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Abstract

This qualitative study is based on interviews about children’s sense of place that
were conducted with 4—12-year-olds (N=60) in child-centered museum settings.
Since sense of place has not been systematically investigated in child-oriented
museums, the purpose of the present study was exploratory, aiming to chart place
meanings and compare them with previous theoretical and empirical research on
children’s place preferences. Responses showed that place meanings were rich in
experience-based attributes and place features. The final discussion on the
emergent underlying dimensions and on conditions that facilitate place bonding
contributes to furthering conceptualizations of sense of place in child-centered
museums.
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Sensing Place in Museums

Sense of place is a term coined to express personal and social meanings and
emotions attributed to a space and the development of more intimate relations with
it. It is a field of study that has been explored through several decades mainly by
geographers, urban designers, anthropologists, environmental psychologists,
sociologists, and lately neuroscientists; however, it has been only marginally
investigated in the field of museum pedagogy.

Research from this large interdisciplinary array of scientific fields has shown that
sense of place is strongly linked to other related concepts, such as place
attachment or place identity. However, the multiple research traditions that are
employed in the field of place research often have incompatible epistemological
foundations, which has resulted in a lack of systematic theory (Patterson &
Williams, 2005). Scholars note that the concept of sense of place is associated with
inconsistent and sometimes imprecise use of terms, not always anchored in sound
theoretical bases (Kudryavtsev, Stedman, & Krasny, 2012; Lewicka, 2011).
Patterson and Williams (2005) suggest that the lack of systematic theory may be
due to the multiple research traditions that are employed in the field of place
research which often have incompatible epistemological foundations.

Research in recent years has been shifting to a multidimensional model of sense of
place (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2006) that considers a diverse array of factors (i.e.,
social, cultural, psychological, biophysical, etc.) that lead to multiple dimensions of
place meanings. There are two principal concepts that many researchers, using a
psychological approach, accept as facets of sense of place. The first is place
meaning, which refers to the symbolic meaning ascribed to settings. The other
concept is place attachment, which refers to the bond between people and places
as well as the significance of a place to an individual (Kudryavtsev et al., 2012;
Smaldone, Harris, & Sanyal, 2008; Trentelman, 2009). Above all, sense of place is
relational and transactional: we create our own place depending on what we bring
to a setting and how we interact with its features, forming a mutual relationship
that may bring changes to both entities (Steele, 1981). Thus, place attachment is
strongly linked to personal identity (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996).

Among the various models that attempt to explain or describe sense of place, the
one developed by Sixsmith (1986) and further elaborated upon by Gustafson
(2001) to categorize place meanings is useful not only for its clarity and simplicity,
but also for its easy transferability to the museum world. The model groups place
meanings under three experiential modes (as well as between them, if imagined as
a three-pole triangular model): personal (self)—e.g., sense of belonging; social
(others)—e.g., networking; and physical (environment)—e.g., available services.
This kind of grouping is relevant to the contextual model of learning, which is well-
tested and prevalent in museum theory and which has brought new understanding
to the museum experience by focusing on the interplay of the personal, social and
physical context (Falk & Dierking, 2013).

A different model that tries to explain place attachment from a developmental
perspective is Morgan'’s tri-partite pattern of “arousal-interaction-pleasure” (2010).
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The model stems from attachment theory and was developed by analyzing adult
remembrance of childhood place experiences. According to the model, interest in a
place will lead to active exploration and play. The place will then be remembered as
a pleasurable experience due to the sensory stimulation, adventure and sense of
mastery involved. The emergence of pleasure is seen as a necessary condition for
the development of strong, long-term affective bonds, resulting from repeated
enactments of the arousal-interaction-pleasure pattern in the child’s relationship
with a particular environment. Repeated use of a place during childhood, as well as
role of the quality and intensity of experiences in the development of life-long place
attachments has been confirmed in other studies (Jack, 2010; Matthews, 1992;
Proshansky & Fabian, 1987).

Chawla’s review on children’s place preferences and place attachment (1992)
stressed that children need to use a place frequently and at will in order to develop
physical and emotional proximity. In addition, she identified three prerequisites for
place attachment from preschool age to adolescence: safety, social bonding, and
creative expression and exploration. A safe environment that allows control,
mastery, self-discovery, cooperation and the trial of different social roles supports
social and creative self-development, and offers the kind of experience that makes
a place truly worth remembering.

Bartos (2013) elaborated on what interactions with a place might include by using
photo-elicitation to examine children’s embodied and emotional connectedness with
places they consider to be special. Bartos focused on children’s intermingling of
emotions and bodily sensations in the formation of place attachment, including the
roles of voicing and movement in addition to the well-known five senses as
conceptual tools to explore the meaning-making process of the self and place
relationship.

