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Welcoming Young Children into the 
Museum 

Welcoming Young Children into the Museum provides all of the information practitioners 
need to consider when making the decision to engage with this audience and their carers. 
Meeting the reader where they are, this guide enables professionals to work toward 
outcomes that fit with their needs. 

Working methodically from the initial stages of bringing staff on board, through to 
implementation and evaluation, readers are carefully steered through each phase. "Big­
picture" needs, like adherence to mission, are considered alongside logistical components, 
like cleaning schedules, to ensure that museums cater to young children in a way that is 
beneficial to both the visitors and the institution. Drawing on current neurological research 
and best practices in early childhood education and development, this guide presents case 
studies from a variety of different institutions around the world that demonstrate that 
creating interesting, developmentally appropriate opportunities for young children is about 
much more than just simplifying what is already on offer. Erdman, Nguyen and Middleton 
demonstrate that the age and needs of the visitors must be taken into careful consideration, 
as well as the assets and potential obstacles of the institution. 

Welcoming Young Children into the Museum will be essential reading for professionals 
working in museums large and small, regardless of type. It will be useful to those who are 
considering setting up new programs for early years audiences and those with existing 
programs, who would like to improve their offering. 

Sarah Erdman is a mom, museum professional and early childhood educator. Her profes­
sional practice focuses on how to best serve young children in informal learning settings. 
She has a MAT in Museum Education and an AAS in Early Childhood Development and 
has been teaching for over 10 years in formal and informal learning environments. 

Nhi Nguyen is an experienced early childhood museum educator based in Philadelphia. 
She graduated from Haverford College with a degree in Anthropology and received her 
graduate degree in Museum Education at the University of the Arts in Philadelphia. Her 
research focuses on promoting a positive racial identity in young children through museum 
programming. 

Margaret Middleton is an independent exhibit designer currently based in Belfast, North­
ern Ireland, and working at the intersection of design and social justice. Middleton has a 
degree in industrial design from the Rhode Island School of Design and over 15 years of 
experience working in the museum field. 
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Routledge Guides to Practice in Museums, Galleries 
and Heritage 

This series provides essential practical guides for those working in museums, gal­
leries, and a variety of other heritage professions around the globe. 

Including authored and edited volumes, the series will help to enhance practi­
tioners' and students' professional knowledge and will also encourage sharing of 
best practices between different countries, as well as between different types and 
sizes of organisations. 

Titles published in the series include: 

Interpreting Heritage 
A Guide to Planning and Practice 
Steve Slack 

Managing Change in Museums and Galleries 
A Practical Guide 
Piotr Bienkowski and Hilary McGowan 

Applying for Jobs and Internships in Museums 
A Practical Guide 
Martha Sch/oetzer 

Welcoming Young Children into the Museum 
A Practical Guide 
Sarah Erdman and Nhi Nguyen with Margaret Middleton 

For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledge.com/ 
Routledge-Guides-to-Practice-in-Museums-Galleries-and-Heritage/book-series/ 
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Introduction 
Why young children in museums? 

Introduction 

Something drew you to this book. ls it because you've wanted to welcome young 
children into your museum for a while? Did you see something at another institu­
tion that made you wonder if it would work within your museum, gallery, historic 
house or cultural institution? Were you told to find new audiences? Regardless, 
of your initial motivation, now that you are here we can work together to make it 
happen. To start, we have to agree on the idea that children belong in museums­
any museum. 

It is a bold statement, the idea that any museum can provide benefit for children 
and the adults that bring them. Certainly, there are institutions that have it easier, 
places where children fit in quite naturally and others whose design or subject 
matter make it much more difficult to fold in age-appropriate content. What is per­
fect at a large natural history museum is not necessarily going to work for a small 
historic house. It also takes work to make your museum welcoming to young 
children and something that has to be em braced at all levels of the institution. 

This book is meant to guide you through the process of discovering how to 
get your museum ready for young children and what that will look like in your 
space and with your resources. It is tempting to dive in and offer a program, but 
if you take the steps to figure out what it should look like and how it will be 
supported you will build a much stronger foundation that will lead to something 
sustainable. 

Why? 

The first question you might be asking yourself, or have well-meaning colleagues 
and friends asking you, is WHY children should come to museums? Those who 
are immersed in content scholarship might wonder what an infant or toddler can 
get out of the experience, those in charge of preserving and protecting the objects 
may cringe at the thought of boisterous bodies in the space. As a first step, let's 
delve into the value that children and families get from museums and the benefit 
this audience brings to museums. 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003055198-1 



2 Introduction 

Value to children 

For the purpose of this book, we are considering "young children" to be children 
from birth to 5 years old. This age range is at a unique learning point that differs 
from the elementary school years. Within this range are infants (birth to 1), tod­
dlers (1-3) and preschool (3-5). While many of the lessons learned can be applied 
to early elementary school years (often 5-8 years old is included in the definition 
of young children), it is important to differentiate these earliest years. 

