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RESEARCH INFORMING THE PRACTICE OF MUSEUM EDUCATORS

BACKGROUNDING THE KEY ISSUE FOR PRAXIS
/

H EPEYNA QX BOHOOZ ZTHN NPAKTIKH THZ MOYZEIAKHZ EKIMAIAEYZHZ
AIAMOP®QONONTAZ TO YNOBAGPO BAZIKON ZHTHMATQN THXZ NPAEHZ

Lisa MclIntosh, Alex de Cosson & David Anderson’

MepiAnyn

Ta pouceia sival Bsopoi ekmaideuong Kat padnong otnv UTNPEcia tng Kolvwviag,
onAadn, sival xwpol dmou oxedldadovtal Kat EMOWKOVTAL EKTTAIOEUTIKEG EPTIELPIEG KABWG
KAl XWpPOol OToU Ol EMOKEMTEG pabaivouv pe gupeig kal Sla@opeTikoug Tpomout. Qg
TETOLOG, 0 POAOG TNG ONHOCLAg eKTaideuong oTa Pouceia onpepa sivat moAU onpPaviikocg,
€av Ogv TOMOBETEITAL OTO KEVTIPO TNG Houoelakng dpaotnplotntag (G. Hein 2005, 2006).
Kabwg ta pouoccia eme€epyalovtal TNV au€avopevn onPacia twy EKMAIOEUTIKWY POAWY
TOUG KAl TOUG TPOcApHOlouv €VIOg TwV £EEAICOOUEVWY KOlVwVIwy, Xpeldlovtal
TEPLOOOTEPEG TTANPOPOPIEG YIa TIG SLAPOPETIKEG OPADEG TOU KolvoUu TOUG Kal yla Tnv
EMAYYEAUATIKA TPAKTIKA TOUG KABwG damooKomoUVv va @EPOUV OE TEPAC TNV
EKTTALOEUTIKN ATTOGTOAN TOUC OE GXECN HE TIG KOWVOTNTEC OTIC oToieg evrdocovtat. Ot 14
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aveEAPTNTEG EPEUVNTIKEG HEAETEG TTOU OnpooclelBnkav otov GUAAOYIKO TOpHo Research
Informing the Practice of Museum Educators: Diverse Audiences, Challenging Topics
and Reflective Praxis Oiepelvnoav molkiAa {ntApata mou emnpedlouv Tn HOUCELAKNA
EKTTALOEUTIKN TIPAKTIKNA OTTWG auTr Tpaypatomoleital o€ SlaPopeTIKA 1W0pUpata, Omwg
aibouoeg TéxvNg, PHOUCEia (PUGLKAG LOTOPIag Kal KOIWVWVIKAG loTopiag, avopwmmoAoykd
pouoeia, EMOTNHOVIKA KEVTPA Kal KATOUG. Ot HEAETEG AUTEC TTPOTEIVOUV EVAAAAKTIKEG
pEBOOOUC YIa TN OlEpeUVNON EKTTALGEUTIKWY TIPAKTIKWY KAl a®opoUV TOAAd SLagopETIKA
olyxpova {ntnpata mou cuvOeEovTal HE TOV TOHEA TNG HOUCEIAKNAG eKTTaidsuong, OTwG
TN HEAETN OLAPOPETIKWY OPAdWY KOolvoU Kal Twv OLaPOPETIKWY AVAYKWY TOUG, TN
OleUKOAUVON TNG €vacxOAnong He TPOKANTIKA {ntApata Kalt Tnv  evioxuon
AVAOTOXACTIKWY TPAKTIKWY Kal 0pdcswyv. H onpacia autwy twy PEAETWY gival kaipla
ylati umepBaivel ta Apeca amoteEAECHATA KAl TIG EMUTTWOELS TOUG YA TN HOUGELAKNA
EKTTALOEUTIKNA TTPAKTIKN, KABWC mapExel o€ autoug mou Ba oxedldlouv oto PEAAOV TN
HOUCELaKN ekmaidsuon dpeon epmelpia TG OLEVEPYELAG EPEUVAC HE GTOXO TNV KAAUTEPN
TANPOYOPNGCN TWV AVTIOCTOIXWYV TPAKTIKWY.
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ABSTRACT