Friendship with place is an innovative concept introduced by Chatterjee (2005) that
adopts a socio-physical perspective of place. Friendship is a process of mutual
selection based on reciprocity and commitment. When applied to place, Chatterjee
identifies six conditions as a framework for envisioning child-friendly places: 1)
mutual affection and personal regard; 2) shared interests and activities; 3)
commitment (allowing the continuous actualization or creation of new affordances
related to learning and competence that sustain children’s interest); 4) loyalty
(creation and control over personal territories); 5) self-disclosure and mutual
understanding (secret places that allow self-regulation); and 6) horizontality
(freedom of expression, based on an equal power relation).

The application of Chatterjee’s (2005) friendship with place framework in a mixed-
method study of the spatial preferences of children living in Beijing’s hutongs
(Wang, Liu, Pan, Zhao, & Zhang, 2012) revealed that children connected museums
primarily with the dimension of commitment because museums offer new stimuli
and provide children with knowledge by combining playing and studying. The three
latter dimensions of place-friendliness were not connected with museums, as these
require, according to children, familiarity and frequent use of a place, no adult
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supervision, privacy, sufficient space, and freedom to engage in a variety of
activities.

In museum literature, sense of place usually emerges as a secondary finding in
research regarding the formation of personal identity in museums (Falk, 2006;
Rounds, 2006; Wood & Latham, 2014) or in research that focuses on the motives,
museum experiences and perceptions of visitors (Kaplan, Bardwell, & Slakter,
1993; Packer, 2008; Packer & Ballantyne, 2002; Packer & Bond, 2010; Prentice,
1998; Pekarik, Doering, & Karns, 1999). Personal identity is enriched by the wealth
of experiences and cultural views museums provide, either by helping visitors
explore new dimensions or by confirming what they consider pivotal (Rounds,
2006). People come to museums for a variety of personal, social or cultural reasons
(Falk, 2006) that influence the emotional or intellectual associations they make with
museum objects and the bonds they might develop with the overall setting, thus
providing indirect information for the sense of place museums create.

In regard to children and museums, the challenge of unpacking their sense of place
is bigger and more complex. Many children are first-time visitors who may not have
a clear view of what a museum is or how it might relate to their interests and their
gradually emerging self-identity. Furthermore, museums are usually in central,
non-residential areas and children need to be transported to them, or at least
accompanied by an adult. This could inhibit further bonding, since research has
shown that independent mobility encourages direct and repeated experiences that
influence the “feel” of a place (Byungho, Hyuntae, & Hyunjung, 2006; Chawla,
2002; Jack, 2010; Jansson, 2008; Kytta, 2004).

Museum environments designed with children in mind are an interesting area for
research on what children might think or feel while frequenting them. In what sense
are these places different from other types of exhibition spaces and what kind of
affiliations are they capable of promoting? After all, they are developed to address
children’s needs and become important places for their enculturation, personal and
social growth. Therefore, researching the sense of place museums create would
advance understanding of these special places for children. Yet, research so far has
focused mainly on: learning issues (Haas, 1997; Moussouri, 1997; Puchner,
Rapoport, & Gaskins, 2001), the role of adults in fostering learning and play
(Downey, Krantz, & Skidmore, 2010; Gallagher & Snow Dockser, 1987;
Letourneau, Meisner, Neuwirth, & Sobel, 2017; Shine & Acosta, 2000; Wolf &
Wood, 2012), and the influence of exhibition traits on the behavior of children and
their families (Dockett, Main, & Kelly, 2011; Kanhadilok & Watts, 2017; Schauble &
Bartlett, 1997; Studart, 2000; Wood & Wolf, 2008).

Three of the aforementioned studies explored children’s perceptions on their
experience in hands-on and child-oriented museums. Studart’s research (2000)
documented very positive feelings (enthusiasm, joy, pleasure, surprise, curiosity,
challenge) and the value of independent mobility for reducing negative
associations. Empathy (“I felt as if...”) and fun, mainly because of the interactive
nature of the settings, were the stronger connotations, while learning was also
mentioned. Moussouri (1997) also documented an appreciation for the kinesthetic
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aspect of the museum experience, along with fun, learning, and the freedom to
move around and explore without restrictions. Finally, Dockett et al. (2011)
acknowledged the importance of real objects—especially when seen up close and in
context, funny exhibits, layout that enables rather than constrains movement,
connections with children’s lives, and shared experience with loved ones.

According to research conducted with children on other kinds of museums,
museums are appreciated for their objects, especially the old, big and surprising
ones; for the opportunity to wonder, learn something new and have fun,
particularly if this is done in an experiential, embodied, interactive and immersive
way or involving story-telling; for the opportunity to explore freely and with the
companionship of friends and family; and when children have the opportunity to
personalize their museum experience through their own creations or by buying a
souvenir (Harris Qualitative, 1997; Kindler & Darras, 1997; Morris Hargreaves
Mclntyre, 2002; Piscitelli & Anderson, 2001; Wallis, 2018).

