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1 Foreword 

 
In the early life period strong interactions and experiences determine whether a 
child’s brain architecture provides a strong or weak foundation for their future 
health, wellbeing and development (OECD, 2007). 
 
 

“To welcome families with young children into museums and galleries and 
sell the benefits of these spectacular spaces, just get people who know 
what they are doing to lead sessions that are fun for babies.  These 
sessions need to be well-advertised, and in Manchester we need a website 
to tell us what’s on for under twos every day.” 
 

Parent 
 
 
 

“I think it’s vital that these sessions take place in a museum as it opens up 
a whole new world to some people.” 
 

Children’s Centre Teacher 
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programme leads, museum and gallery staff, early years staff from Children’s 
Centres and health services and especially the parents, carers and under twos 
who have taken part in the pilot sessions.  All pictures contained in this report 
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3 10 Minute Summary 

 
This section provides a summary of the evaluation of The Manchester Museum 
and The Whitworth Art Gallery’s pilot for engaging under twos and their 
parents / carers. 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 
Between November 2011 and March 2012, Liz Mair of Mair Health in 
collaboration with Sara Mair of Mair Education and associate Adam Billson 
undertook an external evaluation of The Manchester Museum and The 
Whitworth Art Gallery’s pilot for engaging under twos and their parents / 
carers. 
 
The evaluation was comprised of a series of research-based activities in order 
to gather evidence that informed the development of provisions for under twos 
in the museum and galleries sector, make recommendations for the 
programme’s sustainability and raise awareness of the programme to relevant 
professional bodies.   This report highlights the creative and innovative 
approaches used in the museum and gallery which impact positively on the 
under twos and their families. 
 

3.2 Background 
 
As defined in the evaluation brief the key outputs of the evaluation were to: 
 
• Develop an evaluation framework that parents, museum and gallery 

practitioners and other professionals can contribute to. 
 
• Evaluate the pilot activities at The Manchester Museum and The 

Whitworth Art Gallery and present a set of next step recommendations 
towards developing core programmes for this audience. 

 
• Develop an advocacy document for the sector. 
 
Although nationally early years children are a key audience for many museums, 
most of this has focused on the over two age group.  There is a huge potential 
to expand this audience with sensitive, stimulating and creative provision that 
contributes to health and development of under twos, parents and carers.  
Evidence suggests that good provision needs to led by the infant / child with 
support to promote sensitive parenting as in the very early years it is the quality 
of the parent / carer / child relationship that has the most impact on 
development. 
 

3.3 Our Approach 
 
• To explore research and best practice for this age group in terms of 

development and in museums and galleries. 
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• To observe under twos, parents and carers and the wider environment. 
 
• To gather the views of parents and carers. 
 
• To gather the views of wider stakeholders. 
 
• To develop and test new tools. 
 

3.4 Findings 
 
What the provision looks like: 
 
• Our in-depth observations showed that the sessions contributed to 

development of under twos in all key areas (personal, social and 
emotional development; communication, language and literacy; physical 
and cognitive development and play). 

 
• Parents and carers benefited from attending the provision that 

contributed to promoting maternal mental health, encouraging positive 
parenting, demonstrating learning activities and high quality early 
education. 

 
• The sessions are run by experts using high quality materials and 

methods that are effective in engaging and promoting parenting and 
development in the under twos. 

 
• Provision focused on regular drop-in session, outreach sessions in 

Children’s Centres, prearranged stay and play sessions, Big Saturday 
sessions. 

 
• During the six month period 226 under twos accessed the specialist 

provision. 
 
• Numbers attending sessions is increasing. 
 
• All sessions were flexible, within a structure. 
 
• Content of the sessions was based on what works with this age group; 

treasure baskets, books and toys made of natural material linked to the 
collection, light play, cloth linked to the exhibition in the gallery, 
discussion, engagement with parents and carers. 

 
• Provision promotes return visits. 
 
• Provision promotes use of the wider museum and gallery. 
 
What under twos, parents and carers told us they want: 
 
• Specialist and unique provision run but a skilled friendly leader. 
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• Drop-in sessions that are regular and flexible. 
 
• To know when sessions are on. 
 
• Parents indicated they would be happy to pay (£2 to £4) per session, 

although this may be a deterrent for some people. 
 
• Ideas about how to repeat activities at home. 
 
• Provision for under twos at the Big Saturdays. 
 
• Sessions that are not ‘cliquey’ but promote friendships. 
 
• Coordinated provision for the under twos in museums and galleries 

across the city. 
 
What key stakeholders told us: 
 
• The museums and galleries working together across Manchester are 

committed to developing the offer to the under fives, parents and 
carers.  This has been recognised by the Arts Council who have 
increased funding in the area until 2015.  Meeting the needs of the under 
twos in museums and galleries is an important sub section within this 
group. 
 

• Provision needs to be flexible to suit a range of under twos, parents and 
carers with differing needs. 

 
• Partners report it is important that provision is delivered by people with 

specialist skills in working with under twos. 
 
• Partners will promote provision that might not otherwise have been 

considered if it is of high quality. 
 
• Outreach and explaining what is on offer is important. 
 
• The pilot demonstrated the potential to reach out to a new audience 

and address perceived barriers deterring parents from taking very 
young children to museums and galleries. 

 
How to prove provision is effective: 
 
• Getting parents to fill information sheets and questionnaires at sessions 

is difficult because they are busy and focused on looking after their 
children. 

 
• More detailed information can be gained through interviews and 

questionnaires by email or telephone.  These can be completed or 
undertaken at times convenient to parents and carers. 



 
 
 

 
 

Engaging Under Twos and Parents / Carers | Museums and Galleries Pilot 
The Manchester Museum & The Whitworth Art Gallery 

 
Page 7 of 38 

 
• An effective method of evaluation is observing under twos and talking 

to parents and carers in the museum and gallery. 
 
• Methods need to be innovative and flexible. 
 
• Auditing provision of the wider museum and gallery provides useful 

information. 
 
