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SUMMARY
Makaton is a language and communication system which uses signs and symbols alongside 
spoken word. Our Makaton journey started with a temporary exhibition for young children 
and their families called Polar Explorers. It included three different levels of interpretation.  
The first level was an overarching question which was answered with a block of simple 
text. The second level involved simple questions such as ‘how do you keep warm?’. 
Makaton signs and symbols became the third level of this interpretation. These could  
be used to help support the first two levels of interpretation, or just directly with  
objects that they related to. Each area of the exhibition revealed 3-4 new signs and 
symbols, with additional signs and symbols embedded into activity cards to encourage 
deeper interaction within the exhibition.

One of our Assistant Learning Officers attended Makaton training and a Gallery 
Interpreter who was familiar with Makaton was employed to help support visitors 
engaging in the space.

As Makaton is a growing language, there are not words and symbols for everything but 
with the help of the Makaton charity, four new Makaton words were commissioned to 
help portray some difficult concepts in our exhibition. To create new Makaton signs and 
symbols, we liaised with Makaton’s technical director via email and conference calls.  
The technical director fed back our requirements to their design and research teams.  
This cost around £60 per graphic. To be able to print Makaton graphics onto signage  

The Great North Museum: Hancock is part of Newcastle 
University and Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums. With galleries 
featuring natural sciences, ethnography and archaeology 
collections, the museum is often described as ‘the world under 
one roof’. Our dedicated early years space the Mouse House is 
supported by an associated programme of under 5s activities. 
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For our organisation
As a museum we aim to be welcoming, inclusive and accessible to all. We wanted to  
create an environment that supported the communication needs of very young children 
and visitors with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). 

For our audience
Makaton can be used to support children and adults with learning and communication 
difficulties, babies and young children who have not yet learnt to talk, and people whose 
first language is not English. We wanted to trial the use of this system to see how we can 
engage a wider range of visitors with the museum.

OUTCOMES
For our organisation
Our Makaton journey has continued to unfold in the months following our Polar  
Explorers exhibition.

The museum has:
•  run a large-scale ‘The Gruffalo’ signing story event
•  integrated Makaton into the early years schools visits and family engagement 

programme
• created trails using Makaton to help families explore and engage with the galleries
• used Makaton to support autism-friendly early openings at the museum 
•  helped to support a SEND conference for GEM North East by sharing our experience  

 of Makaton, and deliver a taster sessions to teach basic Makaton signing.

For our audience
During the exhibition, staff members observed families learning together and using  
Makaton whilst exploring the galleries. Many different visitors found the signs and 
symbols clear, easy to use, and as a way to help them engage with the exhibition.  
Makaton was particularly helpful in supporting children who were learning to talk,  
children who had communication difficulties, and those who were learning English  
as a second language. 

Makaton’s continued presence in our museum is benefiting communication and 
accessibility every day, and is helping to ensure all our visitors feel valued and  
welcomed. Some visitors who use Makaton within the museum are new to it,  
and some use it as part of their daily lives. 

‘I loved that you used sign. It was great 
that we could be involved.’ 
Visitor feedback from Three Billy 
Goats Gruff Storytime.
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Purchasing the disc of Makaton vocabulary has enabled our team to use Makaton signs 
and symbols easily throughout our programmes. We continue to enhance some of our 
gallery trails and signage with Makaton where appropriate to ensure they are clear and 
accessible for our visitors. 

When working with family groups we have found it is particularly helpful to have a copy 
of key signs for parents and carers who are unfamiliar with the system to refer to, for 
example, when telling a story.  

We have found that using signs together with speech naturally makes a person more 
expressive and animated, which can make more of an impact on very young children,  
and those with communication difficulties. We are working towards the creation of  
short films in our under 5s area which will encourage visitors to explore the wider 
museum. We feel that the use of Makaton in these short films will ensure that they  
are accessible for all gallery visitors. 

FUNDING
This project was part funded through  
the Rothley Trust, with additional  
financial support through our Mouse 
House budget. The Mouse House is 
project funded through the Shears 
Foundation and core funded through 
Newcastle University.

FURTHER INFORMATION
Visit the Great North Museum: Hancock 
special projects page to learn more about 
this project:

greatnorthmuseum.org.uk/learning/
project-case-studies

This case study was written by  
Georgina Scott, Assistant Learning  
Officer at the Great North Museum:  
Hancock.

All images © Great North Museum: Hancock 2017.

TOP TIP 
Working with a specialist charity enables 
museums to understand the needs of 
visitors and become more accessible.  

BUDGET
Below is a breakdown of some of the costs 
involved when embedding Makaton into 
your programme. 
•  £309 for full disc of existing Makaton 

signs and symbols suitable for small scale 
printing quality

•  £75+ for aspects of Makaton Training.
•  £60 each for the creation of a new sign 

or symbol 
•  <£10 per existing sign or symbol for 

a high resolution image suitable for 
printing on signage.

http://greatnorthmuseum.org.uk/learning/project-case-studies
http://greatnorthmuseum.org.uk/learning/project-case-studies