An interesting body of research focuses on children’s multiple modes of
communicating and constructing meaning, and implements methodologies that
explore children’s embodied and sensory ways of meaning-making in museums
(Hackett, 2016; Hackett, Procter, & Kummerfeld, 2018; Kirk & Buckingham, 2018;
MacRae, Hackett, Holmes, & Jones, 2018). In particular, Hackett’s work (2016) with
very young children was based on the notion of sensory entanglements (Ingold,
2008; Pink, 2009), to identify patterns of wayfinding (Ingold, 2007) as a method of
making sense in museums. Through analysis of video transcripts and field notes,
children’s behavior patterns emerged, including getting a sense of the place by
walking around, increasing familiarity by learning routes, and creating rituals by
repeating certain actions.

Taking into account this widely ranging interdisciplinary literature and the scarce
data on the concept of sense of place or place attachment in the museum field, the
current exploratory study was designed in an attempt to chart place meanings
associated with child-centered museum environments, and the level of affect and
satisfaction they are able to provoke in children. Research findings were expected
to serve as a basis for the determination of the different dimensions of sense of
place in this special type of museum environments.

Research Approach

The research was part of a larger project aimed to identify important psycho-
pedagogical qualities of child-centered museums. By adopting an ecological
psychology approach, and mainly a Gibsonian perspective to studying children’s
interaction with places (Gibson, 2015), the research implemented a variety of
methodological tools to identify affordances and compare promoted and actual use
of the exhibition environment (Kalessopoulou, 2015). As previous research has
shown, activities and the functional significance of environmental features are the
usual way children describe and assess the environments they use (Heft, 1988);
hence, children’s sense of place is experiential and strongly linked with the
activities a place enables (Derr, 2002; Hackett, 2016).
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This study included observation of interactions with the museum environment,
photography by children and photo elicitation, interviews with museum personnel
and with participating children, as well as questionnaires filled by accompanying
parents that collected socio-cultural characteristics and the view of “significant
others” on children’s experience (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). These were inspired by
the Mosaic Approach (Clark & Moss, 2001) and produced a wealth of data, which
had as a starting point the embodied activity of the child. The researcher used
observation data, photographs and interviews in a complementary way to better
understand what seemed significant to each child and reduce adult
misinterpretation.

The study selected children of 4-12 years old to participate using purposive
stratified sampling during family visits at the children’s wing of the Natural History
Museum of Crete and the Hellenic Children’s Museum in Athens (N=60, 30 in each
museum). Twenty-four children 4-6 years old, 20 7-9 years old, and 16 10-12
years old participated in the study, with equal numbers of boys and girls.

The Natural History Museum of Crete is a university museum located in a building
on the seafront. It is the only Greek museum that incorporates a discovery center
designed for children up to the age of 15. Real-life environments that imitate the

natural environment of the east Mediterranean Sea invite children to explore with
whole-body movements and hands-on activities and discover what environmental
scientists do. Stuffed animals are available to touch and observe up close.

The Hellenic Children’s Museum is an independent multi-thematic museum at the
center of Athens, designed for children up to 12 years old. Bubbles, Maths, How Do
I Move, The Market, | Build and | Create, and The Attic, are among its exhibits,
inviting children through hands-on collections, activities and free play to discover
physical sciences and elements of our society.

Analysis of observation field notes and photo elicitation revealed important
experiences that had an impact on emerging place meanings. After subsequent
coding that generated taxonomies of physical, social and cultural affordances and
categorical aggregation based on the content of the photographs and children’s
selection criteria, the following set of exhibition qualities appeared to be especially
valued: 1) embodied experiences, 2) objects with interesting attributes and
symbolic meanings, 3) empowerment of personal identity and personal narrations,
4) inquiry-based learning, 5) facilitation (scaffolding) of interpretation skills, 6)
play, and 7) social interaction (Kalessopoulou, 2017).

In order to further investigate the emotional appeal and perception of each
museum, interviews prompted children to elaborate on nuances of sense of place,
providing data unavailable from other sources. The overarching research questions
that informed the design of the interview were:

a) What is the children’s general disposition towards the museum?
b) How do children identify the place in relation to various aspects of their
museum experience?
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¢) What kinds of meaning do children assign to their place experience?

Interviews were semi-structured and followed observation of the child’s interactions
with the exhibition environment and photo-elicitation, allowing time for the children
to feel more familiar with the researcher. Parents were asked for their written
consent prior to observation, and children were orally asked to confirm their
willingness to participate in the research, making clear that they could opt to
withdraw at any point of the research procedure. Sometimes puppets were used for
the interview in order to engage the attention of younger children (less than 6).

The interview was structured according to three main areas:

a) Children’s perceptions and preferences from their current visit. These
questions aimed to understand the context of their museum experience
through questions about previous visits and motives and expectations of the
current visit. The researcher asked questions about favorite exhibits or
objects, things they liked or disliked, and things they would like to do but did
not have the time to do yet.

b) Children’s notions of the concept and affordances of child-centered
museums. Children were asked to define the place by imagining talking to
their best friend about it (or responding to the question, “What kind of place
is this?” asked by the puppet for children younger than 6). In addition,
children were asked to indicate “to their friend” places/activities that would
be more appropriate for having fun, learning something interesting, co-
operating with a friend or playing with parents, as these were found as
important aspects of children’s museum experiences in the literature review.

