

professionals interviewed. They may develop policy, be decision makers or have 

experience in education and/or curatorial work.  

This is not meant to reflect the full duties of their current posts but to indicate that a 

broad range of museum expertise was included in data collection (see Figure 15 

below): 

Fig. 15 Interview Sample: Museum Professionals 

Current Role and Responsibilities MP1  
  

MP2 
  

MP3 
  

MP4 
  

MP5 

Senior Curatorial and/ or Management         
√ 

       
√ 

             
√ 

      
√ 

Educator or Responsibility for Directing or 
Organising Programming including 
Education 

        
√ 

      
 √ 

     
√ 

         
√ 

       
√ 

Lobbying and / or Strategic Work with 
Organisations other than Museums  

         
√ 

            
√   

                
 √ 

Museums may be national, local authority or independent (NIMC, 2013: 2016). The 

researcher’s professional interests are in the local authority context as the study has 

been financed by her employer, Lisburn and Castlereagh City Council.   

Local authority museum services vary greatly in terms of staffing, resources and 

collections, they are managed by local government officers via elected members’ 

committee structures. Where local authority museum structures fit in terms of corporate 
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structures varies, in the majority of local authority museums staff usually take on more 

than one professional role. Local authority museums are discretionary services funded 

by ratepayers. Innovative work takes place in local museums, although museum 

professionals working in this context develop significant working strategies and create 

significant programming, there are often perceptions that local authority museums are 

the Cinderella of museum services. Local museums often have good working 

relationships with national museums but do not try to compete with their collections or 

physical resources. The unique nature of local museums is that they have local 

collections, are situated in the community and build local relationships. They are 

uniquely placed to enhance understanding of the value and relevance of museums. 

Museums understand the relevance and value of positive museum experiences but are 

aware of a need to understand participant needs better. Local authority museums 

operate at individual institutional levels, based on their governance and leadership 

style. As things currently stand, the national and international professional standards to 

which local authority MPs must adhere, may not be fully understood or appreciated by 

other council departments, quite apart from potential statutory and community partners.  

Although achieving Accreditation (see Chapter Two) is of extreme significance to MPs, 

its relevance is sector specific. 

Research Instruments                                                                                                

Using semi-structured interviews as a research instrument is established interpretivist 

methodology. The two adult stakeholder groups assisted in the researcher’s exploration 

of their attitudes and perspectives of museum education within their own contexts: 

…this type of research is not just a matter of observing the subject 
matter and analysing the results at a distance at some later date.  It 
involves observing, participating, talking, checking, understanding  and 
making interpretations over an extended timeframe. In addition, 
participants can be seen as interpreters and analysts in their own right.                                                                                                      
(Kellier, 2005, p2).  

Museum professionals were aware of the researcher's background in a local authority 

museum but officially informing participants of this at the beginning of the process was 

necessary to situate the researcher in the research. Interviews lasted between thirty to 

forty-five minutes. The interviews took place in each interviewee's place of work and 

were audio recorded to ensure accuracy for later transcription, annotation and 

reporting.  
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4.8.   RESEARCH PROCESS AND ANALYSIS 

Audio recordings were transcribed and annotated using key codes instead of names 

(see Appendix Seven). The first transcription was used to check accuracy, the second 

copy was used to insert line numbers for easy extraction of information. 

4.8.1.    Transcription                                                                                                

Key codes (see Appendix Seven) were allocated during transcription to ensure 

anonymity, this was to protect children’s identities but also was useful for museum 

professionals, most of whom did not want to be identified. Audio recordings were 

transcribed, checked once for accuracy and once line numbers were added, they 

were checked a second time  to ensure consistency. Consideration had to be given 

to the work contexts of museum professionals in terms of protecting their identity. 

For that reason, specific named examples they gave to illustrate points made were 

not included in the final write up.  

4.8.2.    Grid Used for Initial Analysis: Themes Emerging                                              

Grid headings (see Figure13) were populated for each individual transcript. Initial 

impressions of data were collected under the following: participant views on what 

museums were for (function), the relevance of museums, how museums were valued 

(perceptions). How participants understood the role of museums, how they accessed 

them and any perceived barriers were recorded along with suggestions for change. 

Once each transcript had a populated grid, these were then reviewed to assess themes 

emerging between stakeholders’ data. Some information was rearranged to apply 

consistency as to where on the grid data should be placed. Each stakeholder group had 

very personal responses to issues of function and value which were based on their own 

personal and / or professional experiences. These were identified through three 

emerging themes: the relevance of museums, the value of museums and access to 

museums. These findings are presented in Chapters Five to Seven.  

4.9.   TRUSTWORTHINESS: RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

The position of the researcher as a museum professional needed to be mediated 

with her position in the research process, as Weber (2004) points out, the reality of 

the research and the individual observing it cannot be separated. The CRAGS and 

the researcher agreed the final research questions and the approaches to use with 

the focus groups to guard against researcher bias. The researcher also had to 
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remain cognisant that capacity building elements should not influence children’s 

responses, the possibility of this was lessened by most children indicating they had 

visited museums and so had some understanding of what museums do. In this 

way, potential researcher bias and influence are mitigated by a second layer of 

robustness being built into the data collection. Adams et al (2003) indicate that 

there is little available child specific reference data to use as a benchmark, for this 

study sticking to the research questions and applying the grid in Figure 13 assisted 

consistent analysis across the stakeholder groups. The literature makes it clear that 

researching with children may ‘confirm or upset expectations’ (Fraser et al, 2011, 

p16) and that there is a risk in terms of not knowing where the data will lead. The 

researcher made it clear she was not a teacher or a friend but someone seeking 

information. She did not wish to be viewed as an emancipator, as cautioned by 

Swandt (2000) and made participants aware that she had limited control over the 

impact of the data.  

Silverman (2010, p45) cautions against the ‘romantic approach’ to qualitative 

research, where researchers build themes on perceptions, rather than examining 

participant words. She also remained mindful that a drawback of utilising focus 

groups with children is that they involve conversations which can be, according to 

Mayall (Christensen & James, 2008, p 122), ‘generally positive’ hence the issue of 

potential positive bias must be acknowledged. This aspect required researcher self-

awareness in trying not to influence what the children said. It was evident that the 

children felt comfortable enough with the researcher to say what they felt, not just 

what would please, as they freely shared negative views about museums. There 

were three potentials for bias: from teachers who had visited the museum where 

the researcher works (who may also be avid museum fans), from museum 

professionals who knew the researcher’s work and from the researcher in terms of 

subjectivity. The potential for bias was lessened through adherence to the research 

questions and in the use of codes instead of names of people, places and 

exhibitions, allowing for objective analysis. Time elapsed between annotating 

transcriptions and analysis which put distance between the data and the 

researcher, ensuring objectivity of the process. If the significant role of the 

researcher has potential for invalidating data, the safeguard lies in rigorous 

application of accurate recording of participants words, consistent note taking and 

record-keeping. 
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Reliability                                                                                                                    

Focus group sessions and semi-structured interviews were audio recorded for accurate 

transcription, annotated and collated using a grid (see Figure 13), applying a consistent 

approach to analysis of data. Where the researcher could not properly hear a comment, 

it was not used, to prevent misinterpretation. This in some way addresses criticisms of 

the lack of trustworthiness of qualitative methods, acknowledging that inaccurate 

recording may result in a distortion of participant words (Dressman, 2008). The 

language used by child participants is what Dressman (2008, p39) refers to as 'pure 

and transparent free of the distorted effects of particular practices and interpretations.'  

The transparency of children's comments lies within the verbatim replication of what 

they have said and written, including leaving misspellings in place.  

Data came from three diverse stakeholder groups which was annotated and recorded in 

a way that reflected consistency in the process. Criticisms of qualitative methodology 

include meanings being psychological, only being accessible to the researcher 

(Hammersley, 2007) but the use of a grid to assist analysis indicated a transparency in 

how data was collated and interpreted. This mechanism also addresses criticisms of 

qualitative research being viewed as ‘sloppy and confused’ (Silverman,2010, p85), the 

basic analysis grid served as a cross check within each individual transcription and 

between each stakeholder group. Through the framing of research questions, 

qualitative methodology allowed the views of the three stakeholders to be expressed 

and explained in their words. The researcher was aware that the material generated is 

what Scott and Usher (2011, p90) define as ‘essentially unique’ to each of the 

participants. It would be time-consuming and problematic for the researcher to interpret 

participant words, instead words were accurately recorded and analysed using the grid 

in Figure 13. 

Validity                                                                                                              

Maintaining the validity of qualitative research means accurate recording, being candid 

and allowing others to critique the research, helping to maintain balance, credibility and 

reliability (Key, 1997). Qualitative methods such as focus groups and semi-structured 

interviews,  require forming a relationship of mutual trust between the researcher and 

research participants which may be criticised in terms of the reliability and validity of 

data. By concentrating on the words of stakeholders in exploring their attitudes to 

museums, the research has validity in contributing to the conversation on the social and 
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ethical role of museums. The researcher remained ‘in dialogue’ (Bolt, 2010, p160) with 

research participants. This dialogic process involves more than gathering statistics or 

proving a truth, it is about understanding participant motivations, emotions and 

attitudes, research with children is part of remaining in this dialogue. The study did not 

set out to prove a hypothesis, one single truth, rather to collate data which allowed for 

multiple truths to emerge. For example, the researcher initiated the study due to long-

term anecdotal comments made by children about the kindness of museum guides. 

When the data did not fully reflect this experience, the researcher was conscious of 

ensuring that children’s words and comments were accurately recorded and reported.  

This is about looking beyond the research process towards building relationships with 

stakeholders. If the data is misrepresented those relationships will be jeopardised.  

The Role of the Researcher in Maintaining Reliability                                         

Being conscious about maintaining objectivity helped when processing the data. 

Each transcript was annotated weeks apart and in no particular order, this avoided 

a conveyor belt approach to analysis of participant words and ensured that 

individual meaning was not distorted. In this way, the researcher was a step 

removed from the data, which helped ensure transparency in consistent and 

accurate reporting of findings. The researcher followed Key’s (1997) advice about 

maintaining the credibility and trustworthiness of this qualitative research by 

accurately recording, being candid and allowing others (in this case, the 

researcher’s supervisor and annual progress panel) to critique the research, all of 

which helped maintain balance and reliability.    

To assist with establishing data reliability the data was framed both within existing 

museum research literature and the research questions. Key (1997) notes that allowing 

others to critique the research helps to maintain balance, credibility and reliability. The 

research design was developed under the critical eye of the researcher’s supervisor 

and discussed with peers. Although the position of the researcher is integral to 

gathering qualitative data and that role is central to qualitative methods, the researcher 

had ‘no privileged position in interpretation’ (Cohen, et al, 2011, p180).  

The CRAGS agreed the final research questions and the approaches to use with 

children in the focus groups, these were not formulated by the researcher alone. The 

language used by child participants is what Dressman (2008, p39) refers to as 'pure 

and transparent free of the distorted effects of particular practices and interpretations.'  
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This in some way addresses criticisms of a lack of validity of qualitative methods but 

acknowledges that there is a danger that if children's language is perceived by critics as 

a distortion of words (Dressman,2008) then the research will lack rigour. Transparency 

is evident in the study as children’s verbatim dialogue is included. 

4.10.  ETHICS 

The UNCRC recognised that the needs of children are separate from those of adults 

and that their rights need to be protected. The UNCRC is ‘the most ratified instrument of 

international law’ (Archard, 2004, p58) and as such exerts a great deal of influence over 

how children’s rights should be viewed. In researching with children, informed consent 

was paramount before children could participate in research. Adult research 

participants may give their permission freely but the issue of informed consent has been 

hotly debated since the Gillick ruling in 1985 (Kellett, 2005), ensuring informed consent 

has become increasingly significant in recognising child voice.   

Child Voice in the Research Design 

In order to demonstrate research robustness, a range of teachers and museum 

professionals from a variety of museum practice were interviewed. It was the work with 

CRAGS which facilitated child voice in the research design, just as the work with 

children’s focus groups facilitated child voice in the data. Bogdan and Biken (2003) 

underline the problem in doing qualitative research is that it is labour intensive in terms 

of analysing and collecting the data, which can be complex. This may go some way to 

explaining the dearth of child-participant research related to museum education (Adams 

et al 2003, Sekules, 2011). The research design gained ethical approval from the 

School of Social Sciences Education and Social Work, Queen's University Belfast. The 

researcher obtained an Enhanced Access Northern Ireland (ANI) certificate, as she 

would be working unsupervised with schoolchildren. Information and consent forms 

were issued to children before CRAGS and focus groups commenced (see Appendix 

Two). Consent forms explained the right to withdraw, confidentiality, anonymity, 

safeguarding and Data Protection. 

4.10.1.    Informed Consent and Power Relations                                                          

The ethics required in researching with children makes informed consent essential 

(Ball, 2007; Bryman, 2012; Cohen et al, 2011; May, 2011; Silverman, 2010). Providing 

children with information at every stage of the process was done in the spirit of the 
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UNCRC (1989) articles 13, 14 and Article 17, regarding their right to information and 

freedom of thought. Enabling children to form their own views before deciding about 

consent was ‘intrinsic to children’s participation’ as outlined by Alderson and Morrow 

(2011, p87). Research participants were volunteers and could withdraw at any time. 

Masson (Fraser et al, 2011) underlines the importance of putting in place extra legal 

safeguards for children, for example finding out who had parental responsibility in order 

to gain parental consent. The issue of informed consent is what Masson (Fraser et al, 

2011) refers to as the cornerstone of ethical behaviour as it respects the rights of 

individuals to exert control over their lives and to take decisions for themselves.  

Power Relations                                                                                                    

Adhering to these ethical guidelines was particularly important with children in 

addressing the issue of power relations. It is accepted as crucial that researchers 

engage with children not about them (Fraser et al, 2011). This relates to May’s (2011, 

p5) contention that social power is not evenly distributed between groups, therefore 

working with children can ‘give them a sense of empowerment and agency where 

before they had none’. Kellett, Robinson and Burr (Fraser et al, 2011) define power as 

the ability to make own concerns count and this is almost always accompanied by the 

development of ideas. They note that the idea of empowering children comes from the 

change from ‘seeing children as objects, dependent, incompetent, not able to deal with 

information and needing to be protected, to being social actors in their own right’ 

(Fraser et al, 2011, p85). Gallagher (Tisdall et al, 2010) reinforces this view, contending 

that addressing power relations is increasingly seen as critical to working with children.  

Whilst there is a general view that everyone from the media to politicians is interested in 

the views of children, Roberts (Christensen & James, 2008, p260) caution that although 

this should be good news, researchers should be careful that their research is not used 

as a ‘tool in the adult armoury’ with no opportunity for active and significant 

participation. Therefore, it is important to manage whatever expectations that may arise 

from the research whilst dealing with issues of children’s social maturity and cognitive 

ability. Alderson (Christensen & James, 2008) indicates that there is now an 

acceptance in most government departments that children should be involved in the 

planning and development of services and policies. Working with CRAGS helped avoid 

what Robinson and Kellett (Fraser et al, 2011) refer to as the sometimes volatile and 

changeable balance of power between children and adults.  
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It was made clear to the children that parental consent did not mean that they could not 

withdraw any time (Cohen, 1996). Children willingly participated in every stage, as 

consent formed the basis of ‘an implicit contractual relationship between the researcher 

and the researched’ (Cohen et al, 2011, p 77) and protecting children’s anonymity was 

guaranteed from the beginning. Alderson (Fraser et al, 2011) focusses on the 

importance of respect and avoiding harm when researching with children. Dawson 

(2010, p156) recommends a checklist for researching with children which includes: 

anonymity, confidentiality and data protection, these issues were all covered in the 

information and consent sheets and again in the focus group sessions and interviews. 

These ethical considerations extend post data collection and include matters such as 

data storage and sharing issues, these obligations are referred to by Creswell (2009, 

p89) as part of a researcher’s ‘broader researcher obligations’. Mc Niff (2006, p136) 

explains that research is a ‘human practice’ that aims to generate knowledge that will 

have ‘use value in the lives of others’, in doing this, participants have the right to 

protection from harm and to be treated with openness and honesty.  

Ethical research practice is associated with safeguarding children’s rights in building 

relationships of trust, respect, openness, confidence and security as referred to by 

Bolton (2012). The researcher made clear that any disclosures of a child protection 

nature would be subject to the school policies and procedures. This was what Allen 

(2007) terms as an ethically appropriate solution to any such problem arising. There are 

limitations to child-led research, it requires a programme of training, tight timeframes 

and is vulnerable to more articulate children hi-jacking the research agenda (Kellett, 

2010): in terms of advantages, it provides valuable insights into children’s lives that 

cannot be found elsewhere. The research questions reflected a participative approach 

and the researcher was conscious that the responsibility for accurate writing, reporting 

and conclusions was a serious ethical undertaking.  

4.11.  RESEARCHER REFLEXIVITY  

Exploring the gap in knowledge on stakeholder attitudes to museums involved the issue 

of child agency which was an important factor in designing a participatory research 

plan. The data collected relating to the research questions required inductive as 

opposed to deductive analysis, that meant the researcher was part of the research 

process. Working as a museum education professional for nearly 28 years, the benefits 

of museum learning were obvious to me. Coming from a student-centred adult and 
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community education background museum education was initially something of an 

anathema to me. The desire was strong to gain recognition that people and 

programmes are as important as museum objects. The personal challenge in the study 

was making sure my views did not interfere with the collection or analysis of data.  

Pillow (2010, p278) explains reflexivity ‘as the interplay between theory and data’, this 

was a positive aspect to carrying out the study. I believe the study contributes to an 

increasing awareness of the importance of individual museums to carry out their own 

research as part of a more comprehensive research strategy. This links to Falk and 

Dierking’s remarks (2000, pxiii) that a generation ago research was a topic of interest 

but not of importance to the museum community:  

...today it is a topic fundamental to the very essence of museum 
survival and success.  Today, virtually all in the museum community at 
least ponder, and many are investigating, the questions surrounding 
how people learn in museums. Why do people go to museums? In 
what way do museums facilitate learning? And, in particular, what do 
people learn in museums?                                            
Falk and Dierking (2000,pxiii).     
       

Work with participants resulted in the researcher reflecting on her own beliefs and 

practice and several assumptions were challenged throughout the data collection 

and analysis process. Practical challenges in completing the research were mostly 

about lack of time and how that influenced the planning of data collection as full-

time study was never an option. Groups proved more difficult to organise than 

originally anticipated, perhaps allowing a longer lead in time to secure participants 

would have been beneficial. The assumption I made in the beginning was that after 

transfer tests P7s would be more freely available, in reality, P7 children have 

terribly busy calendars! There were also some withdrawals on the day of focus 

groups as permissions had not been received, over-subscription would have 

allowed for these drop off rates. Some objects had to be exchanged from the 

CRAG session due to practical logistics of getting them to schools e.g., the fox. On 

reflection, an element of choice of objects should have been given to children 

before the contact sessions. 
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4.12.   LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

The research plan for this small-scale study was designed to explore the relevance and 

value of museum education by working with three stakeholder groups. The qualitative 

methods used have limitations, as they may reinforce existing knowledge and assist 

with reflective practice but conclusions may only be drawn in relation to the experiences 

of stakeholders within the study. Involving more schools in the focus groups to widen 

the sample or interviewing more museum educators to reflect a broader range of 

museum education practice would have provided an additional layer of information.  

The sample was planned to reflect attitudes to what are discretionary local authority  

museum services in Northern Ireland. A comparison between the experiences of 

education in local authority museums across the UK, may have been an option if the 

scope had been outside local authority museums in Northern Ireland. The research 

sample was formed as a pragmatic approach to address a dearth of research in a 

particular context. It is hoped the themes arising from the findings may be used as a 

mechanism for opening up the conversation on the relevance and value of museums. 

The presence of the researcher in focus group sessions was essential and although 

positive informality was encouraged, the element of adult-child power relations is often 

considered as a limiting factor. Watson (2007, p12) expresses the view that 'reflections 

on knowledge and power' have influenced thinking about the way in which museums 

function as social institutions: this helps us understand their relationships with 

communities, so managing children's expectations of the research was important. 

Children were informed from the outset that their views would be listened to but that 

there were limitations to the use of the research. Qualitative approaches support what 

Gunter (2001, p137) calls, ‘…the interplay of agency and structure’, for example, it was 

important to inform children that the research may be what Selznick (1984, p140) terms 

as, ‘organisation neutral’, it may help change how museum institutions do things or 

have no impact whatsoever. 

Scott and Usher (2011) identify the general criticisms of qualitative research centring 

around the issue of legitimacy. For instance, the use of CRAGS is not without criticism 

but CRAG methodology suited the needs of the researcher to place children at the 

centre of the process. Falk and Dierking (2013) contend that the contextual realities 

need to be acknowledged:  
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A major impediment to the successful understanding of the role that 
museums play in facilitating public learning is the paucity of valid 
reliable instruments specifically suited to the unique contextual realities 
of free-choice learning.                                     
Adams, Falk and Dierking (2013, p18). 

Like similar research in the United States (Stiepe, 2013), there may be a possibility but 

no guarantee, that the research will illustrate that working with groups of young people 

may, in time, lead to major change in how museums engage with them. The study 

addressed an absence of CRAG methodology in museum research. It opened a line of 

inquiry into stakeholders’ attitudes to museums even if as Connolly (2007) points out, 

the research does not change the status quo.   

Issues of how museum education sits within corporate structures and museum 

institution hierarchies influence the notion of democratising museum education: the 

study does not have any influence to change this. Roberts (1996, p14) highlights that 

the challenges facing museum educators include '...balancing the needs of the visitor 

against the interests of the scholar'. The research design plan had to balance the needs 

of the researcher’s professional practice with the requirements of academic research 

(Appendix One). The study has scalability but it needs to be viewed primarily as 

contributing to the conversation on the relevance and value of museum education, 

particularly in relation to children’s cultural participation.  

4.12.1.    Research Challenges                                                                                 

The limitations of the study also reflected the general challenges around carrying 

out qualitative research. Bogdan and Biken (2003) comment that emphasis on the 

labour intensiveness of doing qualitative research may put off potential 

researchers. The investment of time and resources needed to carry out qualitative 

research may go some way in explaining the dearth of qualitative child-participant 

research on museum education (Adams et al 2003; Sekules, 2011). Collecting and 

analysing qualitative data can be complex and there were scant research examples 

to benchmark the study against. If anything, this illustrated the need for more 

research into the field. As the findings come from the collected data, the researcher 

had assumed that they may challenge professional assumptions and be difficult to 

implement, this was the case.   
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4.13.  CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

This chapter outlined the choice of an interpretivist research paradigm. It explained 

the research design and contextualised the use of CRAGS, focus groups and semi-

structured interviews in adopting interpretivist methodology. The research 

methodology reflected the significance of centring the participant in the research 

process. The chapter outlined the particular methods needed in researching with 

children which included adhering to ethical approaches including anonymity and 

informed consent.  It dealt with criticisms of the approach by indicating how 

trustworthiness was protected through using a collaborative approach with CRAGS 

to agree research questions and focus group methodology: robustness was 

addressed through accurate transcription, annotation and reporting. Researcher 

reflexivity throughout helped maintain a distance between the researcher and the 

researched. Chapter Five explores the children’s findings and contains some 

contextual information on researching with children as stakeholders. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  Findings: Children  

 

 

5.0.   INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 

The previous chapter outlined research design and methodology, giving an account of 

the methodology used with each of the three stakeholder groups. Chapter Five outlines 

the context and significance of gathering data from child stakeholders. It explores how 

the findings relate to the implications for experiential learning in museums and the 

democratisation of museum education. The findings speak to the benefits of 

incorporating child agency into shared authority models and explores the idea of 

Dewey’s (1934, p57), ‘feasibility of a principle’ for democratising museum education. 

Findings are examined under three themes emerging from the focus group data: the 

relevance of museums, the value of museums and access to museums.  Chapter Five 

concludes by synthesising findings to explore child agency in museum institutions. 

