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This publication describes 

a research project which 

Renaissance North West 

commissioned called 

Creative Spaces. It explored 

the ways in which young 

children experience the 

space of the museum or 

gallery and the effect this 

has on their learning. 
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Creative 
Spaces

Who was involved
Renaissance North West funded the project as part of  

its research programme. Since 2004 it has supported 

research that sets out to identify and share with others 

new approaches to managing collections and working 

with audiences. Renaissance North West is part of  

Renaissance in the Regions, the Museum Libraries & 

Archives Council’s national £300 million programme to 

transform England’s regional museums.

CapeUk has managed the research with Renaissance 

North West. CapeUK is an educational trust dedicated 

to exploring the relationship between creativity and 

learning through a combination of  research, project 

management and consultancy. CapeUK has wide 

experience of  working with educational researchers in 

Higher Education and is keenly committed to ‘enquiry’ 

as a vehicle for child and adult learning. 

The research team
Rosie Marcus, North West Director of  Cape UK, 

co-ordinated the research programme. 

Dr. Catherine Burke, an educationalist based in the 

School of  Education at the University of  Leeds, was 

the academic lead (she is now a Senior Lecturer in the 

History of  Education at the University of  Cambridge). 

She is particularly interested in the way that 

architectural space infl uences the organisation and 

experience of  learning. 

David Dobel-Ober, a freelance researcher, worked 

closely with the museums, teachers and children in 

gathering and analysing data. He is the main author 

of  the full-length Creative Spaces research report 

on which this publication is based. The report is 

available at www.renaissancenw.org.uk

Four museums and galleries took part

� Manchester Art Gallery

� The Whitworth Art Gallery, University of  Manchester

� The Harris Museum and Art Gallery, Preston 

� Tullie House Museum and Art Gallery, Carlisle

Children at four primary schools acted as co-researchers

� Frenchwood Community Primary School, Preston

� St Kentigern’s Catholic Primary School, Manchester

� Caldew Lea Primary School, Carlisle

� St Gabriel’s CE Primary School, Rochdale

We wanted to know:

“In what different ways do gallery and 
museum spaces foster learning for Key 
Stage 2 visitors?”

Unlike other studies of how children learn 
in museums and galleries, we worked 
with children as co-researchers and not 
just as the subjects of enquiry. That is, we 
didn’t do the research about them, we did 
the research with them. This publication 
outlines the research – what we set out 
to do, how we did it, what we found out 
and how this ties in with wider learning 
agendas. It also examines what the term 
‘co-researcher’ actually means.

We hope the publication will interest 
people involved in planning and 
evaluating children’s learning in museums 
and galleries. We have written it for:
� museum educators
� teachers
� curators
� academics
� museum managers and directors

Rosie Marcus,
North West Director, Cape UK 

Myna Trustram, 
Research Manager, Renaissance North West
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Children as 
‘Pupil voice’ and the policy framework

Taking children’s feelings and opinions 
more seriously is a central aspect of current 
educational policy and practice in the UK. 
Recent legislation and policy guidance 
emphasises consulting children and young 
people about issues and services that affect 
them. Their right to have a say is fundamental 
to Every Child Matters and Youth Matters; pupil 
voice has been incorporated into the Ofsted 
inspection framework. (See the ‘To fi nd out 
more’ section at the end of the booklet for more 
information about these.) Local authorities and 
schools have a statutory obligation to involve 
children and young people in decision-making 
processes and to demonstrate that they are 
doing this. It is also worth noting that there is a 
lively debate about what constitutes authentic 
‘pupil voice’.

Consultation with children and young people 
has a moral and pragmatic basis. Their 
entitlement to be heard is a basic human right. 
But in principle consultation results in activities 
and services that better suit their needs 
and wishes, while helping them develop as 
responsible citizens and contribute to society. 
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Is research the same as consultation?
Alongside this requirement to consult children, 

there is a growing interest in the role of  children 

and young people as researchers. But what is the 

difference between asking children their opinion 

about something and engaging them as researchers 

in investigating it? 

Research and consultation can be seen as different 

points on a continuum. Both involve asking and 

answering questions in a structured way and both 

depend on the informed consent of  the participant. 