Museums are institutions of both education and learning in service of society, that is,
they are sites where educational experiences are designed and facilitated, and also
places where visitors learn in broad and diverse ways. As such, the role of public
education in museums today is highly important, if not at the centre of museum activity
(G. Hein 2005, 2006). As museums contemplate the growing significance of their
educational roles and mandate within a changing society, so too they are increasingly
in need of information about the audiences they serve and their own professional
practice as they strive to achieve their educational missions in service to the
communities in which they are embedded. The 14 independent research studies
compiled in Research Informing the Practice of Museum Educators: Diverse Audiences,
Challenging Topics and Reflective Praxis report on a variety of issues affecting museum
education practice, contextualized across a range of institutions, including art
galleries, natural and social history museums, anthropology museums, science centres,
and gardens. The studies profile a range of methods to interrogate practice and address
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a cross-section of contemporary issues confronting the field of museum education
including studies of diverse audience and their needs, the mediation of challenging
topics and reflective practice and praxis. The significance of these studies goes far
beyond the more immediate outcomes and their effect on practice; it is also significant
in that it provides the future leaders of the museum education community with first-
hand experience with conducting research to better inform practice.
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Introduction

The research studies profiled in the new book Research Informing the Practice of
Museum Educators: Diverse Audiences, Challenging Topics and Reflective Praxis
represent the work of graduate students from the University of British Columbia (UBC)
in Vancouver, Canada, working under the umbrella of museum education. The majority
of these independent research studies are coming out of a relatively new program, the
Master of Museum Education (MMEd), a unique program that brings together museum
educators, classroom educators and community-based educators to look specifically at
the potential of teaching and learning in informal environments. This graduate program
is contributing to a deeper understanding of issues affecting museum education and
museum pedagogy, in part through the research conducted by its graduate students. As
a part-time primarily on-line graduate program, students have the opportunity to more
deeply reflect on their practice as they engage in coursework and their research
project. The main questions asked by students are rooted in their practice and inspired
by current research and theoretical perspectives related to teaching and learning in
informal settings. The themes addressed in the collection of 14 research articles
encompass three main concepts relevant to museum education; working with diverse
audiences, addressing challenging topics, and reflective praxis.

Why research museum education and museum pedagogy?

Museums have always been viewed as places for enjoyable, social learning (Kelly 2007).
Museums today are responding to changing times and as a result are exploring deeper
social purposes to their mandates (Gurian 2006; Janes 2008) and are attempting to
actively engage more diverse sectors of their communities, embracing visitors of all
ages (Kotler & Kotler 2000) and cultural groups. As museums reflect on these changes
and their broader purpose in their communities it is an opportune time to question
current museum education and pedagogy: How can museums better serve their
increasingly diverse audiences and better support those audiences that are underserved
by traditional museum programming?

This question spurs the next level of museum research into exploring theories of
teaching and learning in an informal context and the relationships between researchers,
practitioners and developing theories. The role of research in a museum educator’s
daily practice can be a challenge: for some research outcomes may be seen as
inconsequential or even obvious while other outcomes may be based on unfamiliar
theoretical perspectives and be challenging for practitioners to see the value to their
daily practice. Nonetheless, if museum education is to meet the changing needs of
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society it is imperative that any division between researchers, practitioners, and
theories be erased. The opportunity to look more deeply at emergent theories will, as
museum scholar and philosopher Hilde Hein (2007) reminds us, act as a stabilizer that
advances investigation into new territories and sustains inquirers through moments of
doubt. In the absence of theory anything goes; there are no rational grounds for either
adopting or rejecting any position (H. Hein 2007: 30).

This collection of independent research studies is one step to furthering this important
work. These studies reflect the professional interests of the researchers and of the
organisations they worked with. The research addresses a cross-section of
contemporary issues confronting the field of museum education and are grouped into
three themes; diverse audience and their needs, the mediation of challenging topics,
and reflective practice and praxis. The following sections places these themes into a
wider context and profiles select studies from the collection.