5.1.  CHILDREN AS MUSEUM STAKEHOLDERS 

A great deal of museum education programmes target schoolchildren (NIMC, 2016) 

although child voice is not prioritised in museum research. As citizens, children are 

rights holders, childhood is not an enduring status therefore data produced by them 

highlights their attitudes as service users (Tisdall et al, 2010). Christensen and James 

(2008, p278) contend that, ‘To involve children in research can rescue them from 

silence and exclusion and being represented as passive objects’. Two elements of 

children’s rights under the UNCRC are of particular relevance to the study: the 

opportunity for children's freedom of expression and for giving due weight to children's 

views. Listening to child voice has benefits for children’s cultural participation, yet 

significantly, child participants indicated that they had never been asked for their 

opinions on museum programming. The study provided a platform for child voice, 

children addressed the research questions as active participants rather than as objects 

of inquiry. 
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5.1.1.    Democratising the Research Process with Children: Capacity Building 

For children to fully participate in the research process it was necessary to include a 

capacity building element, which is what Freeman and Mathieson (2009, p165) refer to 

as ‘a necessary element of inclusive, empowering and socially just research design.’  

This goes some way in addressing the power dynamic between the researcher and the 

researched, it also recognises children as ‘valid social actors in their own right’ 

(Franklin, 2005). Capacity building helped democratise the research process by 

providing children with the language to understand museums, enabling them to fully 

exercise their collaborative role in the research.   

5.1.2.    Experiential Approaches: A Research Transaction                                         

Focus group sessions were experiential as they alluded to the literature on participatory 

pedagogies in the democratisation of education (Dewey, 1947; Hein, 2012). The 

process of inquiry using focus groups was integral to gaining knowledge, the 

mechanism provided an active means for children to personally connect to the research 

questions by handling objects and relating them to their personal experiences and 

interests.  Bruner and Caudill (1977, p20) suggest that making connections with 

participants requires some means to ‘goad’ the process. This process is what Dewey 

(White, 1977, p 36), described as, ‘knowledge obtaining activity accompanied by a self-

affecting feeling’. Dewey (White, 1977) contended that a child's attention cannot be 

brought on something unless it arouses interest. Activities encouraged children’s 

responses to questions or other stimuli (handling objects / scribing), not as an ‘isolated 

act’ but something that is ‘based on {children’s} previous knowledge and experience’ 

(Hein, 2012, p30).   

5.1.3.    Aligning Dewey’s Theories on Experiential Learning to Focus Groups 

In Democracy and Education Dewey (1916) argued that our actions are inseparable 

from our past experiences, hence the sessions facilitated time for children to lead 

discussions. Children’s choices in how to engage were revelatory as they felt 

encouraged to share their feelings about issues affecting them personally. Some 

discussed their fears of dark places and others, their dislike of costumed mannequins. 

One child was particularly vocal about how frightened she had felt on seeing a popular 

Egyptian mummy display.  
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5.1.4.    Empowering Children as Active Participants 

By being able to choose which activities they engaged in, children felt in control of the 

process. A balance was struck between gathering enough information which responded 

to the research questions and ensuring children felt listened to: this approach 

exemplifies the democratisation (Hein, 2012) of the research process. The researcher 

remained conscious that she had  ‘no privileged position’ (Cohen et al, 2011, p180)  in 

the interpretation of data: her role in exercising a collaborative approach to generating 

data necessitated facilitating child voice without influencing it.    

5.2.   ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  

Children indicated that they enjoyed going to museums, they would like to go more 

often, see more of what museums have to offer and they would like visits to last longer. 

Whilst this could be viewed as children just liking the idea of getting out of school, it 

seems unlikely as most children shared fond memories of museum visits. This seems to 

be due to the value children place on opportunities to engage in more social, tactile and 

visual ways of learning. This reinforces Robson’s (2006, p163) comment that children 

should be allowed to ‘just be in time and space’ as opposed to being micromanaged: 

endorsing the use of participation models (Lundy, 2007) in museums. 

Analysis of findings indicated that children know objects are important and need to be 

cared for and that museums do this job. Children know that museum objects assist 

museums in presenting multiple narratives which help people to understand the past 

and the present. The researcher remained aware that some of the children’s knowledge 

may have been due to the capacity building exercise which demonstrates the need for 

the Grid for Initial Analysis (see Figure 13). A synopsis of this is in Appendix Four.  

Three things stood out from children’s responses:  firstly, that museums existed to tell 

the present generation about past events, illustrating the different perspectives on why 

things happened the way they did and children were aware of the use of objects in 

representing diverse narratives. Secondly, children felt that museums had a role in 

teaching society about events, such as wars, so that they would not happen again and 

this links to the notions of museums helping children to think critically about culture and 

society (Mendoza, 2017). Thirdly, children trusted (NIMC, 2009) museums as places 

where they got correct information, even though they had some criticisms and 

suggestions for change. Criticisms included perceptions that museums did not always 
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respect children or their existing knowledge. Visiting museums could be physically 

challenging and it was thought that they could do more to understand children’s needs.  

5.3.   FINDINGS: THE RELEVANCE OF MUSEUMS  

Museum collections are what make museums unique learning spaces but the human 

factor in museum functions is an increasingly significant aspect of museum literature. 

Increasingly, academic writing reflects the social role of the museums which usually 

materialises through the education function and collaborative partnerships 

(Anderson,1997: 2019; Black, 2012; Hein, 2012; NIMC, 2012: 2013: 2016;Talboys, 

2000). Children understand the roles of conservation and education in museums and 

generally thought museums were fun and beneficial to learning. Children felt museums 

are relevant to both helping them to acquire knowledge and as places for going out with 

their friends and families (André, et al, 2017). Children who visited museums with family 

enjoyed it best, as they had more freedom to explore and were not under the watchful 

eye of the teacher. A museum visit with school was viewed as a preferred way of 

learning about history than in the classroom, even though visiting with teachers was 

more restrictive.   

5.3.1.    Objects are Cool 

The notion of objects as ‘cool’ was reflected by children’s appreciation of being trusted 

with handling objects. Children appreciated being trusted with the responsibility of 

handling unusual objects, helping them feel they were taking part in conservation, this 

indicated children appreciated when their agency was recognised. Children viewed 

objects as relevant because they helped them learn about past people and events and 

contextualised history for them. The word children frequently use to describe museum 

objects is ‘cool’. In answer to the question why a pair of bloomers was chosen as a 

handling object, one FG2 child said, ‘Because it’s cool’. The word ‘cool’ is favoured by 

children, the focus groups presented an opportunity to tease out what children meant by 

it.  

Several children recognised that objects were special as they were the ‘the real thing’.  

Sarah (FG1) explained ‘cool’ as, ‘…if you were like, in school and you just saw a picture 

and you went to your museum, you could see it in real life…instead of just seeing it in 

pictures'. Discussions on what made objects special and therefore ‘cool’, related to the 

emotional connection or the narrative associated with them or because they were 

unusual. In relation to the significance of personal objects, John (FG4) stated, it would 
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be ‘...emotional if you lost something’. Museum objects were also considered special 

because of ‘How much history it has got’ (FG4). Although children had little awareness 

of the timeline of objects, for example their estimations of the age of the spaceman 

ranged from two hundred to seventy years old, they appreciated the relevance of 

objects in providing information they could not get anywhere else. Children viewed 

museums as unique because they could see and touch ‘real things from the past’ (FG2) 

there. Children in FG2 were aware that museum objects such as the Victorian bloomers 

are something ‘...they used to use’ and that ‘…you don’t get every day’.  

5.3.2.    Museums Provide Information on Changes in Society Over Time 

Children enjoyed interacting with unusual objects but felt museums would be more 

relevant if children were given a choice over what they were going to see and do during 

a visit. Whether museums were cool or not depends on the availability of a variety 

activities, including seeing more than one or two galleries during a visit. In the ranking 

activity of what museums are for, FG1 prioritised the function of museums as follows: 

FG1 

Shirley:  To preserve and present important objects from a long time ago. 

Linda:  To help us understand other people. 

Helen: Museums are for helping to learn things you do not know and understand 
about past events and what the past was like. 

Children immediately understood that museums have both a social and a legacy 

function. FG2 children had some knowledge about how the world wars started and 

recognised that museum objects provided more context about people and events of the 

time. Learning in museums assisted children in developing new understanding that they 

could then apply to their personal world, for example, relatives may have fought in 

modern wars and children related those family experiences when handling the First 

World War shrapnel. 

FG3 reflected an awareness of the social role of the museum by linking objects to 

children's knowledge about the Victorians and wider social contexts. One child in FG3 

reflected the knowledge he had gained about social class from a museum visit:  

FG3: 

Child:  They thought they were rich and you were poor and they had power  
  over you. 

Child:  There was cruelty in factories. 
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This awareness of the social contexts of objects was strong with FG3, indicating the 

role of objects in reflecting society through time (Mendoza, 2017). FG3 had particularly 

clear memories regarding an exhibition they visited on the Titanic. Many primary 

schools study the Titanic in P5 or as an independent project for children in P7, timed for 

after the transfer test. Some children visited Titanic Belfast with school or family, the 

visit seems to have had a long-lasting impact. Although it had been two years since 

FG4's visit, Alan (FG4) said that the exhibition had impressed him and both he and 

Kevin (FG4) learned new things during the visit: 

FG4: 

Alan:   I learned that workmen built the Titanic and it took hours and hours. 

Kevin:    Yeh.  We watched a thing about the poor little bedroom and then the rich one. 

R:  What were they trying to do there?  What was the point of that story? 

Kevin:  To show you that people weren’t treated right. 

Child:   We have a picture at the Titanic Quarter and we still have that and I still  
  remember that. 

Child:  The Titanic museum was the only one I remember the most because of the 
ride. I think it was the one I will remember was the most fun with school. 

This exhibition connected children to social stories but there was also an element of 

edutainment which involved a mechanical ride: proving to be a successful way of 

mitigating tragic history by providing a fun group activity. The social aspect of visiting 

museums was important for all groups, reflecting the findings of André et al (2017).  

Apart from FG2, most children had fond memories of museum visits with family and 

school.  

5.3.3.    Not All Children View Museums as Relevant 

The findings indicated that not all children find museums relevant. Some children 

disliked the lack of variety they experienced in museums or that they always visited the 

same galleries. This was linked to museums not connecting at the appropriate level or 

through the right activity. Jack (FG3) was very vocal in his dislike of museums: 

FG3: 

Jack:  I just find them {museums} a bit boring. 

R:  OK. Why do you think they are boring? 

Jack:  Just going around looking at old stuff. 
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R: Do you go around on your own or does someone take you around?  Do you go 
with your family? 

Jack: I sometimes go by myself and sometimes with friends, sometimes family or 
school. 

R:  OK, so what would make them less boring for you Jack? 

Jack:  I don't know.  Maybe if there was some entertainment or something. 

Most children had fun in museums and viewed them as places of education and leisure, 

indicating that engaging even reluctant learners like Jack (FG3) is possible with active  

tailored programming. The object-handling session took place after this exchange, Jack 

(FG3) decided he did enjoy the handling activity: museums have many similar 

techniques for winning over disengaged children. There were some other negative 

views expressed by FG4 about objects that frighten children and things which they did 

not like to see in museums, such as mummies or mannequins, of which Bob (FG4) had 

a real fear. Most of the fears vocalised by children could be addressed through a 

collaborative pre-visit service (in the classroom or virtual) which could involve targeted 

capacity building in preparation for the physical visit. 

5.4.   FINDINGS: THE VALUE OF MUSEUMS  

Children valued museums as being important for society, not only in recounting the past 

but in helping people understand and learn lessons about why things happened and 

perhaps to prevent them happening again. There were some recollections in FG3 of 

positive family visits to museums. Most children in FG2 also said they visited museums 

with family. Children generally had fond memories of museum visits, some going back 

to early childhood, in watching the video of his visit years later, positive memories 

remained for David (FG3) because of the emotional family connection to a particular 

visit. The emotional connections with museums were linked by FG2 to visits with family 

rather than with school, reflecting the social aspects to museum visiting (André et al, 

2017). Children’s perceptions of museum visits with school as more restrictive are not 

surprising: school visits generally happen in the mornings and schools may need to get 

back to school for lunchtime, particularly if children are receiving free school meals. 

Children did not appreciate the logistics involved in visiting with school, they felt 

museums should do more to make visits longer and to facilitate more freedom of 

movement during a visit. Children in FG4 stated they visited museums once a year with 

school but that visits were always rushed, they would like to visit more often and see 
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more of the museum during visits. This illustrates that curriculum links are not the only 

value of museum visiting. 

5.4.1.    Museums are Unique Learning Spaces 

The uniqueness of museum learning was reflected in both the relevance and value of 

museums. Possessive nouns were used by some children in talking about museums 

they visited, illustrating that children feel a sense of ownership of local or frequently 

visited museums: this reflects Houlihan’s (2000) comments that museums are owned 

by others, the people who participate in them. All focus groups reflected that museums 

are unique learning spaces because of the real objects they could see there. In FG4, 

children debated what should come first on their priority list of museum functions: 

FG4:   

Richard: You learn more because you can see real things from the past.  I think that it is  
very important. 

Niamh:        To do fun workshops, that is quite important. 

Ruby: Museums are for helping you don’t know and understanding about past events 
and what the past was like…past, past, past…  

Children valued objects as special, things which helped them to learn and which 

connected them to the past. When FG2 was asked what they thought the two main 

functions of a museum were, children commented to learn and protect. This awareness 

of the learning and conservation role of museums is something museums may not 

naturally credit to children. Children get it! 

5.4.2.    Museums are Fun Places to Learn 

Even though children made suggestions on how museums could better cater for their 

needs, children still valued museums as fun places to visit. When asked if museum 

visits were all about learning, children’s responses varied from, ‘not all the time’ to they 

should be about ‘to have fun’. Children’s ideas of fun differed within and between focus 

groups, most children did not like staff making assumptions about what is fun for them.  

Activities like quizzes are assumed by museum professionals to be a fun way to impart 

knowledge but in FG2 the subject of quizzes solicited mixed reactions. Owen’s (FG2) 

preference for learning in museums was to take part in a quiz, Oliver (FG2) also 

supported quizzes, but their views started a debate: 
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FG2: 

Child: Because it will help you learn more and people will know that you’re learning 
stuff  

Child:   It is a very good test if you are listening.  

Quizzes were linked by some children in other groups to being tested and for that 

reason most children did not value them as part of a museum visit. There was an 

impression of children humouring museum staff by taking part in a quiz. It indicates the 

lack of child agency in museums, as children did not feel they could express a choice in 

how they engage. 

5.4.3.    Museums Offer Emotional and Active Engagement 

Allocating time for children to talk about their personal objects encouraged them to 

share their emotional connections with unusual objects like the shrapnel. This process 

reflects the literature on how learners in museums apply knowledge to their world 

(Mendoza, 2017; Heal, 2018; Weber, 2004). In FG2, one child said his grandfather 

served in the Second World War and although the shrapnel was from the First World 

War, the child connected his family experiences in the British army and modern war 

through this object. When talking about the age of the spaceman object, Colin (FG4) 

immediately related it to his father's own collection of Rocketman. Colin (FG4) linked 

museum objects with what he already knows through familial interests. This is an 

indication that children process information within their own understanding, applying 

knowledge to their world rather than just passively receiving it.  Children understood 

that objects illicit mixed emotions. The 1960s spaceman object was described as 

‘creepy’ by some children in FG3, an unexpected description about this bright coloured 

object which usually appeals to children.  

Whilst some objects, such as the bloomers, generated a bit of fun, the shrapnel, was 

noted by some children as conveying the sadness of war. Colin (FG4) thought that 

museums kept such things for emotive reasons, ‘To remember how painful it was in the 

battlefields’. Colin's (FG4) remark indicates that he was aware of the practical and 

historical significance of war objects and that they created empathetic reactions.  

Weaponry and war memorabilia are artefacts that are viewed by some adults as not 

being suitable for children, however, only one child in FG1 felt that museums should 

keep things like war objects away from young children because they were upsetting. In 

FG2, the shrapnel was greeted less emotionally, with a ‘WOW’ as children connected to 
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the objects as coming off a real battlefield, they felt part of something they perhaps only 

read about in books. This reaction re-enforces Bamford's (Tampere, 2019) theories on 

the value of children participating in culture through real objects.  

Children enjoyed the drop spinning activity. Everyone in FG2 had an opportunity to try 

drop-spinning and enjoyed it, even if they could not master the technique. This 

indicated that for children the value of the exercise was not about being good at 

something, it was about getting the chance just to have a go at it. Practically, not every 

child may be able to ‘have a go’ during a museum visit, this then becomes about 

managing children’s expectations. Children valued activity (Bruce, 1997), going to find 

things, dressing up, physically moving around museum buildings, making and ‘doing’ 

things: 

FG3:    

Child: It is like a treasure hunt but you are given a task, something to do when you 
come in. 

FG4: 

R:   Actually going and finding things? 

Child:  Yes. 

R:   Anything else? 

Child:  When you interact. Trying on clothes? 

R:   Do you like role-play and trying on clothes? 

Child:   Yeh. 

R:  What about treasure hunts?  I know most teachers would not do this but would 
you like to go off in groups on a treasure hunt? 

Child:   Yes. 

R:   Why would that be a good idea? 

Alan:  Because you don’t have to like spend the whole time with your teacher saying, 
“Oh, don’t do this.  Don’t do that!” (children laugh) 

Children enjoy museum learning not as a finite destination (a test of knowledge) but as 

a process. This speaks to Dewey’s (1900: 1902: 1915) theories that learning is not an 

isolated event or in modern terms, a process of ticking boxes. A general impression of 

all sessions is that the time and the pleasure, of being asked for their opinions 

encouraged children to elaborate on the emotional contexts of personal objects which 

had special meaning for them. 
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5.4.4.    Real Museum Objects and Technology in Museums 

The issue of everyday technology caused some discussion as some FG3 children 

wished for a more immersive technological experience. The discussions on everyday 

technology in museums raised the issue of whether technology complements or 

negates the museum experience which centres on real objects. Bob (FG3) stated that: 

FG3: 

Bob:  ‘We definitely should not be allowed to bring an iPad or any sort of technology 
whatsoever’.  

Some children disagreed as they thought iPads could help children learn more by 

researching on site and taking their photographs back to the classroom. The discussion 

about iPads reinforces the comment from a child in FG4, iPads were ‘good for taking 

pictures’ but ‘you can get distracted...’.  Modern technology is often adopted in 

museums as a means of connecting with children. Some children liked the idea of using 

virtual reality, only two children in FG2 thought taking an iPad to a museum was a good 

idea, one child said it should only be used to take photographs. Stephen (FG2) 

suggested the value of visiting museums would be lost if iPads were used during a visit, 

‘I wouldn’t take it because you would focus more on the iPad’. These statements again 

reinforce the idea that children recognise that museums are unique learning spaces.   

In the classroom, children’s learning of historical subjects included the Victorians, the 

story of Irish linen, the Titanic and the First and Second World Wars. They viewed 

museums as valuable because it was where they felt these classroom subjects came to 

life through objects: this was more valuable to them than the use of technology in 

museums. Ben (FG2) valued museums because they kept ‘all the valuable objects 

safe’. Children discussed what makes objects valuable, considering whether worth was 

about more than monetary value. There was awareness in FG2 that value meant more 

than cost: 

FG2: 

Child:  No, it is because they {the objects} are so old. 

Child:  There is a family history from it. 

Child:  You don’t see things like that every day. 

Child:  You don’t see bloomers everywhere! 
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Children valued objects for their significance. Even if they did not necessarily like some 

types of objects, such as conserved animals, they appreciated the function of objects in 

understanding the past. Discussion on the value of conserving objects revealed that 

FG4 children felt objects were significant and worth keeping because of ‘its style’ or 

because an object was ‘awesome’. Children enjoyed handling objects and readily 

accepted why it may not always be possible, indicating that they would be happy with 

handling replicas, perhaps positioned beside the ‘real thing’. The value children place 

on museum objects was linked to their awareness of the value of conservation.  

When FG3 was asked if museums were about conserving objects or educating 

learners, the consensus was that they were about both. One child remarked that 

museums were also important for encouraging children to learn about the past and the 

present, indicating an understanding of the social role of the museum. Children 

generally valued museums, even Bob (FG4) who thought they were boring, 

acknowledged that museums have a learning function. David (FG3) liked going to 

museums because he likes history but museums would not be Bob's (FG4) first choice. 

Most children in FG3 preferred to get information from a real person, pointing to the 

value of the real building, the real object and the real person to guide. Finding out new 

facts and being able to ask someone questions are things children valued. Children 

thought beyond the handling sessions, deciding that museum objects helped prepare 

society for things, for instance, a child in FG4 thought, ‘there might be another world 

war’ and it was important to keep people aware of what happened during the last one. 

Another child in FG4 valued the different narratives that museums provide: 

FG4: 

Child: You can get different views and opinions on how things were. You know 
somebody could say something but it doesn’t necessarily mean that it actually 
happened.  

This indicates an awareness that museums are trusted places for finding out a range of 

information from different perspectives.   

5.4.5.    Learning in Museums or the Classroom? 

Children frequently made the comment that studying history was more interesting in 

museums than in the classroom: most children indicated that the best thing about 

museums was seeing or handling the real object. Alan (FG2) observed that the 

meaning of objects changes over time and illustrates changes in the world such as: 
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FG4 

Alan:   How the earth has evolved. 

R:  Why would museums keep things like that do you think? 

Colin: Just to show how things grow up and evolve and show how like the past and the 
present and the future have changed… 

FG3 also expressed the value of objects as contributing to knowledge for future 

generations, ‘To show people what it was like back then’. James (FG2) prioritised 

museum functions as ‘To use events from the past to predict the future’. Jane and 

David (FG3) both remarked that it was important to preserve objects to keep them in 

their original condition, indicating an awareness of the need to preserve objects for 

future generations. The social purpose of conserving objects was illustrated in a 

discussion in FG3, inspired by the bicycle lamp, children reflected on safety in the past 

and how Health and Safety changed over time. The spaceman object created further 

discussion about space travel, indicating that responses to objects instigated 

connectivity beyond object provenance. For FG3, this was why history was viewed as 

being more interesting in a museum than in the classroom: 

FG3: 

Child: It is so boring in class because you just sit there and you have to write stuff, 
when you are in museums, you get to walk around and stuff, different types of 
stuff. 

Child:  You are not just looking at the board or photos. 

Jack:  I like all history and my favourite in history is ancient civilisations. Modern 
  things...not really. 

This exchange was interesting, children in FG3 wanted museum visits to contain more 

variety but they preferred learning about history in museums because it offered more 

variety than in the classroom. One FG3 child used the word ‘variability’ which summed 

up what most of FG3 would like to change about museum visits. This idea of providing 

children with choice in things to see and do is pertinent to how museum institutions view 

schoolchildren. Staffing, resources and time may be reasons why more museums do 

not address child participation at the planning stage, even though collaborations with 

children are integral to establishing child voice in institutions.   
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5.4.6.    Children Value Authentic Welcomes                                                               

Whilst most children valued staff knowledge, some felt that staff sometimes get details 

wrong and made assumptions about what children already knew. FG4 indicated this 

was easily resolved by staff treating children like everyone else (adults),  by just asking 

them how much they knew at the beginning of a visit:  

FG4:  

Child: Sometimes it is boring whenever a tour guide is like; "This is…” {Exaggerated 
speech}  

Child:  And especially if they get all the facts wrong! 

Child:  Or getting treated like a kid. 

R:  Has that ever happened? 

Child:  Yeh. 

Child:  Yeh, I hate that! 

R:  But you are children. 

Harriett:  We like to act like we are older and then people ruin it because they bring us 
down, “Oh, you are a child!” 

R:  What does treating you "like a kid" mean?  What sort of things annoy you about 
that? 

Bob:  Whenever they talk to you like you don't know anything and then they tell you 
EVERY SINGLE DETAIL!     

R.   They are talking down to you? 

Bob:   Yeh!  

R:   Do you think it is a simple matter of they should just ask, "What do you know?”
  

Child:  Or, "Do you know what this is?" 

These comments relate to staff not respecting children’s  existing knowledge or that 

they have agency which involves respecting their dignity as subjects rather than 

objects. Although children understood that staff enforcement of rules was for their own 

safety, they still valued being shown respect by staff: 

Bob:  Yeh. Another thing about being a kid, in the coffee bar, they wouldn't let me get 
tea! 

Child:  That's offending!  

Child: Well.  Once when I was like very young, they didn't let me touch the glass or 
anything. 

Child:  Maybe they were scared in case you fell into it or hit it? 
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R:  Do you think museums have gotten better at that?  When you go to places now 
is there more to touch? Can you see more up close? 

Child:   We are older, so we are allowed to touch the glass at least now. 

Bob:   The staff just view you as a kid... Accept us as old enough.  Human beings and 
who we are! 

Child:   Lots of older people do. 

Children sensed museum staff were objectifying them when the time was not taken to ask them 

what they already knew. 