However, consultation is often used to test or verify an 

issue or decision, with a specifi c set of  consequences 

in view and the person consulted acting mainly as a 

source of  data. 

Research, on the other hand, generally entails a 

more open-ended and exhaustive exploration of  

people’s responses to a given situation or activity 

and can encompass many different kinds of  

evidence, including drawings and photographs. 

When children and young people act as researchers, 

they share responsibility for interpreting data and 

exercise some control over how and what 

conclusions are reached. Working with children as 

co-researchers acknowledges them as experts in 

their own lived experiences. 

Some people are sceptical about the claims that 

are made for working with children as researchers. 

Research implies a seriousness and methodological 

rigour which may seem hard to reconcile with children 

as research partners. 

In practice, there are different conceptions of  what it 

means to engage children as researchers, some give

a high priority to their autonomy and others stress the

importance of  dialogue and power-sharing with adults. 

Creative Spaces aligns itself  with the latter approach. 

It was a project framed and led by adults, with a 

starting point provided by the four participating 

museums and galleries. Children, however, actively 

generated and analysed the research evidence, 

as opposed to being merely observed and 

interrogated by adult researchers. It is in this narrow 

but nonetheless signifi cant sense that they can be 

described as co-researchers. By the end of  the 

project, their sense of  their own ability to infl uence the 

outcome of  the research indicated that a genuine shift 

in the normal balance of  power had taken place. 

The Mosaic Approach
The project adopted elements of  the Mosaic Approach 

pioneered by Professor Peter Moss and Alison Clark 

in their work with young children. The ‘mosaic’ of  

the title refers to the use of  a range of  research 

tools, combining visual and verbal data to build up 

a composite picture of  children’s response to their 

learning environment. (See the ‘To fi nd out more’ 

section at the end of  the booklet for more information 

about these.) It typically involves: observation; 

interviews; use of  cameras; map-making and 

child-led tours. 

The Mosaic Approach is essentially a framework for 

listening, which allows adults and children to gather 

evidence and construct meaning together and thus 

establish a relationship of  communication and trust. 

researchers

Creative 
Spaces
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The research process
Identifying the research question

The fi rst stage of the research process was 
to identify an appropriate research question. 
Using the Mosaic Approach, the lead 
researchers and museum staff carried out 
walking tours of the museum or gallery building 
and discussed the design and function of 
various spaces. This stimulated a discussion, 
from which the research question could be 
distilled. In each case, it involved an issue which 
related closely to the individual site and which 
could be used to inform the organisation’s 
future plans. 

Preparing the ground
It is important to prepare children carefully for their 

role as co-researchers, establishing an atmosphere in 

which they have the confi dence to say what they really 

think. The adults which children come across in the 

classroom or in museums are normally there to teach, 

support or assess them. Children are sometimes 

unsure why these adults are there and how they 

should react to them. In the Creative Spaces project 

the children encountered adults in another role, 

as co-researchers. Current educational culture 

focuses on tasks, targets and outcomes which may 

pre-dispose children to give the responses which 

they think adults expect or to assume that there is a 

‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer to questions. 

The fi rst session with each class involved training the 

children in how to carry out research, using a model 

designed by the National Children’s Bureau for a 

slightly older age-group. The training explored the 

meaning of  research and emphasised the importance 

of  respecting other people’s views. The overall aim 

was to validate the children’s input, inspire enthusiasm 

for the project and demonstrate to teachers and 

other participating adults the value of  giving children 

responsibility as researchers.

Harris Museum & Art Gallery – Claire Wood
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Research process and data
The four museums and galleries followed an almost 

identical series of  steps: 

�  Identifying the research question 

�  Classroom session introducing children to the 

programme and training them as researchers

� A visit to the venue

� Two follow-up classroom sessions

�  Refl ections on the research fi ndings with gallery 

and museum staff  

Throughout the process, the research team collected 

data by a variety of  means, including observation, 

informal conversation, classroom discussions and 

more focussed conversations with smaller groups of  

children. In addition, the children generated their 

own material:

� Photographs taken with disposable cameras

�  Written observations, often annotating the 

photographs

�  Evaluation scales completed on a regular basis 

during the Manchester Art Gallery discussion

�  Checklists completed for each room during the visit 

to the Whitworth Art Gallery

�  Plans and designs for their own ideal art gallery

Once the data had been gathered, the research team 

and venue staff  had detailed discussions amongst 

themselves and with the children about how it could 

be interpreted. In one school, the children contributed 

in considerable depth to this process of  review. 