Selling the benefits of the museum and gallery to families with under twos: 
 
• The advocacy model, working with the early years sector is effective 

and reaching families who may not traditionally come to museums and 
galleries.  A good way to do this is through offering meeting space and 
showing around the collections. 

 
• The pilot programme is not fully embedded in the marketing material of 

the museum and gallery. 
 
• Not all gallery staff are promoting the provision for the under twos, or 

see that the wider museum and gallery may be of interest to this age 
group. 

 
• There is high level support for this provision in the museum and gallery 

and wider network. 
 

3.5 Conclusions 
 
Good provision for under twos parents and carers in museum and galleries: 
 
• Is based on evidence about what works to promote child development 

and positive parenting. 
 
• Is developed along with parents with under twos. 
 
• Is embedded in all parts of the museum and gallery, with strong support 

from managers and staff. 
 
• Is integrated into the wider collections and exhibitions. 
 
• Includes focused sessions led by an expert who is friendly, with 

experience and skills in working with the under twos and families. 
 
• Is fun! 
 
• Includes sessions and provision with ideas about how to make learning 

stimulating and that promotes friendships and networks. 
 
• Is flexible and allows the infant / child to engage with a range of 

provision that stimulates exploration, interest and learning. 
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• Has a clear role for the parents. 
 
• Is integral to the museum and gallery collection. 
 
• Includes comfortable spaces with access to seating, toilets and healthy 

food. 
 
• Is coordinated with museums and galleries working together to plan 

sessions and provision. 
 
• Is evaluated using simple tools to prove the benefits. 
 
• Is understood by all museum and gallery staff. 
 
• Is clearly marketed on websites and through material in the museum 

and gallery so that parents and museum staff and wider partners know 
what is on. 

 
3.6 Recommendations 

 
Provision: 
 
• The specialist sessions continue and develop.  The parents who attend 

the sessions are ‘expert users’ and should be involved in planning and 
developments of provision for this age group. 

 
• Provision continues to be based on what works and what under twos, 

parents and carers want. 
 
• Develop a series of ‘how to’ guides linked to the provision (compile a 

treasure basket, use natural materials in play, promote child led play). 
 
• Continue to develop provision that promotes networks and friendships. 
 
What under twos, parents and carers want: 
 
• Specialist sessions that are flexible and fun, run by qualified and skilled 

staff. 
 
• Friendly and knowledgeable museum and gallery staff. 
 
• The museum and gallery to consider developing a dedicated safe and 

comfortable space for under twos parents and carers. 
 
• Ideas about how to support development in their under twos. 
 
• Access to the wider collections. 
 
• To know what is on. 
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• Museums and galleries across Manchester to plan and communicate 

provision together. 
 
Effective provision: 
 
• A simple system to gather quantitative and qualitative data to be used 

routinely. 
 
• More in-depth evaluation periodically. 
 
• Hold focus groups linked to sessions as provision develops, using 

parents as experts. 
 
• Apply for grants for further research (University) and projects 

(Wellcome Trust). 
 
Marketing the benefits to families with under twos: 
 
• The strong strategic support for this work both within the museum and 

gallery and wider partnership continues. 
 
• Continue with the advocacy model and promote the work and provision 

through other early years sectors. 
 
• Maintain and develop links with buyers and planners of early years 

services, including public health leads, who along with local authorities 
will hold the commissioning budget for universal provision in the early 
years sector from 2015. 

 
• Develop a unique product or provision that links to collections and 

exhibitions and promotes the work in Manchester. 
 
• Develop provision that meets the aims and visions across sectors 

(health, social care, education, voluntary). 
 
• Market this provision effectively using web based and printed material. 
 
• Offer training to early years staff as well as museum staff. 
 
• Hold more conferences building on the success of the CultureBaby 

conference in November 2011. 
 
• Develop further work focusing on how to attract key seldom-heard 

groups such as work with fathers, new arrivals and young mums. 
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4 Introduction 

 
Between November 2011 and March 2012, Liz Mair of Mair Health in 
collaboration with Sara Mair of Mair Education and associate Adam Billson 
undertook an external evaluation of The Manchester Museum and The 
Whitworth Art Gallery’s pilot for engaging under twos and their parents / 
carers. 
 
The evaluation was comprised of a series of research-based activities in order 
to gather evidence that informed the development of provisions for under twos 
in the museum and galleries sector, make recommendations for the 
programme’s sustainability and raise awareness of the programme to relevant 
professional bodies.  This report highlights the creative and innovative 
approaches used in the museum and gallery which impact positively on the 
under twos and their families. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.1 Aims of the evaluation 
 
As defined in the evaluation brief the key aims of the evaluation were to: 
 
• Develop an evaluation framework that parents, museum and gallery 

practitioners and other professionals can contribute to. 
 
• Evaluate the pilot activities at The Manchester Museum and The 

Whitworth Art Gallery and present a set of next step recommendations 
towards developing core programmes for this audience. 

 
• Develop an advocacy document for the sector. 
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5 Background and Context 

 
Before we present the findings of the evaluation the following section sets out 
the context in which the study took place. 
 

5.1 National agenda 
 
The coalition government is committed to early intervention in the interests of 
minimising future costs to the state.  An interim paper on financing early 
intervention (Cabinet Office, 2011) suggests that initiatives like the Big Society 
Bank or innovative processes like social impact bonds could be used to support 
the costs of intervention.  It is hoped a government review of early intervention 
schemes, which it says help children to "break the cycles of underachievement", 
could see the project expand and save the state money in the future. 
 
This builds on earlier work, ‘Nurturing creativity in young people’ (DfES 2006) 
which outlines the need to merge education policy, creative work and children’s 
services.  This could be delivered through a locally developed ‘creative offer’ to 
support better outcomes for children through working together to contribute to 
early intervention programmes, to improve language, communication, social 
development (parenting, emotional health and wellbeing, attachment). 
 