5.4.7.    Museums are Trusted Places for Information 

Children view museum staff as important to the success of a visit in that they believe 

staff not only help them learn but were integral to their enjoyment (or not). Criticisms of 

staff did not seem to diminish the trust children placed in museums as providers of 

information. The value of objects over staff was appreciated by all children, even for 

FG2, a group that had recently had a negative experience during a heritage visit:  

FG2: 

R:  If I told you the First World War started over a … 

Child:  {Child shouts out} An apple!! 

R:  An apple.  Would you believe me? 

Child:  No! {All children bar one} 

R:  Why would you be right and I would be wrong? 

Child:  Because it’s not realistic. 

R:  But how would you know that? 

Child:  We learned it. 

R:  How did you learn it? 

Child:  A museum. 

R:  A museum.  How else? 

Child:  Grannies and grandmas. 

Child:  TV 

These comments illustrate some critical thought. Children valued the information they 

could get from trusted sources, these included grandparents, television and museums.  

Interestingly in this technological age, none of the children mentioned the internet as a 

trusted source of information.  
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5.4.8.    Children Value Mediated Learning 

Practical activities are an aspect of mediated learning in museums, recognised by 

children as ‘cool’ and ‘fun’. Handling objects is part of experiential learning. Children 

value interactions with objects, often with the help of staff, echoing Dewey's 

(1934:1947) theories that democratising education is not just about acquiring skills but 

stimulating interest which facilitates the application of new knowledge to children’s lived 

experience. Children differ in how much they like to be led by museum staff, but they 

valued the presence of staff. In the classroom, children accept that learning is teacher-

led but when visiting museums, children want more freedom and control over how much 

learning is adult-led. Children’s interactions with museum staff link to theories on 

mediated experiential learning.  

The Role of Staff 

When staff respected children, it made a real positive impact on them. Tim (FG1) liked 

finding things out for himself but also appreciated the role of staff in explaining things. 

He was impressed when during one visit with his family, museum staff translated 

difficult exhibition text to help his younger brother understand it. Children thought it was 

important that staff should be polite and kind to them as this encouraged them to return 

for more visits: 

FG1: 

Child: Then you say,  “You should go to this museum” and more and more people 
would want to do it. 

The impact of museum staff on children is significant. Children appreciated that 

museums provide information in different forms and that staff were a part of this. Noelle 

(FG4) stated that it was important for museums to ‘share’ their knowledge about 

objects. John (FG4) stated that museums found out about objects through research 

whilst Colin (FG4) observed that in museums ‘There is like things all written down’ and 

Richard (FG4) that ‘There will be like a tour guide’. Whether children enjoy a museum 

visit seems to be linked to how they are treated as much as what they do and see. 

Perhaps that is why FG2 did not mention much about their recent heritage visit, when 

asked if staff being nice was important in visiting, children indicated they were: 

FG2: 

Child:  Really important because they can tell you about the objects and all… 
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R:  Do staff make it more interesting for you? 

Child: If there was no staff there would just be dusty objects and like people would 
disobey the signs for the rules. 

Children generally felt they learned more when staff were prepared, welcoming and 

empathetic, indicating that positive outcomes would result when museums were 

prepared for children’s visits. This involves museum staff working with children and their 

gatekeepers to create relevant, tailored experiences. It reflects Nolan and Robinson’s 

(2013) assertions about the positive nature of collaboration models and also Dewey’s 

(1915) theories on democratising education, making things of interest to children 

connects them to learning. Experiential learning in museums connects children through 

activities of interest to them: children’s interests should be investigated before they 

even arrive at the museum. 

Those museums which have dedicated staff to mediate learning are applying 

established pedagogic principles, for instance, Palmer (2001, p35) points out that 

Vygotsky held that when copying, a child is able to perform much better, ‘when guided 

by adults than when working alone’. This is also reflected in Piaget’s theory that 

knowledge is not ready made: learners are not merely passive receivers (Palmer,2001), 

they need connections and interactions to learn. Most museums provide hands-on 

activities that require children to emulate or copy something that has been 

demonstrated during a visit, for example a craft technique or art-form is usually 

delivered by museum staff.  Much of museum education practice is experiential in terms 

of adults demonstrating a skill or an activity that helps scaffold learning. 

5.4.9.    Facilitating Children’s Cultural Participation: Adjusting Power Relations 

The physical environments of school and museum are entirely different.  It seems 

logical then that the adult-child relationship between teacher-pupil and gallery-educator-

child participant are also entirely different. Most children viewed museum staff as 

knowledgeable, if not always kind or respectful. An important element in museum visits 

for children is the rapport created between them and a museum guide, making 

experiences more personal. Children appreciate that museum staff have a security and 

educative role but they do not feel as inhibited by museum staff as they do with 

teachers. They liked the idea of adults describing events and historical characters in fun 

and interesting ways, seeing the approachability of staff as integral to an enjoyable 

museum visit. Handing over the teaching responsibility to museum staff may be difficult 
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for teachers who have legal safeguarding responsibilities for children. This issue may 

be addressed through developing pre-service capacity building with teachers.  

5.5.   FINDINGS: CHILDREN’S VIEWS ON ACCESS TO MUSEUMS  

Children suggested museums should take time to ascertain how they liked to engage.  

Barriers perceived by children included the negative experiences they had of museum 

staff and repetitive programming. This gives children the impression that they are not 

valued as cultural participants. The sense of ‘having’ to engage in a quiz came up 

frequently as something that staff assumed children liked but some children genuinely 

worried about taking part. The word ‘worried’ is surprising when linked to museum 

visiting which is generally referred to by children as ‘fun’. These findings endorse the 

idea that museum staff should find out children’s needs by involving them in the 

planning stage. The dislike of quizzes seemed to be linked to children’s association with 

testing: only two children out of FG4 liked having a quiz as part of a museum visit. Alan 

(FG4) did not like the idea of a quiz as ‘it is probably boring questions’. Zoe (FG4) 

equated quizzes with tests, whilst most children thought they should be given a choice 

whether they engaged in one or not: 

FG4: 

Zoe: You kind of like, have to concentrate on everything and then repeat everything 
and then be worried about it the whole time instead of just enjoying it. 

Child:  I think you should have a choice if there were quizzes. 

Zoe:   I don’t mind doing quizzes. I would just prefer not to. 

Children’s responses may surprise those museum staff who distance themselves from 

the idea of schooling children in museums. A solution to meeting both the needs of 

children and the museum may lie in negotiating the learning approach pre-visit, which 

links to Hein’s (2012) views on the importance of democratising museum education. 

Museums do not adhere to a museum curriculum or teach to the test but often develop 

programming for schools which is based on the school curriculum. This attracts school 

visits and is part of illustrating outcomes (school visiting numbers) to justify their 

existence (Hooper-Greenhill,1994: 2007). Museum learning has a wider scope than 

addressing curriculum subjects, finding a way of assessing what children learn in 

museums requires collaborative working outside the museum sector. Frameworks exist 

which aim to do this, such as ILfA’s (2013) General Learning Outcomes (GLOs) and 

General Social Outcomes (GSOs) but they have not been widely adopted in museums 
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nor are they something of which teachers are generally aware. Teachers do not want 

added paperwork to assess what children learn in museums: the solution for assessing 

what and how children like to learn indicates a need for more shared authority 

collaborations between museums and schools. 

5.5.1.    Ask Us What We Want 

Children reflected that museums do not see them as knowledge authorities. They 

observed that museums should have what people want, FG2 commented that people 

may not visit museums because ‘…there’s not something for them anymore’ and that 

there ‘…might not be stuff that they would like’. These comments illustrate Talboys’ 

(1996) assertion that the days have gone when museum experts may make 

assumptions about what people want to see and do in museums. Learner needs may 

be satisfied through collaborative approaches in programme and exhibition design: a 

lack of programme variety came up as an issue for frequent museum visitors who would 

like to explore more in museums, otherwise visits became stale. Children seemed to 

think that museums take them for granted because of what they perceived as repetition 

of programming, implying that museums could make more of an effort. Children’s 

feelings regarding repetitive programming do little to endorse the notion that museums 

are no longer boring places, as referred to by Barlow (2017) and Hein (2012).  

5.5.2.    Make us Feel Welcome 

Children felt museums could be more user friendly for their age group. Some children 

thought they were old enough to be supervised less whilst others viewed museums as 

dark and confusing places to navigate, reflected by Tina’s (FG2) statement that she 

once got lost in a museum because ‘It was too big’. The physical spaces of museums 

seem inconsiderate of children’s needs and fears. Comments that museums should be 

more imaginative in how they display and communicate information, were reflected in 

Zoe’s (FG4) statement that, ‘Then it would be colourful because most museums are like 

grey and dark’. 

Zoe’s (FG4) comments illustrate that children believe museums should be more 

physically welcoming:  reinforced by Jane (FG3) who commented that things should be 

‘appropriate’ and if children were afraid of something, they should ‘get notice’ before 

they go in. This highlights the value of providing a collaborative pre-visit service: the 

literature increasingly places participants at the heart of museum functions (Simon, 

2010; Heal, 2018). Children’s reflections on staff being ill-prepared for them or 
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presenting them with programmes that do not take their needs into account indicates 

that child agency is not always acknowledged in museums. 

Children indicated that visiting museums was fun yet, surprisingly, FG2, the youngest 

group, had recently been on a heritage visit and did not verbalise any connection with 

fun. The teacher later explained there had been an issue with a member of heritage 

staff who had upset a special needs child: children and teachers remained upset 

because the incident was not professionally managed by the organisation. Children had 

varying attitudes to museum staff which for FG2 were particularly negative, as staff are 

associated with security and authority. This was  reflected by children's comments on 

‘obeying the rules’ indicating that children perceive museum staff as authoritarian even 

though they are delivering informal education. The security role of staff is linked to lack 

of child friendliness: 

FG2: 

R:  Is it about how you are asked to do things?  If you are told? If I put a sign up 
saying, “Be Quiet” and then put another up saying, “It would be really nice for 
people to be quiet and that there are others visiting.” Which of those do you 
prefer? 

Child:  The second. 

Child:  Why is that? 

Child:  Because it wouldn’t drive them away from coming back, it would  keep them 

R:  What do you think is the best marketing for museums? 

Child:  Being polite. 

The lack of authentic welcomes in some museums indicated that children were not 

always seen as a priority. Children in FG2 shared various experiences of adults not 

taking the time to understand them, this would not inspire confidence that those same 

adults are aware of children's agency. Being polite to children is a reasonable 

expectation, a few children in FG4 also had negative experiences with museum staff. 

When asked if museum staff were important, children thought they were: 

FG4: 

R:  Why? 

Zoe:   Because, if they are not nice then that can impact your experience and it 
  can make it like a negative. 

John:  I think so.  If something was covered in glass and then you started touching the 
glass if you were not allowed to, the staff who are not nice would probably 
scream at you. 
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R:   Do you find that happens? 

Child:   Yes. 

The idea that any museum employee would scream at children seems surprising, yet 

FG3 had similar negative experiences with staff: 

FG3: 

Child: Yes! They have to be nice because if they are in a grouchy mood, it makes you 
feel grouchy. 

Child:  They have to make you feel welcome. 

It is hard to imagine staff would behave in this manner with adults. These comments 

reinforce Bamford's (Tampere, 2019) contention that negative cultural experiences can 

influence children for a lifetime as much as positive ones. The welcome children are 

offered by museum staff is important to them: courtesy, politeness and kindness were 

all cited as being of particular value to them. When asked if the knowledge of staff was 

important, expectations of staff knowledge were high with FG3:  

FG3: 

Child: It is important for them to now some or most of the facts about the objects…say 
if you didn’t understand something and you ask someone and they and they say 
like "Ach, I don't know" 

Child:  Weird.  Because they work there and they should know! 

Children expect museum staff to be knowledgeable and to have taken the time to 

prepare for their visit. This links to the literature in terms of museums acknowledging 

child agency (Archard, 2004), children like other participants expect staff to have 

prepared for them. In FG3, some children openly stated that museums ‘aren’t centred 

on children’ but this was understood as museums having a role in helping adults 

studying history. 

This indicates acceptance that children feel museums are mostly adult places, 

indicating their perceptions of museums as being restrictive are commonplace. In FG4, 

children implied that guides did not make the same effort with children that they make 

with adults, although some of FG4 felt that this improved as they got older. Whilst 

kindness was certainly a positive factor, being shown respect by staff was highlighted 

by all children as a priority. This indicates that some museums may not take customer 

care as seriously with children as they do with adults.  
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5.5.3.    Children’s Suggestions for Improving Museum Visits 

Many of the suggestions to break down barriers for children and increase access came 

out of the activity on My Ideal Museum. The researcher encouraged children to imagine 

what sort of museum they would create if they had one million pounds to spend, ideas 

varied from the impracticable to the not only possible but desirable. Children have 

access to various forms of technology, it makes sense that their ideal museum would 

have technological entertainment elements to improve their visit experiences: although 

children commented that they liked the idea of virtual reality, they preferred real things. 

Virtual reality was welcomed as an opportunity to engage with real historical characters 

or events. Jack (FG3) seemed particularly interested in immersive virtual experiences: 

FG3: 

Jack: I would like instead of just going and looking around because of the technology, 
there are etchings you could put yourself in... Like whatever section you are 
in...to put yourself at that time. 

Other less expensive ways of securing children’s interest were put forward. 

Suggestions ranged from timelines as a useful way to prevent museums being boring 

and dull to learning more about different aspects of history. Several children thought 

looking at photographs was enjoyable but one child pointed out that photographs had 

their limitations:   

FG4: 

Child:  You can see what it was like but you can’t really tell completely. You don’t know 
how things were.   

The idea of getting up close and personal with exhibitions and objects is important to all 

children. Alan (FG4) said he would ‘love’ bar code readers so he could find out more 

about the objects. Interestingly, only two children in FG4 liked the idea of a person 

showing them around their ideal museum: Harriett (FG4) had fun memories of  

experiences with museum staff: 

FG4: 

Harriett:   There was  a girl in RM1 and she was crazy, she was wearing this fancy dress 
for Victorian Day...it was good because it shows us that somebody cares about 
the clothes.  

Zoe (FG4) also preferred staff in costume to static displays. Children in FG3 indicated 

that just walking about museums and listening to adults makes them boring and that 
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museums should think of more interactive ways to keep them interested, emphasising 

children’s preferences for activity.  

David (FG3) preferred audio self-guides to people, others in that group commented that 

if you were at the back of a group, it was hard to hear. Written information was 

sometimes difficult for children to understand, they welcomed staff being available to tell 

them about the background to objects and their historical contexts. Too often text was 

difficult to read or out of reach. When asked if there was too much writing (museum text 

panels) in museums, Zoe (FG4) said she did not really understand ‘some of the stuff’ 

and she just scanned through to see if ‘there was anything interesting’. Although most 

museums assess readability when scripting panels, aiming at a reading age of 12, this 

was only the second child to mention written panels and it was in the negative. Zoe 

(FG4) thought imaginative bullet points were better than large written panels. FG4 

children mentioned favourite museum exhibits, Zoe (FG4) only wanted to see ‘the 

important times in history… interesting facts…the stuff people want to know’. This last 

comment again highlights the importance of museums checking learning intent and 

styles with participants before visiting (LOtC, 2006): for Zoe (FG4), this meant not being 

told what she already knew.  

David (FG3) wanted museums ‘to make more of the exhibits touchable,’ some children 

thought this could be done safely with gloves. Children’s suggestions for their ideal 

museums are not out of reach for most institutions. Apart from the expense of installing 

bespoke technology, most of the suggestions involved increasing child agency by 

involving children in decisions about their visit: listening to them, finding out what they 

already know and being properly prepared for them when they arrived. Museums which 

do not do this could learn from LOtC (2006) guidelines as Spencer and Maynard (2014, 

p54) state that a ‘significant’ amount of research supports the value of learning outside 

the classroom for creating effective learning opportunities that can also have: 

…social, cultural and emotional benefits, it will, amongst other things, 
provide all young people with a wide range of experiences outside the 
classroom and that such experience makes a contribution to young 
people's lives.                                                                                       
Spencer and Maynard (2014, p55). 

 

Spencer and Maynard (2014) contend that there is much more research needed in this 

area and argue that museum learning should be an integral element in the required 

curriculum for pre-service teacher education programmes. Seligmann (2014, p48) 
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discusses a proposal for 'a national platform' where all museums and universities and 

colleges of education can take part in a learning network. The key in recognising 

museums as learning providers lies in developing more sustainable shared authority 

collaborations outside the museum sector (Anderson, 2019). As children are still 

developing, should those rights be secured by others on their behalf or is this infringing 

on the child’s right to be heard? There was a sense that the presence of staff makes 

children feel safe. This should encourage a certain amount of risk taking in learning by 

institutions because ultimately safeguarding children is the responsibility of all staff. 

5.6.   CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

Current educational discourses reflect the idea of ‘youth as emergent’ that ‘Children are 

not invested with the rights and responsibilities of citizens of today’ Scott et al (2004, 

p303). Findings from children’s data speak to the relevance and value of objects, 

informed and welcoming staff and the taking part in various activities. Children do not 

always feel understood or welcomed by museums. Several children in FG3 felt 

alienated in museums, perhaps a reflection of being treated by staff as adults in 

process rather than as cultural participants with agency (Archard, 2004). There is no 

evidence to suggest that museums deliberately try to alienate children, quite the 

opposite. Cohen (1996, p73) writes that children ‘learn by doing and are active 

participants in learning that helps them discover’, this is something that museums do 

well. What museums could do better in children’s eyes, is respect their dignity as 

cultural participants, as service users and as social actors.   

Chapter Six explores teachers’ attitudes and their awareness and use of museum 

education services. 
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CHAPTER SIX:  Findings: Teachers 

 

  

6.0.   INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 

The previous chapter explored Dewey’s (1934, p57) ‘feasibility of a principle’ by 

applying it to democratising museum education which includes developing child voice in 

museums: this is integral to children’s cultural participation. Chapter Six examines the 

findings from the teachers’ stakeholder group under three themes emerging from the 

data: the relevance of museums, the value of museums and access to museums. The 

chapter explores teachers’ perceptions of museums and their awareness of and 

attitudes to museum education. The chapter concludes with the implications of 

teachers’ findings for developing sustainable participant-based practice.  

6.1.   TEACHERS AS MUSEUM STAKEHOLDERS 

Children’s findings reflect that schools remain the single most important place where 

children learn cultural education (Nichols, 2014), placing teachers as both gatekeepers 

and decision makers regarding children’s cultural participation. The work of teachers is 

guided by the Education Authority (EA) and the Council for the Curriculum, 

Examinations and Assessment (CCEA). Teachers have a legal requirement to meet the 

administrative and practical demands in delivering a statutory curriculum and they 

decide on how that is accomplished. Teachers invited for interview had either 

responsibility for organising outreach visits or additional curriculum responsibilities, 

perhaps as The World Around Us coordinators. T2 volunteered for interview because 

she was responsible for special needs provision in FGS2. Spencer and Maynard (2014) 

state that teachers have little or no training in the theory or practice involved in settings 

other than school (SOTS). All teachers viewed museums as relevant in bringing extra 

dimensions to children’s learning beyond the classroom, valuing museums as 

educational resources and complementing their teaching.   
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6.1.1.    The Interview Questions                                                                                     

The aim of semi-structured interviews (see Appendix Three) was to gather information 

on teachers’ attitudes and experiences of museum education. Teachers were provided 

with an opportunity to contribute additional comments. 

6.2.    ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

An initial analysis using the grid in Figure13 was used, highlighting issues of access, 

use and capacity building in terms of what teachers know and want to know about 

museums (a synopsis of this is in Appendix Five). This indicated teachers who 

supported museum visiting, did so out of both personal interest and curriculum 

connections. Those who invested in regular visits to a local museum did so because 

their school was within walking distance but also because they felt museum visits 

brought class teaching to life for the children. Once a local museum had connected with 

individual teachers or schools a loyalty was formed, reflected best by P1’s description of 

the local museum as ‘our’ museum. The aspect of feeling connected to a local museum 

seems integral to how teachers become aware of the learning benefits of museum 

programmes. Paradoxically, whilst some teachers expressed an appreciation of how 

museum visits enhanced children’s understanding in the classroom, they still under-

used museums. This appears to be down to pressure of timetables, costs or uncertainty 

as to how to measure museum learning in terms of benefit to children.  

For teachers who believed in the value of museum learning, there was a desire that 

museums could make content of visits less narrow. This was summed up in a comment 

by P1 that local museums may be under-selling what they offer. There was a general 

recognition that although museum learning played a complementary role in enhancing 

classroom learning, museums could push harder to entice teachers to visit. The findings 

indicate untapped potential for museums in reaching the right person in schools and in 

tailoring learning programmes to the needs of children. Teachers indicated that 

museum education has both value and relevance for teachers and children and 

although their experiences of museum visits are overwhelmingly positive, they would 

welcome more collaborative approaches with museums. Access to museums was 

dependent on teachers’ awareness of what museums offered. 
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6.2.1.    Teachers’ Perceptions of Museums                                                          

Children’s findings indicated that a museum environment offers greater freedom of 

movement and interaction than the classroom. Teachers shared children’s support for 

the variety and activity museums offered, reflecting the impact of participatory practice 

(Simon,2010) but cautioned against unstructured programmes. Museum visits needed 

to have an element of structure and benefit children’s learning, especially if additional 

costs were involved. Teachers expressed the need to maintain a certain discipline with 

children in retaining their authority during a museum visit: they had to maintain that 

authority back in the classroom: 

FGS1: 

P1:   I personally do not like the roam-free visit because we do not have enough knowledge.  
We don’t have the expertise.  But... you don’t want one that is so controlled, it is just 
getting the balance right between allowing the children to be creative …with good 
leadership as well. Again, and again, I go back to the personnel.  

Several teachers under-use museums because they lack confidence in handing over 

children’s learning to museum staff. They explained that they lacked the skills to change 

gear from the authoritative formal school setting to the experiential informal setting of a 

museum, discouraging them from visiting. Conversely, the expertise of museum staff 

was appreciated by all teachers, suggesting that awareness raising/capacity building 

and training for teachers in how to use museums, may address these confidence 

issues. Teachers also emphasised their regard for children’s physical and educational 

wellbeing: expressing a strong need to protect the children in their care which was a 

major consideration in museum visiting.  

The welfare of children is linked to teachers’ concerns about being authentically 

welcomed by museums. Teachers of children with special needs expressed a desire for 

more pre-visit capacity building that could be utilised, particularly with autistic children 

but also overall in a more integrated way, so that visits could meet children’s emotional, 

physical and learning needs. The issue of museums being prepared for children was 

important to teachers but was not always evident: 

FGS1: 

T1: I think actually the RM1, we have been a few times to the science experiences and what 
not, and they do that.  We have been to other museums where it is a case of, "Here's 
the museum."  You just get walked around, it's not like, "Here's what you might learn 
today."  I think that is important. 
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Teachers overwhelmingly supported increasing their use of museums, if issues of 

capacity building and learning benefit were better addressed by museums. More 

cohesive partnerships with teachers and by implication, between schools and 

museums, may increase school visits. 

6.2.2.    Museums Complement Classroom Learning                                            

Anderson (1997), comments that museums complement school learning and this was 

also conveyed by teachers who also pointed out that museums offered something 

additional and unique.  Significant initiatives have continued to highlight the learning 

opportunities for children beyond the classroom: a major example of this is the Learning 

Outside the Classroom (LOtC) Manifesto (2006). There is no evidence that this scheme 

or any similar scheme, has been widely adapted by Northern Ireland’s local authority 

museums. The findings suggest that the under-use of museums by some teachers, 

even for those teachers who valued museums highly, represents a disconnect between 

their awareness of the benefits of informal learning. This is illustrated by T3 who points 

out that although museum visiting is part of a school's responsibility, this type of cultural 

interaction is not always on top of teachers' priority lists: 

FGS3: 

T3: I think it sometimes tends to be pushed down to the bottom layer, especially when you 
have …there is so much onus now on testing and you have to have literacy, you have to 
have those numeracy scores.  And absolutely...you need them.  I think that really to 
enhance the whole education of a child; they need to have museums in their lives.  
Unfortunately, so many families don't have the luxury. 

