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OVERVIEW 

What are the best approaches for making sense of different kinds of 
museum and art gallery spaces for young children? 
Introducing the APSE resource, developed as a collaboration between Humber Museums Partnership and 
Abigail Hackett and Lisa Procter, Centre for the Study of Childhood and Youth, University of Sheffield.  

At the start of the Humber Museums Partners’ (HMP) Under Fives in Museums project, learning officers visited 
a range of other museums, galleries and other site recognised as national examples of good practice with 
regards to catering for an under fives audience. Each of the Humber Museum partners would be redeveloping 
spaces in their own sites for an under fives audiences as part of the project, therefore the questions learning 
officers took with them as they made these visits were in two parts: 

• How do I assess or understand what a space is like from the point of view of young children? 

• How can I make decisions about what aspects of practice or spatial design are best for my own 
setting? 

Humber Museum Partnership wanted their observations to be guided by best practice and theory, and be as 
useful as possible for informing future practice at their museum services. They approached Centre for the 
Study of Childhood and Youth, University of Sheffield, who have a well established reputation for research 
drawing on spatial theory and understanding how children experience spaces. Together we decided to 
develop a resource, informed by research, which staff could use to make notes, record observations, and 
reflect on what they observed when they visited different places.  

Together we identified some insights from the research which were likely to help with the development of the 
resource: 

• What models already exist for thinking about how people experience places? 
• How can we best take account of the sensory, embodied and tacit ways in which people, particularly 

children, experience places? 
• How can we begin to imagine the experience of a place from the point of view of a young child? 
• How can we consult with young children and their families to better understand how they experience or 

what they want from places they visit? 
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USING THE RESOURCE: PRACTITIONER INSIGHTS 

The framework was piloted by learning officers. Their insights have been helpful in considering how to make 
the most of the resource. These recommendations are below: 

• Observing children and families' engagement in museums and galleries might involve moving around 
and between different spaces. This can make it difficult to make detailed notes at the same time. 
However, using quick jottings can be a useful way of documenting what is happening in the moment. 
These can then act as prompts to facilitate more detailed written notes after the observations have 
taken place. 

• As children and families come and go in museum spaces, it is often only possible to get small 
snapshots of their engagement. While these might seem partial at first, a fuller sense of how children 
and families are engaging will emerge over time as more snapshots are documented. 

• Gallery and museum spaces can often be noisy. It can therefore be difficult to hear what is said 
between children and their families. However, much can be learned from observing movement, gesture 
and gaze. Therefore, if it is difficult to hear what is being said then perhaps focus on what is being 
done. 

• As the framework has a range of sections it can be easier to write free notes and then return to the 
form later to see how they relate to the questions. This is particularly relevant to the embodied spaces 
sections of the form. 

• It can be difficult to know where to dwell within the museum and gallery spaces. Making decisions 
about when to move and when to stay still can feel challenging. However, it can be useful to follow the 
lead of the children and families. Perhaps there are popular spaces where many groups seem to stop, 
for example.  

• It is helpful to carry out museum visit with colleagues, so that sections of the form can be divided 
amongst different people. Equally it can be valuable to complete sections of the form with colleagues 
to provide opportunities for further reflection. 
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INTRODUCING THE FRAMEWORK 

This APSE resource is informed by contemporary spatial theory. It is designed to be flexible and developed 
over time, in response to new insights gained through ongoing visits of different sites and settings.  

The resource draws on two different constructs of space / place common in the literature; space as either 
physical or social, and space as either abstract or embodied. This gives us four different ways of thinking 
about space: 

1. Abstract physical 
2. Embodied physical 
3. Abstract social 

4. Embodied social 

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

The framework is designed to be used during museum and gallery visits to develop analytical insights through 
observations, collecting materials and asking questions. Included is a general checklist to gather overarching 
information at every visit and a focused checklist. The focused checklist is not intended to be completed on 
every visit, instead it is to be used to support focused visits relating to each quadrant. 
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ABSTRACT PHYSICAL SPACE ABSTRACT SOCIAL SPACE

EMBODIED PHYSICAL SPACE EMBODIED SOCIAL SPACE

!  
Christensen (2003) writes about “the understanding that 
emerges from embodied movement through place” (p.16). 
We can only fully understand the meaning and experience 
of a place by observing how people act in it. What sorts of 
interactions, exchanges and activities take place in this 
space? There is a two way relationship between the social 
and space; the space affects how people behave it in, and 
in turn, how people behave in a space affects what the 
space is like. In order to use the APSE resource to 
understanding embodied social space, practitioners need 
to observe families in the space, paying attention to, for 
example, types of communication and interaction, different 
roles different generations play and getting a sense for the 
emotional feel of a place for visitors.  

References 
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Till, J. (2009) Architecture Depends. Cambridge: Mit Press

!  
Lefebvre (1991) described conceived space as the way in 
which people who control space imagine it will be used. 
Abstract social space would normally be described 
through words or writing; for example, policy documents, 
learning outcomes, or the narratives museum designers 
use the ‘story’ of a gallery are all examples of how the 
social purpose of a space can be imagined. Therefore, 
within this category, the learning officers asked their 
colleagues at other museums about, for example, the 
curriculum and policy documents that informed their 
planning for the use of the space. 

!  
Till (2009) argues that whilst the use of a space can be 
planned in advance, space will always be appropriated 
and used in unexpected ways. For him, architecture 
‘depends’ on the people who inhabit it. People will linger, 
dwell, move quickly or ignore certain aspects of the 
physical space, changing how it is experienced. In this 
part of the resource, practitioners can interrogate how a 
space work in practice, by asking, for example, what parts 
of the space are most used, or used in unexpected ways.  