Research theme: Diverse audiences

Museum educators have a long tradition of studying our various audiences and are
familiar with many of the qualities and needs of groups such as young children, school
groups, and families. While much is known about some of our museum audiences
through decades of visitor studies research (c.f., Ellenbogen, Luke, & Dierking 2007;
Hooper-Greenhill 2013), we live in a rapidly changing world with new technology,
transforming societal norms, and influences of an increasingly globalized landscape.
These new influences bring new questions and challenges related to learning
experiences in museums. Practices that have been effective in the past may not best
serve contemporary audiences, thus, it is important to re-examine the experiences of
audiences, even those audiences we think we know so well.

The studies in this section look at family experiences in museums as well as two
audiences that are not well understood or well served by their museum experience;
home educators and teenagers. Each of the studies in this theme seeks to provide new
insights into how these diverse audiences use museums, what they are learning and how
museum educators can better support their learning.

Home educators

Chong’s (2015) research, “Home Educators’ Views of Museums: Challenges and
Opportunities of Supporting Non-Traditional Learning”, looks at an audience that has
often been on the periphery of museum education - parents involved in home schooling
of their children. The relationship between home educators (parents who school their
children) and museums is one that has received little attention, despite the growth of
home learning in regions such as British Columbia, Canada (Chong 2015). As Chong
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describes, this audience is often a challenging one for museum educators as their
interests and needs do not fit into either a school program or public audience. To better
understand how home educators use museums and museum programming, Chong
conducted an on-line survey of 112 home educators. The richness of this study comes
through the insights provided by home educators on how museum educators can better
serve them. Many of the home educators’ responses suggest that museums don’t
structure programs specifically for the needs of home learners but try to fit them into
the museums’ standard school programming. Home educators surveyed by Chong
suggested that museums do not acknowledge the diversity, unique interests, and
educational philosophy of home learners and this is exacerbated by the added
challenges of trying to fit into the logistics of a regular school program and a feeling
that museums don’t welcome their children. Chong highlights a need for further study
into this very unique and growing audience so that museums can better understand
their motivations and develop programs that better meet their needs.

Teen audiences

Mehai’s (2015) research, “Sparks of Learning: Insights from an After-School Science
Museum Program for Teenagers”, is a qualitative interpretive case study of a
challenging audience and their experience in a special after-school program which
integrated a variety of learning activities facilitated by a science expert over a period
of weeks. Mehai uses six indices of learning to analyze the teens’ experiences in the
program. Her analysis suggests that participants’ learning is spanning the social,
affective, metacognitive and cognitive learning. As Mehai describes, “What was exciting
and unexpected was the variety of learning experiences observed and uncovered from
the participants’ own words” (p. 71). More importantly she highlights how the different
types of learning activities presented, including the use of science experts, can be used
to support different types of learning.

Families

The other studies in this section look more deeply at the experiences of family
audiences. Wong’s (2015) study, “Family Experiences in Art Museums Outside of
Facilitated Programming”, investigates one of the most common of visitor experiences,
a family visiting on their own. Wong used a survey to better understand parents’
experiences as facilitators of their children’s learning experiences as well as their needs
and perceptions of their facilitator role. Through her research Wong aimed to
determine how her study site, the Vancouver Art Gallery, could better support family
visitors. Her study identified important gaps between families’ needs and how the
gallery was supporting family learning. Her recommendations include a discussion of
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ideal educational resources to better support parents in facilitating their family’s
learning.

Hall’s (2015) study, “Parents’ Perspectives of Exhibit Label Content in a Science
Museum”; also looks at parents’ roles as facilitators of their family’s learning. She
examines parents’ perspectives on exhibit label text and how label text could be revised
to better support collaborative learning between parent and child at science exhibits.
As Hall asserts, little is known about what label content is important to parents and
why. The first phase of the study asked parents’ perceptions on four different label
text formats. In phase two parent-child groups were observed using an exhibit with a
label that integrated the elements identified by parents as most helpful in facilitating
a learning experience with their child. Her findings describe ways parents appear to
use specific types of label content to extend conversations with their children.