In the twenty-first century, for museum visiting in Northern Ireland to be seen as a 

luxury, is quite sobering: bringing into focus the importance of children’s cultural 

participation through museums. It was made clear by all teachers that children’s cultural 

participation may be amount to just one museum visit with school: 

FGS4: 

T4: I know that whenever they get to school, quite often none of them have ever set foot in a 
museum before they get to school, none of them will ever, unless the school takes them, 
the more normal the better from an early age 

T4 indicated that normalising visits from an early age might encourage the view of 

museums more as learning providers and less as just a day out. Museum visits were 

seen as important to children’s education:  
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FGS3: 

T3: Absolutely. Without a doubt. I don't think that there should be a child within a primary 
school who doesn't visit a museum at least once a year, in every year group. 

When asked if museums were important to children's education, T4 confirmed they 

were because: 

FGS4: 

T4: I think it is a different aspect.  It is a different way of learning something.  It is an 
experience that they are likely to remember.  I am sure lessons in school don’t stick with 
children forever  but there'll be things that they experience outside the school 
environment that will stick with them.  

Whilst some schools integrated multiple museum visits into their lesson planning, other 

schools did not: a few teachers commented that the amount of preparation work 

entailed in bringing children to museums, especially young children, outweighed 

potential learning benefits. FGS4 is located in an area of high social deprivation which 

is why T4 supports multiple museum visits throughout the year to the local museum, 

where visits are free. The school is within walking distance of RM1: P2s and P5s visit 

annually, whilst P5s visit HC1 and NM1. T4 stated that additional parental contributions 

had to be requested to cover the costs of transport and entry fees: all teachers 

indicated that parents supported children’s visits to museums as being of benefit. 

6.3.    FINDINGS: THE RELEVANCE OF MUSEUMS  

Although teachers did have some difficulty in deciphering how learning benefits could 

be assessed, P1 who used museums regularly, viewed them as vital to children's 

learning. In FGS1, museum visits are frequently organised to the local museum as it 

offers active learning experiences that complement classroom learning. For T1, 

museum visiting is about more than extending classroom learning.  It involves making 

memorable experiences of interest to children, letting them experience things first-hand 

by providing them with access to real objects.  For T1, broadening children's exposure 

to new experiences is part of the unique museum experience: 

FGS1: 

T1: Whenever we go to RM1, you often have people who have got brilliant new ideas that 
we wouldn't have come up with ourselves...just have a different take on things and kids 
always love that.  It is always interesting and engaging. 

This reflects established education theory (Dewey: 1900: 1934: 1947), children learn 

much more when something is of interest, when they are actively engaged and when 

they can make personal connections to something. Teachers viewed museum visits as 
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important to children’s education: linking a museum visit to the curriculum was often the 

deciding factor in planning a visit but staff expertise and unique resources were also 

seen as motivations for repeat visits. The findings suggest that part of democratising 

museum education must be the development of greater collaboration with teachers, 

reflecting Anderson’s (2019) contention that museums need to look more outward. This 

is integral to creating more cultural learning opportunities for children. Teachers who 

use museums as part of their curriculum planning appreciate that museums add an 

extra dimension to learning. Teachers highlighted the role of museums in offering more 

focused time on wider social and cultural issues than they were able to provide in the 

classroom: relating to the role of museums in facilitating children’s cultural participation 

by exposing them to both their own and others’ cultural contexts.  

6.3.1.    Children’s Wellbeing                                                                                   

Teachers by nature of their vocation, prioritise children’s wellbeing. This may not be a 

museum priority as museums cater for a range of participants not exclusively for 

children. Findings highlight that teachers consider museums relevant and would be 

more willing to increase visits if institutions could illustrate that the welfare of children 

was as much of a priority as learning. This places an ethical responsibility on museums 

to become, if they are not already, institutions which recognise children as active 

participants with agency. There was an implication that museums should be more 

proactive in working with teachers to increase school use of museums. Given the 

discretionary status of local authority museums, findings reflect that services vary 

greatly in terms of buildings, staffing and running costs (NIMC, 2016) and for this 

reason, some local authority museums may not consider schools as a priority audience. 

Teachers viewed that barriers to improving communication between schools and 

museums could be easy overcome: although the financial barriers were a concern, 

these were not insurmountable.  

6.4.   FINDNGS: THE VALUE OF MUSEUMS 

FGS1 exemplifies how opportunities are taken up by teachers in using museum 

education to increase children’s cultural participation. The reality for teachers is that if 

schools in their area do not access local museum services, there is no guarantee these 

schools could afford to visit museums elsewhere. Teachers valued museum services, 

particularly local museum services: this places an ethical responsibility on local 

museums to pursue greater children’s cultural participation from their local area.  
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6.4.1.    Museums Take Schools for Granted                                                          

Teachers expressed understanding of the value of learning outside the classroom. They 

reflected that even when the opportunities for museum visiting exist and are realised, 

museums may be in danger of taking schools for granted. P1 pointed out that the local 

museum was ‘under-selling’ itself by not offering more variety and that when children 

were told they were going to there, they reacted as if they had ‘drawn the short straw’, 

endorsing similar findings from focus groups. Children enjoy museum visiting but the 

programming is often viewed by them as narrow and repetitive, children and teachers 

both indicated a desire to do and see more during a museum visit. Teachers thought 

museums could do more to correct some negative perceptions of museums: P1, 

perhaps naively, suggested, ‘Could you call it {the museum} something else?’  

Teachers suggested museums could challenge negative perceptions through creating 

more formal partnerships, working with education bodies or principal groups to increase 

awareness of what museums offer.   

6.4.2.    A Need to Increase Teacher’s Awareness of Museum Education 

Increasing dialogue between teachers and museums may address the ad hoc, 

discretionary nature of local museum education services which are often exhibition or 

project led, not child led. T2 alluded to the need for museums to re-visit how they 

interact with schools: concerned about how children are perceived, especially children 

with learning needs, taking children to museums is viewed by T2 as onerous. Other 

teachers stated that there is no centralised resource which teachers could access to 

match children’s learning needs with a museum’s learning offer. Consequently, some 

valuable museum resources remain under-used by teachers who would otherwise be 

willing to avail of them. The networks used by museums, such as the Northern Ireland 

Museums Council (NIMC), Irish Museums Association (IMA), Group for Education in 

Museums (GEM) and the Museums Association (MA) were not mentioned by any 

teacher. Teachers suggested various ways of improving collaborations with museums, 

perhaps by accessing the right person in schools to raise awareness of museum 

education or having a museum coordinator (perhaps provided through NIMC), who 

would be the liaison between schools and museums. 

Other suggestions included museums leaving a static display in staff rooms, museum 

staff visits to teacher briefings or INSET days, liaison with The World Around Us 

coordinators and targeted emails or bespoke newsletters to illustrate how museum 
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experiences tied in with the needs of the curriculum. Teachers also suggested new 

ways of looking at pre-visit services either as online capacity building for teachers or as 

orientation for children, which according to T2, ‘would appeal to children’s curiosity’. All 

of these suggest that teachers value museum education: their positive comments on 

visits came with a proviso on the importance of museums to understand children’s 

needs. T2 needed to be convinced that museums welcome children.   

Outdoor walks, tours and visits to cultural sites have long been recognised as being of 

educational value (Dewey, 1900), emphasising the learning value of education visits 

beyond the classroom. Findings suggest that there is a certain realism in choices 

teachers have to make to access the learning benefits of visits. All teachers believed in 

the educational value of visits but pressure of time and a need to justify time out of 

school were real issues for teachers. The P7 year in FGS4 carried out an independent 

study on the Victorians and although T4 was a strong supporter of museums, T4 had 

not considered museums as an option for assisting children with this project work. This 

alludes to a lack of awareness of the breadth of museum education services, as 

research and materials are often provided by museums for individual students. There is 

little reason why some sort of resource events could not take place for children after 

school: this also illustrates the missed opportunities for museums who may be able to 

offer more individualised services outside normal class visits. T4 found large museums 

were difficult for children to navigate, sometimes making it problematic to assess what 

children actually learn from a visit. 

These issues are not insurmountable, as proven by T4 ‘s initial negative experiences of 

HC1 regarding noise levels and lack of orientation: these were subsequently addressed 

through repeat visits. Repeat visits meant that teachers got to know the layout better 

and were able to focus on one or two areas of interest to children. T4 stated that the 

onus seemed to be on teachers to work these types of things out, echoing children’s 

findings that museums could do better in visit orientation. 

6.4.3.    Parents Support Children’s Visits to Museums                                                   

For T2, publicity and marketing which focussed on school needs, defining why a school 

visit is different from a family visit, would be a particularly useful tool for increasing 

awareness of the value of museums as education providers. FGS3 is located in a high 

social deprivation area but parents supported museum visits if they were recommended 

by teachers as being of benefit for their children. FGS3 uses fundraising to finance 
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educational visits: T3 stated this is a matter of constantly having to balance between 

giving the children experiences that will be good for them and putting additional 

financial strains on parents and families: 

FGS3: 

R:  Are parents willing, in your experience, to give the money for a museum visit? 

T3:  Yes.  They are but I, as a teacher, especially if you are teaching in a disadvantaged 
 area, I always feel a sense of guilt in some ways.  You know that it is great for the 
 curriculum, but it is not fair to provide extra strain on the parents.  It is that happy 
 medium. 

T3 viewed museums as helpful in scaffolding learning in the classroom: decisions on 

which heritage site to visit often depended on the ‘academic astuteness’ of the children. 

T3 pointed out that the museum offer should encompass Year 1 to 7 children, 

reinforcing T2’s point that there is not enough quality programming in museums for 

younger children.  

6.4.4.    Making Museum Visits Compulsory  

Making visits compulsory was enthusiastically endorsed by one teacher and rejected by 

another. Generally, this idea was viewed as potentially cumbersome, even if it came 

with a budget. Teachers viewed compulsory museum visiting as useful only if it was 

integrated properly into the curriculum, rather than just being a tick-box exercise. T4 

commented that children in FGS4 would never visit museums if they didn’t visit with 

school, this was endorsed by T3 who believed that this is why compulsory museum 

visiting would be a good thing, even if it presented a time management issue. Teachers 

clearly valued the impact museums had on children’s learning. T3 expressed positive 

experiences of museum visiting and believed in the benefits of having a local museum 

in terms of making children aware of the community they come from. For T3, museums 

helped children to think critically about both the past and the present because they 

bring the theory of the classroom alive by relating information to the ‘real world’. T2 also 

highlighted that museum visits positively impact children's critical thinking which was 

encouraged by sensory activity: 

FGS2: 

T2: Multiple opportunities because you get the "I want to go I want to go…"   Anything 
interactive, anything sensory.  That’s fantastic for younger children, well any child really.  
Just sensory, that they are hearing seeing, smelling, touching.  That there is stuff they 
can touch you know?  
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T2 welcomed the prospect of compulsory museum visiting because seeing the real 

thing was important for children's learning, with the proviso that it should be funded. T4 

cited pressure of work was already an issue for not taking P7 classes to museums, 

although P2s and P5s from FGS4 made two or more visits to museums a year. Overall, 

teachers felt there was a lack of an inter-sector coordinated approach to cultural 

learning: museum visits are often discovered by individual teachers rather than 

generated by museums. Whilst teachers would welcome some centralised, joined 

approach between museums and schools, none of the teachers interviewed wanted a 

learning standard (that often comes with compulsory curricula) for museum learning. 

6.4.5.    Education or Learning                                                                                

Teachers suggested various ways for museums to link what they offer with what 

teachers have to teach. This would necessitate a normalising of museum visits and 

require museums to reach out more to professionals beyond the museum sector. The 

benefits of this type of collaborative working have been recognised in museums for 

some time (Heal, 2018; ICOM, 2019; MA, 2017: Mendoza, 2017). Teachers were asked 

what they felt the difference was between education and learning, T4 remarked: 

FGS4: 

T4:  Learning is what you actually pick up and education is what you are told to teach. 

Learning encompasses enlightening experiences: implying that teachers value the 

learning children gained in museums as additional to classroom learning in enriching 

the statutory curriculum. Teachers suggested that they may intend at the beginning of 

the academic year to visit museums more often but the intention tends to get timed out. 

All teachers prized the educational value of real objects, activities and certain freedom 

of movement which museums offer. For T3, this was the unique way museums 

connected children’s learning to the real world: 

FGS3: 

T3:       I think for children, as well as seeing the exhibits on a kind of self-guided tour or if there 
were any kind of workshops that were available, I think that is essential to really make it 
come alive because you won't always...you need those experts there. As I keep saying, 
you need the real-world relevance.   

This relates to Dewey’s (1947; Hein, 2012) theories on democratising education 

practice. 
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6.4.6.    Museum Specialists                                                                                   

Teachers indicated a desire for more collaborative working with museums as they 

respected museum specialisms as being separate from their own. This involved 

interaction with objects but also how museums specialists brought classroom learning 

to life for children. It also involved opportunities for children’s cultural participation which 

teachers could not offer in the classroom. The respect teachers had for museum 

specialists may not always be reflected in institutions which take the learning function 

for granted: this relates to the impact of hierarchical restrictions within museum 

institutions. The issue of how some museum professionals interpret curatorial authority 

may communicate a sense of separateness or elitism contrary to modern museum 

activism (MA, 2020). Networks which involve teachers in shared authority practice are 

rare, especially ones embedded in institutional ethos. Teachers indicated a willingness 

to get more involved in museums yet they were largely disconnected from them.   

6.4.7.    Museum Educators: Mediated Museum Learning                                      

Teachers who had positive educational experiences in museums hold museum 

educators in an esteem which is sometimes not reflected in museum institution 

structures. It begs the question of who in the museum institution is responsible for 

improving connections with teachers and museums. The education role of the museum 

does not operate within the framework of school teaching, therefore, its level of 

perceived proficiency is often recognised through networks peculiar to individual 

museums rather than through organised inter-sector strategy.  

Better connections between museums and schools are prerequisites for widening 

children’s cultural participation. Children’s cultural education may traditionally be viewed 

as the role of gallery educator or museum educator, although teachers indicated a lack 

of awareness of the range of museum functions. The increasing recognition of 

museums as social agents (MA, 2018) emphasises that museum institutions can no 

longer afford to be insular, set apart from the communities they serve, which includes 

the school community. Several museum professionals indicated that schooling was not 

their responsibility although children’s cultural participation through museums 

complements schooling.  This issue touches on the very essence of the ethical 

responsibilities of museums to be inclusive and accountable: the modern public 

standards that museums are being assessed against include the role of the museum in 

making a difference to participants’ lives (MA, 2017: 2020), this includes children.   
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The specific education function of a museum is often linked to perceptions of whether or 

not museums are viewed as education providers. Rodehn (2017) writes that museum 

educators are not taken seriously due to the fluid nature of their work and so there is 

little understanding of the work they do. Teachers did not reflect this as they all  

recognised and valued museum specialists as possessing skills and expertise teachers 

do not have. Rodehn’s (2017) comments that gallery guides, often the frontline 

educators, have been overlooked in museum research. Citing Swedish research which 

found that guided tours were the most common education activity in Sweden’s 

museums, museum guiding was viewed as low status work. These perceptions may 

derive from the short contact museum educators have with participants and the fluid 

nature of work which necessitates the constant learning of new information delivered in 

response to changing museum exhibitions. Teachers’ findings indicate that museum 

educators influence children’s learning yet there remains an overall lack of research into 

the wider learning benefits of children’s cultural participation through museum education 

(Hein, 2012). Teachers would also welcome museums being able to illustrate learning 

benefits for children, this may require a more research and a more cohesive way of 

working within the museum sector in the first instance. 

6.4.8.    The Importance of Authentic Welcomes                                                       

Museum guides are frontline in representing the ethos of individual institutions to 

participants. The welcome they provide is linked to museum authenticity: authentic 

welcomes have a tremendous impact on teachers’ experiences of not just the museum 

visit but the very institution of the museum. A guide's work may involve just one contact 

with children but teachers clearly stated that this contact is integral to children’s 

enjoyment of a visit and consequently to their learning. One experience of HB1 by 

FGS2 was so negative, even though there had been a pre-visit service, it caused such 

an emotional reaction in both children and staff that it discouraged the school from 

wanting to return. How museum staff present to children is important to teachers. The 

idea of having a real guide who understood children was particularly important to T2: T4 

and to P1 also who reiterated children’s findings on the importance of staff knowledge 

and attitudes several times during the interview: 

FGS1: 

P1: Yes, personnel. It should be around how engaging they are and how knowledgeable 
they are and be able to answer lots of interesting and, possibly silly questions. 
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This means in practice, that the museum education offer is often only as good as the 

person or persons delivering it.   

6.4.9.    Teachers Value Experiential Learning                                                       

Teachers understood museums as being unique learning spaces as they contextualise 

society for learners through objects, exhibitions and activities. This creates a foundation 

from which museums may build their relationships with teachers through the 

development of more shared authority approaches (Long, 2013). Local museums are 

valued by teachers as key players in opening wider learning and critical thinking 

opportunities to children. Children and teachers appreciate the value of being guided or 

signposted through museum exhibitions by real guides but this may be too labour 

intensive (and potentially expensive) for some smaller museums. Teachers also value 

the connectivity between museum visiting and lived experiences as this has a follow-on 

impact back in the classroom. T1 suggested that museums could provide opportunities 

for children to find their own answers during a visit. This is low-cost and do-able and it 

reflects focus groups' aspirations for more independence and exploration during visits.   

6.5.   FINDINGS: TEACHERS’ VIEWS ON ACCESS TO MUSEUMS 

Deciding to visit a museum involved consideration of cost, awareness of what museums 

offered and learning benefit for children. The ad hoc nature of museum experiences 

was reflected as unsatisfactory by teachers in terms of visits depending on personal 

motivations and connections to a museum, the diverse quality of museum programmes 

and a lack of child centred approaches. These views suggest a need for museums to 

reflect and promote child agency in their work. Such an approach shows teachers 

where museum programming fits in children’s learning and consequently reassures  

them of the benefits of tailored museum learning. Child agency in museums could be as 

basic as negotiating learning content collaboratively, creating a statement of intent and 

working in shared authority with children and teachers to plan programmes. These 

areas are common to both children’s’ and teachers’ findings and if implemented, would 

showcase museums’ recognition of children as active cultural participants. 

6.5.1.     Museums Could do More to Support Teachers                                              

Those teachers who visited museums regularly indicated that they would like to see or 

do more, reflecting similar statements from focus group children, this raises a caution 

for museums to not take school visits for granted. Teachers indicated that what 
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museums offered was often narrow and tended to exclude younger children. T2 

acknowledged that museum visits are beneficial for The World Around Us section of the 

curriculum but unlike P1 and T1, T2 was in favour of getting more history content in at 

the Foundation Stage. Several teachers thought museums were more geared up for 

Key Stage 2 children than for younger children. P1 asserts that in the short term, the 

museum sector could do more to develop children’s cultural participation by better 

promotion of their services to teachers, perhaps through the creation of one website for 

all museums, making it easier for teachers to see what is available and relevant.  

6.5.2.    Understand Our Needs                                                                                

Children and teachers’ findings indicated that where there was evidence of being 

authentically welcomed, they used possessive nouns to describe the museum they 

visited, especially in referring to a local museum as ‘our’ museum. This sense of 

ownership develops when there have been positive museum visiting experiences: it  

connects to the museum definitions outlined in previous chapters emphasising the 

notion of trust (NIMC, 2009). The importance of museums showing more consideration 

for schools was reflected by P1: 

FGS1: 

P1: For me, I think the organisation of the day is key.  When you arrive, your first impression 
is so crucial.  That if, you sort of arrive and are treated properly and appropriately and so 
on and the day is structured, certainly, you need a wee bit of flexibility because things do 
not always go to plan.  But a good structure!  From my point of view, particularly if you 
go further afield, if parents have paid the money for their children to go on an 
educational visit, you want to squeeze as much into that day as possible. 

This relates to museums viewing children as active cultural participants. T2 felt that 

museums need to emphasise their unique learning role more because otherwise, if they 

may be just offering something children can do with their parents or with teachers there 

was no point in visiting. Teachers were attracted to museums which made their 

workloads lighter, this could be as simple as providing a risk assessment template 

before a visit.   

The process of interviewing teachers acted as a catalyst for some teachers who under-

used museums to think about how museums could help them deliver the curriculum.  

These teachers lacked awareness of local museum services but they also felt that 

museums lacked awareness of their needs and that this was a barrier to visiting. 

Teachers linked their under-use of museums to a lack of joined up thinking between the 

education and heritage sectors. There are many explanations for this: twenty years on 
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from the aspirations of Anderson’s (1997) seminal report, not every museum has a 

designated educator, some may not prioritise school visits and for those which do, 

teachers suggested they may sometimes take schools for granted. Findings suggest 

two significant barriers in teachers accessing museums: firstly, a lack of awareness of 

what museums offered to complement children’s school learning and secondly, the lack 

of a platform or resource which would assist teachers in understanding and accessing 

museum services more regularly. This reflects the need for a platform to help increase 

collaboration between the education and museum sectors (Seligmann, 2014). 

6.6.   MUSEUMS AS EDUCATION PROVIDERS: IMPLICATIONS FOR 
INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT  

Reflecting research in Denmark (Seligmann, 2014), too often, museum visits are 

associated by some teachers with the study of history which could be a barrier to 

visiting. Other teachers, such as P1, organised multiple school visits to the local 

museum because of the opportunities for children to engage in a wider learning 

experiences through several curriculum subjects, history, geography and especially 

science. The researcher was surprised to find that P7 children in FGS4 were not taken 

to museums. This challenged her preconceptions that all schools took P7s on museum 

visits by way of preparing children for the wider cultural experiences of secondary 

school. Teachers indicated some very real barriers to accessing museum education 

during the P7 year, including pressures of transfer tests, catching up on teaching the 

curriculum post- transfer test and a general lack of time.  

Each teacher referred to museums as a resource. Whilst this may appear to traditional 

museum curators as minimising the importance of objects, it may also be viewed as an 

opportunity in terms of the sustainability of museums. By opening museums up as 

community resources as advocated by Heal (2018) and Anderson (2019), museums 

have an opportunity to widen their relevance to the communities they serve (DOC, 

2014), in so doing, enhancing the role of museums in widening cultural participation, 

especially for children.   

The findings indicate that although museums have a role to play in training teachers on 

the benefits of utilising museums as core resources, they should also be actively 

reflecting on how they consult on the needs of child participants, this was defined by 

P1’s advice, ‘Know your children’.  Assessing what children learn during museum visits 

was an issue for teachers but there was also a resistance to standardisation that may 
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compromise a unique learning experience. Teachers were more concerned with 

museums’ ability to clearly define a starting point for children’s knowledge at the 

beginning of a visit and the impact of the visit afterwards.  

The idea of situating children in a museum space, assessing what they know and what 

they want to know is part of the common curriculum (NIC, CCEA) and teachers would 

like more museums to do this. All teachers highlighted a lack of knowledge about the 

breadth of learning opportunities museums offer. The findings reflect a desire by 

teachers to know more about museum education and suggest that shared authority 

approaches may address this, so that rather than museums assuming what teachers 

need, museums should work with them to better understand children’s cultural learning 

needs.  

6.7.   CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

Children and teachers’ findings both indicate that museums add a unique dimension to 

classroom learning through providing interactive engagements with objects, exhibitions 

and practical workshops. Teachers trust the expertise museums offer, they value staff 

knowledge and understand the role of museums in providing children with wider social 

and cultural experiences. It is notable that both children’s and teachers’ findings allude 

to museums as having an image problem: whereas some children’s findings reference 

their perceptions of museums as boring, teachers’ findings reflect on the lack of 

awareness of what museums offer and a need for more informed preparation for child 

participants. What was highlighted as a main issue by teachers was the lack of a formal 

mechanism for better collaboration between schools and museums. More collaborative 

working and shared authority approaches may result in museums developing better 

child-based practice. There is an ethical responsibility on museums to increase 

children’s cultural participation through museums by acknowledging child agency and 

by collaborating outside the education sector. Chapter Seven examines museum 

professional stakeholder attitudes and perceptions to museum education and children’s 

cultural participation through museums. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  Findings:  Museum Professionals 

 

 

7.0.   INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 

Stakeholder findings discussed in Chapters Five and Six indicated that whilst museums 

are of relevance and value to children’s learning, stakeholders expected museums to 

do more to understand their needs in order to improve children’s cultural participation 

through museums. Chapter Seven presents Museum Professional (MP) findings, 

highlighting inconsistencies in institutional museum education practice and in the 

prioritisation given to programmes for children. The Chapter examines whether a new 

working ‘model’ adaptable to institutions, as referred to by Dewey (1934, p57 ), is 

needed to establish child agency in museums. Analysis of findings is presented under 

the three themes emerging from the data: the relevance of museums, the value of 

museums and access to museums. This chapter explores, if by looking outward rather 

than inward (Anderson, 2019), a more cohesive collaborative approach to children’s 

cultural participation through museums is feasible. 

