
Positive Outcomes for 
Families and Schools 



Who We Are
Working in partnership, National Museums Northern Ireland (NMNI) and the 

Education Authority (EA) support parents from across the most socially and 

economically disadvantaged areas of Belfast to actively engage in their children’s 

education. Together we have developed a number of successful award - winning 

Parental Engagement Programmes which are delivered across NMNI sites.

NMNI consists of three unique sites: the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, the 

Ulster Museum and the Ulster American Folk Park. Across these sites we care for and 

present inspirational collections reflecting the creativity, innovation, history, culture 

and people of Northern Ireland and beyond.

Our Vision is to celebrate who we are: telling the stories of our past, challenging our 

present, shaping our future.

At a time when society faces difficult and divisive issues such as poverty, inequality 

and discrimination, museums have a vital role to play in enhancing everyone’s 

life chances and breaking down barriers to access and supporting inclusion. 

NMNI’s Social Inclusion Programme works with people in the most socially and 

economically disadvantaged areas of Northern Ireland.

EA delivers education services across Northern Ireland. We believe in equality of 

access to education services for all children and young people regardless of where 

they live or what their background is.

We also believe that for children to achieve their fullest potential, parental 

involvement in education is essential. To support this, our Parent Support 

Programme works with nursery and primary schools and a range of statutory and 

voluntary organisations to engage parents in their children’s education. 



Foreword
Parents are a child’s first and most important educators. They are by far the most 

important influence in their child’s life. Parents who take on a supportive role in their 

children’s learning make a significant difference in improving children’s educational 

attainment and overall life chances.

Our pre-school and primary Parental Engagement Programmes put parents at the 

heart of children’s learning, contributing towards breaking the cycle of educational 

underachievement. The majority of families we engage with are visiting a museum 

for the first time. We create avenues for them to become regular museum visitors 

who embrace the resources, galleries, exhibitions and events that support family 

learning.

Programmes are based on the Department of Education NI Curriculum and 

reflect the rich, vibrant, creative and stimulating family friendly environments that 

museums offer across Northern Ireland.

Our adult Health & Wellbeing Programmes use museum collections to further 

enhance participants’ health and wellbeing opportunities through programmes 

based on craft activities which develop their skills, knowledge, confidence and    

self-esteem. 

We would like to thank all of the children, parents, grandparents, carers and teachers 

who have participated so eagerly in our programmes. We are indebted to our 

funders: Department for Communities; Department of Education NI; the Urban 

Villages Initiative and Big Lottery. We look forward to supporting more families in 

the future and contributing to improved life chances   for children. 

Marian McKinney
Parent Support Programme Coordinator
Education Authority

Arlene Bell
Social Inclusion Programme Manager
National Museums Northern Ireland



Museums Inspire 
Engagement, Debate 
and Reflection

National Museums Northern Ireland’s 

collections inspire families to learn together. 

They provide opportunities for families to 

enjoy a range of hands on, educational, 

creative and stimulating activities that they 

would be unable to access elsewhere.

Parental involvement in the early years has 

a significant impact on children’s school 

readiness and later academic success. 

Meaningful engagement of parents in their 

children’s early learning has a major bearing 

on cognitive development, language, and 

literacy and number skills. 

Our Early Intervention programme places 

emphasis on literacy and numeracy, 

generates excitement about learning, 

encourages interaction between parents and 

young children, captures the imagination 

and promotes museums as new and 

wonderful places waiting to be discovered.

Working with parents as partners, we 

support them to engage positively with 

teachers, gain a better understanding of 

the curriculum and develop the skills and 

confidence required to become more fully 

involved with their children’s learning in 

school and at home.

Similarly the capacity for schools to engage 

with parents more meaningfully in the 

longer term is significantly increased.

“Parents are the people who have most 

influence on their children’s learning and 

behaviour. The Parental Engagement 

Programme at the Ulster Folk and Transport 

Museum helps parents enjoy and realise 

the importance of being involved in 

their child’s education, that many things 

can be learned through a good story 

and that children learn best through 

play, experiences and conversation”.                                         

(Principal, St. Bernadette’s Nursery School)

Giving children and young people 
the best start in life

100% of teacher evaluations report that 

our parental engagement programmes 

help build positive relationships between 

staff and parents.



Improving child development     
in the early years

“I never knew it was possible for us to come 

here. I definitely never thought that going to 

a museum would be so much fun for adults 

and children. It’s been a brilliant experience”. 

(Parent)

“This project created such a great vibe 

between children, parents and teachers; we 

would love to get involved in other such 

projects in the future. It helped enormously 

to build up our relationships with our parents 

and hopefully helped the parents realise 

the importance they have in engaging with 

their children in relation to their education”. 

(Principal, St Kieran’s PS)

100% of teachers’ evaluations stated 

that the programme increased parents’ 

awareness of how to support their 

children’s learning at home.

Our nursery and primary school Early 

Intervention programme centres on Berkeley 

Bear, a character who lives and works in the 

Transport Museum at Cultra. 