Children are naturally curious and their brains are primed for learning. In the 
first few years of their life, more than 1,000,000 neuronal connections form every 
second (Erdman and Colker 2020). These connections are the foundation for all 
future learning since it allows the brain to take in new information and build on 
existing patterns and knowledge (Erdman and Colker 2020, 19). The way the 
brain can create these connections is through the sensory input a child gets, their 
ability to interact with and explore the world around them. 

Museums offer the opportunity for incredibly rich sensory exploration and 
exposure to things that the child would not experience in their everyday life. 

When my son was a toddler, his first interaction with a train was in the 
National Museum of American History. Being able to see the scale, colors, 
sounds and parts of a train, something that wasn't easily accessible in our 
community, brought to life what he had seen in his books.--Sarah 

Preschool and early elementary aged children also have the chance to expand 
their concept of the world around them and they can challenge the views they 
have on everything from romanticized opinions of the past to what art can be. As 
children move from a very self-centered view of the world into a fuller under­
standing of being part of a community, museums can give them very tangible 
access to information through objects and interactive experiences. 

Value to families 

It is important to define early on what this book means when it uses the term 
"family." There is a whole constellation of family groups that go beyond the US 
Census definition of "two or more persons related by birth, marriage, or adoption 
who live together" (HRSA). This book defines families more along the lines of 
the US Department of Health and Human Services and the US Department of 
Education in their policy statement on family engagement. A family is "inclusive 
of all adults who interact with early childhood systems in support of their child, to 
include biological, adoptive, and foster parents; grandparents; legal and informal 
guardians; and adult siblings" (HHS and DOE). We would add caregivers to this 
list, someone who is intimately involved in the day-to-day care of the child like a 
nanny, childcare provider or babysitter. 

Young children do not come to museums on their own; they are brought 
there and accompanied through the experience by an adult. Because of this, it is 
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important to think about the value that the entire family gets out of a museum visit 
and not just the benefit to the child. 

Families with young children are bombarded with information on the things they 
"should" be doing piled on top of the other responsibilities within the family and 
community. When it comes to the "shoulds" related to young children, much of them 
revolve supporting the development of language and social-emotional skills through 
exploration and interaction. Museums have an incredible chance to provide opportu­
nities for language development, resources to help facilitate learning and discussion of 
topics the family does not feel equipped to handle on their own and ways for families 
to expand their experiences beyond what they normally have access to. 

In addition, museums have the potential to "age" with the family, providing 
stimulation for multiple ages and being a place that can be revisited over and over 
again. They are able to validate the adults' interests and needs with their desire to 
have an experience with the child. 

Value to museums 

It is important to note that the word "museum" will be used throughout the book 
as a short-hand to include museums of all content types (art, history, science, etc.) 
as well as galleries, historic houses, cultural institutions and the list goes on. The 
idea is to explore how institutions with specific content specialties and/or collec­
tions (both archival and educational) can approach this audience. 

Many museums still adhere to the conceit that they are the sole providers of 
information and expertise. Museums have a long history of interpreting collec­
tions from a privileged position and clinging to the fiction that they can remain 
neutral (Autry 2019). 

When museums make deliberate choices to openly dialogue with visitors and 
intentionally collaborate with new audiences, then they have the opportunity to 
become a valued contributor to the community and a place where exploration and 
learning can happen. Families with young children can be powerful collaborators 
since the adults are learning what they need for personal growth as well as what 
resources are necessary to positively influence their children. 

In addition to these broader goals, making your institution a place that families feel 
comfortable is positive in more day-to-day calculations. Many families, when they 
find a place that their children enjoy and that they feel is worthwhile, will become 
loyal visitors. There is also an incredible network of sharing and recommendations 
through both informal social networks and writing often lumped together as "Mommy 
Blogs." Finally, as more research and attention focus on the correlation between high­
quality experiences in childhood and success later in life, the opportunities for spon­
sorship and funding related to early learning initiatives continue to grow. 

A brief history of museums and young children 

Children in museums is not a new concept. The Smithsonian Institution developed 
a "Children's Room" in 1900 housing natural history collections in low cases 
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and without the Latin labels that were common at the time (Smithsonian Institu­
tion). The Brooklyn Children's Museum, which opened its doors in 1899 (Brook­
lyn Children's Museum), and the Boston Children's Museum, founded in 1913 
(Boston Children's Museum), were pioneers in the concept of using museums as 
means of exploration and learning for children. While some institutions started 
with the express purpose of catering to young children, others were responding to 
need. The institution now known as the Victoria and Albert Museum of Childhood 
took shape in 1922 because the head curator noticed how often the space was 
filled with "bored, noisy children" and began to shape the collection to interest 
them (Victoria and Albert Museum). 

This commitment to museums as a place of learning continued from the 1900s 
to post World War II (WWII) with institutions like the Newark Museum under 
John Cotton Dana and the Toledo Museum of Art developing specific initiatives 
and both families and schools utilizing museums as part of their learning experi­
ence (Shaffer 2016, 40). 