‘Early Intervention: Smart Investment, Massive Savings’ and ‘Early Intervention: 
The Next Steps’ (HM Government Report 2011a) outlines Manchester’s 
commitment to the Early Intervention agenda and explores opportunities for 
joint working with the children and parenting services. 
 
A key component of the early intervention approach is The Healthy Child 
Programme (DH 2009) which outlines the range of experiences needed to 
support child development, including communication, speech and social skills 
through signposting to local services, guided and targeted support for parents 
and exposure to a range of cultural support networks (p22). 
 
 

“[The] quality of the early years experience is the most important factor in 
determining a child’s life chances.” (DfES, 2006) and ensures that services 
contribute to developing the “bedrock social and emotional capabilities of 
good childhood development and parenting” (HM Government 2011). 
 
 
 
“Giving every child the best start in life is crucial to reducing health 
inequalities across the life course.  The foundations for virtually every 
aspect of human development – physical, intellectual and emotional are 
laid in early childhood. What happens in these early years (starting in the 
womb) has life ling effects on many aspects of health and wellbeing, 
educational achievements and economic status.” 
 

Marmot 2010 
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Recent research in the EPPE (Effective Provision of Pre School Education) 
project has shown that the home environment is the key factor in shaping 
children’s wellbeing and achievement.  In this report the authors found it was 
not who parents are, but what they do with children that has the most impact.  
Visiting museums, galleries and other interesting places was listed amongst a 
small number of actives that were all associated with higher intellectual and 
social / behavioural scores. 
 
Early intervention, undertaking simple steps and using our national resources 
can have a far-reaching impact on families.  The Foresight Report “Mental 
Capital and Wellbeing” (accessed online 17 March 2012) outlines simple steps 
that can be incorporated into daily life to enrich the experience of children and 
adults, they include: incorporating activity into daily life, learning a new skill and 
getting curious, all of which can be found in museums and galleries. 
 
Museum practice 
 
In terms of the policy context for museums working with under twos Cultural 
Attendance and Public Mental Health (Journal of Public Mental Health, 9(4), 
December 2010, pp.22-29.) notes that cultural attendance can help address 
health inequalities.  It states that the best way to overcome the psychological 
and social barriers to cultural attendance is personal contact with a trusted 
guide. It outlines a system where voluntary and statutory organisations can 
refer people to cultural organisations who might benefit from them.  The former 
would need to be able to guarantee a high quality and friendly welcome that 
recognises the needs of first-time users from excluded groups.  If this were 
developed among a network of cultural organisations with voluntary and public 
sector partners, such a system could reach sufficient numbers to have a health 
impact on a population level. 
 
The Who Cares? programme was a collaboration between six museums in the 
North West developing health and wellbeing projects.  The Psychosocial 
Research Unit at the University of Central Lancashire researched the 
programme and detailed their findings in Who Cares? Museums, Health and 
Wellbeing, Renaissance North West Programme. (MLA 2011).  The report states 
that recent developments in government policy have called for the museum 
sector to combat social exclusion and act as a positive vehicle for social 
change.  In particular, there is an increasing focus on the contribution museums 
can make to mental health and emotional wellbeing.  It argues that general 
cultural attendance should be included in public health planning and specifically 
in social prescribing.  Stable partnerships with health and social care agencies 
are vital to this work and can play a key role in reducing risk.  In terms of 
accessibility, some groups initially need encouragement to use the building.  
The key way of facilitating access is in providing people with the opportunity to 
form relationships with staff and engage in conversations about the collections.  
This helps people to begin to make independent use of the museum and its 
contents. 
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The Reggio Emilia Approach is an educational philosophy focused on preschool 
and primary education.  It is based on the principles of respect, responsibility, 
and community through exploration and discovery in a supportive and 
enriching environment based on the interests of the children through a self-
guided curriculum, specifically: 
 
• Children must have some control over the direction of their learning. 
 
• Children must be able to learn through experiences of touching, moving, 

listening, seeing, and hearing. 
 
• Children have a relationship with other children and with material items 

in the world that they must be allowed to explore. 
 
• Children must have endless ways and opportunities to express 

themselves. 
 

5.2 Local agenda 
 
The Manchester Way, Manchester’s Community Strategy 2006 – 2015 sets as a 
priority, planned activity to tackle inequality in health and bring services for 
children and young people together at a district level to better serve and 
support them and their families.  Promoting and supporting positive parenting 
is a key driver for the local strategic bodies. 
 
Manchester’s Children and Young People’s Strategic Plan 2010 – 2012 sets out a 
vision grounded in a commitment to the Early Intervention agenda.  This vision 
wants all children and young people in Manchester to “access the wide range of 
interesting, fun and stimulating activities that the city has to offer; live in 
economically stable and happy families independent of support or with 
effective support when necessary to promote independence; access good 
quality advice and opportunities to be physically, mentally and emotionally 
healthy and continue this into adulthood”. 
 
The strategy and delivery of services are based on the following values all of 
which are aligned with the overall aim of The Manchester Museum and The 
Whitworth Art Gallery provision. 
 
• A strong focus on prevention and early identification and intervention. 
 
• Seeing the child as an individual within the family. 
 
• Supporting and challenging parents / carers to bring up children and 

young people responsibly in a stable and happy family environment. 
 
• Building mental and emotional wellbeing to promote independence, 

especially for the most vulnerable and socially excluded, those with 
mental health needs and those at risk from drug or alcohol misuse. 
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• Listening to children and young people, their parent / carers and their 

neighbourhoods and giving them influence in how services are 
delivered. 

 
• Ensuring services are timely, accessible, inclusive and close to home 

with a multi-agency approach providing locally accessible health 
services that will advise, assess and, where appropriate, treat children 
and young people in community settings. 

 
• Supporting the Manchester museums widening participation agenda 
 
The commitment to developing the offer for the under twos was demonstrated 
at the CultureBaby seminar held at the Whitworth Gallery in November 2011.  At 
this showcase event good practice from this emerging field was discussed and 
shared across sectors. 
 