7.1.   MUSEUM PROFESSIONALS AS STAKEHOLDERS 

The aim of interviews (see Appendix Three) with MPs was to gather their views on the 

education function of museums, including their attitudes to social programming. 

Interviews explored how the strategic aspirations reflected in museum literature are 

currently perceived and enacted by museum professionals. The interview questions 

sought to explore MP perceptions of child agency by examining current practice: all but 

one has over twenty-years of museum sector experience, all have worked in a range of 

museums and come from an array of curatorial, management and education 

perspectives. Their professional experience includes previous or current curatorial or 

education roles within museums or within museum lobbying organisations. Although all 

MPs have museum education experience, including developing programming, only one 

MP has the word education in their job title.   

MP findings reflect increasing museum involvement in collaborative shared authority 

partnerships, often delivered through social agenda projects, which sometimes include 
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children but do not always result in institutional change. One exception constantly cited 

was the Playful Museums initiative (NIMC, 2017). The findings indicate that participant-

based practice contributes to democratising museum services. In the absence of a 

coordinated approach to creating child agency in museum education, realising this 

aspiration is resource dependent within individual institutions. Children’s programmes 

generally tend to be provided to suit curriculum needs and are something done for 

rather than with children: their cultural participation in programme development is not 

specifically prioritised by museums. Findings are presented within both the local 

museum context and the wider ethical and professional framework of the museum 

sector; all MPs work in the Northern Ireland museum context.   

As explained in Chapter Two, Northern Ireland local authority museum services are 

discretionary: findings suggest this discretionary nature of local government museums 

means professionals often feel defined by institutional governance. This working 

context was explained by MP2: 

MP2: I think one of the problems with local museums in local government is that we…are very 
discretionary and when you look at the corporate plan idea, you would be lucky to find 
heritage in there, so therefore, we have to find those hooks within the corporate plan to 
survive. 

MP3 also stated that they did not think museums were ‘a top priority’ for local 

government. Conversely, The Local Museums Resources Survey (NIMC, 2013) found 

that social expectations on museums had generally increased and that the underlying 

aspiration of museums was to do more. The desire for the development of a more 

cohesive museum sector was expressed by all MPs, although they were aware of the 

advantages and limitations of their individual institutions.   

MP2 points out that if their institution was to deliver all the education programmes they 

would want to, the core budget would not last long. The ‘hook’ offered for encouraging 

children’s cultural participation through museums is often through school visits. For 

example, MP4 attracted four post-primary schools to a programme based around an 

exhibition, using the ‘hook’ of maths. Participating schools found the programme 

valuable but this was not something their service had done before or since. This pattern 

of popular school programmes depending on funding is repeated throughout MP 

interviews. 
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7.2.   ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

An initial analysis of findings indicated that the connections MPs make with teachers 

and schoolchildren are not based on overall sector strategy but on individual teacher 

interest: this could be through an exhibition relevant to the school curriculum or through 

targeted projects such as NIMC’s (2017) Playful Museums initiative for younger 

children. How museums tailor learning to the needs of children relates to Dewey’s 

(1900: 1915: 1947) and  Hein’s (2012) theories on the democratisation of education. An 

initial analysis was made using the grid in Figure13 to highlight MP attitudes to museum 

education within their own working contexts (a synopsis of this is in Appendix Six).  

The way in which MPs connected with teachers tended to be through specific projects 

which added value to children’s study of history, science or art. MPs suggested that 

working with teachers was rewarding but demanding, for smaller museums, this meant 

constantly juggling priorities. MP2 commented that there is more that their institution 

could add to their learning programmes, as ‘some of it was quite lightweight’ but they 

endorsed the unique learning potential of museums: 

 MP2: I have seen the value of inspirational history and I have seen the value of people 
connecting to the real thing and there is nothing beats it.  I think, increasingly, that is just 
so important. That we have that something that connects with somebody ten thousand 
years ago, also connects with somebody four hundred years ago or five years ago.  It’s 
that visceral…  

Although the UNCRC was not mentioned by MPs, the element of participant-based 

practice was seen as being of value to all MPs. Several regarded the development of 

children’s cultural participation through museums as part of social activism as opposed 

to an ethical obligation. In relation to the contemporary expectation on museums to 

adopt social agenda issues as part of practice, MP1 was concerned with where 

museums fitted into ‘this big spectrum’, reflecting what MPs see as increasing demands 

on museums to be more socially relevant. The perception was that this sometimes 

squeezes out the curatorial functions of a museum, yet there was also a strong sense 

of social responsibility felt by MPs, linked to their ethical responsibilities. MP3 remarked 

that museums always seem to have a ‘need to justify their existence’ which may be 

through social  programmes: 

MP3: …you know they {museums} are community, public spaces.  Local money supports 
them and they have to be for the people. 
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MP3 also emphasises that the work of museums needs to ‘be done in a meaningful 

way’, not just for its own sake. This was a view all MPs expressed: museums did not 

exist to be a panacea for all social ills but culture exists for public benefit. In order to 

gain traction, children’s agency in museums may better presented as a part of 

museums’ ethical rather than their social responsibilities.  

7.3.   FINDINGS: THE RELEVANCE OF MUSEUM EDUCATION  

The importance of meaningful engagement with participants was strong with all MPs, 

reflecting that all MPs agreed museums have a public education role, even if they do 

not view their institutions as education providers. MP5 suggested it was important to 

find out what participants wanted from experiences which was, ‘Usually, not a little 

corner of somewhere to colour in with some crayons’. Meaningful learning 

engagements were important to MPs, who juggled these with increasing public 

expectations to engage in social activism which was something that not all MPs saw as 

relevant. 

7.3.1.    The Role of Collections                                                                                

Museum collections are prioritised by MPs as being the reason why museums exist but 

not just for their own sake. MP4 remarked that at the start of a long career they would 

have prioritised documentation but now saw their role as using collections to increase 

public benefit. MP2 identified strongly with their curatorial responsibilities and 

emphasised the importance of maintaining curatorial authority in dealing with issues of 

access and participation:  

MP4: Museums are for the purpose of collecting and caring for material culture for the 
purposes of making it accessible to the public.  To present it in interesting ways, to not 
just to educate but also to illuminate to ...fascinate, to make collections enjoyable.   It is 
about learning in a fun way, isn't it?   

For some, museum education was not seen as a separate task to curatorial work and 

was integrated into museum practice: whether this was the case in all museums 

appeared to be subject to the size of institution. MP1 felt that professionals in smaller 

museums played multiple roles and that it is easier for museum staff in larger 

institutions to specialise: 

MP1:  You don’t have the luxury of being too defined. I think you have to be a sort of 
chameleon at the minute. 

This notion of ‘luxury’ also came up in teachers’ findings: multi-tasking seemed to be 

the reality for MPs working within the local authority context. There was a perceived  
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advantage of not ‘being too defined’ as professionals felt they were better able to 

respond to  demands from the public, perhaps indicating a type of autonomy not 

available to colleagues in larger local or national museums. 

7.3.2.    The Role of Social Legacy and Responsibility 

The social expectations of modern museums reflect Talboys’ (1996: 2000) contention 

that museums have evolved beyond one curatorial voice. Museums have always had a 

scholarly function related to developing society: collections conserve the past to 

increase knowledge for present and future generations but MP1 stated that local 

museums needed to constantly adapt to keep their service relevant: 

MP1:  Not to dilute the museum or heritage aspect of the work that you do, I think you do have 
to adapt to make it relevant because if you are not relevant, you are going to become 
more fossilised.  

The element of legacy is core to the function of museums to hold objects in trust for 

society. The sense of responsibility for maintaining public trust was expressed by all of 

those interviewed. MP1 saw their work in museums as being bigger than any individual, 

seeing their position as transient, almost a caretaking role. They felt a social 

responsibility to maintain collections but for a purpose: 

MP1: Obviously, collections, you are there for a window of time and they maybe have survived 
hundreds of years, and will hopefully survive hundreds more years, so you are just 
holding the baton… 

 

MP3 went on to explain that a major concern was that the actual care of collections may 

become so far down local authority governance priorities, that the very reason for 

museums to exist may be at risk. It is perhaps because curators have a passion for 

objects in their care that there is a sense of making sure that their significance does not 

get lost in a world of increasing social demands on museums. MPs equated taking on 

overt responsibility for developing children’s cultural participation as more of a social 

issue, although they viewed part of the role of the collections as assisting children with 

understanding their own and others’ cultural contexts. The legacy role of museums was 

realised through initiatives which had impact on both participants and institutions. For 

instance, MP1’s worked with NIMC’s (2017) Playful Museums initiative which utilised 

collections to address wider issues such as the development of social skills rather than 

just in ‘a sort of academic way’. The work brought new audiences into the museum and 

also changed how the institution viewed young participants. This initiative was also 

endorsed by MP2 who stated that Playful Museums was the first time their institution 
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had worked with under-fives and their families: that they now had access to networks 

they could use to work again with that age group. Amongst the benefits for the 

institution was that people who had never been to a museum exhibition before ‘came 

along with their kids and had lots of fun’. The scheme was only made possible by 

bespoke funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund, distributed through NIMC. 

7.3.3.    Widening Public Awareness of Museums                                                               

MP3 thought that smaller museums needed to ‘trade off’ what they can accomplish 

between curatorial responsibilities and widening participant access. The result was a 

lack of continuity in children’s programming. MP1 stated that whilst working on things 

like documentation may be integral to museum functions, it may have minimal 

importance in relation to corporate council strategies such as Community Planning 

(DOC, 2014). For MP3, maintaining professional standards has to be balanced with 

governance pressures to create exhibitions. MP1 stated that the reality also has to be 

acknowledged that some people will never find use for a museum: 

MP1: It’s hard when you work in a museum to take your brain out of you, you know it’s sort of 
your experience and you can’t believe that people haven’t heard of {the museum}, it’s 
not on their radar…there’s a certain amount of people you know… it’s just not a priority 
in life. 

 

This connects to teachers’ findings suggesting the potential benefits for children’s 

cultural experiences of normalising museum visiting from an early age. The lack of 

museum voice in local authority structures was echoed by most MPs as conflicting 

demands prevented the development of more progressive programme planning.  

                                                                                                                               
7.3.4.    Museum Education Professional Standards                                                      

The language used to describe museum education was relevant for all MPs, primarily, 

whether ‘education’, ‘learning’ or ‘engagement’ best described this museum function.  

MPs all thought the word ‘learning’ was more relevant to participant-based practice as 

‘education’ was associated with school learning which was a different type of learning 

experience and not something most MPs accepted as their concern. For MP5, learning 

was about storytelling: the essence of learning engagement is the sharing of stories in 

order to open up conversations. MPs all valued such didactic approaches (Christensen 

& James, 2008; Nichols, 2014). 

The common ground appears to be that all stakeholders see museums as having a 

unique role in providing children with active experience with the real thing: 
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MP3: Well, I suppose from a traditional, formal standpoint, I see museums as enhancing what 
the curriculum would cover, what teachers are teaching within the classroom.  It is a way 
of taking children out and seeing the real-life examples or being in a different learning 
environment, which maybe could be very positive – especially maybe for children who 
have difficulty in a formal setting.  

This implies an empathy with children’s needs. For MP1, participant interactions with 

collections were what made museum learning unique. 

MP1:  You can use your collections to generate stories for kids or to try and think of ways to 
engage people but I think the objects are core. Because, if you don’t use your 
collections and your objects, then what is your unique point of doing that {provide 
learning for children} and why would you? 

There was no overall mechanism for teachers and museums to connect with these 

learning opportunities. When asked about their attitudes to a learning standard for 

museums, some suggested the development of a motto or symbol may be enough that 

could be displayed in public areas. Whilst MP4 suggested a standard would convey 

quality, they did not know if having a learning standard would make a difference to 

museum learning but may be something to work towards: 

MP4: Maybe…pull your socks up and say, you can’t let that slide and we need to be good. 

The desire for quality services was also reflected by teachers. No stakeholders wanted 

an assessment of museum learning standards but teachers and MPs expressed 

support for involvement in programming which would be of learning benefit to children.  

Accreditation was viewed as being of vital importance to all MPs as a standard of 

professional recognition. One MP suggested achieving Accreditation was enough of a 

standard for museums because it was widely recognised. This was not the perception 

of other MPs, who suggested alternative ways museums could indicate they provided a 

high standard of learning opportunities:  

MP1: Schools wouldn’t have the first clue about that {about Accreditation} maybe in a less 
formal way…even having the Playful Museums logo and that kind of badge to say, “We 
are family friendly.” I think it is a standard that schools {would be useful} …whether it’s a 
standard for schools or a standard that “We are learning friendly” or that we have 
multiple things… 

Findings indicated that museums have to work better at demonstrating and articulating 

their relevance to schools and families:  

MP1: Modern families and communities are tough. You know they are not going to just 
endorse a museum for museum’s sake.  They are going to think,” What can it do for 
me?”, “What can it do for my family, my children?”  I think museums have to work hard 
to prove their relevance but they are relevant... They are relevant but they need to 
change and adapt and articulate their relevance.  It can’t be assumed.  



 

141 
 

MP5 recognises the value of participative methods in museums and sees them as a 

way of encouraging corporate understanding of their wider relevance. MP1 thought that 

the survival of museums depended on people enjoying them, this was how this MP 

gauged the success of museums: 

MP1: You wouldn’t want to wake up some day having a lovely, documented collections all 
around your shelves, to know where everything is and nobody is engaging with it. 

All MPs illustrated that museums needed people as much as collections but that was a 

constant balancing act between museum functions. 

7.3.5.    Engaging with Children 

Improving access to museums is generally developed through the education function of 

the museum. All MPs reflected museum learning in a broad way which included but did 

not prioritise school children. Children’s cultural participation was viewed as part of 

wider programming rather than as a targeted museum strategy, although MP5 indicated 

an appreciation for school visits. MP2 thought that by focusing on schools, other 

museum priorities may be neglected. Even for those MPs who viewed collections as 

central to museums, there was an awareness that this could not sit separately from the 

learning and engagement functions of their services: 

MP2:  Bottom line, it is about caring for the collections and it is about how you go about doing 
that in order to preserve history, make it accessible and encourage people to learn from 
history. 

 

Historical tensions in museums between conservation and widening access, is a little 

more blurred than in the past because of the need for museums to become more 

socially relevant. MP5 refers to this tension as a ‘culture clash’ within museums, ‘almost 

an alpha and omega’ situation but emphasises that it is everybody’s role in museums to 

understand and engage with audiences. MP3 suggested there should be a balance 

between the curatorial and education functions of museums but this is not always the 

case: 

MP3: In between the old school idea where the curator doesn't want anybody actually 
touching anything and then you get the educators who want to get it all out there!  

For MP5, a bigger question than addressing traditional tensions in museums, is the 

question of the role that museums can play in society, something they feel that all 

museums need to now ‘to seriously consider’. Findings indicate that the time may be 

opportune for reforming museum practice and for redefining museum education. 
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7.3.6.    Experiential Museum Education 

Whilst MPs appreciated the value of museum learning, it was from the starting point of 

collections rather than participants, whereas teachers were of the opposite view. MP5 

references the work of Graham Black (2012) when discussing the essential need for 

museums to be more participatory: 

MP5: Generally, I think what makes a museum visit memorable is in the opportunity to be 
actively involved, kind of talking, doing things and have a sort of exchange of 
views…that applies right across the spectrum of visitors you know. 

MP5 feels that museums can find some sort of ‘alignment’ to the historical division 

between the curatorial and educational functions of museums, reflecting the views of 

Hein (1998: 2000) and Talboys (1996: 2000). Learning engagements with adult and 

community groups use objects as a means of making personal connections to 

participants, linking to Dewey’s (1900) theories on engaging learner interest. Whereas 

all MPs acknowledge the unique learning role of museums in how objects are used in 

historical and social discourse, some reflected a fatigue with the high social 

expectations being placed on museums: 

MP1: I know that some people would say that maybe we have gone too far, in terms of…they 
don’t have to be responsible; you are there…you’ve got a collection, you present it. You 
don’t have to be a social worker. 

Experiential methods were common place in DoC (McBride, 2017) adult community 

engagement programmes but there were few examples with children. All MPs indicated 

they welcomed children into their institutions and understood museums brought 

learning to life for them. MPs stated that museums were relevant to schoolchildren but 

that some institutions were ‘weak’ in attracting schools. Those MPs who worked 

regularly with teachers, were rewarded with their loyalty, reflecting the findings of the 

Museums Audience Report (2018) that loyalty to local museums remains high. 

7.4.   FINDINGS: THE VALUE OF MUSEUM EDUCATION 

MP5 stated that museums which endeavour to make a difference to people’s lives 

invested time and effort to enhance understanding of core and potential audiences. For 

MP5, it was important that museums kept evolving as organisations, so that the public 

could more easily recognise and value what they do: 

MP5: I think the biggest risk for museums is actually that they simply become self-regarding in 
terms of their perceived value - the value that they attach to themselves. 



 

143 
 

This refers to the way is which some museum institutions continue to look inward rather 

than outward, beyond museum specialisms (Anderson, 2019). In those museums 

without a designated educator, staff had to multi-task, making developing the school 

sector one on a long list of priorities. Many museums repeat programmes for schools 

whilst other services ran ad hoc programmes in response to particular exhibitions. MPs 

felt the responsibility lay with larger national museums or with schools themselves for 

developing children’s cultural participation beyond established programmes. These 

views were not based on a lack of professional interest but on pragmatic choices 

regarding what resources were available to attract schools. MP1 pointed out that given 

‘the geography and competition from bigger {museum} institutions’ consideration had to 

be given as to whether that investment would be returned by an increase in the number 

of school visits. Museums had to be selective about allocating time. Lack of attention to 

developing programmes for schoolchildren was more about museums accepting that: 

MP1: We can’t do everything.  In some ways, if there is another museum that can do that 
better, then why not?  They should! 

MPs reflected that they worked with schools when possible but had to work to their 

institutional strengths. They valued school visits but did not always view them as a 

priority, partly because MPs viewed teachers as demanding: indicating that their 

provision for schools programming may be labour intensive but was treated by MPs as 

more than a tick box exercise. This was reinforced by MP3 who commented that 

museum learning is about building rapport and sustainable relationships and should not 

be merely ‘tokenistic’.  

7.4.1.    Community Engagement Partnerships: Potential for Children’s Cultural 
Participation 

A paradox was highlighted in terms of different audiences: whilst schoolchildren were 

welcomed into museums, there was a sense that access to collections was prioritised 

more with informal learning, for example with adult community engagement 

programmes. Although children may have been involved in these projects, they were 

not the specific focus. This may be because many projects funded by outside agencies 

automatically exclude schoolchildren as their needs are perceived as being met by 

statutory authorities. All MPs recognised the value of collaborations in helping them to 

meet the needs of users. MP1 emphasised community engagement as being important 

for building partnerships with the museum institution: 
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MP1: It is {recognition of what museums offer} really about building partnerships... I’m finding 
that I have to work quite hard to explain what museums are and what museums can do 
and what museums need them to understand about them – that two-way sort of thing, 
but we are getting there.   

Community engagement templates could be applied to schoolchildren: targeted 

initiatives such as Community Planning (DOC, 2014) wellbeing projects, Playful 

Museums, Reimagine Remake Replay (2020) and the Decade of Centenaries (DoC) 

(McBride, 2017) initiatives are designed to use objects and museum spaces to 

encourage diverse conversations. These conversations do not always happen in 

schools:   

MP1: For example, with the wartime stuff and the Decade of Centenaries stuff, to link that in to 
the international and global context, I think sometimes you have to do that to set the 
context for the local stories…it was really to present the different viewpoints and maybe 
to throw up bits of history that people maybe hadn’t realised and set it in a context as to 
why other things happen. 

Initiatives such as DoC enable museums to take risks and push the boundaries by 

encouraging participants to engage with their own and others’ histories. More children 

could benefit from these but MPs expressed concern over their lack of skills in engaging 

with children about contentious history. This relates to MP1s caution that when so much 

is expected of museums ‘They cannot be something they are not’. There was some 

indication of a need to build staff capacity in this area.  

7.4.2.    The Ability to Take Risks in Learning   

Teachers’ findings suggest children could be learning more local history through 

museums as they felt they lacked the skills in using objects to deliver programmes on 

sensitive or contentious history. Whilst MPs expressed concern in taking on this type of 

programming, teachers valued this type of work as something museums were good at. 

MP4 stated that anything contentious had to be ‘passed by the powers that be’ and 

MP1 suggested museums do not like to be controversial and ‘be sort of out there’: 

MP1: If people are paying rates for museums, is that {controversy} something they want 
museums to do?  They might just want to come and have a look.  

This flies in the face of contemporary expectations on museums to get involved in social 

activism (MA, 2020); reflecting the conservative nature of some local authority 

institutions, the used of the word ‘rights’ seemed to make some MPs uncomfortable.  

The untapped learning potential of museums in divided societies has a particular 

resonance in local government museums in Northern Ireland. MPs may have curatorial 
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authority over collections but perhaps not always over programming. Decision making 

on content sometimes remains with governance, suggesting some restriction on how 

museums approach their ethical responsibility to tell all stories. Increasing awareness of 

the ethical responsibilities of museums, specifically to child rights, may help increase 

children’s cultural participation through museums. One MP welcomed the opportunity to 

become facilitators in helping children to articulate their own culture and to engage with 

the culture of others but this type of work was seen as bordering on social activism by 

other MPs. 

7.4.3.    Social Activism or Education?                                                                           

MPs felt there was a security in bringing in professionals from outside the sector to deal 

with contentious history in community engagement programmes, yet there does not 

seem to have been the same process in helping teachers to meet children’s learning 

needs in this area. Facilitating children’s engagement with contentious history or history 

alien to their own, was seen by some MPs as social activism rather than as education. 

Reflecting the observations of MP2 and MP3, MP1’s current work is not aimed at 

schools but at wider community engagement with ‘harder to reach groups’.  It is 

assumed that children’s cultural education is something schools take care of, guidance 

in developing this would be welcomed by MPs, as long as the integrity of the collections 

and their curatorial authority were respected.   

7.4.4.    Taking School Visits for Granted 

MPs all delivered programmes for schools but there was a sense that developing more 

opportunities for children’s cultural participation would be labour intensive. MP5 

suggested that because schools are amongst the most established of museum 

audiences that ‘they are the ones taken for granted’. MP5 commented that colleagues 

who work with schools do not get the recognition they deserve because sometimes 

museums ‘get seduced by social inclusion and other kinds of things’. MP findings 

reflected that there was not a great deal of pressure to develop school audiences in the 

same way as there was to reach non-visitors as part of wider social inclusion policies.  

MP4 stated that:  

MP4: I suppose at the end of the day, I am not responsible for those children.  The teacher is 
responsible. So, as long as they come here and they have a good time and the teacher 
is happy, that’s ticking my box.  As long as I have kept them busy, you know, ninety-nine 
percent of the kids engaged ninety nine percent of the time…That’s the beginning and 
the end of it for me. 
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This underlines the discretionary nature of museum education services in how they are 

defined and applied. Children’s cultural participation through museums is a bit of a 

lottery, maybe coming down to something as simple as the geographical location of a 

museum: highlighting the need for more research into children’s cultural participation 

through museums. A need highlighted by MP1, who recognises that whilst they know 

children have enjoyed their experience, what they do not know is what value children 

find in visiting: 

MP1:   I sometimes worry that they {schools} are just ticking a box with “We have to do this, we 
can do it here”, “There we go, we have ticked it.” I am sure they all have a good time 
but…we are not hearing what the value is…I sort of worry that sometimes with the loyal, 
traditional visit …are they just repeating the programme? 

This concern with wanting to find out more about children’s needs and attitudes to 

museums, reflects the integrity all MPs displayed in discussing child participants. It 

indicates a willingness to find out more about children’s needs, which necessitates a 

recognition of child agency. For child voice to become integrated into museum service 

development, museums need to work with children and teachers in a more shared 

authority way.  

7.4.5.    Valuing School Visits                                                                                              

In relation to how the curatorial and education roles work within individual institutions, 

MP2 reflected the views of all the local authority professionals that unlike staff in 

national museums, staff in local authority museums wear ‘many hats’ including learning 

and engagement. Few museums have dedicated educators working at senior 

management level with the ability to influence institutional strategy: MP4 also described 

it as a ‘luxury’ when discussing the possibility of an assistant to help them with 

programming.   

