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INTRODUCTION 

In the first half of 2022, in the context of the start of the Multi-STEM project, we asked: 

What are the experiences of multilingual children during family visits to science museums in 

the Netherlands, from a language perspective? What are the challenges and opportunities 

for the participation of this children in the museums? To answer these questions, we 

conducted interviews with museum educators and multilingual children and their families in 

Museon-Omniversum, NEMO and Teylers. The following is a short report on our findings.  

METHODS AND PARTICIPANTS 

FAMILY CONSULTATIONS 

Upon our invitation, six Turkish-speaking families and two Arabic-speaking families came to 

NEMO and Museon-Omniversum to visit the museums and discuss their experiences with 

us. We were particularly interested in learning about the role language had played in their 

experiences. 

Each family was welcomed to one of the two museums. Afterwards, they visited the first 

floors of NEMO or Museon-Omniversum (in NEMO this included the Chain Reaction 

presentation, which lasts 15 minutes). Finally, the families discussed with us their museum 

visit, from a language perspective, and, more in general, the participation of multilingual 

children in science museums. All families had children between about 8 and 12 years old 

(two families also had younger children). Most parents were 1st generation migrants, with 

the exception of two Turkish-speaking families, whose parents were 2nd generation.  

INTERVIEWS WITH MUSEUM EDUCATORS 

Qualitative interviews were conducted with eight museum educators from NEMO, Museon-

Omniversum, and Teylers Museum. Four museum educators were from NEMO, two from 

Museon-Omniversum, and two from Teylers Museum. We wanted to hear about their 

experiences and opinions regarding the participation of multilingual children in STEM 

museums. The museum educators were also able to provide more context for each museum 

(e.g. training, museum goals & educational philosophy). The interviews lasted between 30-

60 minutes. 
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MAIN FINDINGS 

In the interviews with families and museum educators, we identified what the challenges 

and opportunities are surrounding the learning and participation of multilingual children in 

science museums, from a language perspective.  

CHALLENGES 

Both parents and children reported having enjoyed aspects such as being able to play in the 

museums, trying out different (varied) things, and getting to know more about science 

content and about themselves.  

The language challenges reported by families involved the following:  

o Texts being too long for children or parents to read 

o Texts (in English or Dutch) containing difficult words or concepts for parents or 

children (technical vocabulary such as the word ‘percentage’ or a concept such as 

‘research question’)  

o Children not being able to translate for parents or vice versa (due to children’s lack 

of interest or because translating from NL to home language proved difficult for 

them) 

o Some texts being only in Dutch or being more readily available in Dutch than in 

English 

o Feeling strange/judged when using their home language to interact between each 

other during the museum visit 

Language challenges reported by museum educators included communication 

difficulties due to the language abilities of the museum educator and/or visitor, and 

communication difficulties due to language used in the physical museum (e.g. text labels, 

video subtitles, and educational materials). Some examples included: 

o Visitors who don’t speak Dutch/English experienced the most difficulties 

o Difficulty communicating with families when a caregiver speaks (or prefers) a 

different language than the child 

o Text labels are too long, or use difficult vocabulary 

o Workshop/lab areas are the most likely to monolingual environments (Dutch), 

which can prevent participation 

OPPORTUNITIES  

We also asked families and museum educators what museums can do to further promote 

the participation of multilingual children. Families’ responses involved: 

o Using technology (audio guides, QR codes) for offering translations 

o Adding more non-verbal resources (pictures, videos) 

o Making home languages more readily accessible/visible at the museum 

o Adding languages of frequent visitors or neighbor communities 
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Museum educators also had many ideas about how to address challenges involving 

language: 

o Using non-verbal communication to overcome language barriers 

o Interactive/hands-on areas can be enjoyed without language 

o Greeting visitors in their home language, or learning a few simple phrases, can help 

people feel welcome 

DISCUSSION 

This report shows that families and museum educators are a source of knowledge that can 

help promote the participation of multilingual children in science museums. According to 

museum educators, parents can function as gatekeepers in children’s museum experience: 

they can either enhance it or limit it. Thus, considering the comfort of parents is key for the 

children’s experiences. This dynamic was mentioned by all museum educators in the study. 

The sessions with the families confirmed the need for investigating the perspectives of 

parents when working towards multilingual children’s participation in the museum. 

Our findings can be conceptualized using Falk and Dierking’s contextual model of 

learning. The model explains museum experiences as an interaction between three 

contexts: personal (people’s prior knowledge and experiences, interests, visit motivations), 

social (at the macro level: people’s beliefs and norms; at the micro level: people’s 

interactions with family members or museum educators during the visit) and physical (the 

museum’s physical space, exhibition designs).  

The linguistic experiences reported by families and museum educators can be placed at 

one of Falk and Dierking’s context or at the interaction of more than one context. For 

example, the feeling of inferiority that members of a family mentioned having when talking 

Turkish in the museum can be placed at the intersection of their personal context (bringing 

their home language, Turkish, to the museum) and the social context of the museum (what 

other visitors may think upon hearing Turkish).  

 



 

4 
 

 

 

The figure above shows some of the reported experiences and how they can be placed 

in Falk and Dierking’s model. What this conceptualization and our findings tell us is that 

language is involved in different and intersecting aspects of the museum experience. 

Language is part of what children bring to the museum (their home language, the language 

they speak at school, their history of language learning). It also is part of what they 

encounter in the museum, in the physical space (the so-called ‘linguistic landscape’ of the 

museum) and in their interaction with museum educators, friends and family, and other 

visitors. An intervention that uses language to promote the participation of multilingual 

children in the science museum needs to take these aspects into account.  

WOULD YOU LIKE TO KNOW MORE? 

For comments or questions, or to know more about details of the findings from families, 

please contact Lucía Chisari at l.b.chisari@uu.nl.  

For more information on the findings from museum educators, please contact Kaelin De 

Long at kaelin17@bu.edu.  