Demography 
 
The City of Manchester has a population of just under 498,000 (ONS 
predictions 2011) making it the most densely populated of the 10 Boroughs of 
Greater Manchester, with approximately 15,000 under two year olds.  The city is 
the 34th most ethnically diverse borough in England, with a growing mix of 
Black, Asian, Chinese and other ethnic groups.  When comparing The City of 
Manchester with the England average, there is a higher incidence of low birth 
weight infants (8.2% compared to 7.5%) and a lower than average life 
expectancy for men (74 years compared to 78.3 years) and women (79.1 years 
compared to 82.3 years).  These measures can be used as a proxy indicator for 
poverty.  Overall The City of Manchester ranks 4th in the index of multiple 
deprivation 2010, the list of the most deprived districts in England (Manchester 
City Council website, 
http://www.manchester.gov.uk/info/200088/statistics_and_census_informatio
n/438/corporate_research_and_ intelligence, accessed online 27 October 2011). 
 

5.3 Background to the pilot 
 
Over the last five years museums and galleries within Manchester have worked 
together and developed new models of engagement and delivery for early 
years learning in partnership with assorted professional bodies, young children 
and their parents / carers.  This has predominantly focused on 3 to 5 year olds 
within some of the most socially and ethnically diverse and economically 
deprived neighbourhoods in Manchester. 
 
To ensure provision is available for under twos, pilot activities have been 
developed at The Manchester Museum and The Whitworth Art Gallery who are 
working collaboratively to highlight innovative, cultural practice and share 
creative ideas particularly in relation to language and social development. 
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5.4 Background to the evaluation 

 
Following the establishment of the provision for under twos in 2011, it became 
clear there was a need to evidence the benefits of the pilot programme.  The 
aim of the evaluation was to develop a framework with which to evaluate the 
pilot activities with groups of under twos, their parents and carers.  Through 
understanding what works in early years provision, using the framework and 
evaluating the pilot provision a set of recommendations and next steps to 
developing a core programme or offer for this audience would emerge.  It was 
also hoped that the emerging findings would inspire others to develop and 
explore models of collaborative practice between the early years settings and 
practitioners and cultural venues. 
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6 Our Approach 

 
6.1 What we evaluated 

 
The elements of the pilot programme that were evaluated included: 
 
• Drop-in sessions at The Manchester Museum and The Whitworth Art 

Gallery 
 
• Martenscroft Nursery School and Children’s Centre ‘Baby Stay and Play 

Group’  
 
• Children’s Centre outreach visits 
 
• Children’s Centre reflection visit 
 
• Big Saturday Event on 3 December 2011 at The Manchester Museum 
 
• CultureBaby blog (http://culturebaby.wordpress.com/) 
 
• The wider museum and gallery in relation to under twos and their 

families 
 
Of the sessions evaluated all included some or all of  
 
• Treasure basket:  Baskets were filled with objects linked to the museum, 

such as seeds, wooden and kitchen items.  This is an approach for a 
seated baby where objects are collected in a low-sided basket to 
stimulate exploration and interest. 

 
• Soft toys and books:  A range of animal puppets, linked to the wider 

collection, and books. 
 
• Light box and overhead projector: with shapes of translucent materials, 

including acetate and fabrics to make shadows and shine lights. 
 
• A walk around the wider gallery. 
 
During the period of the evaluation the researchers attended and observed: 
 
• 6 sessions:  These included stay and play sessions and drop-ins at both 

The Manchester Museum and The Whitworth Art Gallery. 
 
• 1 Big Saturday:  The key theme of this event was chocolate. 
 
• The CultureBaby conference. 
 
• The content of the family packs. 
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• The wider museum and gallery environment through focused audits. 
 

6.2 How we evaluated the provision   
 
The overall approach to the evaluation was base on the Assessment Framework 
form Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government 2010). This 
provided a sound evidence base on which to explore and examine the 
provision. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Firstly the observations focused on the under two years old child, looking at 
their developmental needs.  The headings used to cluster the observations were 
adapted from The Early Years Foundations for Life, Health and Learning (Tickell 
2011) and focused on: 
 
• Personal social an emotional development 
 
• Communication language and literacy 
 
• Physical development 
 
• Cognitive Development 
 
• Play 
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Secondly the provision was evaluated looking at its contribution to the parent 
or carer and wider family.  Here observations were based on the Families in the 
Foundation Years, critical factors during the early years (DfE, DH 2011) and were 
clustered around: 
 
• Contribution to child health: giving the child the best start in life 
 
• Good maternal health: promoting maternal wellbeing 
 
• Parenting style: giving children confidence and stimulating brain 

development 
 
• Learning activities: promoting the capacity to learn 
 
• High Quality Early Education: promoting and sustaining good social and 

behavioural outcomes and pro-social behaviour 
 
The third component of the evaluation focused on the environment.  Here the 
researchers looked at the wider museum and gallery, appropriateness and 
access, the spaces, materials and provision, safety, facilities and management 
and leadership of the sessions and programme. 
 
Researchers spoke to parents and carers at the sessions, getting ‘real time’ 
views about what worked well and what could be improved.  In all, the views of 
53 parents and carers were obtained, with 11 of these completing focused 
questionnaires and follow up interviews. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Staff and key stakeholders were also contacted and asked about the provision.  
Overall 10 interviews were completed.  Two key meetings were attended and 
used to gather views, these were a health visitor leads regional meeting and a 
Manchester Early Years Network meeting. 
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General audits were completed on The Manchester Museum and The Whitworth 
Art Gallery to establish the appropriate of the space for under two sessions, and 
gather the impact the provision was having on the wider museum and gallery 
staff. 
 
These actions led to the development and piloting of evaluation tools, resulting 
in a wealth of information being made available to the evaluation team.  This 
facilitated the evaluation of the current provision and led to robust 
recommendations for future delivery. 
 