MP1 admitted to having little knowledge of the school curriculum and stated that they 

did not know what is important to teachers or ‘What they are actually after’. This 

suggested a gap in knowledge between what children and teachers need from 

museums and what museums can offer. The literature emphasises the growing social 

and educational role of museums but having dedicated education professionals to carry 

out this work remains aspirational for many local authority institutions. The lack of a 

dedicated educator was also an issue for MPs who would like to increase visits from 

schools: 
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MP3:    It maybe isn’t a dedicated role to build the relationship, to be on the phone or turning up 
physically at schools to maybe promote what the offering is, to build up that engagement 
with the principal / head teacher, personnel – so there is maybe a lack of continuity of 
staff. 

MP2 stated that the curatorial and education roles had to be integrated because of 

limited staff resources. For their institution, schools may not be a priority but they were 

valued: 

MP2: In a sense of...it’s an opportunity for them to get to know us from more rural areas, get a 
sense of local history, their connections with people who have maybe done / achieved 
something, or international events. It kind of connects them back into their own place 
when they know their history...I don't think it is just in the rural.  It is really important to 
work with kids.  

The absence of a professional museum educator may result in children being a low 

priority for certain institutions, by implication, limiting their cultural participation through 

museums. The current problem for establishing core school audiences for MP1, is that 

some museums do not have what they deem ‘the luxury’ of concentrating on school 

visits. Working with teachers to meet the needs of children is often seen as time 

consuming and of limited value to the institution, this may be due to few schools being 

in a museum’s geographical area or to the infrequency of school visits. Museums may 

be missing an opportunity to expand their reach as every museum has something 

unique to offer through its collections. Developing a strategy for children’s cultural 

participation through museums makes schools a logical place to start. MP1 emphasised 

the social value of museums in interacting with schoolchildren: 

MP1: I think I have become more aware that for some children, that {museum visits} will be 
their only experience of ever being in some kind of [cultural} organisation. 

The implication is that children’s cultural participation through museums contributes to 

the democratisation of society, rather than just museum institutions. MP2 stated that 

school visits might be, ‘...one of the few opportunities they {children} get to explore 

history’. This reflects teachers’ findings that if some children do not visit museums with 

school, then they may never visit in their lifetime. MP5 reinforced these views on the 

importance of children visiting museums with school as it was perhaps the only cultural 

experience some children have: 

MP5: Ultimately, peoples’ first experience of museums matters. That is often their first and 
maybe {last visit} …maybe…not all children are going to be taken by their parents.   So, 
I do think that school programmes are maybe undervalued as they are maybe not seen 
as the new thing… There is always a tendency to try and seek out the new thing and 
museums are a bit…we are all a bit guilty of that, it’s kind of like a new language. 
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Both teachers and MPs indicated that a visit with school may for some children be the 

only contact they have with a cultural institution. There remains a lack of sector strategy 

for developing school audiences as core to institutions.  

7.4.6.    It is About More than Bums on Seats                                                                       

MP1 and MP5 cautioned against making assumptions about what participants need, 

pointing to a need to acknowledge participant agency. There was a certain pressure felt 

by MPs to illustrate museum value by increasing footfall. Asked if school visits are 

important to museums, MP4 thought that they were important for building rapport with 

local communities. MP4 viewed this as essential because teachers and schoolchildren 

were integral to their local authority’s concern with getting people into the physical 

museum building. This sentiment was reinforced by MP3, who explained why school 

children were important to their service: 

MP3: Yes, I think they are important to museums because they bring people into the physical 
building.  It’s making the collections accessible for a purpose-for education… Learning 
can be two-way.  You can learn from the children who come in and from the teachers 
who bring more of an up-to-date knowledge on the curriculum provision and about 
things that have changed. 

MP3’s comments highlight the mutual benefits of collaborations with teachers and 

indicated their awareness of child agency. They indicated their institution learned from 

children because museum learning was about ‘letting people make their own 

connections…about own interpretations and not being too preachy’. MP1 indicated that 

the work their institution did was not about getting ‘mass’ but the ‘quality’ of 

programming in order to deliver good visiting experiences, reflecting Dewey’s (1947) 

theories on democratised education. 

7.4.7.    Managing Conflicting Demands                                                                        

MP1’s early experience with schools was that museum services went into schools but 

they now perceived a ‘reversal of that trend’, as more museums encouraged schools to 

come into the building, to such a point that there was now a ‘kind of competition’ 

between museums for school visits. The element of competition between museums 

echoes debates regarding cultural consumerism and commercialism (Crossick & 

Kaszynska, 2016): findings showed that although some museum services charged for 

certain programmes, attracting schools was not generally about income generation. 

There was a willingness to explore working collaborations with schools as MPs were 

aware of the importance of museums in providing safe places for children to explore 
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history and their individual place within it (Mendoza, 2017). Findings indicated a need 

for schoolchildren to be given a higher priority by museums, although MP3 stated they 

had to work quite hard to explain what museums are and what they can do. MP1 

viewed a lack of awareness of the benefits of school visits and a lack of effort on the 

part of museums to prioritise them, as ‘probably a time issue’ rather than any intrinsic 

opposition to school visits. Only one MP mentioned child targeted initiatives such as 

Kids in Museums, there was no indication that these kinds of initiatives impacted on 

MPs. MP5 stated that people generally do not understand what museums have to offer 

and that this is sometimes the fault of museum professionals for not showcasing what 

they do well. A more cohesive museum platform may assist museums to better promote 

what they do. 

7.4.8.    Communicating with Teachers                                                                     

Making connections with teachers is intrinsic to enhancing children’s cultural 

participation. Improving relationships with participants is part of the process of 

democratising museums but approaches in how to do this differ between museums.  

MPs’ relationships with teachers tend to be via personal contact or generated in 

response to specific exhibitions or projects. MP4 used targeted conservation projects to 

create learning opportunities: 

MP4: Now if it is geared towards your project, so if I have a collection and say that’s a brilliant 
collection, we can really do something with this, you spend money, you get some grants 
in, get it all conserved then you do a show. Then you have your learning programmes 
around it.  That’s how you target, that’s how you prioritise your conservation.  

This illustrates that some museums remain collections driven. MP4 looks at collections 

first and then ‘figures out’ their audience whilst remaining realistic that people are not 

‘knocking down your doors’ to see collections, museums need to provide what people 

want to come and see. This implies greater understanding is needed regarding what 

children and teachers need from museums in order for them to connect to them. A pure 

collections approach makes connecting with schools difficult, especially if there is a 

short lead in time. 

7.4.9.    Inter-Sector Good Practice                                                                         

Providing education outside the classroom requires access to existing school networks.  

For schools, C2K is the main communication network used between children, teachers 

and the Education Authority (EA) but museums cannot promote or upload their 

education content through this system. Teachers’ C2K inboxes are often full and result 
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in bounced back messages, yet these remain the only direct access some museums 

have to teachers. Findings indicate museums with limited staff resources do attempt to 

attract teachers but resort to a tick-box exercise of sending out a speculative email 

which they shrug off when there is no reply. This indicates that some museums do not 

have the infrastructure to support communication with schools or to deal with vast 

numbers of school visits: 

MP1: I think it is a bit of chicken and egg thing.   Museums will say, “We have X number of 
schools coming. We are unlikely to get any more". Transport is a problem.  We have 
written out to schools lots of times, they are still not coming to us.  So, they look to new 
audience groups and I suppose if you view learning as fairly broad there is nothing 
wrong at looking then beyond the traditional school model for visitors and for 
engagement.  

Communications between museums and schools do not seemed to have improved 

much since the Mapping Trends report (NIMC, 2016). It noted that the ways in which 

museums promote education programmes was diverse, although it was mostly done 

through email or by posting information out to schools.   

The fact that museums have school participants, no matter how few, indicates that 

museums offer a learning benefit for children but teachers indicated current 

communications between museums and schools were inefficient. To extend learning 

opportunities to more children, MPs reflected a need for better showcasing of what they 

were good at: MP1 remarked that perhaps museums needed to be more self-aware and 

communicate better about what they do well: 

MP1:  You think very much from your own internal institution.  You are there as a professional 
to adhere to all curatorial standards, to provide learning and you do that, but I think that 
communication between the people who are and aren’t using you is probably vital. 

MPs were committed to offering quality programming to schoolchildren. MP1 was 

conscious of offering something of quality to three schools rather than having fifty 

school groups ‘rattling through the building’. MP3 stated that potential users may have a 

negative view of museums, ‘They see it as academic, old, dusty’. These images of 

museums have been about for generations but findings indicated that once teachers 

engaged with museums, felt that they were flexible in meeting their needs and that 

learning was a two-way process, they valued museums as learning providers. MP3 

endorsed this: 

MP3: I think then they begin to see museums as places for them, places of enjoyment, places 
they could return to and advocate for. 
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MP5 understood children’s desires to actively move through more museum spaces but 

suggested that museum colleagues may not always develop cohesive working practice 

regarding children’s programming: highlighting the issue of where children’s education 

sits in museum hierarchies.  

7.5.   FINDINGS: MUSEUM PROFESSIONALS’ VIEWS ON ACCESS TO MUSEUMS 

A lack of consistency in local authority museum education services goes some way in 

explaining why teachers remain largely unaware of what museums have to offer. 

Untapped potential was also reflected by MPs who valued working with schoolchildren 

but felt they could do more to attract schools. MP findings indicate that work priorities 

are set within individual institutions, not as part of an overall sector strategy: all MPs 

reflected that they did what they could to engage diverse participants to the point that 

they often felt stretched.  

7.5.1.    Limited Human Resources                                                                                

MPs conveyed an image of professionals having to work around conflicting demands 

and limited human resources. The Staffing and Employment Trends within Northern 

Ireland Museums (NIMC, 2010) outlined the existence of a wide range of available 

museum services but noted that physical and human resources varied across the 

sector, investment in museums also varied. MPs conveyed a sector which had a 

scarcity of educators at senior level and which operated a pay disparity which resulted 

in remuneration not always reflecting post holder responsibilities. Whilst pay has 

improved since 2010, there remains inconsistency across the sector. MPs often multi-

task and it is unclear as to the input MPs have into decisions affecting their work or the 

strategic direction of their institutions. The 2010 (NIMC) report highlighted the desire for 

a clear vision in building a ‘more cohesive museum sector’ which depended on staff 

skills and expertise as much as inter-sector collaboration (NIMC, 2010, p3). In 2010, up 

to 69% (NIMC, 2010) of the workforce in local authority museums had 

programme/service delivery as their main responsibility. Ten years later, MP findings 

reflect a sector where museums services remain low in the corporate pecking order of 

local authority governance. Given this background, MP findings indicate there remains 

a lack of cohesive oversight of the sector and this impacts resources, staffing and 

sustainability. These relate directly to facilitating children’s cultural participation through 

museums. 
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7.5.2.    Managing Expectations  

Over the last two decades, the role of museums in addressing social agenda issues has 

become more prominent, yet none of the MPs interviewed mentioned child agency as a 

priority. The Mapping Trends report (NIMC, 2016) outlined four main issues around the 

delivery of education services in museums: lack of sufficient money and staff to develop 

this area of operations, insufficient facilities in museums to meet demands, the need to 

gain a better understanding of what teachers and schools need and the ‘inability’ to 

assist schools and other groups with the cost of transport and other expenses 

associated with a museum visit (NIMC, 2016, p34). These issues are reflected in MP 

findings, MP1 illustrates how their practice has evolved over a period of years:  

MP1:   It has adapted to the organisations I have worked for…having worked with collections, it 
was all about the documentation but I could see the access part of it but I think that 
somewhere along the line, that sort of flipped 50/50…As your job/role changes you sort 
of come more aware of how to make them accessible and the learning benefit of 
them…you still have to have that core collections, safeguarding, preservation and 
conservation function but obviously within local government it is how you use that to the 
best in terms of your local community or tourism…the whole engagement thing is 
crucial. 

It was clear that there were many expectations of museum services even if extra 

resources were not available. MP2 was clear that the function of museums involved 

investing time in engaging with people: 

MP2:  Safeguard collections, provide access to heritage, and engage people with their own 
heritage and probably focusing on the regional and the local rather than national 
because it is about engaging people with their own history and developing their pride 
and place...  

Other MPs alluded to museums’ ability to assist in the democratisation of education 

through linking participants experiences to wider social and historical contexts. 

Participative methods were frequently used by museums to develop collaborative 

working models: these were not generally translated into building sustainable working 

collaborations with children or teachers. 

7.5.3.    Authenticity 

The first two stakeholder groups emphasised the impact of being authentically 

welcomed by museums. MP5 states that authentic welcomes begin with the objects and 

interactions with participants, rather than something created as part of a targeted 

strategy to encourage participants to visit: authenticity is linked to the notion of 

museums as places of public trust. All MPs mentioned working with teachers rather 
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than children to meet children’s needs indicating a lack of awareness of child agency 

but not signifying that children were in any way unwelcome. There was also a 

willingness to explore developing more participative approaches with teachers. For 

MP5, authentic welcomes were part of the wider concept of professional authenticity:  

MP5: I think sort of… people do value authenticity.  We are in a digitally saturated world.  We 
use digital kind of content and social media etc. as part of our, you know… overall offer, 
you might say but there is still something qualitatively different in terms of just coming 
...you know that engagement with moving through the museum spaces.  The sort of the 
activities, the conversations, what you can do within a museum and with and around the 
collection. 

This exemplifies why museums are unique learning spaces. In relation to one 

community engagement project, MP1 reflected the responsibility felt in dealing with 

programmes that could change the lives of participants: 

 MP1: What was so surprising…not surprising, reinforced, was that we were dealing with real 
people with real problems in life.  It wasn’t just, you know “This is a nice project”, you 
had to be aware you were dealing with human beings. 

The need to invest time and care with participants was reflected by all MPs interviewed.   

7.5.4.    Collaborative Working Rather than Shared Authority                                       

MPs provided many examples of successful institutional collaborations within and 

outside the museum sector: the importance of collaborative working is prominent in 

museum literature since the 1990s (Anderson, 1997; Hein: 2012). Collaborative working 

often results in learning for both participants and the institutions involved and is best 

summed up by MP5: 

MP5: To be honest, I find that we always learn more...the more that we collaborate you 
know...the question is sometimes how you build knowledge. If you are looking at it from 
a curatorial perspective but actually, we don't have the capacity to kid ourselves that we 
can just [get] all the knowledge we need with our own internal capacity.  The more that 
you work with others, the more kind of you understand that the more knowledge that you 
kind of build because often you know, much expertise now lies outside of the museum.  

For MP1, this type of collaborative work was often oversubscribed, proving its success 

in attracting participants to cultural engagement. Funded projects may influence change 

in how a museum institution engages with participants but are not always sustained in 

institutions once funding has ended. Collaborations often lack the institutional impact of 

shared authority approaches.  

7.5.5.    Sustaining Working Relationships                                                         

Establishing children’s cultural participation through museums is a long-term aspiration 

with implications for museum practice. Findings suggest that the sustainability of 
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targeted programmes was an issue for museums as funding opportunities often had a 

quick turnaround or were too labour intensive: suggesting a need for longer term 

financial planning and investment. MP findings indicated a lack of overall financial 

freedom over resources to create innovative and sustainable programmes which had 

the potential to impact institutional change. A cohesive, coherent national strategy or 

platform is absent, MP5 noted that a policy direction on developing school support is 

rare and wondered if there is a way of, ‘reaching out and getting information to parents 

and staff.’ Becoming more outward facing and less inward as recommended by the 

Museum Association’s Learning and Engagement Manifesto (2020), will tap into greater 

potential for children’s cultural participation but requires MPs to address issues of 

resource management within their own institutions.  

7.5.6.    Lack of Stakeholder Data                                                                                      

In order to address issues of museum education development and delivery more 

cohesive data is needed from stakeholders, education data collected by museums has 

often been described as patchy (Dodd et al, 2005; Hooper-Greenhill et al, 2003: Stanley 

& Galloway 2004). The lack of consistent and cohesive data to help museums to 

illustrate their relevance and value remains a weakness in the sector:  

 To maximise the rich benefits offered by our museums and to 
further unlock their potential, we must first have a 
comprehensive picture of the facts and figures of the sector, 
together with a clear picture of the challenges the sector faces.  
These are essential foundations to good policy making and for 
developing clear and coherent strategies to take our museums 
forward in the service of the people who work and live in, and 
visit, Northern Ireland.                                            
Crooke (NIMC, 2016). 

This situation was reflected by MPs who tended to generate their own data in terms of 

evaluations: Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), visitor profiling and methodology 

varied between institutions, suggesting a need for a more coordinated approach. The 

onus is on individual museums to advocate for funding to, ‘secure the resources to 

unlock the full potential of museums to support formal and informal learning’ (NIMC, 

2016, p46).   

7.5.7.    Harnessing the Learning Potential of Museums                                                

The literature suggests that opportunities have always existed under the education 

function of museums to fulfil aspirations for developing museum sector cohesiveness 

(Anderson, 1997). MP3 prefers to use the term ‘learning and engagement’ rather than 
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education to describe this museum function, as ‘education equals schools in peoples’ 

minds’. NIMC’s (2009) first overview of learning provision across all Accredited 

museums, Learning within Museums in Northern Ireland, indicated that the ‘full potential 

of our museums to contribute to education and learning has yet to be fully unlocked’ 

and that Northern Ireland’s museums ‘have yet to reach their full potential as centres of 

education and learning-this is still a work in progress’ (NIMC, 2009, p3). One of the 

report’s thirty-six recommendations, Recommendation 12, suggested through 

‘partnership with all relevant bodies’ that ‘a dedicated Museum Research Network is 

established’ (NIMC, 2009, p5): the report also highlighted the ILfA definition of learning: 

 Learning is a process of active engagement with experience. It 
is what people do when they want to make sense of the world. 
It may involve the development or deepening of skills, 
knowledge, understanding, awareness, values, ideas and 
feelings, or an increase in the capacity to reflect. Effective 
learning leads to change, development and the desire to learn 
more.                                                                                  
NIMC (2009, p5).                                                                

This definition provides a basis for promoting children’s cultural participation through 

museums: museums assist children in making sense of the world and in understanding 

their place within it (Mendoza,2017).  

7.5.8.    Formal and Informal Learning                                                                     

Museum objects and participant interactions with them are what make museums unique 

learning places, facilitating both personal and institutional learning. Where participant-

based practice is integrated into museum practice, learning creates institutional change. 

The Trends in Northern Ireland’s Local Museums report (NIMC, 2016) stated that 

amongst the ‘big issues’ for museums, along with the security of funding, was the 

‘capacity to deliver education and learning programmes’ (NIMC, 2016). The education 

function of museums has come to the fore over the last decade, reinforcing that 

learning, ‘comes in various guises, commonly split between formal and informal 

learning’ (NIMC, 2016, p29). Due to the social agenda issues undertaken by museums 

in recent years through community engagement programmes, formal and informal 

learning may not be as separated as they once were. Unlike the rest of the UK, the lack 

of statutory links between Northern Ireland’s museums and schools makes 

collaborations with the formal sector more subjective. The discretionary nature of 

museum services means local authority museum education is outside the formal 

education sector and as such is not viewed as an equal partner. There are many 
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successful museum collaborations between universities, colleges and schools which 

illustrate that museums are education providers but the full potential of museum 

education has yet to be realised. 

7.5.9.    Some Suggestions                                                                                   

Seligmann (2014) called for the establishment of a network or platform to unlock the 

learning potential between museums and schools. This may not only help museums to 

complement each other’s services but may also raise teacher’s awareness of the 

opportunities for children’s cultural participation through museums. There are other 

more immediate things MPs suggested would assist towards this: MP3 suggested that 

a peripatetic education service could be a means for assisting those services with no 

designated educator on site. Teachers suggested that a central source for information 

about museums and their resources would encourage them to integrate museum visits 

into the school year. No such mechanism exists but if it did, it would serve to develop 

more coordinated approaches to children’s cultural participation. Significantly, all MPs 

indicated that the initial contact with schools is problematic but that once relationships 

were built with schools, visits are often repeated because a loyalty has been created 

between the school and the museum. These issues relate to Dewey’s (1934, p18), 

ideas on the benefits of a ‘common enterprise’ where stakeholders become co-partners 

in learning as part of a democratising process. 

7.6.   ENCOURAGING CHILDREN’S CULTURAL PARTICIPATION AS AN ETHICAL 

OBLIGATION 

Stakeholder findings illustrate a heritage sector which has commonalities either in 

governance or in the social expectations placed on museums but individual museum 

institutions operate as separate entities rather than as one cohesive sector. According 

to the Museums Audience Report (2018) the museums and heritage sector in the UK 

encompasses over 1700 accredited museums. It states that local museums are 

particularly important to cultural and community life as they attract the most loyal and 

regular audiences. This is something reflected by teachers’ findings, once a museum is 

seen as meeting the needs of children, it encourages repeat visits and a sense of 

ownership of the local museum, this is cultural participation in action. A factor common 

in institutions is the ad hoc nature of programmes for children: issues of child agency, 

children’s cultural participation and access are intrinsic to the ethical responsibilities of 

museums but these are interpreted in individualistic ways. The issue is whether 
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individual entities need to come together in one platform to develop the strength of the 

sector. 

7.6.1.    Institutional Autonomy                                                                                       

MPs findings suggest a need for greater cohesiveness and coherency, not just to create 

a more joined-up museum sector but also to better communicate the value of 

museums. All MPs emphasised the need to navigate public relevance whilst retaining 

professional autonomy, reflecting Dewey’s (1934) caution that one model does not suit 

all institutions. In institutions where museum autonomy is synonymous with curatorial 

authority, democratisation may be negatively impacted.  

7.6.2.    The Future                                                                                                          

The Museums and Galleries (Northern Ireland) Order 1998 set out how local authorities 

may provide museum services. A more centralised approach to the education of 

children through museums appeared in the much earlier UK Public Libraries and 

Museums Act (1964) which stated, in relation to museum charging, that: 

 …a local authority shall take into account the need to secure that 
the museum or gallery plays its full part in the promotion of education 
in the area, and shall have particular regard to the interests of children 

and students.             
Public Libraries and Museums Act (1964) (13) (2)  

Local authorities in the UK have wider statutory obligations, including the provision of 

education, unlike in Northern Ireland where there is no statutory obligation for local 

authorities to deliver this. Issues of consistency, cohesiveness or coherency in how 

museum services are delivered and accessed, concern MPs.  MP4 is conscious of the 

public expectations whilst balancing ethical responsibilities and practical demands of 

their service: 

MP4: I know historically it is almost like two camps.  The curatorial side…then you’ve got the 
front facing stuff, your exhibitions and your learning programmes but for me the two 
have always been part and parcel.  The problem is the powers that be don’t care about 
the backroom stuff, they only care about what they can see…How many people are 
coming in the door? What are you actually doing? 

Museum services operate within certain hierarchical corporate structures and museum 

education operates within museum hierarchies. MP findings reflect that these 

hierarchies influence the prioritisation of services: in some institutions curators and 

educators work together on exhibitions and programming, in others they remain distinct, 

operating apart from each other. MP5 thinks this situation is improving as some 
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museums realise they need to work more cohesively with educators in re-purposing the 

curatorial function to meet audience needs: 

MP5: I think that museum educators felt that they had to make the best of what they could with 
maybe limited or no contact with curatorial.  They almost kind of, had to create their own 
programmes nearly from scratch or by just gleaming what they could out of whatever... 
The way that we use a collection, mobilise it, utilise it, deploy it, is absolutely with 
ultimately our audiences in mind.  

What may be inferred from this is that education, particularly children’s education in 

some museums may sit parallel to and not integrated with the curatorial function. When 

MP1 was asked to comment on the dynamic between the curatorial and education 

functions, their answer indicated that hierarchy still existed in some museums and that 

any crossover in functions was organisation dependent: 

MP1:  Mmm… and I still hear things that people are doing a lot of community work, community 
engagement, and they haven’t got their houses in order.   So, they might have a 
backlog, a documentation backlog and there would be some people in the sector who 
feel you should have your curatorial points of reference in order, before you start doing 
other activity.  