Parents and children join Berkeley on a 

unique guided tour and exploration of our 

magnificent galleries. Here trains, trams, 

buses, fire engines, work vehicles and cars 

of all colours, shapes and sizes provide 

stimulus for activities that encourage 

discussion, interaction, curiosity, wonder and 

storytelling. Language development and 

early mathematical skills are enhanced 

through the activities.

Activities enable parents to see and 

engage in the type of learning children 

are experiencing in school. They are then 

motivated to enjoy learning together at 

home with their children through reading 

books, naming colours, looking for numbers 

and shapes and talking about ‘then and now’.

The programme captures children’s 

imaginations at a stage when they absorb 

new learning experiences. 



Using technology to enhance learning and 

increase social interaction between parents 

and children, we developed a range of IPad 

activities. These encourage parents and 

children to engage with each other and 

museum collections in fun and alternative 

ways. Acting as ‘Time Travellers’ parents 

and children use IPads to explore the 

museum, develop ICT skills and learn from 

each other.

Parents are introduced to current 

innovations in education and become 

aware of the extensive family learning 

resources located in our museums. 

Numerous parents comment that they will 

be returning with the whole family.

Improving educational outcomes 
for children

“Inviting parents to take part in the activities 

with the children was a really good idea. 

It meant we could learn about things 

children are doing in school in a really 

helpful way. Now I have a better idea 

about things I should talk about at home”.                  

(Parent)

“Our Time Traveller detective trail provides a 

unique opportunity for parents and children 

to work together. Using IPads and a set of 

clues, they work together among the cars, 

buses and trains to receive highly sought 

after Time Traveller certificates and prizes.

“Parents can take time out of their busy 

schedule to devote time to their child in 

a rewarding and enjoyable way. Those 

who have taken part in our project have 

all described their experience as extremely 

enjoyable, and one they would like to repeat 

again”.

(Geraldine Nolan, Community Engagement 

Officer NMNI)

Almost 6000 parents and children have 

participated in our Parental Engagement 

Programmes in the past 4 years.



Our award-winning Key Stage 2 Weekends 

at the Museum Programme supports 

families to have quality time together, share 

experiences outside of their community and 

to become absorbed in cultural, social and 

educational activities that genuinely excite 

them.

Our impressive transport galleries at the 

Ulster Folk and Transport Museum provide 

a fascinating backdrop to learn about the 

Titanic, different forms of transport over the 

ages and life a hundred years ago. 

At the Ulster American Folk Park, families 

participate in The Magic of Time, a series of 

maths activities and tricks that take place in 

various buildings and locations around the 

museum.

At the Ulster Museum, participants explore 

the rich collection of art, history and natural 

sciences. 

Museums Create 
Better Places to Live 
and Work 

National Museums Northern Ireland 

provide safe and exciting learning spaces 

for families. Through our collections we 

engage parents in their children’s learning 

in a supportive, informal and meaningful 

way.

Reducing educational inequalities

“My daughter is learning about the 

Titanic at school. After we visited the 

museum we went home and looked on 

the internet to find out more about it. I’m 

definitely going back to see the exhibition 

again. It is fascinating. We loved it”.                          

(Parent)

“Today was brilliant. It was really good that 

we could come as a family. We brought all 

ages with us today and we’ve all got some-

thing out of it. We will talk about this day for 

a long time”. 

(Parent)

Museums inspire learning and creativity 

for children and adults and work actively 

to ensure that a broad and diverse 

audience can access these opportunities 

at any stage in life.



Lifelong memories are created through 

our Night at the Museum Programme. 

Primary 6 and Primary 7 children spend an 

eventful night with their parents in the Ulster 

Museum. The evening is a jam - packed 

assortment of scientific, historical, artistic, 

and nature - based activities. Excitement is 

enhanced as they sleep there overnight. 

This is a once in a lifetime opportunity for 

families to experience the museum in a 

unique way and spend much valued quality 

time together.

“Having three other children and working 

part time means I never have enough time 

just doing fun things with my kids. I loved 

spending the night here with my wee 

boy. Being able to give him the attention 

he needs in a way I never imagined 

has been really special for both of us”.                 

(Parent)

Improving access to cultural 
participation

“We are committed to making our 

collections as accessible to as wide a range 

of audiences as possible. Connection 

with authentic heritage objects stimulates 

interest in history, art and nature and can 

act as a catalyst for many different types of 

engagement”.

Paddy Gilmore,                                         

Director of Learning and Partnership,        

NMNI

Almost 800 parents and children from 

schools in Belfast have slept overnight 

in the Ulster Museum during the past 

four years as part of our Social Inclusion 

Programme.



Our Health and Wellbeing Programme is 

developed with parents from the most 

socially and economically disadvantaged 

areas of Northern Ireland. Good parental 

wellbeing is significantly associated with 

good outcomes for children.

With this in mind we provide ‘parent only’ 

activities that support parents to improve 

their health and wellbeing. 

The tranquillity of the Ulster Folk Museum 

provides the perfect environment for parents 

to take time out, be nurtured and grow as 

people. 

Museums Enhance 
Health and Wellbeing 

National Museums Northern Ireland 

adopts a ‘strengths - based’ approach 

to supporting vulnerable parents.                                  