In order to evaluate the provision several tools were developed, tried and 
refined, these included: 
 
Session Observation Tool (Appendix 1) 
 
Parent / Carer Questionnaire (Appendix 2) 
 
Stakeholder Questionnaire (Appendix 3) 
 
Museum Audit Tool (Appendix 4) 
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7 What We Found 
 
7.1 What the provision looks like 

 
The pilot programme started in August 2011, this included the appointment of 
an early years specialist to lead and develop focused sessions.  Initially time was 
spent developing the programme and planning and devising the content of the 
sessions. 
 
Between the six month period September 2011 to February 2011 
 
• 25 separate stay and play, drop-in and outreach sessions were held 
 
• The total number of under twos attending was 171 
 
• This included over 100 individual under twos 
 
• 25 under twos came to more than one session 
 
• The number of under twos attending the sessions ranged from 2 to 14 
 
• 44 under twos took part in the Big Saturday events (Nb. this number is 

an estimate calculated from attending the Big Saturday event on 3 
December 2011 at which event it was observed that 11 under twos 
attended.  Four Big Saturdays sessions were held, therefore 11 x 4 = 44.  
Due to the high numbers of parents, carers, extended family and 
younger and older children it is difficult to obtain exact figures) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All sessions were free of charge to parents and carers.  The numbers of 
participants at the sessions increased over the period of the evaluation as the 
sessions became embedded in the museum and gallery and parents / carers 
who attended spread the word and returned with other parents / carers. 
 
Weekly drop-in sessions were planned on regular days.  The outreach sessions 
and stay and play were planned and targeted at local Children’s Centres.  The 
sessions lasted an hour and were run informally, with parents and carers 
dropping in for all or part of the session. 
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They were invited to use the equipment, and the leader oversaw the sessions, 
welcoming people in and assessing if the babies or mothers wanted to move on 
to another activity.  Although the sessions had a structure, they were flexible. 
 
The provision is accessible to female parents and carers, but also to fathers and 
male carers.  A father present at a session commented: 
 
 

“I feel more comfortable with the gallery setting and activities on offer in 
the sessions than I would at a mother and toddler group.” 

 
 
He went on to describe that this was because the session was more inclusive 
and less cliquey.  A mother also commented on this and said that her partner 
would feel comfortable coming along (on his own) with their child, as the 
gallery was somewhere they visited as a family and he felt confident there. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The sessions were well run by qualified and skilled staff with expertise in 
working with under twos.  The content of the sessions were linked in some way 
to the museum or gallery and included items that became familiar to parents 
and babies.  The sessions were effective in promoting networking, focusing on 
child development. 
 
At all sessions a range of activities were on offer, including treasure baskets, 
soft toys and materials to support heuristic play.  This is play that gives children 
an opportunity to find out about objects and what can be done with them 
(Hughes, 2006). 
 
The equipment was high quality, although everyday objects were used 
inventively.  Equipment was portable and included a collection of specialist 
equipment (overhead projectors, light boxes) to less specialist equipment (soft 
toys, seeds, metal objects, books, metal equipment) to recyclable material 
(material, bark, wood, shells). The cost of the equipment for the session over 
the 6-month period was approximately £4,500. 
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7.2 What under twos, parents and carers told us 
 
Overall those parents and carers who attend the sessions enjoy and can 
describe the positive benefits of the sessions for themselves and their under 
twos. 
 
Our in-depth observations showed that the sessions contributed positively to 
the development of under twos across the age range, in all key areas (personal, 
social and emotional development; communication language and literacy; 
physical and cognitive development and play). 
 
Parents and carers benefited from attending the provision that contributed to 
promoting maternal mental health, encouraging positive parenting, 
demonstrating learning activities and high quality early education. 
 
The organisation, content and location of the sessions proved to very important 
in allowing parents and children to enjoy and benefit from the provision.  For 
example, the environment created in the Shadow Lab was appreciated because 
it offered an enclosed space and the subdued lighting made it relaxing and 
calming for babies, toddlers parents and carers. Parents picked up new ideas 
about how to play and stimulate their babies. It was important to parents that 
the sessions were facilitated and run by someone with early years experience 
and skills.  
 
Many of the attendees were return users who commented that they appreciated 
the informal ‘drop-in’ nature of the sessions.  This enabled them to try the 
sessions to see if they suited their child and allowed the flexibility required to 
respond to the needs of very young children.  Parents commented that it was 
easy to join in activities and because of the flexible format if they arrived late 
they did not feel they had missed out or feel embarrassed. 
 
Regularity of sessions is important, so that parents and carers easily know what 
is on.  One parent requested additional information about where to park and 
suggested giving the programme time so that more people would get to know 
about the sessions.   
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The clear view was that there is a demand for such sessions, because there is so 
little specifically for the under two age group.  Parents commented that it is 
important to have the chance to meet with and talk to other parents. 
 
 

“If Joe enjoys the session, is having fun and learning, and I can get out and 
talk to other people, then it’s worth the trip into town.” 
 

Parent 
 
 
It was important to parents that the sessions were held in the museum and 
gallery.  Links between the sessions and the wider museum or gallery was less 
important but they could see why this may be important to the museum.  
Parents enjoyed walking through the spaces and experiencing the wider 
provision and what they had seen often became a talking point. 
 
 

“Being in the museum means that he will get used to coming and will want 
to come when he gets older and can speak.  Most parents will do things if 
their children seem to be having fun and learning.” 
 

Parent 
 
 
One plea from a mother was for organisations to work together and plan a 
complimentary programme to meet the needs of under twos. 
 
 

“What I want most of all is a page on the City Council website for under 
twos so that we can see ‘what’s on’ on the day, including libraries, 
Children’s Centres, SureStart, museums and galleries.  This would be 
fantastically useful!  It’s really hard to work out what’s on.  I would like to 
type in my postcode and be told ‘what’s on’ within 5 miles.  There seems to 
be more private events on for babies, I would like to see free regular and 
special events.” 
 

Parent 
 
 
 

“All the galleries and museums in Manchester need to pull together.” 
 