The findings from MP1 indicate that having one's house in order starts for many 

museum professionals with documentation and collections, everything else, including 

education, comes after. MPs took their social responsibilities seriously but there was no 

sense of MPs feeling accountable to children, perhaps because they were feeling 

overwhelmingly accountable already. Part of this accountability is that museums are 

expected to represent multiple voices: 

MP5: Often, in the past, there has been the tendency with museums that they just have to 
transmit in one direction that people, our visitors are just passive receivers’ kind of thing 
and we just, kind of enlighten them. 

It is now generally accepted that museum participants have rights: MP5 stated that 

there was recognition that museums are now more of a shared space with a need to 

see ‘a range of different interpretations’. The means of applying this remains with 

individual institutions. MP4 stated that they still come across attitudes that museums 

have an image problem: 

MP4: I think it is much better now…You still come across attitudes like, museums are boring, 
you can’t run, you can’t have fun.  But we have changed that and the more we keep 
doing what we are doing then the attitude changes.  Every time, like the Playful 
Museums project, you see attitudes changing.  People come in and think they can’t 
bring their kids and then they realise that they can.  I think that word spreads.  If we 
keep doing what we’re doing… 
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Charging for museum visits made some MPs feel conflicted, as they viewed schools as 

an essential part of their service: when additional funding was available to attract 

schools, most MPs applied for it. Staff resources were limited in smaller museums, this 

meant that priorities had to be set on a year-by-year basis, sometimes these priorities 

did not include schoolchildren. Museum professionals felt they collaborated well with 

schools and would appreciate stronger links. Significantly, MP5 commented that there 

was a lot of skill required for delivering school programmes which remain ‘the meat and 

drink’ of their institution, indicating a respect for children and teachers which is not often 

reflected in strategic planning.  

To address issues of museum service cohesiveness, the Northern Ireland Museum 

Policy (2011), part of the Programme for Government 2011-2015, stated that a 

concerted effort would have to be made by museums, their staff, their governing bodies 

but also by central and local government to create more cohesive museum services. 

Unfortunately, due to the vagaries of devolution, MPs have not seen much impact at a 

professional or personal level from this policy. Optimistically, NIMC’s (2012) report, The 

Future of Northern Ireland’s Local Museum Services, indicated that the value of 

museums was recognised by government. 

7.7.   CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

Findings reflected that there is great potential for museums to develop children’s 

cultural participation but in order to democratise services, some reform is needed.   

MP5 described this as museums needing to take seriously their role as ‘cultural 

transformers’ before their value could be fully recognised by society. All MPs talked 

about the need for more integrated approaches in contemporary museums, yet MP5 is 

clear that museum functions remain unintegrated because traditional museum 

hierarchies still existed: 

MP5: It shouldn't be a hierarchy.  It is a hierarchy, unfortunately, but it shouldn't be a 
hierarchy.   

For some museum educators this kind of hierarchical approach means they continue to 

have minimal influence over exhibition content, or museum engagement strategy. The 

findings reflect that children’s cultural participation through museums was inconsistent 

across the sector. MP5 suggests the way forward is to ‘break down preconceptions’, 

‘commit to working differently’ and ‘show the positive change museums can bring 

about’.  It appears museum professionals may have to better understand their 
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colleagues before they begin to understand the needs of children and teachers: it would 

then be easier to decide upon which data should be captured to show how museums 

contribute to learning and to society. MP5 considers building evidence is necessary for 

pursuing funders, ‘rather than just kind of persuading people’ but that evidence is also 

needed to understand child participants and other museum users.  

Findings from MPs both confirmed and challenged the researcher’s own 

experience and knowledge of accessing collections for educational use. Museum 

learning was valued by all MPs but not at the expense of collections. Paradoxically, 

MPs indicated that regardless of professional backgrounds, collections whilst a 

priority were not valued for their own sake: this was a refreshing perspective. This 

marked a recognition of the educational potential of museums, reinforced by MP5, 

who stated that museums were at their best when museum functions operated as 

one entity, ‘not privileging certain functions of the museum over others’. The 

findings further suggest that certain MPs viewed that children’s cultural needs are 

catered for by school, illustrating missed potential for improving children’s cultural 

participation through museums. This may require some means to assist museums 

in assessing where they are currently at with museum education and where they 

would like to go. Several of the researcher’s assumptions were challenged through 

the research, such as the lack of desire for a museum learning standard. Several 

assumptions were reinforced: primarily that museums are unique learning spaces 

with expertise which are valued by all stakeholders and that now is the time to 

redefine museum education and its place within museum institutions. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT:  Conclusion: Curating the Future 

 

 

8.0.   INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 

The chapter's title is borrowed from a BBC Radio 4 series, Curating the Future (BBC, 

2020): presented by Tristram Hunt, Director of the Victoria and Albert Museum, the 

series reflected the challenges museums around the world face in balancing their 

conservation function with the increasing demands on museums to be ethically 

responsible for social agenda issues. Chapter Eight draws conclusions from the study 

by summarising key findings and offers a synopsis of commonalities between 

stakeholders. It presents its contribution to the field of knowledge through advocating 

for a pedagogy of the real approach. This reflects the value of participatory pedagogy to 

democratising museum practice which has benefits for the individual, the institution and 

society. The study contributes to the discussion on the potential for embedding child 

agency in institutions to increase children’s cultural participation through museums. It 

concludes with some personal reflections.  

8.1.   A SUMMARY OF PRECEDING CHAPTERS  

Chapter One explored the aspiration of the study to contribute to the discussion of 

children's' cultural participation through museums, outlining the literature on museum 

education, linking child agency in museums to their social role (Anderson, 2019; MA: 

2020). It provided a background to the literature on the value of personal meaning 

making in museums (Falk and Dierking,1995: 2000: 2013) and contended that 

children’s agency in museums was another step in the evolution of progressive 

participatory museum practice (Simon, 2010). Mainstream museum literature 

concentrates on the value of participants to museums  which may include children but 

does not always prioritise their agency. Children are central to the study, evidenced 

explicitly in the research purpose and design, children are acknowledged as having 

agency, as both rights holders and cultural participants.  

Chapter Two examined the literature to establish museum education context, policy and 

practice. It reflected on national and international models of shared authority and 
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collaboration (Nichols, 2014;Stetson & Devlin Stroud, 2014), exploring museum 

education as unique learning and examining hierarchies between museum functions. It 

linked the democratisation of museum education with the social role of museums, 

outlining the evolution of museum learning from a banking model (Freire,1996) to a 

participatory model (Hein, 2012).  

Chapter Three provided the conceptual framework of the study. It contextualised 

museum education by aligning children’s cultural participation through museums to the 

democratising theories of John Dewey (1897: 1910: 1915: 1947). Whilst it alludes to 

some pedagogical theories that have been integral to the development of museum 

education, it favours Dewey's pedagogical framework by relating it to participant-based 

practice, child agency and children’s cultural participation through museums. Linking to 

Dewey's theories on experiential learning and democracy, the chapter explored ways in 

which museums facilitate children’s cultural participation.  

Chapter Four outlined the research design and the choice of an interpretative paradigm. 

It explained the choice of constructivist approaches in research design, highlighting 

child agency in relation to Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989), promoting the child's right to 

be heard (child voice). The chapter dealt with criticism of interpretivism by indicating 

how trustworthiness was sought through accurate recording and reporting of 

participants' words and explained the use of a four-tiered grid to aid the consistent 

analysis of data. The issues of trustworthiness, reliability and validity were addressed 

by the researcher’s integration of CRAGS into the research design which included a 

broad range of stakeholders. The researcher situated herself in the research to avoid 

accusations of bias, working with CRAGS to choose suitable methods for children’s 

focus groups. Three themes emerged from the stakeholder data: the relevance of 

museums, the value of museums and access to museums. These were discussed in 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven. 

8.1.1.    Summary of Findings: Chapters Five, Six and Seven                                

Chapters Five, Six and Seven outlined the three themes which emerged from the data 

under each stakeholder group. The emerging themes were identified by analysing 

stakeholder comments relating to their attitudes to museums, their views on museum 

learning and their suggestions for improvement, as outlined by the research questions.  
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Relevance                                                                                                                       

All three stakeholder groups viewed museums as unique and relevant to learning 

because of the objects they hold in trust for society. All three recognised museums as 

relevant to society as they preserve objects which inform about the past, for present 

and future generations. Museums were perceived as  trusted places for obtaining 

knowledge. Children appreciated and understood the need for museums to conserve 

objects and enjoyed learning in museums in active and experiential ways. Children 

enjoyed the social aspect of visiting museums with family and friends but they felt 

museums could make more of an effort to understand their interests. Teachers 

appreciated museums as they offered access to real objects and provided specialist 

knowledge. They felt visits brought classroom subjects to life and created positive 

memories for children. Teachers who use museums regularly, thought that museums 

could expand their offer, otherwise there was a danger of museums taking schools for 

granted. The issue of how children are welcomed into museums is vitally important to 

children and teachers. Museum professionals believed that the objects came first and 

expressed anxiety about social agenda demands which took them away from critical 

curatorial work, which in part explained why school visits were not a priority for all 

museums, although all museums valued schoolchildren. Like teachers, museum 

professionals felt that they tended to take school visits for granted. Several museum 

professionals stated they did not pursue school visits as much as they probably should, 

others stated that they did not really investigate schoolchildren’s needs. This was out of 

lack of time rather than lack of will. There was an assumption that children’s cultural 

education needs were being met by schools or larger museums. 

Value                                                                                                                      

Children, teachers and museum professionals agree on the unique educational value of 

real objects. Objects are viewed by all stakeholders as the reason why museums are 

unique learning spaces. Children were aware that objects had a value beyond price.  

Visits took them out of the classroom and gave them opportunities to explore and 

actively learn with friends: this social element of museum visiting was of significant 

value to children. They especially enjoyed having a degree of independence from 

teachers and the opportunity to do active things like treasure hunts or handle objects.  

They appreciated someone to guide them but valued a certain amount of autonomy in 

how they engaged or what they engaged with. Children valued being respected by 

museum staff. Teachers indicated that museums could  make more of an effort to 
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understand the needs of children. The value of building up sustainable relationships 

with schools was echoed by teachers who regularly visited museums. For teachers, 

organisation of the day and proper preparation were key to a successful museum visit.  

Some teachers thought museums were selling themselves short in not developing and 

promoting wider programming for children. Others could not justify visiting a museum if 

programming was something teachers could do for themselves. Museum visiting was 

valued by all teachers, even those who under-used museums. The learning function of 

museums is valued by museum professionals, although the definition of this varies 

between services, there was a consensus that museum learning was differentiated from 

school learning, often referred to as traditional learning. There was no indication from 

any stakeholder group that museums recognised child agency in planning and 

executing programmes aimed at children, indicating programmes tended to be 

developed for rather than with children. Museum professionals valued school visits but 

they were not always prioritised in their institutions. In institutions with a dedicated 

educational professional, the role was seldom at senior management level and was 

often separated from curatorial functions, indicating a hierarchy between conservation 

and education still exists in some institutions. 

Access                                                                                                                             

All stakeholders agree that museums have an educative function, believing that 

museums contribute in unique ways to children's learning. It was clear that teachers' 

lack of awareness of services and museums' lack of prioritisation of school visits, 

reflected a general lack of child agency in museums. Children visiting in social groups 

of school or family, enjoyed the experience but did not always feel welcomed or 

understood. Children who regularly visit local museums with school were often offered 

repeated programming and felt that museums should offer something different. They 

also felt restricted during visits and wanted to be able to see more of the museum, to 

view more objects as well as experience behind the scenes. Children appreciated that 

they may not always be able to handle objects but suggested ways in which museums 

could give them more access to them, indicating that museums do not really have to do 

very much to engage more authentically with children. Children wanted to be asked 

about doing activities like quizzes, rather than it being assumed that this was something 

they liked just because they are children. What should be fun learning experiences in 

museums were often blighted by children worrying about retaining knowledge, instead 

of children just being able to enjoy the place, space and time there (Lundy, 2007). 
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Teachers indicated that parents value the importance of museum visiting for children. 

There are practical barriers to museum learning including travel and entrance costs but 

these issues were not seen as insurmountable problems. Teachers working in socially 

deprived areas indicated that parents supported museum visiting, even if it meant 

asking them for extra money to cover costs. For some teachers, visiting museums was 

simply not in their consciousness, this is due to the lack of pre-service information or 

educational incentives to visit. Capacity building was important for teachers, especially 

for teachers of special needs children. Teachers were reluctant to take children on visits 

if they were unsure of the learning benefits. There was a general lack of knowledge 

about what museums offered. Teachers expressed a willingness to incorporate 

museum visits into their timetable but lack of knowledge and short lead-in times were 

real issues, this indicates a need for better links between museums and schools. 

Teachers found out about programming from a range of sources but visits were usually 

inspired by individual teachers or exhibitions, rather than organised through any sort of 

collaborative education endeavour. Museum professionals see learning as a broad 

function which includes schools. Communications between museums and schools is 

inconsistent and some museums assume rather than research what schools need from 

museums. There was evidence that museum professionals felt over burdened by 

increasing expectations on museums to be socially relevant, indicating a lack of 

professional autonomy in deciding institutional focus. Limited human and material 

resources often meant school programmes, and therefore children’s cultural inclusion, 

was not always an institutional priority.  

8.2.   RESEARCH OBJECTIVES ACHIEVED 

The principal aim of the study was to examine the attitudes of schoolchildren, teachers 

and museum professionals to museum education. This was addressed through five 

research questions linked to five research objectives (see Figure 3 below): 

Fig. 3 The Research Questions (RQ) linked to Research Objectives (RO) 

RQ1 
RO1 

What are museums for? 
To collect and examine data on existing attitudes to museums 

RQ2 
RO2 

What is the role of education in museums? 
To collect data on how stakeholders relate to museums  

RQ3 
RO3 

How are learners involved in museums? 
To explore museum experiences of children, their gatekeepers and museum professionals 

RQ4 
RO4 

What is the value of museum education? 
To explore how stakeholders judge museum experiences 

RQ5 
RO5 

What makes an ideal museum? 
To explore children's views on what appeals to them about museums 
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8.2.1.    Objectives One and Two                                                                            

Chapters Five to Seven indicated that all stakeholder groups found museum education 

relevant and valuable. Children and teachers indicated that museum programmes bring 

classroom teaching to life for children, teachers expressed appreciation for museum 

specialists in making this possible. Museum professionals differed in how much 

education they could provide for children, mostly based on time and resource 

constraints rather than any sense of not valuing children. Museum education provision  

remains the prerogative of individual museums. A few MPs viewed that children’s 

cultural participation is being catered for by schools. All stakeholder groups mentioned 

museums taking school visits for granted. Children stated that museums should 

recognise previous learning, staff should show them more respect and tailor visits to 

their needs. Children also liked the variety offered by museum learning but did not 

always feel welcomed. Museum staff were both a negative and a positive for children 

and teachers. When children’s needs were met, this was very much a positive and 

encouraged return visits. There was a sense that better connections were needed 

between schools and museums to maximise children’s cultural participation through 

museums. There was little evidence to suggest that children had agency in museums.  

Shared authority approaches were used in community engagement collaborations but 

not so much with children, reflecting one principal’s comment that it was important for 

museums to ‘know your children’. The lack of cohesive provision of museum education 

services or an intersectoral infrastructure  to embed child agency in museums was 

highlighted. Museum education services are institutionally individualistic. In spite of 

increasing social accountability, the gap between formal and informal education has 

implications for children’s wider cultural participation. Findings suggest closing the gap 

between the two would have benefits for all stakeholders. 

8.2.2.    Objectives Three and Four                                                                              

There were many commonalities between stakeholder groups. All stated they would like 

more involvement with museum education. For children, this meant more frequent 

visits. For teachers, this was a desire to know more about what museums offer and how 

they benefit children’s learning. For museum professionals, it was more about a 

realisation that they needed to find out more about the curriculum and what children 

need from museums. Teachers and museum professionals did not see a need to 

standardise museum learning as this was viewed as a potential extra burden. The lack 

of cohesiveness in quality and provision of museum education seems to be down to 
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museum resources rather than lack of interest. Findings suggest there is a need for a 

mechanism or platform to improve communications between museums and teachers in 

order to increase school visits.  Several museums lacked the physical capacity to 

increase visits to museum buildings, there were outreach options, although these were 

staff dependent. Teachers would like museums to illustrate how they meet the needs of 

children as they were concerned with assessing learning benefit. Children valued 

learning in museums but would like more of a say on what and how they learned.  

Museum professionals were prepared to build on participant-based practice in order to 

better understand children’s learning needs. 

8.2.3.    Objective Five                                                                                        

Stakeholder views of what made an ideal museum were based on group perceptions 

and needs, these linked to ideas on what stakeholders would like to change about 

museums. The general implications from findings pointed to a need for more and better 

organised communication between stakeholder groups. The need for more 

collaboration between stakeholder groups was highlighted. The aim of the study was 

met, data was collected which increased awareness of stakeholder attitudes to 

museums. 

8.3.   IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE 

As the data was analysed, it became clear that whilst there existed good practice in 

museums, children have little agency in museum institutions. Museums may not have 

attended to this due to lack of awareness of child agency or because of the increasing 

demands on them to meet priorities set from outside the museum. The Northern Ireland 

local authority museum context is highlighted in the study because of the discretionary 

nature of services: museum professionals being currently concerned about where in the 

local government pecking order heritage and culture sits. Government departments are 

remote from museum practitioners: there was an impression that nothing was going to 

change soon without stronger sector leadership to organise and reform the museum 

sector. This is intrinsic for changing the current situation where all teachers and some 

museum professionals, highlighted that some children will only ever visit a museum 

once with school. If stakeholders commit to widening children’s cultural participation 

through museums, embedding child agency in institutions has a role in developing that 

aspiration. Multiple museum visits have implications for museum visiting numbers, but 

they also have implications for children’s wider cultural participation in democratic 
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society. Increasing children’s participation in museums highlights their ethical obligation 

to assist with children’s cultural inclusion, as opposed to viewing it as another part of 

competing priorities.   

8.3.1.     Recommendations  

The implications of findings from children and teachers point to some practical ways in 

which museums can increase the relevance of their education services and become 

more intrinsic to children’s cultural participation: 

i The establishment of a research agenda in museums which 
integrates CRAGS into museum practice, helping to embed 
child agency in institutions. 

ii The establishment of an inter-sector platform, using a 
shared-authority approach, to increase children’s cultural 
participation through museums. 

iii Capacity building to increase understanding between the 
education and heritage sectors. To include: pre-visit training 
for teachers and museum staff, teacher training and more 
shared authority partnerships between teachers and 
museum professionals. 

iv The creation of a dedicated museum information hub 
between museum professionals and teachers (with access 
to C2K), to develop consistent museum education 
approaches and illustrate learning benefits. 

v The development of a strategic policy for the museum 
sector, created by the museum sector, to promote 
awareness and recognition of museums as education 
providers. 

vi A review of museum staffing to establish the role of 
museums in local authority corporate structures and to 
embed the education role within museum management 
structures. 

The last point is significant in that shared authority is needed within museum institutions 

before it can be encouraged with outside partners. Anderson’s (1997) report aspired to 

integrate education across museum organisation structures, this remains an aspiration 

for many museum educators. 

8.4.   CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE 

Participatory museum education creates opportunities for human interaction between 

real people and objects, what the researcher terms a 'pedagogy of the real'. This 

evolution of participatory practice is reformist, democratic and transformative as it uses 
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objects to create learning which has personal, institutional and societal impact, relating 

to Dewey’s (1897: 1899: 1900: 1910: 1915: 1947) theories on democratising practice. 

The Findings of the study have implications for a pedagogy of the real approach:  as a 

means of democratising museum practice. It has the power of transformation through 

progressive and pragmatic change, which has potential impact for the individual, the 

institution and society, it has the power to increase cultural participation through 

museums and by so doing, to widen awareness of the learning potential of museums. 

Pedagogy of the real involves real people (staff and participants) interacting with real 

objects in real museum settings.  

A programme or a community project may be developed along simple lines, placing the 

participant at the centre of learning using a shared authority approach. The researcher 

developed a simple chart to demonstrate this two-way learning approach.  By adapting 

a simple Pedagogy of the Real Learning Transaction Template (PRLTT) (see Figure 16 

below), museums are able, through tours, workshops, trails and events programming, 

to address wider issues of children’s cultural participation and child agency. This has 

implications for children, the institution and society: 

Fig. 16 Pedagogy of the Real Learning Transaction Template (PRLTT) 
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The development reflected existing museum literature on participatory practice (Hein, 

2012; Simon, 2010) and the power of real objects to inspire dialogue and critical 

thought, this knowledge has been known for some time (Moore, 2000). A pedagogy of 

the real harnesses this power through participant-based practice to create sustainable 

institutional change.  

It aligns to Dewey’s theories on the democratisation of education (1900: 1934: 1947; 

Hein, 2012). It is a step beyond recognising learners as having personal meaning 

making to recognising learners as having agency in museum institutions. This approach 

necessitates awareness of learners’ needs in order to collaborate with them to create 

mutual benefit through a shared authority approach. It is not a set model to be 

universally applied but echoes Dewey’s ‘feasibility of a principle’ (Dewey,1934, p57), it 

can be tailored to institutional needs and practice. It does not necessarily require 

additional funds but does require dedicated personnel, effort and time. It places the 

objects and participants together at the centre of the learning process, working in a 

shared authority approach, rather than constituting learning as just an isolated act. It 

emphasizes the unique nature of museums in providing real world experiences to 

children.  

The study illustrates that there is consensus between stakeholders and between 

curatorial and education professionals on the educational power of objects, when used 

with participants. All MPs shared examples of how working with objects with 

participants created real change at a professional, personal and institutional level.  

Pedagogy of the real situates participants at the centre of museum learning 

transactions, by so doing, it  has the power to transform the individual the institution and 

society.  

8.5.   CONCLUDING REFLECTIVE STATEMENT 

The study began out of personal interest but has informed my professional practice 

(see Appendix Nine) but some findings challenged long held perceptions, for example, 

children’s views on museum staff were mixed. Children’s findings have resulted in 

changing how the researcher’s service approaches children’s cultural participation, a 

review has begun of how to incorporate more child agency in decision making 

processes regarding education programming. In regard to teachers, what I thought I 

knew about teacher motivations in visiting museums has also been challenged. I had 
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assumed that if teachers were aware of museum services and that if these were 

tailored to the needs of children, teachers would naturally want to visit museums more 

often. It was clear that museums have to make an effort to promote their institutions as 

education providers and provide regular programming updates which clearly illustrate 

learning benefit.  

Findings suggest that whilst teachers saw the relevance and value of museums, not all 

schools visited museums. The decision-making processes in deciding to visit are 

complex for teachers, involving practical considerations but also more ethereal 

deliberations related to children’s welfare and managing risk. Teachers’ regard for 

children’s wellbeing illustrated the importance of the human element of museum 

education work which may sometimes be forgotten, even by museum educators.   

Researcher perceptions of curatorial attitudes were also challenged. There are some 

impactful education programmes delivered by museums, even those without a 

dedicated education professional, indicating a commitment to children’s education 

under restrictive circumstances. Curatorial professionals were perceived by the 

researcher as being perhaps unsympathetic to children’s needs, this is not the case. 

There is a concern amongst MPs that the curatorial role is being marginalised by social 

agenda issues: all of us working in museums recognise that scholarly endeavour has 

always been an integral museum function, developing participatory methods in 

museums is also a scholarly endeavour, the two are central to the sustainability of 

museums. MPs value but do not always prioritise children, some museums view having 

a dedicated education professional as ‘a luxury’, indicating that many MPs are 

constantly multi-jobbing. I assumed all museums would want to get more involved with 

schools because it was such a positive aspect to my own service: on completing the 

study, I became aware that schools are not a priority for all museums, just as museum 

visiting is not a priority for all teachers. For museums, developing school audiences can 

be simply down to lack of resources or capacity. For those museums increasingly 

dealing with social agenda issues, viewing schoolchildren as someone else's business 

is a reality. The study indicates that more research is needed into redefining the 

education function of museums at this time when museums are becoming increasingly 

socially accountable. Whereas I do not expect all museums to follow my passions for 

involving children in museum governance, I contend that if museums are expected to 
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get involved in social policy issues, then this work should at the very least include 

children.  

My intention to explore children's voice in museums has resulted in realising the need 

for a paradigm shift that draws informal and formal learning closer. I find it astounding in 

the twenty-first century, that teachers and museum professionals indicate that children 

may only make one trip to a museum in their lifetime and that is with school. For some 

children, this one visit may be the only opportunity for their cultural participation outside 

of the home (Robson, 2006). Children’s cultural participation is everyone’s business 

(Tampere, 2019) but it has ethical implications for museums under the UNCRC.  