¢) Emotional response to the overall museum experience and level of
affect/satisfaction from the sense of place. Children were asked to rate how
the museum made them feel on a 5-point Likert scale, consisting of
expression faces that correspond to emotional states from “very happy” to
“very dissatisfied/angry.” They were also asked whether they would like to
come more often or would recommend a visit to a friend, and whether they
had any suggestions that would improve their museum experience.

Questions from the second area (children’s meanings) and some from other areas
(expectations, motives or suggestions for improvement) were made to a limited
number of preschool children (11 out of 24), that were more eloguent.

Analysis used a phenomenographical approach, as the relational and experiential
nature of this qualitative method was appropriate for acquiring detailed descriptions
of place meanings and their variations among different individuals (Akerlind, 2005;
Marton, 1986; Svensson, 1997). The researcher analyzed the data for distinctive
characteristics and possible conceptions of sense of place, ending up with
categories of description that, although based on personal perspectives, aim to
reveal the diversity and multitude of experiences on a collective level (Marton,
1981).
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The results below focus on interview data, as it was the main methodological tool to
investigate sense of place. At certain points, findings from the observation and
photo-elicitation data will be featured alongside for a more comprehensive
interpretation.

Results

Findings will be presented and discussed in relation to three broad categories that
correspond to the research questions: a) general feelings about the museumj; b)
conceptions of child-centered museums as a special place, in relation to exhibition
attributes and site-specific experiences; and c) place meanings.

General Feelings about the Museum

Children had very positive feelings towards the child-oriented museum space they
visited; in both museums the bulk of the responses were under the first two points
of the Likert scale (“very happy” and “happy”). Preschoolers showed the greatest
positive attitude by selecting the “very happy” face more often (16 out of 24
children). Most of them wanted to return for another visit.

Participants at the Natural History Museum of Crete (NHMC) were mostly first-time
visitors (research was conducted during summertime, a fact that certainly had an
impact on visitation frequency, as Crete is a popular vacation destination), while at
the Hellenic Children’s Museum (HCM) equal numbers of first-time and repeat
visitors were recorded. In both museums, older children (10-12 years) were mostly
first-time visitors, while preschoolers were the biggest segment of repeat visitors at
the HCM. No significant differences were noted in the aforementioned ratings in
relation to frequency of visitation. However, it seems that preschoolers feel happier
and visit more frequently than older children.

When asked for the reasons that led to their ratings, children that selected the two
most positive points of the scale across both museums said: because they had fun
and a good time (23 out of a total of 25 comments), because they liked games and
playing (10/25), and because they learned by exploring and discovering new things
through hands-on experiences (6/25). At NHMC, children also said that they liked
the aesthetics of the place (4/25), the fact that they could fulfill their personal
interests (3/25), and because they were able to discover nature without disturbing
the animals.

| like it because there are things that | have never seen before, things that |
like, that suit my character. | would like to sit more, and more, and more; to
play, to see it again in more detail; and [the museum] it is in a place next to
the sea and inside here, this space makes you travel.! I like this (Girl, 11
years old, NHMC).

At HCM, children additionally referred to the beautiful things that could be found in
the museum and the opportunities for social contacts with other kids, friends or
relatives (3/25). Seven children had some negative comments. While explaining the

1 The interview was conducted next to a big window with a view to the sea.
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reasoning behind their rating, the majority of them mentioned the need for more
interesting things and age-appropriate milieu.

I don’t like it that much in here, because there are many young children, it is
crowded, | can’t do things that | like (Boy, 8 years old, HCM).

However, all of them wanted to return for another visit, even in cases where they
were skeptical about some aspects of their visit, e.g., “as next time there may be
something better that will be more enchanting to me” (Girl, 12 years old, HCM).

Most of the children did not have any suggestions for improvements as they were
happy with what the museum had already offered. Two children at the NHMC
wanted more animals in the museum, one suggested a new interactive activity and
one recommended adding activities for older children. Suggestions at the HCM were
related to creation of better contextual environments, new exhibits, addition of
technology/new media and more constructions/games (11/13). Two children
recommended a change in the museum operation (e.g., “not that many kids in the
Market”—Girl, 8 years old).

Turning retrospectively to the agenda of their visit, elements of affective
connections for repeat visitors and emerging conceptualizations of what a museum
can offer appear in the motives and expectations mentioned by some children at
the beginning of the interview. As expected, parents were the ones mostly initiating
the visit. Ten children stated that it was their idea to visit the museum and the
reasons they mentioned were related to a general desire (6 out of 10 comments,
e.g., “l wanted it,” “lI have a great time here”), “interest in Natural History
Museums” and the need “to remember,” “to share experience with family
members,” and “to make games.”