Parent 
 
 
The sessions were free to parents and carers although several parents did say 
they would be happy to pay between £2 and £4 for the hour session. 
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About half of the parents interviewed said that they would like dedicated 
permanent comfortable safe space, with appropriate seating and something 
different, stimulating and safe to do, which they could access on any visit to the 
museum or gallery. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The behaviour and skills of the session leader are very important to parents in 
allowing people to enjoy and benefit from the sessions.  Feedback from parents 
about the session content, leadership of the sessions, organisation and 
approach has been universally positive.  The characteristics related to the 
session leader most often mentioned as being important were “friendly” and 
“knowledgeable”. 
 
The parents liked that the sessions had some structure and activities on offer 
but were not too ridged or formal.  The sessions provided a stimulating 
environment for babies and parents.  Parents liked the good quality resources 
and the every day equipment. 
 
 

“Milly (8 months) loves the treasure baskets, and I now make them for her 
at home.  In fact she prefers them to her plastic toys so I’ve put some of 
them away.” 
 

Parent 
 

 
 

“I made a treasure basket for my baby’s first birthday party – the other 
babies and mums all loved it so I was really pleased.” 
 

Parent 
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Parents also liked being exposed to new ideas about how to play with their 
babies.  For example one mother talked about the light box and how she now 
played with torches at home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dads told us that they want activities that include action and doing things with 
their baby. One father we spoke to said: 
 
 

“I’m not happy sitting around chatting – I want things to do with my baby 
– I want action!” 
 

Parent 
 
 

7.3 What key stakeholders told us 
(museum and gallery staff, and partners form other sectors) 
 
We interviewed a range of stakeholders including museum and gallery staff, and 
key local partners for the early years sector.  On the whole stakeholders were 
very positive about the provision.  The full list of people who were interviewed 
can be seen in appendix 5. 
 
It come over loud and clear that both the museum and gallery are committed to 
family and early years provision.  The museum and gallery provide flexible 
public spaces that are free and available for play and learning.  Leaders are 
committed to developing specialist resources for this age group, but also most 
importantly to developing exhibitions that encourage engagement, are 
accessible and are exciting to this age group.  They support the development of 
resources that can only be found in these unique spaces but are based on a set 
of principles that are transferable.  Babies and toddlers are museum patrons 
now, and can be encouraged to express themselves and engage with 
exhibitions in a variety of innovative ways. 
 
The vision is that through developing an in-depth understanding of this age 
group a culture will develop that is specialist and integrated into the wider 
museum and gallery, so that everyone feels welcome. 
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The under fives and early years age group is a priority in Manchester.  This has 
been recognized by the uplift in funding awarded by the Arts Council for the 
next three years, with a programme of work led by a newly formed early years 
unit. 
 
The spaces are predominantly visual, however stimulate and contribute to all 
areas of development, auditory, touch, kinetic, cognitive, physical and social. 
 
Stakeholders told us that provision must be flexible to suit a range of different 
parents with differing needs. 
 
 

“The fact that the sessions were so flexible is in part what made them 
such a success.  The member of staff from Manchester Museum really 
tailored the sessions to our needs and listened to the requirements of the 
different parents.  We did target the session to specific families and so 
the museum staff member brought in extra resources that would appeal 
to the range of babies.  For example, one of the babies was into ripping 
apart paper and so Carol [member of staff delivering the 0 to 2 years 
activities] provided materials during the sessions.  This enabled the baby 
and parent to explore that through different types of materials.” 
 

Early Years Teacher, Martenscroft Nursery and Children’s Centre 
 
 
 

“It worked really well with the Museum coming to us first of all, as it gave 
the parents a face they knew and taster of what they could do at the 
Museum.  At that first session the parents got the contact details they 
needed and it was great that they were able to meet the person that 
would greet them at the Museum.” 
 

Early Years Teacher, Martenscroft Nursery and Children’s Centre 
 
 
Partners see that provision delivered by specialists that the parents can learn 
from is important.  They suggest that value is to be gained by taking babies to 
museums and galleries and stimulating them using a range of objects and high 
quality resources linked to collections, that they might not have otherwise 
considered using. 
 
 

“Some of the parents mentioned that prior to the sessions they had 
largely used plastic toys at home and had never thought of using a range 
of items such as feathers, materials and wooden objects from the home 
to stimulate the babies.” 
 

Early Years Teacher, Martenscroft Nursery and Children’s Centre 
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Parents undertaking return visits is a key indicator that provision is effective.  
The representative from Martenscroft Nursery and Children’s Centre noted that 
parents involved in the pilot said as a result of the sessions they would return 
independently to the museum and gallery in half-term holidays. 
 
 

“The layout at Manchester Museum, if you’ve got buggies, can be tricky 
but now the parents have an idea of the venue and feel more confident 
and comfortable there they are keen to return.” 
 

Early Years Teacher, Martenscroft Nursery and Children’s Centre 
 
 
 

“It bought the group together and gave us the feeling of being a real 
community.  You could see the enjoyment on the babies’ faces and their 
desire to carry on learning.  I wouldn’t change anything about the 
sessions largely because the worker was extremely friendly and flexible 
so tailored things towards the needs of our parents – she really listened 
and had that knowledge about the development of children that is 
essential.” 

 
Early Years Teacher, Martenscroft Nursery and Children’s Centre 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The pilots demonstrated that they offer considerable potential to reach out to 
new audiences and address perceived barriers deterring parents from taking 
very young children to museums and galleries. 
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“Before the sessions some of the parents may have been deterred from 
visiting a museum or gallery because they may have thought their babies 
would be seen as a nuisance and would have been worried about them 
making noise.  Also some thought you had to pay or make an 
appointment to go.  This was particularly the case for parents from ethnic 
groups.” 

 
Early Years Teacher, Martenscroft Nursery and Children’s Centre 

 
 
 

“I think it’s vital that these sessions take place in a museum as it opens up 
a whole new world to some people.  It’s really easy getting there from our 
area and previously it was this untapped resource.” 

 
Early Years Teacher, Martenscroft Nursery and Children’s Centre 

 
 
 

“I had no concept that there were things going on [at the Museum and 
Gallery] that could offer so many spin off benefits.” 