Collectively, these four studies provide new insights and additional questions into how
museum educators might support the learning and educational needs of parents,
teenagers, and family groups in a diversity of museum settings. Museum educators know
much about our diverse audiences, yet there is still a great deal more to know and
understand.

Research theme: Challenging topics

As museums more actively reflect contemporary society and interpret societal issues
such as human rights, complex scientific questions such as genetically modified
organisms, and even sometimes a taboo subject, like death, museum educators need
to integrate new approaches to incorporating these ideas into their practice. It is
imperative that practitioners and researchers come together to better understand the
nuances of how museum educators navigate conversations about challenging topics.
Greater understanding of this will better support educators in developing the skills and
knowledge to successfully facilitate these conversations as well as expand our
understanding of teaching and learning in museums through reflective praxis. The five
studies that focus on challenging topics include universal concepts such as death,
working with experts to communicate complex scientific concepts, and a difficult topic
for practitioners, working with a new and demanding audience. Although a diverse
selection of research, each study demonstrates the benefits and new understandings
that emerge from examining the experience more deeply than an educator may have
the time to do in the normal course of a workday.

Challenging conversations about death

Museums educators are faced by many challenging topics in their daily practice. One
which may be the most challenging is conversations about death with children. Two
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very different studies consider this theme, one from a museum educator’s perspective
and the other from that of children looking at animal specimens.

Calvert’s (2015) interpretive case study, “Navigating Sensitive Topics with Children: An
Inquiry of Museum Educators Facilitating Conversations about Death with Children”,
examines museum educators’ experiences of facilitating conversations about sensitive
topics. From her interviews with museum educators about their practice when working
with children, Calvert explains that conversations with children about sensitive topics
such as death are often unexpected and may not be connected to the content of the
program the child is participating in. The outcomes of the research include
recommendations to support museum educators in having these challenging
conversations with children by providing additional training and recommendations of
ways to facilitate these conversations.

The second study that looks at death examines children’s attitudes towards animal
specimens. Zhang’s (2015) study, “Children’s Attitudes toward Specimens at the Beaty
Biodiversity Museum”, examines children’s reactions towards animal specimens in a
natural history museum and explores the potential of specimens to support conservation
education. Educators’ use of animal specimens to help visitors make connections to live
animals and the ecosystems in which they inhabit, in support of conservation education,
is an area that is under-researched. Zhang uses a typical museum experience, a touch
table with a variety of animal specimens, to facilitate semi-structured interviews with
children. In addition to children’s attitudes towards different specimens and the
connections they make between the specimens and the live animals represented by the
specimen, Zhang reveals how different characteristics of animal specimens may
influence children’s attitudes. It is this element that is the focus of recommendations
to museum educators when selecting animal specimens to use with children as well as
a focus for future research to further elucidate how physical characteristics of
specimens may support conservation education.

Challenging conversations about colonization

Gibbons’ (2015) study, “Museums and Marginalized Historical Narratives: Learning the
Truth about Indian Residential Schools at the University of British Columbia (UBC)
Museum of Anthropology”, examines a topic of specific interest and relevance to
Canadian society but one that resonates with museum educators world-wide as it
addresses the impact of colonization on indigenous peoples. Gibbons conducted pre-
visit and post-visit interviews of participants to determine the impact of Speaking to
Memory: Images and Voices from St. Michael’s Residential School, an exhibit about
Indian residential schools. Indian residential schools were part of an extensive network
of schools established by the Canadian government and administered by churches, in
which aboriginal children, removed from their families, were placed, ostensibly to be
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educated. The outcomes of Gibbons’ study indicate that exhibits such as the one in the
study do have an impact on their visitors and that museums are ideal environments to
support dialogue around challenging topics. In this case participants indicated a deeper
engagement and increased awareness of the complexity of the challenging topic.
Gibbons concludes with a reminder and call to action for museums and museum
educators to continue to build on their role in addressing difficult histories such as the
one profiled in the Speaking to Memory exhibition with adult visitors as well as to look
for ways to better engage youth in these conversations.