Incorporating child agency into museum education is part of the democratising process. 

I can only point to the success of international examples outlined in the study, which 

reflect Dewey's assertion that the democratisation of education helps with the 

democratisation of society. Museum education has a role in this process. 
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Appendix One:                         The Research Plan 2016 – 2020 
 

 

 

 

Stage  Research Process Details 
Stage 1: October - 
December 2016 

Ethics form Submitted to 
Ethics Committee 

Ethics Committee Granted Permission to 
Proceed 
Enhanced Disclosure Certificate Received 
December 2016 

Stage 2: January - 
May 2017 
April 2017  
Supervisor gives 
permission to begin 
CRAG work 

Formation of Two 
CRAGS 
i. Letters of invite to 
Principals / Teachers  
 
ii.  Meeting with 
Principals / Teachers 
 
iii. Recruitment of 
CRAGS and letters of 
information and consent 
distributed to parents 
and children 

Justification: CRAGS 
i.  Practical. To work with schools within walking 
distance of host museum for ease of access and 
flexibility 
ii. Community balance. Balance is illustrated by 
working with one Controlled and one Maintained 
primary school. 
iii. March / April 2017  Permissions from 
Principals, Parents and Children secured for 
three CRAG sessions. 
iv. May / June 2017 
CRAG Sessions Take Place 
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Stage 3: June 2017 Focus Groups and 
Interviews with 
Teachers 
 
April 2017 
Permissions gained 
from Principals, Parents, 
Teachers and Children 
in four primary schools 
to 
i.to recruit focus group 
children.  
ii.one focus group to be 
held in each school.  
iii. one interview of 
principal and / or 
teacher to be held from 
each school. 
  
 
 
 

Justification: Focus Groups/ School Adult 
Interviews 
i.  Practical. Focus group schools located within 
15-mile radius of host museum or within local 
authority area. 
ii. Objective. To target infrequent or non-visitors 
to host museum.  
iii. Balance. To engage with schools in terms of 
social and economic deprivation as these may 
be least likely to visit museums. Source: 
www.nisra.gov.uk/deprivation/nimdm_2010htm 
www.eani.org.uk 
iv. Representative Sample. Key Stage 2 Pupils, 
as these make up bulk of museum school visits. 
Source: NIMC, Mapping Trends 2016 
v. Flexibility. Year 7 pupils: 
Timing was after transfer tests when schools 
tend to be more flexible with this group. As 
children are about to enter secondary education, 
research may offer the opportunity to share / 
reflect / review primary experience in light of 
research questions. 
vi. School Adult Criteria for Interview 
Decision makers or directly working with focus 
group children or with responsibility for 
organising school visits 

Stage 3: July 2017 Museum Professionals 
 
May 2017 
Permissions secured 
from five museum 
professionals to carry 
out one 30-45minute 
interview. 
Overview 
3 x Local Government 
Curators / Educators 
1 x National Museum 
Senior Manager 
1 x Independent 
Lobbying Organisation 

Justification: Museum Professionals 
 
i. To include those museums which are either 
managed by curators who may also have 
responsibility for the education function and / or 
those with specialist education staff. 
ii. To gain views of practitioners and 
policymakers.  
 
iii. All interviewees work or have worked within 
museums funded by local authorities. 
 

Stage 4: September 
– December 2018 

Collation of DATA 
Transcriptions 
Coding 
Annotations 

Completed by December 2018 

Stage 5: January – 
December 2019 

Organisation of Thesis Thesis work was fitted around increased 
workload 

 

Stage 6: February –
December 2020 

Thesis Submitted Edits completed. (Covid19 imploded in 
researcher’s workplace with knock-on to edit 
timetable) 
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Appendix Two:  

Information and Consent Forms: Children, Parents Teachers, Museum 
Professionals 

 

CRAGS: Principal, Child, Parent. 

Principal Consent CRAG 

 

I have read the information sheet which explains the research.  

I understand that the letter is asking me to offer consent on behalf of my 
organisation for pupils attending this school to participate in a CRAG. 
 
I understand that all the information gathered will be kept confidential* and that 

neither my name, the name of the interviewee or the school will be included in any 

reports. 

*I understand the limitations to confidentiality, that is, if a young person discloses information 

relating to illegal activity or any activity that may cause harm to them or others, the researcher will 

refer to me, and follow the school's protocols. 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my 

consent at any time.  

I understand that this research will be part of an EdD dissertation and may be 

published in academic journals. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you agree to take part: 

☐ I AGREE, on behalf of ____________________ (please insert organisation name) 

to take part in the research   

☐ I DO NOT AGREE to take part in the research  

Name: ______________________ 

Signature:______________________ Date: _____________________ 
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Child Consent to be Part of CRAG. 

 

I have read the information sheet that explains what it means for me to be part of the 
Children’s Research Advisory Group (CRAG).   
 
I know the letter is asking me to be part of a CRAG. 
   
I know that everything said by me in the CRAG will be anonymous and kept strictly 
confidential (unless information needs to be passed on for my own safety). 
 
I know that my first name will not be used without my permission on the final report 
and subsequent publications. 
 
I know that if my first name is used for being part of the CRAG it will not be connected 
to any comments or views I said. It will only be used in the list of names of the research 
team members. 
 
I understand that I can pull out of the CRAG for any reason.  I also understand that I can 
take away my consent at any time and for any reason. 

I understand that this research will be published in the form of a report and maybe in 
academic journals. 

(Please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you give your consent): 

☐ I AGREE to be part of the research team from Queen’s in a CRAG 

☐ I AGREE that my first name can be used as part of the Queen’s team in the 

research report and any other things that are published from this project. 

 

Signature:  ________________________________  Date:_____________________ 

(Print Name)      XXXXXXXXXXXX 
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Parental Consent Form: CRAG 

 

I have read the information sheet which explains the research.  

I understand that the letter is asking me to offer consent for my child to 
participate in a CRAG through their school as part of this research. 
  
I understand that all the information gathered will be kept confidential* and that 

neither my name, the name of my child or their school will be included in any 

reports. 

*I understand the limitations to confidentiality, that is, if a young person discloses information relating to 

illegal activity or any activity that may cause harm to them or others, the researcher will refer to me, and 

follow the school's protocols. 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my 

consent at any time.  

I understand that this research will be part of an EdD dissertation and may be 

published in academic journals. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you agree to take part: 

☐ I AGREE on behalf of XXXXXXXXXXXX   to take part in the research   

☐ I DO NOT AGREE to take part in the research  

Name: ______________________ 

Signature:______________________ Date: _____________________ 
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Focus Groups: 

 Information and Consent Forms Focus Groups 

 

 

 

Researching museum education 
School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work 

 
 

Hello,  
 
My name is Collette Brownlee.  I am a researcher at Queen’s University, 
Belfast.  I am carrying out research exploring the value of museum 
education to schools and museums. I would like to invite you to participate 
in this research.   
 
Below is some more information which will help you to make your decision. 
If you agree to take part, I will ask you to sign the enclosed consent 
form and return it to your Principal. 
 
Please take your time to read or ask an adult to help you read, the 
following information carefully, discuss it with others if you wish.  
 
If there is anything you do not understand or want to talk about, please 
contact me on the telephone number at the end of this form. 

 

 

Why is this research needed?   
I want to involve children like you in my research about museums, using 
what is called a Child Rights approach.  This means asking children what 
they think of museums and listening to their views about museums.   

  

Information Sheet 
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This research will help make museums more aware of what is important to 
children and help museums better understand the nature of the 
relationship  between museums and schools.  
 
It involves me having discussions called focus groups - with about 8 school 
children at a time.  I am inviting you to participate in a focus group in your 
school.  
 
Why have I been chosen? 
You have been asked to be part of this research because your school is one 
of several schools invited to get involved.  I need your consent before we 
can include you in the focus group. 
 
What will I be asked to do if I say yes? 
If you say yes to taking part in this research you will be asked to join me 
for one group discussion with around 7 other children from your school.  
 
This focus group will be about museums and your ideas on them.  
I will try and make it interesting and fun.   
You will discuss what you know about museums, what would be your ideal 
museum, and what would make you want to visit a museum.  
 
The session will last about an hour an a half and will take place at your 
school.  I will audio-record what you say and use some of your comments 
for my research.  
 
Do I have to take part in this research? 
No, it is entirely up to you. Your school has given me permission to invite 
you to take part, however, this does NOT mean you have to.  If you do not 
wish to take part, that is not a problem.  If you are happy to take part, I 
would like you to sign the attached consent form. 
 
What if I say yes and then change my mind?  
You can change your mind at any time and decide not to take part. You don’t 
even have to give a reason why and no one will think any differently of you 
should you choose to pull out of the research. 
 
Will my participation in this research be kept confidential?  
Yes. Your name will be kept confidential. When I am writing about the 
research I may want to quote something you have said.  I will put a special 
code number beside your name so no one knows it is you. This means your 
participation will be anonymous.  If you say something to me that may be a  
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child protection issue I must let your principal know. Everything collected from 

the research will be stored securely.  Electronic information will be kept locked by 

password access.  All information I gather will be kept in a locked office at all 

times.  I am the only one who will have access to the research data.  At the end of 

the project, data will be stored securely within Queen’s University for a minimum 

of 5 years. Neither you or your school will be identified by name at any time. 

 
What will happen to the results of the research?  
Once the research is completed, the information will be written up as part 
of my studies (dissertation) and may be published in academic journals, but 
I  will ensure that no child or their school will be identified.  
 
How to contact us to find out more about the research 
If you would like to find out more about the research (even if you decide 
not to take part), please contact me, or my supervisor at the address or 
phone number below: 
 
  Researcher: Collette Brownlee 

  Telephone:    

  E-mail:  c.brownlee02@qub.ac.uk 

 
 

Supervisor: Lesley Emerson 

Assistant Director Centre for Children's Rights 

Social Sciences,Education and Social Work (SSEW) 

Queen's University, 20 College Green, Belfast 

  Telephone:    

  E-mail:  l.emerson@qub.ac.uk 

 
 
*Please note this research has been granted ethical approval by the School of Social 
Sciences, Education and Social Work 
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Child Consent Form to Participate in Focus Group 

 

I have read the information sheet which explains the research.  

I understand that the letter is asking me to consent to taking part in a focus group. 
 
I understand that all the information gathered about me will be kept confidential* and 

that my full name will not be included in any reports. 

*Unless information needs to be passed on to the school for my own safety or protection. 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my 

consent at any time.  

I understand that this research will be used in a dissertation and may be used for 

academic purposes such as presentations or publication in academic journals. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Young person - please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you 

agree to take part: 

☐ I AGREE to take part in the research   

☐ I DO NOT AGREE to take part in the research  

Child’s Name: (Capital Letters) ____________________________________ 

Signature: ______________________ Date: _____________________ 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Information and Consent Forms Adult Interviews: Teachers  
   and Museum Professionals 

Consent Form to be Interviewed. 

 

I have read the information sheet which explains the research.  

I understand that the letter is asking me to consent to participating in one audio-
recorded interview. 
 
I understand that all the information gathered about me will be kept strictly confidential 

and that my name or name of my place of work will not be included in any reports.  

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my 

consent at any time.  

I understand that this research will be part of a dissertation (EdD) and may be used for 

academic purposes such as publication in academic journals. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Stakeholder - please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you agree 

to take part: 

☐ I AGREE to take part in the research   

☐ I DO NOT AGREE to take part in the research  

 

 

Stakeholder Name: ______________________ 

Signature:______________________ Date: _____________________ 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Appendix Three: Questions for Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

No. Teachers Museum Professionals 
1. What are museums for? What are museums for? 
2. What have been your 

experiences of museum visits 
(in school or personal)? 

What is your view of museum 
education in museums? 

3. Are museums important to 
children's education? 

How do you perceive the relationship 
between the curatorial and education 
functions of museums? 

4. Do you use museum visits as a 
regular part of museum 
activity?  If so, please outline.  
If not, why not? 

How do museum disciplines of 
curatorial and education functions 
operate in museums? 

5. What would be a deciding 
factor for you in making a 
museum visit with your school? 

Do you view school visits as important 
to museums? 

6. What are your views on 
museum visits being a 
compulsory part of the school 
curriculum? 

Do you think museums should get 
involved with social agenda issues 
through programming and events? 

7. What could museums do to 
encourage you to visit with 
your classes? 

Should museums be developing their 
sites as social spaces? E.g., for 
shared education? 

8. Is there anything else you 
would like to add? 

How would you judge the value of 
museums? 

9.  Do you feel there should be a 
mechanism for standardising 
museum learning in order to assist in 
greater public understanding of what 
museums do? 

10.  Is there anything you would like to 
add? 
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Appendix Four:  

Annotated Grid for Analysis (Synopsis of Children’s Views) 

 

Function (What Museums are for) Relevance / Value (User 
Perceptions) 

 
Museums look after objects.  
Museums tell us how the world has 
changed. 
Museums educate. 
Museums teach about the past.  
Museums teach lessons from the 
past to learn for the future. 
You get to see real things in 
museums. 
It is better to learn things in a 
museum than to sit in the classroom. 
Museum staff tell us stories that bring 
subjects to life. 
 

 
Museums Conserve Objects 
Museums inform about the past 
events. 
Museums provide information we do 
not learn in school. 
Museums are social spaces. 
Museums are trusted places. 
Museums have real things you do not 
see anywhere else. 
There are different things to do in 
museums. 
Museum staff explain things in 
appropriate ways. 
Museums let you move around and 
touch unusual things. 
 

Barriers Suggestions 

 
Exhibition panels are difficult to 
understand. 
Violent or unpleasant history is not 
suitable for young children. 
Exhibition layouts can be dark and 
confusing. 
Museums are not for children. 
Staff can be unfriendly. 
Museums offer the same things all 
the time. 
Museums can be scary. 
Visits are not frequent enough or long 
enough. 
Museum do not ask us what we want 

 
Let us see more / do more. 
More activity 
Use more augmented reality- 
imaginative ways to display 
information. 
Visits should be about more than one 
thing. 
Ask you how we like to go round 
museums. 
Provide the stuff people want to 
know. 
Make us welcome. 
Make visits longer. 
 

 

 

 

 



 

204 
 

Appendix Five: Annotated Grid for Analysis  

(Synopsis of Teachers’ Views) 

Function (What museums are for) Relevance / Value (User 
Perceptions) 

 
Museums bring classroom learning to life  
Museum Visits link to the curriculum 
Museums provide opportunities to facilitate 
critical thinking / thinking skills through group 
work / interactions with staff 
Museums provide unique learning 
opportunities because of space/ objects 
For some children, a visit with school may be 
the only time they will ever visit 
Museums widen children’s cultural 
engagement beyond their individual contexts 
 

 
Museums are of vital  relevance both to the 
statutory curriculum and for wider cultural 
and community learning 
Museums are useful for local studies 
Museums offer active experiences which 
school cannot. 
Teachers have a sense of ownership of their 
local museum (frequent users) 
Museums are trusted places 
Museum specialists are important for filling in 
knowledge teachers lack 
Museum expertise adds to children’s learning 
Museum staff contribute to children’s learning 
experiences  
Teachers Appreciate: 
Real and hands on experiences i.e., Working 
with/ Handling Objects 
Interactivity / Freedom of Movement/  
Workshops which Schools Cannot e.g., 
Art/Science/Nature Trails/Town Trails 
Building Relationships and Collaborating 
Respect / Organised Visits / Authentic 
Welcomes 

Barriers Suggestions 

 
Lack of awareness of what museums offer 
Museums are undervalued 
Lack of structure of programmes 
Lack of targeted marketing 
Cost of transport/entrance 
Compulsory visits linked to the curriculum 
would be burdensome 
Exhibition Layouts/ Staff Not Child 
Friendly/Unsuitable for Young Children 
Lack of Children’s Enthusiasm for 
Museums/Negative Image of Museums 
Museums need to Understand Children’s 
Interests /Needs Better 
Would not visit unless benefit to children is 
more visible/ museums offer something 
which school could not 

 
If teachers are aware of what museums offer, 
they would more readily integrate into 
timetables/ need at least one year’s notice to 
programme 
Museums should better Illustrate 
opportunities for developing critical thinking / 
thinking Skills 
Direct Marketing to teachers is needed 
Stop Taking School Visits for 
Granted/Provide More Variety/ 
Work in Partnership 
Capacity Building/ Training for Teachers and 
for Museum Staff  working with children 
Pre-Visit Services/ Online Capacity Building 
for Autistic Children 
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Appendix Six: 

Annotated Grid for Analysis  

(Synopsis of Museum Professionals’ Views) 

Function (What museums are for) Relevance / Value (Professional 
Perceptions) 

Care and Management of Collections / 
Curatorial Authority 
Unique Places of Trust / Real Objects 
Applied Standards and Ethics 
Social Role: social activism and participant-
based practice  
Legacy Role: for Future Generations 
To Exercise Professional Autonomy 
To Respond to Conflicting Demands with 
Collections at the Centre 
To Provide Safe Places to Explore History / 
Identity / Culture / Science / Art 

Professional Expertise 
Authenticity / Objects and Accuracy of 
Information 
Unique Learning Places / Role of Objects 
Community Engagement: Opening access 
and informing practice. 
Collaboration and Partnerships 
Inspire Loyalty / Repeat Visits 
Museum Accreditation = Professional 
Standards 
Trusted by Public 

A Barriers (To cohesive working/ 
Developing Children’s Cultural 
Participation) 

Suggestions 

Lack of Public Awareness: of museums / 
services 
Museums can be too Self-Regarding / look 
inward rather than outward. 
Museums are Undervalued in Corporate 
Structures 
Lack of Autonomy on Decision Making 
Processes at Corporate Level 
Hierarchies Prevent Internal Cohesive 
Working 
Lack of Autonomy for Educators at 
Institutional Level 
One Off / Targeted Programmes: not 
sustained. 
Work Demands Prioritised Based on 
Available Resources 
Responding to Demands of Governance: at 
expense of collections. 
Lack of Governance Understanding of 
Museum Services 
Discretionary Nature: no statutory obligation 
to deliver Education/ services ad hoc and 
institution dependent. 
Lack of inter-sector working to improve 
understanding of learning needs of 
participants. 
Developing programmes for Teachers: 
labour Intensive / resource dependent 
Lack of Communication: outside education 
structures  
Limited Access to Teachers 

Development Needs Identified: 
Need for a Balance in Museum Functions 
Need to Stop Taking Schools for Granted 
Need to Garner Existing Willingness to do 
more for teachers and schoolchildren. 
Need to Understand Children’s and Teachers 
needs better. 
Need to Manage Expectations: internally and 
externally. 
Need to Build and Expand on Community 
Engagement Practice for Children 
 

• More Sharing of Best Practice / 
Resources (Museum / Inter-Sector 
Platform needed) 

• A Dedicated Educator for each 
museum / peripatetic educators for 
smaller services, perhaps organised 
by museum lobbying organisations. 

• Museums: lobby for ore integration 
with corporate structures as equal 
partners  

• Museum Educators: lobby to have 
more senior roles in museum 
institutions. 

 
Recognition that there are no quick fixes / 
need for a long haul (museum sector 
strategy) 
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Appendix Seven:   

Key Codes used for Transcription and Reporting 

 

AG1 = Art Gallery 1 

C = Child or Children 

C1 = City 1 

C2 = City 2 

FG = Focus Group  

FG1 = Focus Group 1 (up to FG4) 

FGS1 = Focus Group School 1 (up to FGS4) 

G1 = Heritage Gardens 1 

HB1 = Historic Building  

HC1 = Heritage Centre 1 

MA = Museum Area  (1 and 2) 

MP = Museum Professional 

MP1= Museum Professional 1 (UP to MP5) 

NM = National Museum (1 to 3) 

P1 = Principal 1 

PS = Primary School 

R = Researcher  

RM = Regional (local authority) Museum (1 and 2) 

SC = Science Centre 

SHC1 = Shopping Centre   

T = Teacher 

T1 = Teacher 1 (up to T4) 

TN = Town (1 to 8) 
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Appendix Eight: Eleven Areas of Interest to Children 

Eleven Areas of Interest to Children 

 

 
Questions for children to consider based on CRAG 
suggestions  

1  What do children think museums are for?  

2  What contact do children have with museums through school and 
home?  

3  Why do museums keep certain objects?  

4  How do museums increase their knowledge about objects?  

5  How do people access objects?  

6  What interests people about museums?  

7  What was each child's ideal museum?  

8  What sort of things should be preserved for future generations?  

9  How would children like these things to be displayed in their 
museum?  

10  In what interesting ways could the public view or learn about these 
objects whilst at the same time protecting them?  

11  What, if anything, would children like to change about museum visits 
with school?  
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Appendix Nine:  

Researcher Presentations and Relevant Projects: Applying Participant-
Based Approaches 

 

2015-2019.  Participant-Based / Shared Authority Community Engagement 
  Partnerships Completed: Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum 
  (ILCLM)  

 

Publications 

Brownlee, C. (2015) ‘We may be courtin' but are we engaged?’ in Museum 

Ireland, Irish Museums Association (25),pp25-34 

Brownlee, C. (2017) “The Easter Rising and US” (2016-2017), A Community 

Engagement Project with Tonagh Ladies, Lisburn.  ILCLM. 

(Online)  Creative Centenaries website Lisburn Museum: Women of the Rising and Us: a single identity project.  

Outlining the Tonagh Ladies Project adhering to museums ethics and equal pore-relations in participant-based practice 

in terms of sustainable outcomes, what worked and what did not.  

(Online) Workshop facilitation, Toolkits for CRC's, Decade of Centenaries 

forum, PRONI https://www.community-relations.or.uk/decade-centenaries 

In process, Lisnagarvey Men’s Shed publication, “Me, My Community and US.”  

ILCLM. 

 

Participant Based Exhibitions 

2015-2016. Tonagh Ladies, Hillhall Community Group and Resurgam Trust, 

  Lisburn Community exhibition “World War One and US” ,ILCLM. 

 

Presentations 

2015. Presentation at Impacting Change: The Social Role of the Museum in 

Ireland.  Half-day symposium in National Museums and Galleries Northern 

Ireland in partnership with University of Ulster.  ‘We’ll be back! Examining the 

outcomes of a 2015 cross-community, cross-generational, participant-directed 

World War One and US community exhibition.  Ulster Folk and Transport 

Museum, Cultra. 

2016. Presentation at Playful Museums Forum organised by Northern Ireland 

Museums Council. "Flaxie initiative for under-fives and their Families." Ulster 

Museum, Belfast.   

 



 

209 
 

2016. Presentation at Irish Museum's Association Conference. ‘We may be 

courtin’ but are we engaged? A museum community engagement programme at 

the Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum’. National Museum of Ireland, 

Dublin.   

2017.  Presentation at Community Relations Council Conference. “Conflict. 

Polarisation and Partition: Can we build a new future from a difficult past?”  

Presentation: Skills Development Case Study: Tonagh Ladies Project, at Belfast 

Metropolitan College. 

2018.  Presentation at Museums Association Conference. ‘Subversive Stories - 

World War One and US and The Easter Rising and US, a single identity 

project’. Belfast. 

2018.  Presentation at Early Learning Symposium.  “Early Years Development, 

How can museums help?  Presentation: ‘From NAG to Riches: Lisburn 

Museum: Building an Under-Fives Audience in Partnership with Early Years 

Providers, 2016 - 2017, working toward sustainable partnerships’.  Hunt 

Museum, Limerick.   

2019. Presentation at International Conference on Children’s’ Cultural rights: 

Everybody's Business, Tampere, Finland. ‘Cool, Very Fun and Kind”- Children’s 

voices matter in museums’. https://www.lastenkultturri.fi/en/ 

 

Samples of Participant Based Practice 

2016. Developed by Researcher at the Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum: 

Pre-School and Under Fives Nursery Providers.  Established a Nursery 

Advisory Group (NAG) to create a participant- based initiative involving the 

Flaxie character.  The project included development of an animation, out and 

about boxes and participant designed Flaxie puppets.   Highlighting that 

museums are for everybody, including young children and their families. A 

shared authority model working with Northern Ireland Museums Council, 

Playboard NI, private, community, statutory and volunteer nurseries. 

In Progress, 2020/2021  Post-Primary Children–Child Rights Animation for You 

Tube. This video is based on research with children regarding their attitudes to 

visiting museums.  It is designed to capability build museum visiting for KS2 and 

KS3 children. The video is a template for facilitating a pre-visits service for 

children at the Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum. 
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