 
Programme Director NHS North West 

 
 
As there is currently an acute shortage of health visitors within the NHS, 
safeguarding has temporarily (until the work force expands) taken priority over 
prevention and promotion of health.  This provision presents an opportunity for 
early intervention and health promotion in the 0 to 2 year age group. 
 
Key benefits of the provision that health visitors should be encouraged to 
communicate are the opportunities offered for parents to meet other parents.  
This opportunity to socialise and meet support networks is vitally important to 
all parents particularly those who may have mental health issues or are 
withdrawn and isolated. 
 
 

“It’s all about joining the dots for people.  Things may appear 
disconnected but in actual fact a provision like the museum offer for 0 to 
2 year olds and their parents connects some of the dots.  Once people 
start doing different things, they come to recognise the benefits and then 
can see how these things are really joined up.” 
 

Programme Director NHS North West 
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7.4 How to prove the provision is effective 

 
At each session data sheets are completed with some basic information, 
including name of parent or carer, name and age of the under two, contact 
details, postcode.  This provides some basic quantitative data to inform the 
development of the programme.  The session leader also asked parents if they 
would take part in the wider evaluation. 
 
What became clear is that even collecting basic data can be problematic if 
parents and sessions are busy. 
 
The session leader did collect quotes from parents about the sessions, and 
observed which activities worked, making changes to provision to ensure as 
many participants were engaged and enjoying the sessions and learning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7.5 Marketing the provision to families with under twos 
 
Marketing provision to other professionals in the very early years sector 
(Children’s Centre staff, Health Visitor teams) is a very positive technique to 
attract new people to the provision, and links in with early intervention 
aspirations. 
 
Because the provision was new and evolving information about sessions was 
produced as sessions were arranged. 
 
The CultureBaby blog largely focuses on the CultureBaby conference held in 
November 2011.  The target audience for this blog is professional stakeholders 
and early years partners.  No parents reported visiting the blog although they 
acknowledged that this (and other social networking platforms such as 
Facebook and Twitter) would be a good way to share information and details 
about the under two provision including focus of the session, times and venues. 
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The intention is for this website to be re-launched in line with the development 
of the early years unit in Manchester.  Parents felt this re-launch would present a 
good opportunity to develop a resource in line with their needs and 
expectations. 
 
Most of the marketing and promoting of the of sessions was through word of 
mouth between parents who had attended, information and flyers provided by 
the session leader and opportunistic conversations initiated by the session and 
programme leads. 
 
Several parents reported that they had picked up new ideas about how to play 
with their babies and young children by using treasure baskets and using light 
and shadow.  This provided a useful link to the museum that lasted beyond the 
visit. 
 
The wider gallery audits showed that although the museum and gallery spaces 
and exhibitions were accessible by families with buggies and babies, overall the 
general provision does not promote access by the under twos. Catering for this 
age group is not seem to be embedded into the wider museum and gallery, and 
there is a danger that work with the under twos is seen as an add-on and not as 
an integral / core business.  Using the ‘mystery shopping’ approach we found 
that front of house staff did not always promote the use of spaces or specialist 
provision to this age group.  The needs of the under twos did not appear to 
have been consistently considered when compiling the family packs.  Some 
packs did contain items that were appropriate for the under twos, however this 
seemed to be random.  There also seemed to be a wider issue of ownership of 
the packs, with front of house staff finding them an add-on and not core part of 
their role.  The shops in both establishments were not tailored to the under 
twos and families reported they would stay out of the shops if they had their 
baby in a buggy, or toddler walking.  Toilet facilities were adequate, however 
nappies could be made available.  Catering facilities were adequate with babies 
and toddlers seen using cafes in both the museum and gallery. 
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8 Conclusions 

 
Overall the pilot programme evaluated very positively, with under twos, parents 
carers and wider stakeholders.  The main challenge now is to embed the 
provision in the wider museum offer, and to ensure that it does not develop as 
an ‘add-on’ to mainstream provision, taking place away from the main body of 
the museum or gallery.  However, we also established that catering for this age 
group does require specialist consideration and skills.  From our work we 
developed a sense of what good practice looks like in this area. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8.1 What good looks like. 
 
Good provision for under twos in museum and galleries: 
 
• Is based on evidence about what works to promote child development 

and positive parenting. 
 
• Is developed along with parents with under twos. 
 
• Runs through all parts of the museum and gallery, with strong support 

from managers and staff. 
 
• Is integrated into the wider collections and exhibitions. 
 
• Includes focused sessions led by an expert who is friendly, with 

experience and skills in working with the under twos and families. 
 
• Is fun! 
 
• Includes sessions and provision with ideas about how to make learning 

stimulating and that promotes friendships and networks. 
 
• Is flexible and allows the infant / child to engage with a range of 

provision that stimulates exploration, interest and learning. 
 
• Has a clear role for the parents. 
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• Is integral to the museum and gallery collection. 
 
• Includes comfortable spaces with access to seating, toilets and healthy 

food. 
 
• Is coordinated with museums and galleries working together to plan 

sessions and provision. 
 
• Is evaluated using simple tools to prove the benefits. 
 
• Is understood by all museum and gallery staff. 
 
• Is clearly marketed on websites and through material in the museum 

and gallery so that parents and museum staff and wider partners know 
what is on. 
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9 What We Recommend 

 
Our overriding recommendation is that the programme for under twos in 
Manchester continues to be delivered and developed.  Following our research, 
analysis of the findings and through examination of best practice we have 
developed a comprehensive list of recommendations. 
 

9.1 The provision 
 
We recommend: 
 
• Provision should be continued and developed with support from all 

areas of the museum and gallery with strong leadership and ownership 
of the development of the offer. 

 
• What is on offer should be unique to the museum or gallery and should 

continue to include activities that are known to promote development 
in the under twos and that supports the development of networks in 
parents. 

 
• Provision should be developed with parents, carers and the under twos, 

as experts, consulting with them and observing through specialist 
sessions. 