When asked for expectations, 15 repeat visitors were very specific, referring to
activities they had done before, play and learning, and three of them had a general
feeling of anticipation and enthusiasm. Eight first-time visitors at the NHMC who
had previous museum experiences, had very different expectations in comparison
with what they encountered; they were positively surprised and satisfied with the
opportunities for action and play, and with seeing a lot of diverse things in outside
showcases and in contextual environments. As for HCM, first-time visitors expected
toys, interactive things and opportunities for learning and creative expression.
Expectations were fulfilled in all cases, and sometimes surpassed, with only one
disappointment regarding the rather small size of the HCM.

Conceptions of Child-Centered Museums as Special Places in Relation to
Characteristics of the Museum Experience

Children’s definitions of the place visited were connected with several dimensions
noted in the previous section. Sometimes they characterized the place in a broad
way (“it is an extremely nice place”; “it is something that makes you smile”), and
sometimes they provided a more or less detailed description of specific exhibits or a
general overview:



Sense of Place in Child-Centered Museums: Charting Children’s Place Meanings 60

It is a museum with real and live animals, but also [animals] with bones only
and dead ones. And it is a nice place because it has games, you have fun
with your family, and if you are alone, it is OK, it's the same, it would be nice
because it has the vibe of the child, play (Girl, 10 years old, NHMC).

When analyzing specific descriptions, the most common characterization for NHMC
concerned activities (13 out of 23 comments in total) and for HCM, play (12 out of
24). Verbs and phrases used in the “activities” definitions of NHMC were connected
with bodily/sensory actions, observation, play, discovery, learning and creative
expression, while in the case of HCM, verbs were mostly about being able to do
things as a result of active participation, e.g.:

It is a peculiar museum where you don’t see exhibits; you create the exhibits
(Boy, 10 years old, HCM).

Around 15 children from both museums referred to the opportunity to see animals
and play with real objects; at the NHMC many stressed the contextual installations
where children could enter and explore in order to find animals and feel as if they
were in nature, “like a real adventure.” These were indeed among the most
photographed exhibits where children spent plenty of time (Figure 1).

Figure 1. A 7-year-old boy’s photograph of the reconstructed micro-
environment of a cave at the Natural History Museum of Crete

Some children, mostly at the HCM, emphasized the fact that these places are made
for children:

It is a museum for children, with toys, to play, to learn (Boy, 5 years old,
HCM).
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When asked to provide a reason why their “friends” should visit this museum,
strong associations appeared with what they had already mentioned while
attempting to define the place: the opportunity to feel good, to have fun, to learn
and play, to observe, explore and engage in different activities. In addition, children
added the opportunity to have new experiences and to play cooperatively:

Because you do things that are perfect and you may never have done them
before (Boy, 10 years old, HCM).

Because there is something that would make her very happy, as it needs two
to be played: puppet theatre (Girl, 5 years old, NHMC).

Some children elaborated further, by comparing the experience of a child-centered
museum environment with experiences in other museums:

A different experience. Here | played, | observed. There you just see and
listen to the guide sometimes or to dad some other time (Boy, 11 years old,
NHMC).

It's very noisy and | like it. It has a lot of things to do, it is not only see and
so. | imagined that it would also have paintings, like in museums. But now |
realize it's not simple. It's like a toy, like a big toy (Boy, 11 years old, HCM).

The last comment is an example of the reservations that some children have on
whether the children’s museum is a real museum as it seems to lack very old
objects, reserve collections, and does not exhibit the artifacts in the traditional way.

When asked to think again about their museum experience and indicate where their
friend would have fun, children—especially younger ones—chose places that
combine action and mystery (even if mysterious, dark spaces, such as the Cave at
the NHMC, were a bit frightening for them). Not knowing what will happen when
entering a thematic micro-environment as well as activities leading to unknown
outcomes (as in the case of the simulated bones excavation at the NHMC,
mentioned by older children) seem to be qualities that they combine with fun. Body
action that involves discovery and play are also qualities cited in their other choices
and characterize their most favorite exhibits. In the case of the HCM, construction
activities and freedom in assembling things and creating something new are the
reasons behind the choice of the first two “most fun” exhibits, which also happen to
be the top preferences when children were asked for their favorite place in the
museum (Figure 2). Sometimes fun was also associated with being able to see
interesting things.
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Figure 2. A 7-year-old girl’s photograph of her favorite activity, the
Geoboard of the Maths exhibit “Hello Pythagoras™ at the Hellenic
Children’s Museum

Children commented on the learning potential of a variety of different exhibits.
They were prone to combine learning with the micro-environments that
incorporated audio-visual projections and enhanced theatricality (e.g., characters
narrating and entering in dialogue), and in the exhibits where they could closely
observe animals and objects, especially if optical instruments, such as stereoscopes
and magnifying glasses, were available (see Figure 3). Discovery activities that had
explicit cognitive goals were also among children’s choices for learning
opportunities. One child suggested that in order to learn, one could talk with the
staff of the HCM, a quality that seems to be important for this museum, as children
referred to and photographed museum educators a number of times in this study.
Three children at the NHMC felt that they learned nothing new.

