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SUMMARY
We worked with a core group of 10-12 
families attending a weekly toddler story 
time session in Longsight library, led by a 
library volunteer, an artist and library staff. 
Over a four week period we used the time at 
the beginning of these sessions, as families 
arrived, to facilitate sensory play and craft 
activities, using a peacock as inspiration. 
During the rest of the activities we explored 
home language and culture, journeys (of the 
peacock and the attending families), food and celebrations. Outcomes from the sessions 
were then used to develop a play/story book called ‘The peacock who came to the library’ 
and a bag of sensory resources to be used alongside it. This is now available for families 
to use in the children’s library. A weekend event was held in the library for the wider 
community to engage with the peacock and crane. Activities included South Asian dance 
performances based on the story of ‘The Peacock and the Crane’ (Aesop’s fables). 

AIMS AND GOALS
For our organisation
•  To raise awareness of the museum with local library users and to better understand local  

        audiences and non-museum visitors in order to develop a cultural offer that is sustainable 
for both the library and museum

•  To use community settings to pilot new ways of working with and increasing cultural 
participation from more diverse audiences, including families with young children, for 
when we open two new galleries (a new South Asia gallery and a temporary exhibition 
gallery) in 2020

For our audience
•  For families to have access to museum collections in an environment in which they feel 

comfortable and to be supported in visiting the museum as a next step (we recognise 
that this isn’t for everybody)

•   For families to have a voice in piloting new engagement opportunities in their community 
                   through consultation and developing new practice with them which will inform the 
development of the new galleries at the museum

Manchester Museum has an international collection of human 
and natural history objects used to promote understanding 
between cultures and promote a sustainable world.
As part of a community engagement initiative, we are working 
in partnership with the City Council Culture and Libraries team 
and recently installed two objects (a peacock and a crane) in a 
local library. 
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LESSONS LEARNT
As library staff work across several sites, 
it was crucial to build relationships with 
three of the core staff (not just one 
person), so that at least one staff member 
was at the library when the sessions were 
taking place or could follow up on other 
actions. It was clear that some families 
were not used to taking part in the type 
of child-led activities we had planned. 
However, familiarity with staff from 
the museum and library, the artist and 
storyteller all helped to build confidence 
in a short space of time and we were 
surprised how quickly the families became 
comfortable with and looked forward 
to these opportunities. Library staff are 
monitoring how often the resource is 
being used and collecting feedback from 
families, who have even asked if they can 
have a tiger when the peacock and the 
crane return to the museum. 

TOP TIP
Investing time to nurture new relationships 
(museum/ library staff, artist and families) 
makes a big impact in a short time.

OUTCOMES
For our organisation
•  The project has given us a new model for engaging families within a diverse community, 

many of whom are not current museum visitors

•  We have started to develop a relationship with library staff to support them in developing 
their own engagement activities with the peacock and crane. For example, we have 
invited staff to observe our under 5s programmes at the museum and have run a joint 
teacher twilight session in the library targeting local schools. 

For our audience
•  A resource is available for families with young children to use in the library, developed 

alongside local families, which hopefully makes it more relevant and accessible

•  Families who participated in the project had a positive experience and liked the peacock 
because: ‘It’s something that’s alive now - means we can watch a documentary or maybe 
see one after the sessions. A lot of things (from the museum) are about dinosaurs and  
I can’t show her that alive - she hasn’t developed the imagination yet to make that leap...
So that the peacock’s something we can see is great.’

•  Some families have visited the museum independently over the summer holidays.  
A supported museum visit is being planned for other interested families

BUDGET
Reusable display case (peacock)
Artist workshops, printed book and 
resource 
Celebration day: artist, South Asian 
dancer, photographer, refreshments 
Staff time: approximately 5 days

FUNDING
The project activities were funded from 
existing museum community engagement 
and early years budgets. The display case 
was jointly funded by the museum and 
library service.

FURTHER INFORMATION
Research undertaken in Manchester 
Museum with young children and families 
to develop the Nature Discovery gallery: 
natsca.org/article/2367

This case study was written by Elaine 
Bates, Early Years Coordinator at 
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