Playing to their strengths we engage 

them in programmes that nurture, shine 

a light on their talents and increase self - 

confidence and self - esteem.

Increasing the confidence 
and capability of people and 
communities

“I started this wee course to help me 

get out of the house and meet people. 

I have had two operations on my back 

and due to me now being registered 

disabled I ended up hitting rock bottom 

and got depression. This wee group gave 

me something to look forward to each 

week. It helped me meet new people and 

learn new things. They are new things 

to me but a dying art that the museum 

is trying to keep going by teaching us”.                                                           

(Parent)



Our award - winning ‘Craft in Mind’ 

series of activities transform the lives of 

participants. While experiencing many 

personal challenges, parents from inner city 

schools take part in a tailored programme of 

activities enabling them to learn traditional 

crafts and skills, including basket making, rag 

rug making, quilling, open hearth cooking 

and embroidery.

Using museum collections in this way to 

promote positive health and wellbeing has 

reaped many benefits for participants. Their 

self - esteem, confidence and craft skills 

have grown to such a level that they are 

now a recognised group of award winning 

volunteers at the Ulster Folk and Transport 

Museum. They were the only group in 

Northern Ireland to be recognised by the 

British Museum and Marsh Trust for the 

invaluable contribution that volunteers 

make to museums in 2016. The Award was 

presented at the British Museum.

“It’s great to win this award and if someone 

told us a few years ago we’d be in London 

picking up an award, we wouldn’t have 

believed them! It’s no exaggeration to 

say that volunteering has changed my 

life – and I think that’s true for a lot of 

the parents involved in the project”.                                   

(Parent)

Improving emotional wellbeing

“I’ve learnt new skills, have a new found 

love for museums and really feel I’ve been 

given a new lease of life. Many of us in 

the group have had our own personal 

challenges to face and that hasn’t been 

easy however being involved in this 

has been a massive confidence boost”.                                   

(Parent) 

 

“Projects like ‘Craft in Mind’ are important 

catalysts in how we engage with our 

communities that might not visit museums 

or see their purpose. Building these links is 

crucial in how we widen our audiences. This 

project has allowed Nettlefield P.S. Parents to 

become an integral part of our organisation 

and to see our museums as a resource that 

they can use along with their family and 

friends”.

(Emma McAleer, Community Engagement 

Officer, NMNI)



We are delighted to have had the company 

of children, parents, carers and teachers 

from schools across Belfast. The energy, 

enthusiasm and fun they brought 

undoubtedly contributed to the success 

of our programmes. We wish them well as 

they continue their educational journey.

The following schools participate in our 

programmes.

Nursery Schools

Arellian Nursery School

Blackmountain Primary School          
(Nursery Unit)

Cliftonville Integrated Primary School 
(Nursery Unit)

Edenderry Nursery School

Glenbank Nursery School

Harmony Nursery School

Holy Child Primary School (Nursery Unit)

Holy Family Nursery School

Hope Nursery School

Maria Goretti Nursery School

Matt Talbot Nursery School

Oldpark Nursery School

Shaftesbury Nursery School

Springhill Playgroup

St Clare’s Primary School - Nursery Unit

St. Bernadette’s Nursery School

St. Martin’s Nursery School

St. Oliver Plunkett Nursery School

St. Peter’s Nursery School

St. Vincent de Paul Primary School    
(Nursery Unit)

Taughmonagh Primary School           
(Nursery Unit)

Tudor Lodge Nursery School

Victoria Nursery School

Wheatfield Primary School (Nursery Unit)

Primary Schools

Ballysillan Primary School

Belvoir Park Primary School

Black Mountain Primary School

Blythefield Primary School

Braniel Primary School

Cliftonville Integrated Primary School

Donegal Road Primary School

Edenbrooke Primary School

Elmgrove Primary School

Fane Street Primary School

Forthriver Primary School

Gael Scoil an Lonainn

Gael Scoil na Bhfal

Good Shepherd Primary School

Harmony Primary School

Holy Child Primary School

Holy Cross Primary School

Holy Evangelist Primary School

John Paul II Primary School

Knocknagoney Primary School

Malvern Primary School

Mercy Primary School

Nettlefield Primary School

Our Lady Queen of Peace Primary School

Scoil an Droichid

Springhill Primary School

St Matthew’s Primary School

St. Clare’s Primary School

St. John the Baptist Primary School

St. Joseph’s Primary School 

St. Kevin’s Primary School

St. Kieran’s Primary School

St. Matthew’s Primary School

Taughmonagh Primary School

Wheatfield Primary School





Marian McKinney

Parent Support Programme                      
Coordinator,

Education Authority,

40 Academy Street,

BT1 2NQ

marian.mckinney@eani.org.uk

Tel:028 9056 4000

Arlene Bell

Social Inclusion Programme               
Coordinator,

National Museums Northern Ireland,

153 Bangor Road, Cultra,

Holywood, Co. Down, BT18 0EU

arlene.bell@nmni.com

Tel:028 9039 5062

If you would like more information about our Parental Engagement projects please 
contact

The work of National Museums Northern Ireland is supported by 
the Department for Communities