 
• Provision should continue to be based on Reggio principles, 

encouraging child-led play, exploration, using the senses, relating and 
expressing. 

 
• Developing the sessions, resources and collections using the wider 

museum and gallery.  This may include a ‘focus on’ approach – for 
example in the museum it may be a ‘focus on birds’ package that 
includes, feathers, wind, a walk to look at the birds in the gallery etc. 

 
• Provision should be embedded and run through all of the work in the 

museum and gallery and not exist in a bubble. 
 

9.2 What under twos, parents and partners want 
 
We recommend:  
 
• Qualified and skilled staff continue to lead and develop the sessions that 

are flexible and fun and that all museum staff are friendly. 
 
• Parents and under twos are included at all stages of the planning, 

development, delivery and evaluation of the provision. 
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• The database of parents is used and developed and that you continue 

to gather views about what works and what developments they would 
like to see.  Parents want to be involved in the development of provision 
and resources.  They are keen to tell you their views about what works 
and what they want. 

 
• A set of ‘how to’ guides are produced.  These would inform parents with 

under twos about child development, provide links with collections and 
suggest how to get the best out of the museum and gallery.  This may 
include ‘how to compile a treasure basket with a theme, ‘how to play 
with light’, ‘how to talk to your baby about what you can see in the 
museum’. 

 
• Parents are encouraged to replicate the popular activities on offer in the 

museum and gallery.  This will serve as a reminder of the provision on 
offer. 

 
• Exploring the development of a permanent space for this age group, 

however ensuring this is integrated into and not split off from the rest of 
the museum and gallery. 

 
• That a member of museum staff delivering or promoting the specific 

activities should pay a site visit to the partner organisation so that 
parents can feel more confident about visiting and meet the person who 
will greet them when they visit the museum and / or gallery. 

 
• A system is developed with museums, galleries and others in the early 

years sector across Manchester to plan, co-ordinate and advertise 
provision for the under twos. 
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9.3 What stakeholders want 

 
We recommend that: 
 
• For the provision to be sustainable it needs to be embedded in the 

wider museum structure, operationally and strategically.  The impact of 
this will realise the benefits to attract new groups to the museum who 
will recognise the benefits of visiting the museum and gallery. 

 
• The strong strategic support for this work both within the museum and 

gallery and wider partnership continues. 
 
• The successful advocacy model is continued, with focus on 

strengthening relationships with key early years planners and providers.  
This may include public health leads, local authority leads and other key 
partners in the early years sector.  Key focus should be on selling the 
benefits to the growing health visitor workforce.  Through 
understanding other sectors agendas and demonstrating how the 
provision can help achieve broad outcomes, benefits to young children 
and families will be realised. 

 
• The use of promoting provision through the parent held child health 

record (the red book) should be explored. 
 
• Inviting professionals into the museum and gallery to see what is on 

offer, allows them to act as advocates and is a very good way of 
marketing the provision.  One way of doing this is to offer space for 
professional meetings. 

 
• Consider holding further events and conferences, leading the way for 

developments in this sector for this age group. 
 
• Additional work should be undertaken to further explore what key 

groups want, this may include dads, new arrivals, young mums, and 
specific vulnerable groups. 
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9.4 How to show the provision is effective 

 
We recommend: 
  
• More comprehensive data collection.  This should include routine data 

with the addition of ethnicity, regularly reviewing with parents what 
works well and what could be improved and more in-depth evaluation 
at regular intervals. 

 
• The use of simple evaluation methods as parents at the sessions cannot 

and will not fill in long and complex questionnaires. 
 
• The session observation tool provided is piloted. 
 
• Regular use of the museum and gallery audit tool. 
 
• Learn from observing babies and talking to parents about how to 

engage with the exhibitions in galleries and museums.  Use sessions to 
play and learn but also to consult with parents. 

 
• Developing links and joint work with external organisation such as 

universities or the Wellcome Trust should be explored. 
 

9.5 Marketing the benefits to families with under twos 
 
The marketing of the provision needs careful and specialist attention with a 
more ‘whole system’ approach. 
 
We recommend: 
 
• Linking with early years training and providing input to courses which 

outline the benefit of the provision. 
 
• Consider developing a training offer for partner organisations in aspects 

covered by the 0 to 2 years provision, e.g. using objects to encourage 
communication and language development, child-led play, putting 
together a treasure basket. 

 
• More work is required to develop a programme that balances the need 

to offer flexible provision for this age group with the need to manage 
the programme and ensure access is equitable and reaching a new 
audience.  Although the parents like to be able to drop in to sessions, 
this makes managing session size difficult. 

 
• Encouraging parents to drop-in to the whole museum or gallery, and 

once the exhibitions are more accessible to this age group then this is 
more likely to happen. 
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• Providing information online and printed material at the sessions about 

the dates and times of future sessions and provision.  This is a useful 
way of marketing the provision.  The database provided can be used to 
distribute information.  Wider museum or gallery publicity should 
always include information about what is available and attractive for the 
under twos and families. 

 
• Encourage front of house staff to be proactive at all times in promoting 

the provision to parents of very young children who may not be aware 
of the 0 to 2 years activities.  This will require ongoing training and 
internal advocacy. 

 
• Evaluation of who is using the blog and website with regular updating 

of the contents to ensure continuous improvements are made.  More 
focus should be on promoting use by parents and using parents as 
experts in the continuing development of the website and blog. 

 
• Using social networking platforms such as Facebook and Twitter to 

market the provision.  These platforms are especially relevant because 
of their common use by the target audience (young adults), popularity, 
low cost and convenience to staff and parents alike. 

 
• Along with parents, carers and key partners and through the early years 

unit develop ‘what good looks like’ into a set of underlying principles to 
guide development of the provision to this age group. 

 
• Use parents as experts.  Support parents and invite them with their 

under two year old to look at specific provision in the museum and 
gallery.  Establish what they think their baby or toddler liked best.  Why 
was this? How did they know the baby or toddler was engaged and 
having fun?  Get them to tell other parents about what they found. 
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