Challenging scientific concepts

Profiling contemporary scientific research in a public gallery to a general audience can
be very difficult for museum educators as it often requires a deep level of expertise to
communicate the concepts clearly. Wei Hu’s (2015) case study, “Training Scientists to
Communicate Science to the Public in a Science Museum Setting”, looks at one
program’s approach to empowering scientists, working with museum educators, to
become better science communicators. Hu surveyed and interviewed scientists involved
in the program and then used Tran and King’s (2007) knowledge framework for
professional development as a lens to examine the data. This study reveals how
different aspects of their training support the scientists’ facilitation of challenging
conversations related to their research with visitors and makes recommendations on
how to further improve their training.

Challenging issues in daily practice

The challenging topic addressed in Masterson’s (2015) interpretive case study,
“ldentification of Potential Methods of Professional Support for Museum Educators
Working with Young Children with Cognitive Disabilities in Museums”, focuses on
museum educators’ experiences and needs. While not a challenging topic per se,
Masterson’s study is representative of the challenging issues practitioners are
increasingly faced with in their daily practice. Children with diverse learning needs,
including those with cognitive disabilities, are increasingly being integrated into the
public school system, and this is reflected in the typical school group visit to museums.
From interviews with museum educators Masterson’s study reveals a range of
experiences museum educators have when working with children with cognitive
disabilities, as well as a general feeling of being ill prepared to support their learning.
Recommendations from her study suggest ways that practitioners could better support
children with cognitive disabilities as well as ways for museum educators to support
their own professional development in this area.

As museums become more inclusive and reflective of the diverse communities of which
they are a part, the necessity for conversations about challenging ideas will increase.
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Woven through each study in this section are ways of thinking about our practice as
educators facilitating challenging conversations, along with potential areas for further
research to continue the growth of our practice as museum educators.

Research theme: Reflective practice

Museum educators are well served by being reflexive practitioners. The studies in this
section use an autobiographical and arts based research such as a/r/tography (Irwin
2013) or autoethnography (Ellis, Adams & Bochner 2010) to grow in self-understanding.
Personal reflexive praxis, as de Cosson (2015) describes, is the “art of taking practice
into theory and theory into practice in a continual hermeneutic circle (Gadamer 1986)”
(p- x) and results in a much deeper understanding that in turn helps educators to better
serve a diverse cliental in an environment that is often in a state of constant flux.
Studies in this section represent a diverse range of informal learning settings and
explore aspects of museum educators’ roles as intermediaries between visitors and
their institutions, with the educators often enacting roles that may more traditionally
be viewed within a curatorial perspective. Using reflexive research practices opens up
the internal workings of museums and helps to explore museum educator’s relationships
with the complex workings of their institution.

Understanding your cultural identity

Fehr’s (2015) “Representing Other: Finding Reflections of Myself from a Space In-
Between a Garden and a Museum”, reflects on the process she undertook when curating
a small exhibition about the building of a formal Chinese garden in Vancouver, Canada.
Fehr uses the rigor of autoethnography and a/r/tography methodologies to analyze the
process through two parallel lenses, that of a curator and of a “third culture kid” (TCK).
Fehr describes how her cultural identity of a TCK arose from what she describes as her
“hyrbridized” (p. 168), background resulting from a life of living and working in
communities around the world including South America and China. Because of her past
experiences she tends to adopt the cultural identity of others and by conducting this
autoethnographical study she acknowledges the ways in which her “cultural position
could be both helpful and harmful in my role as a curator” (p. 179). The study is a
reminder to museum professionals of how their life stories influence and motivate them
in their careers and influence their practice.