Discovery activities that could accommodate more than one person and exhibits
that encouraged role-playing were among their first choices when considering the
element of co-operation. Sometimes children suggested the invention of new
discovery games that they could play with their friends:

We could look at the turtles, because most of my friends adore animals, we
would read for example the captions, maybe we could hide something from
each other, some objects from the museum, and they could touch them to
find out what it is (Girl, 10 years old, NHMC).
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Figure 3. A 12-year-old boy’s photograph of the stereoscope at “the
Researcher’s Lab” in the Natural History Museum of Crete. The
lab was one of the top preferences for all ages and in all
data types (observation, photography, interview) for the
affordance of seeing animals up close and the sense of
togetherness it permitted.

Some kids also referred to the importance of companionship and experience-
sharing during exploration of the thematic environments, observation of artifacts,
during play or while watching a projection.

Finally, available discovery games, or invented ones, were among what children
indicated as appropriate for play with parents. When considering interaction with
parents at the museum, children suggested activities that required less physical
movement and more mental engagement, while play and experience-sharing were
also significant dimensions.

Place Meanings

The descriptive categories formed by the researcher after sorting and categorizing
all responses under emerging themes, give insights into how children find child-
centered museums meaningful. Table 1 summarizes key findings.
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Table 1. Descriptive categories of place meanings in child-centered

museums

64

Descriptive categories

Associated concepts

Fun and pleasure
“l have a great time
here”

= Play

= Action/Exploration

= Mystery/Not knowing what will be discovered
= Experiencing roles

= Discovery activities

= Seeing things

= General sense of beauty

= Learning

« Desire to come back

Action
“a museum where
children participate”

* Embodied and intellectual activities

= Diversity and big number of activities

= Discovery with unknown outcomes

= Active participation

= Creative expression

- Significant difference from other museums

Contact with objects
and animals
“with real machines”

= Interesting/nice things

= See animals out of glass cases

= Great number and diversity of exhibits
» Authentic objects, things that work

Learning
“activities that teach you
things as you do them”

Play
“the vibe of the child,

play”

= Learning with fun

= Discovery learning/exploration

= Audiovisuals in contextual exhibition environments

= Observing things, especially with the use of an optical instrument

= Educational personnel

« Educational activities

= Organized or invented games of discovery

= Types of play (role-play/fantasy, construction, object-toys, water
play)

= Cooperation

- Significant difference from other museums

Contextual
experiences
“feel like in nature”

= Feel immersed in reconstructed real-life environments
= Contextualization of exhibits

= Mystery environments

«  Whole-body exploration and engagement

New experiences
“things | have never
seen before”

= Unprecedented experiences

= Different modes of engagement
= New knowledge

« Impressive things

Personal interest/
familiar experience
“things that I like”

* Favorite engagements
= Recall of familiar experience
« Aot of things

Aesthetics
“l like the space”

= General feel of the place in terms of beauty
» Location (i.e. contact with a natural element: sea view)

Appropriate for

= Activities for all age groups

children = Appropriate level of challenge/complexity
“truly for children” « _Many children
Togetherness = Sharing experience

“have fun with your
family”

= Associative and cooperative play
«  Teamwork

Note: Italics indicate concepts that had problematic elements for some children and created

negative affect.
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Findings will be discussed in the light of earlier empirical and theoretical research to
see how they respond to existing theoretical frameworks, identify underlying

dimensions and appreciate whether emerging place meanings have the potential of
supporting a more cherished and sustained relationship with this type of museums.

The place meanings identified in this study can be surely grouped under the three
experiential modes identified by Sixsmith (1986) and Gustafson (2001): personal
(self), social (others), physical (environment) and the space between them. Place
meanings connecting with the personal realm and agenda of the child-visitor are
those associated with fun and pleasure elements; opportunities for active
participation, exploration, play and discovery learning; age-appropriate cognitive
and sensory challenges; new experiences; and pursuit of personal interests.

The social mode is related to the opportunity for togetherness and the fact that it is
a place made for children, where they can work along and have fun with peers.
Social interactions with other children, family and personnel, and the frequently
mentioned and observed preference for experiencing different social roles through
role-play or discovery activities, constitute important features in children’s place
preferences, confirming previous research (Chawla, 1992; Derr, 2002; Jansson,
2008; Malinowski & Thurber, 1996; van Andel, 1990).

Finally, regarding the physical mode, children’s place meanings are associated with
the wealth of objects that are available and the diverse, unexpected and
experiential way of getting to know them, commenting especially on the importance
of contextual environments and the absence of showcases as a stimulating method
of exhibition. The overall aesthetics of place also contributes to positive associations
(Figure 4).