!  
For Christensen (2003) abstract representations of space 
would include maps and ground plans; shape, size and 
other aspects of physical space can be measured and 
quantified in various ways. Material aspect of space can 
be understood and described objectively; from the colour 
and texture of the flooring to the brightness of the lighting. 
Therefore, the abstract physical category was about 
recording in objective detail the material properties of the 
space. 



GENERAL 
CHECKLIST 
WHERE? WHEN? HOW MANY 

FAMILIES?
WHO FILLED IN THE 
FORM?
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ABSTRACT PHYSICAL ABSTRACT SOCIAL

Things to observe: 
• What is the welcome like? (i.e. information, 

general experience) 

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

• How are objects displayed? 

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

• How are people encouraged to encounter 
objects? 

Questions to ask: 
• Which frameworks, if any, inform the planned use 

of space and activities? (i.e. EYFS)

Things to collect: 
• What pre-visit information is provided? (i.e. online) 

Things to collect: 
• What marketing materials are aimed at early years 

audiences? (i.e. collect a selection in order to get 
a sense of the ethos)
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EMBODIED PHYSICAL EMBODIED SOCIAL

Questions to ask: 
• What are the most significant spaces for families? 

• Is the space used differently by different 
generations? 

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

Things to observe: 
• What types of visitor groups include young 

children? 

• What is the welcome like from staff? 

• How do staff support visitor groups with young 
children?

Things to collect: 
• What do meaningful engagements with the 

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

Things to collect: 
• What do meaningful practices seem to be for 

young children and their adults? (captured 
through writing vignettes/short narratives about 
interactions with each other)
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FOCUSED 
EXPLORATION  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ABSTRACT PHYSICAL 

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS NOTES

What is the spatial layout of the 
building? What spaces are there, 
what are their shapes and sizes, 

how do they connect?

What are the noise levels like? 
Does the space use sound 

purposely?

How are the spaces lit? Is there 
any natural light? Is light used to 

create atmosphere?

What materials are the surfaces 
made from? What are the 

textures like to touch?

What colour is the space? Is 
colour used to create particular 

effects?

What smells are there? Does 
smell seem to be considered as 

part of the user experience?

Are there spaces of different 
scales? Is scale used to create 

different experiences?

Do the spaces make users want 
to wander, run, move or dwell? 
Why might this be the case?

What objects are on display? Are 
users able to interact with these?

Are display boards used? What is 
the role of them? Are users 

engaging with them?
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ABSTRACT SOCIAL 

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS NOTES

Questions for the organisation

What approaches do you take to 
managing competing use of the 

site? E.g. are there any tips 
regarding planning, timetabling, 

multiple use of spaces?

What approaches do you take to 
staff training in order to ensure 
young children and their grown 

ups feel welcome?

Are there any specific 
organisational policies or 

procedures which help to ensure 
your venues are particularly 

welcoming or suitable for young 
children and their grown ups?

What are the biggest challenges 
with regards to young children 
coming into and being in this 

place?

Something to reflect on

We talked about the learning 
versus experiencing in a museum 

– which word do you think 
applies more in this 

organisation’s ethos? Why?
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EMBODIED PHYSICAL 

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS NOTES

Questions for the organisation

Where do people dwell?

How do people move and 
navigate around the space?

Architects talk about how 
spaces are planned to be 

used, and then how they tend 
to be ‘appropriated’ by people 
actually using the space. Can 
you give any examples of that 

happening in your place?

How do families and young 
children tend to engage with 
the collections themselves 

(visual, tactile, talk, 
movement)?

Observations/reflections

Where are the most popular 
places for families with young 

children?

Where do people dwell?

How do people move/
navigate?

Is the space used differently 
by different generations?
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EMBODIED SOCIAL 

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS NOTES

Observations Spend time hanging out in the gallery, observing what children and their grown ups do 
there. Aim to write four vignettes (short narratives) addressing some of the questions

What do the meaningful 
practices seem to be for 
young children and their 
grown ups in this place?

How are objects interacted 
with / made sense of?

What kinds of verbal and non 
verbal communication are 
taking place in this place?

What kinds of interactions 
happen across generations? 
What kinds of interactions 
happen between peers?

Have you noticed any 
examples of visitors feeling 
ownership or visitors feeling 
nervous / unsure? Can you 
draw any conclusions about 
the emotional experience of 
this place?
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Structured session observation

What is happening?

How is involvement facilitated?

What are the key behaviours of 
adults and children during the 

session?



NOTES  



NOTES  



NOTES  



NOTES


	Things to collect  What previsit information is provided ie online: 
	Things to collect  What marketing materials are aimed at early years audiences ie collect a selection in order to get a sense of the ethos: 
	Where?: 
	When?: 
	Families?: 
	Who?: 
	Text2: 
	Text1: 
	Text3: 
	Text4: 
	Text5: 
	Text6: 
	Text7: 
	Text8: 
	Text9: 
	Text11: 
	Text12: 
	Text13: 
	Text14: 
	Text15: 
	Text16: 
	Text17: 
	Text18: 
	Text19: 
	Text10: 
	Text20: 
	Text21: 
	Text22: 
	Text23: 
	Text24: 
	Text25: 
	Text26: 
	Text27: 
	Text28: 
	Text29: 
	Text30: 
	Text31: 
	Text32: 
	Text33: 
	Text34: 
	Text35: 
	Text36: 
	Text37: 
	Text38: 
	Text39: 
	Text40: 
	Text41: 
	Text42: 
	Text43: 
	Text44: 
	Text45: 
	Notes1: 
	notes2: 
	notes3: 
	notes4: 