Interactive exhibits and experiences, which are the most common visual for 
many when they think of children in museums, really took off in the 1960s with 
institutions like the Exploratorium and the Fort Worth Museum of Science and His­
tory. During this time, children's museums, in the style of the Boston Children's 
Museum, began to gain popularity worldwide with the Les Musee de Enfants in 
Brussels being one of the first to open outside the United States in 1975 (Musee 
de Enfants ). These "discovery spaces" continm~ to be a popular way method of 
engaging families with young children both in spaces deliberately set aside for 
young children and incorporated in the general t~xhibits (Shaff er 2016, 5). 

With the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, which was ongoing as this book was 
being written, museums are seeing a shift in how they incorporate touch and 
hands-on discovery. However, regardless of what changes, the strength of muse­
ums to reach young children lies in their ability to allow children to have a sensory 
and concrete experience through the objects they house. 

Developing understanding of how children learn 

The idea that children need training for adult lifo has existed in almost every cul­
ture in some form since recorded history, but the importance of early experiences 
and the connection between brain development and learning has only been in wide 
discussion since the late 1990s (Gordon and Williams 2008, 14-15). Throughout 
history, the importance of childhood and the amount of energy and resources that 
were dedicated to early learning has changed based on access, economics and 
a myriad of other factors. However, . most contemporary educational theory is 
explicit that a lot of development and learning happens in the first few years and 
that the quality of interactions will make a big impact on outcomes for the child. 

In different cultures across the globe what the care and education of children 
looks like will be different, but there are themes that have gained a widespread 
following. A primary one is that learning should be child-centered and children 
develop at an individual pace. A complementaty idea is that children learn best 
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from hands-on or sensory approach with first-hand information (Gordon and Wil­
liams 2008, 16-18). Whether this learning takes place primarily in the home or in 
childcare settings, and how much oversight and input there is from government 
and society, depends on socio-cultural values and econo-political landscape of the 
area (Kagan 2020, 24). 

What does it mean? 

These evolutions in our knowledge of how children develop and learn, and what 
society expects in terms of early learning access, don't just affect primary car­
egivers or structured learning environments. Individual families and governments 
are looking for ways to support young learners and meet the changing needs for 
education. There is an opportunity for museums to capitalize on their strengths, 
especially in regard to first-hand and sensory approaches to learning, to bolster 
these efforts. Not only does it provide a necessary service for families with young 
children, giving them access to a completely unique set of learning opportunities, 
but it also gives museums a new avenue ofrelevancy and can renew the place and 
purpose that they have in the community. 

However, when you put into the equation that young children and their families 
and the museum need to get value out of it, as well as the more refined understand­
ing of what a high-quality experience looks like, it becomes clear that museums 
need to be thoughtful and deliberate in their approach to building this relationship. 

That is where the "practical guide" part of the book comes into play. Rather 
than providing you with all the theory and pushing you out the door, or giving 
you the nuts and bolts but not challenging you to think about why you are doing 
it, this book will help you take each step logically and thoughtfully. Open-ended 
resources and planning documents will be provided so that no matter what stage 
of planning you are at, or what size and content your museum has, you will be able 
to make use of the information. 

The general structure of the book is outlined in the following. However, our 
intention is that it will be flexible allow both cover-to-cover reading or the ability 
to dip in and reference sections that are relevant to where your institution is in the 
process. 

Throughout this book, we lean heavily on the construction metaphor, the idea 
of planning being the "foundation" and building up from there. Honestly, it is 
because it really makes sense. A preschooler building with blocks knows the roof 
of their building needs something to hold it up. In our case, it helps us remember 
that we need to build methodically through the different steps, so we end up with 
something stable and sustainable. 

We also tried to incorporate quotes, small vignettes and other anecdotes from 
professionals in the field. This will not only give you a different perspective and 
let you hear from other voices in the field but also show you "real world" exam­
ples of what we are talking about so that you can get a sense of what it looks like 
in action. Most of the quotes were gathered from professionals in the Emerg­
ing Museum Professionals Network Facebook group and also general queries on 
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Twitter. They represent many different types of museums and generally draw on 
examples from the United States and Europe. 

Chapter 1 will be a chance to reflect on what your end goal for bringing fami­
lies into the museum is. It will provide information about important steps 
such as getting buy-in from all levels of the museum and assessing your 
resources and assets. 

Chapter 2 is "early childhood education 101" and will lay out important infor­
mation about how children and families learn and important things to think 
about when welcoming all the different families that may visit. 

Chapter 3 explores what it means to make space for children, both physically 
and in the atmosphere of the museum. 

Chapter 4 defines different program types that have been done in museums 
across the globe and logistic components to be aware of. 

Chapter 5 looks specifically at exhibits both young child specific and incorpo­
rating families and young children in the exhibit design thinking from the 
beginning. 

Chapter 6 focuses on staff training and the providing all professionals in the 
museum the tools they need to fee] comfortable and provide a quality 
experience. 

Chapter 7 is a chance to reflect on why you started this journey in the first place 
and hear first-hand accounts from families who have brought their children 
to museums. 