Figure 4. An 8-year-old girl photographed the butterfly sticker on one of
the windows of the Natural History Museum of Crete children’s
wing because she likes butterflies and nature
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When considering Morgan’s developmental model of place attachment (2010), the
tri-partite pattern of “arousal-interaction-pleasure” is implied in most of the
participating children’s recounts of their current museum experience. Children often
refer to impressive things that capture attention and arouse their interest or
mysterious places that intrigue them, leading to active interaction and play. As a
result, feelings of sheer pleasure arise, associated with the activities of unrestricted
place-exploration, place-play, and trying out different roles, as well as the sense of
mastery, learning and adventure that unprecedented outcomes and discovery
activities provoke. The emotion of pleasure is the most frequently expressed
throughout the interviews and it is strongly associated with the desire to come back
or recommend a visit to their friends.

Yet, this model is only partially able to explain the process of place bonding that
takes place in a museum. Apart from a range of socio-cultural reasons that
influence visitation and impact on place attachment that will be discussed in the
following section, other elements are also important for developing affect and
sustained relationships. Chatterjee’s (2005) framework on the six conditions for
child-friendly places seems more comprehensive and considers child-place
interaction on a mutual and constructive, rather than mechanistic, basis.

Thus, place meanings assigned to child-centered museums reveal that children find
several conditions for place friendship fulfilled: they are places that share with
children a wide range of activities and interests, leading to a place-child exchange.
Either through things connected to established interests or by provoking new ones,
child-centered museums assert what children like and form parts of their identity,
enabling self-development. They are also places that manage to hold the interests
and activities of the child, leading to increased learning and competence through
continuous, reciprocal interaction and creation of new affordances, as the example
of the invented discovery games revealed. Finally, children feel free to express
themselves (including being noisy) and actualize perceived affordances at will,
fostering an equal power relation with the place. Data from observations reveal that
children moved freely, engaging in activities on their own initiative (43 out of 60
children) or after a joint decision with their family and/or peers (9/60).

However, there are things missing from museums. Child-centered museums, as all
museums, are designed for occasional use and do not cultivate a culture of personal
regard and care, nor do they give opportunities to create secret places and
controlled territories that allow self-regulation and/or support the sense of self in a
more intimate way, like other child-friendly spaces. As a consequence, children do
not develop strong feelings of appropriation and privacy/control over personal
spaces, something also evident from the fact that they are not able to narrate
personal stories related with the use of the place, as it is commonly documented in
research in child care centers, kindergartens and playgrounds. Most children, even
if they are repeat visitors, are still in an exploratory stage of finding out what such
places could afford and share with them.

To help enrich our understandings on the different qualities that are involved in
place meanings related to the museum environment, the researcher revisited the
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data in order to distinguish patterns and look for correspondence between two or
more descriptive categories. A set of underlying dimensions emerged that could be
used as a framework for mapping the attribution of meaning to child-centered
museums and combining empirical data with larger theoretical concepts associated
with sense of place (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Dimensions of sense of place meanings in child-centered
museums

Empowering

Child-centered
Museums:
dimensions of
sense of place
meanings

Social/
Associative

The dimensions illustrated in Figure 5 were formed from the children’s perspective
and have strong correlations with the exhibition environment’s qualities that were
found to be of value to them by means of other methodological tools used in the
overall project. In particular:

a) The enriching dimension relates to the opportunities the place offers to
acquire new knowledge and experience. The great diversity of sensual and
spiritual stimuli is recognized by children as a principal factor that
contributes to this much-needed sense of gaining new insights and helps
them connect to the physical and human world museums present, as well
as identify new interests. In addition, the bedazzlement from the exhibits,
the exhibition mode and the innovative context of getting in touch with
artifacts (i.e. out of showcases or in contextual environments) seems to be
a much-appreciated element of the enriching dimension.

b) The empowering dimension corresponds with making children feel
knowledgeable and in control of their museum experience. Children
appreciate the freedom to move around and involve all their senses and
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their body. They feel empowered when they recognize familiar experiences
and are able to assert their interests and develop their skills. They
acknowledge that this kind of museum is especially and effectively designed
for children and view this as an important attribute. The opportunity to
modify elements of the environment, express themselves creatively and
have fun are also among the place qualities mentioned that enhance
children’s sense of competence.

c) The playful dimension covers all different types of play that children can
develop in the exhibition environment and contribute to their sense of
pleasure. Opportunities for inventing new games, apart from those already
offered, was an interesting affordance mentioned by some children. As we
have seen, play is a core differentiating factor of child-centered museums
from other museums. Some place meanings even associated the whole
museum with play (“it’s like a big toy”), while other children stressed that
“the vibe of the child is play,” rendering the playful dimension a central
element in children’s place meanings.

d) The epistemic dimension is strongly linked with discovery activities.
Children appreciate museums for the opportunities they offer to learn new
things, however they expect to find a different, more intriguing learning
environment in comparison to that of formal education. According to their
comments, exploration in reconstructed real-life environments that promote
immersion and create a sense of adventure constitute optimal learning
conditions as they combine learning with fun. In fact, it seems that the
stronger the links between the epistemic and playful dimensions, the more
intense the sense of pleasure for children. Contextualization of exhibits and
the affordance of observing things up close, either with hands-on activities
or with optical instruments, are also exhibition qualities associated with the
epistemic dimension of place meaning.

e) The social/associative dimension concerns opportunities for social
interactions with family and peers that give a sense of togetherness,
ranging from shared experience and joint exploration to cooperative play
and teamwork. Children mention this dimension in relation to various
others, rendering it a valuable horizontal attribute for place meanings.

f)  Finally, the aesthetic dimension relates to elements of the exhibition
environment, as well as the overall building and its location, which create
aesthetic delight for children and contribute to stimulation of interest,
restorative experiences, and a general feeling of pleasure from the place.