Youth reflecting on experience

Fuchs’ (2015) “Ecologies of Youth Art Apprenticeship: A Case Study of the Burnaby Art
Gallery’s Artist Apprenticeship Project”, looks at secondary-level students’ experiences
in an artist apprenticeship program in which students work with a professional artist
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and museum staff to create art and curate an exhibition. Students’ reflections on their
experiences reveal an increased awareness and understanding of their artistic process
as well as the work of professional artists. The study also highlights the benefits of
taking students out of the classroom into a variety of unique settings to help them
“connect, share and grow in new and challenging ways” (p. 228). The study’s
recommendations centre around the role of community art galleries and local artist
communities in more deeply engaging youth, empowering them and providing them
with skills and experiences that will help strengthen their voice. A key area identified
for future growth and research is how such a program could better serve the wider
community, with a recommendation to re-frame the program as a service-learning
program to increase students’ sense of citizenship and ownership and to give more back
to the community.

Embodied tensions

Kate Petrusa’s (2015) “Embodied Tensions: Digging into Agriculture at the BC Farm
Museum?”; utilizes autoethnography and reflexivity to explore the process of developing
an exhibition. Petrusa’s goal was to approach the exhibition development from a
theoretical perspective and to incorporate the tensions between the local small-scale
organic farming with the local large-scale industrial farming into the exhibition, with
the hopes of bringing renewed significance to the historical artefacts in the museum’s
collection. The context of the study is a familiar one to many museums educators as it
is based in a small community museum, staffed entirely by volunteers motivated to
celebrate the early farming history of the area and maintain the museum’s tractors and
other farm equipment. Petrusa’s study recounts her experience of trying to bring
together two divergent views of the exhibits’ potential. Her insights into working with
volunteers and the processes needed to find points of commonality between the two
differing agendas are an example of how museum educators can use reflection to
deepen their understanding of their practice.

Increasing meaning-making with young adults

Smedley’s (2015) study “Using Informal Learning Spaces to Increase Meaning-Making:
Museum Visits with Young Adults”, examines how an open-ended art-based approached
to a museum visit impacts student learning. Rather than participating in a teacher-led
or museum-led experience during their visit, students were allowed to explore the
museum and given time to connect personally with the exhibits and artefacts at the
University of British Columbia Museum of Anthropology. The concept of travel was used
as a theme and each student was given a blank postcard on which to communicate their
museum experience. Combining the postcards with pre-visit and post-visit interviews
and students’ reflections, Smedley’s research indicates that students did connect with
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the museum’s artefacts and its roles in society in a personally meaningful way.
Additionally, Smedley states that the study’s “results should also remind educators to
trust the willingness of young adults to interpret and question information they
encounter” (p. 196).

Meaningful engagement

One of Sienkiewicz’s (2015) early memories of a visit to an art gallery is of a painting
she later understands to be a depiction of the tale of Icarus. This powerful memory is
one of the motivations for her study, “Creating Meaningful Experiences in Art Museums:
A Study of Museum Educators’ Perceptions of Meaningful Engagement with Works of
Art”. She uses a case study of 10 museum educators to understand their perceptions of
their roles when facilitating discussions about works of art with visitors. Sienkiewicz
describes the outcomes of her study as helping museum educators to expand our
understanding of good teaching practices in museums, with regard to whether sharing
information about art-pieces limits possibilities for personal meaning-making or
ultimately enriches visitors’ encounters with works of art (p. 233).

Collectively, these five studies represent the power of reflecting on practice and serve
as a reminder to museum educators to examine their own lived experiences (Aoki 2005)
through which they can better support their own learning needs and those of our
museum visitors.

Final thoughts

Research studies such as those included in Research Informing the Practice of Museum
Educators: Diverse Audiences, Challenging Topics and Reflective Praxis provide
examples of work relevant to the museum education community. It is an exciting time
for museum education as there are more opportunities for researchers and practitioners
to come together in an effort to better understand the issues, nuances and ramifications
of teaching and learning in informal settings. These studies are important beyond their
findings and recommendations. The significance of these studies goes far beyond the
more immediate outcomes and their effect on practice; it is also significant in that it
provides the future leaders of the museum education community with first-hand
experience with conducting research to better inform practice.
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