Literature review
In parallel with these activities, the adult research 

team also carried out a review of  research literature 

about ‘pupil voice’ and about children’s learning in 

museums, so that they could compare the fi ndings of  

Creative Spaces with other studies of  a similar nature. 

Contrasting or corroborating insights from research 

programmes elsewhere were helpful in enabling the 

team to interpret and contextualise the outcomes of  

their own research. The literature review can be seen 

in the full Creative Spaces report.

Creative 
Spaces
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Working with 
the schools
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The research team worked with a class teacher 
in each of the schools. Head teachers were 
also fully briefed and consulted. Where senior 
managers at the school were supportive the 
experience provided more benefi t to the 
entire school, perhaps because the project 
connected with the school’s wider commitment 
to creative learning. 

The research team decided to work with a whole 

class at each school. This removed the possibility

of  creating a biased sample (for example in terms

of  ability, motivation or special needs) and 

allowed for a variety of  opinions and perceptions to 

be expressed. This also corresponded to the 

museums and galleries’ normal practice in running 

education sessions. 

The children were from Years 4, 5 and 6 and the 

classes ranged in size from 19 to 28 pupils. There 

was a balance to strike between capturing a wide 

range of  responses and leaving enough time for the 

collection and analysis of  data. The smallest class 

was the most keenly engaged, partly because of  the 

enthusiasm of  the class teacher but also because it 

was easier to generate discussion in a smaller group. 

In three out of  the four schools, small-scale ‘focus 

group’ discussions took place with pupils at the end 

of  the project. Each discussion lasted about twenty 

minutes, which was long enough to supplement 

the main research fi ndings with individual verbal 

feedback. Groups of  three generated the best 

discussion as they were neither too big to overwhelm 

the less confi dent children, nor too small to leave 

individuals feeling exposed.

In general, school expectations of  learning, 

behaviour and adult-child relationships tend to 

shape school visits to museums and galleries. 

The point of  these visits was not the more usual 

transfer of  knowledge from adult to child, but 

the exploration of  children’s responses to the 

museum or gallery as a place or ‘space’. This 

gave children a degree of  independence and 

freedom of  expression which was sometimes 

at odds with their normal experience of  school. 

There is still some way to go before this level 

of  consultation and involvement becomes a 

standard aspect of  life in the classroom. 

Creative 
Spaces

M
an

ch
es

te
r A

rt
 G

al
le

ry
 –

 C
la

ire
 W

oo
d



10

What happened
The Whitworth Art Gallery

Research questions: 

What is an art gallery?

What would an art gallery designed by children 
contain and how would it feel?

The Whitworth Art Gallery often involves children in the design and 

interpretation of  exhibitions and one such project was already underway 

at the time of  this research. Gallery staff  decided to work with the same 

group of  children, on the basis that they would readily enter into the spirit 

of  the research. 

The fi rst session in school was designed to give the children information 

about the gallery and encourage them to think about how they would 

investigate it as researchers. When they explored the galleries for 

themselves, they worked in small groups and recorded their impressions 

with disposable cameras. To begin with, they concentrated on the task of  

recording different spaces rather than responding to them. An adult was 

on hand to prompt but not to direct their activity.

The intention was to probe children’s preconceptions about art galleries, 

in terms of  who they think they are for, and how they make you feel. 

Initially, the children tended to give the answers which they thought the 

adults wanted to hear and it proved diffi cult to elicit responses that did 

not simply re-affi rm a second-hand, adult view of  what an art gallery 

should be. 

They were also inclined to infl uence one another. Gradually, however, they 

became more autonomous and more spontaneous in their judgements. 

Only towards the end of  the project did the children begin to express 

themselves with more freedom.  Back in school, in the fi nal stage of  the 

project, they designed their ‘ideal’ gallery, incorporating elements of  the 

existing Whitworth building and displays, but also adding ideas from 

other contexts. 

They gave considerable thought to the requirements of  disabled and 

elderly people, showing a striking awareness of  the need for 

‘inclusive design’.

The Whitworth Art Gallery – Claire Wood