Problematic place features indicated by a small number of children refer to the
enriching dimension (desire for more things and more impressive ones, doubts
about characterizing child-centered museums as museums due mainly to the non-
traditional way of exhibiting as well as the type of the collections); the empowering
dimension (feeling that it is not appropriate for older children, scarcity of activities
that have the right level of challenge and complexity for their age); and the
social/associative dimension (overcrowded exhibits that inhibit children from doing
what they want; predominance of very young children in some exhibits that made
some older children withdraw, even if they wanted to get involved and play).
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In summary, data from this study reveal that children’s sense of place in child-
oriented museums is strongly linked with the idea of the competent child and the
way the exhibition environment treats them as such and helps them develop further
their skills and creativity. Children can find enrichment and new knowledge in
various places, yet what makes museums distinct is the ability to follow one’s
interests at one’s own pace and with active participation, and to have contact with
real things in rich, contextual environments. In child-oriented museums, play is not
relegated to the margins but is identified as a core element in the development of
exhibits and related activities and a much-appreciated attribute. Place aesthetics is
a dimension little acknowledged in relevant research, due to the usual emphasis on
learning outcomes in museums, yet children notice its significance for a pleasurable
and memorable place experience. Finally, in correspondence with the fact that
museum visiting is a social experience, children seem to enjoy the opportunity to
learn and have fun among peers and family members.

Discussion and Conclusions

Exploratory in nature, this study attempted to chart place meanings associated with
child-centered museums, concluding with a set of underlying dimensions. These
could serve as a mapping tool for children’s place meanings, thus providing a
theoretical approach with which to analyze and discuss the implications of each
dimension in children’s understanding of sense of place in child-oriented museums.

The proposed conceptual framework follows a psycho-pedagogical perspective that
could inform theory in various distinctive ways in relation to other models and
frameworks already discussed in the literature. Its unique contribution stems from
the fact that it is the first framework on the concept of sense of place that is
developed from data originating directly from the museum environment and with
the active participation of children. Therefore, associated concepts and dimensions
could find a strong fit when used to examine and interpret emerging place
meanings in various museum settings. The framework is also experience-based,
thus more sensitive to the different nuances of children’s place meanings than
other, more theoretically driven models.

The place meanings and underlying dimensions identified in this research highlight
the psychologically important qualities that children pursue in a museum
environment created especially for them. This fact makes the suggested framework
useful for exhibit design and program development. The attempt to accommodate
in a variety of ways all six dimensions could enrich museum offerings to foster more
meaningful and valuable relationships. In addition, the framework could help
museums identify the strengths of their offerings while simultaneously diagnosing
the dimensions that need to be enhanced. It is also a theoretical tool that supports
the documentation of decisions.

Children’s place meanings have gqualities and associated concepts that correspond
with various dimensions, and it is the unique combination and interplay of these
dimensions that form the overall sense of place. However, further investigation is
needed in order to determine additional place meanings that make up each
dimension or validate the existing ones. Whether certain dimensions have pre-
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eminence over others is a supplementary theme to be clarified in future research,
recognizing that every museum hosts a distinctive and dynamic combination of
place features and meanings. Furthermore, investigation of the six dimensions
would benefit by a variety of methodological tools that produce data based on a
balanced combination of verbal and non-verbal methods, as in the case presented,
and take into account the embodied and sensory ways that children use to explore
the museum environment.

Affect and place bonding seem to have positive connotations for sense of place in
child-centered museums. Comparison with earlier theoretical and empirical
conceptualizations has shown that prerequisites for further bonding exist, however
place attachment is conditioned not only by the psychological reasons examined in
this paper, but also by socio-cultural factors. Visiting a child-centered museum
forms part of a family’s life cycle, strongly linked to the developmental stages of
children; as they grow older, children (and their families) no longer find these
places attractive or appropriate for their age and interests and stop visiting. Family
cultural habits and the proximity of the museum to children’s residency can also
influence the number of visits and the development of positive affectivity. In
addition, museums’ strategy and pedagogical underpinnings could trigger closer
relationships with children. For example, what bonding changes occur when
museums create opportunities for active participation in day-to-day operation
through children’s advisory committees, volunteering schemes or other innovative
projects? Research that reflects these issues in a systematic manner would be a
great advancement for the field. Finally, a longitudinal study with repeat visitors
and their changing perceptions on sense of place with the aid of the presented
framework would provide supplementary information on the process and conditions
for place attachment and on the ways museums for children become much-
appreciated children’s places.
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