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A Century of Museum Education:

George E. Hein

Professor Emeritus, Lesley University

The National Taiwan Museum celebrates it's
centennial near the beginning of the 21st
Century. That event provides an opportunity to look
back and consider the history of public museums
for the past 100 years and to reflect on the longer
history of these unique institutions. Public museums
arose approximately 200 years ago, at the beginning
of the 19th Century, mainly in Europe and the
United States. Thus, a century marks half of the life
span of museums. In Europe, the birth of nation
states with its accompanying gradual shift in power
from royalty, the church and entrenched guilds to
elected representative governments, was coupled
with a major social change: the recognition that
governments had responsibilities for a range of
services. Schools and museums were prominent
among new institutions created to serve a public
need.

But, while public schools and public museums
clearly arose during this time of reform and
revolution, neither institution achieved its full and
stature until almost 100 years later, about the time
that the National Taiwan Museum was founded.
For much of the 19" Century, public schools
were limited in their impact because a majority
of children had neither time nor means to attend
them; economic necessity and traditional cultural

attitudes determined that they work. And museums,

S

struggling for public support that never achieved
the level provided to schools, also remained
marginal to the larger social goals acknowledged by
republican governments.

In the 20" Century, public schools and museums
became entrenched as major forces in shaping
society. In Taiwan, not only does the National
Taiwan Museum celebrate it's centennial, but the
island now has three museum studies programs,
and in this centennial year 2008, Fu Jen University,
in cooperation with the National Taiwan Museum
and other agencies, organized a major conference
celebrating the work of an emerging profession of

museum education.

Public Schools and Museums
Public museums are by their nature educational

institutions. An institution can only be described
as a museum if people come to visit exhibitions,
participate in programs and experience the materials
on display, no matter how much conservation and
preservation it carries out. And exhibitions always
have a message; a story they intend to tell for the
education and entertainment of visitors. As the
most recent definition of a museum adopted by
the International Council of Museums states, “study,
education and entertainment” are integral to the

definition of a museum.
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A museum is a non-profit making, permanent
institution in the service of society and of it's
development, and open to the public, which
acquires, conserves, re searches, communicates
and exhibits, for purposes of study, education
and enjoyment, material evidence of people

. , 2
and their environment.

In the United States, from its early days museums
were one component of the political movement
to create a new society by developing a strong
educational system that would support an
informed citizenry. Thomas Jefferson, the towering
intellectual figure among the country’s founding
fathers, considered his work to establish educational
institutions as his most significant contribution
to the new republic. He was particularly proud
that he had established the University of Virginia
and particularly disappointed that he could not
persuade the Virginia legislature to enact a law to
assure a strong public school system. He believed
that public education for all citizens was one
essential component of a larger political structure

to avoid the emergence of a hereditary aristocracy

of wealth. In a famous letter to his long time friend

0509-98insideG8Kquarterly-cpf02.15 15

John Adams, he describes what he proposed as

follows:

....a bill for the more general diffusion of
learning. This proposed to divide every county
into wards of five or six miles square; . . . to
establish in each ward a free school for reading,
writing and common arithmetic; to provide for
the annual selection of the best [students] from
these schools, who might receive, at the public
expense, a higher degree of education at a
district school; and from these district schools to
select a certain number of the most promising
subjects, to be completed at an University,

where all the useful sciences should be taugh t’

At the same time, Jefferson’s close friend and
fellow patriot, Charles Willson Peale, established the
first major museum in the United States, because he,
too, believed in the necessity of education for all.

In a country whose institutions all depend
upon the virtue of the people, which in its turn

is secure only as they are well informed, the

promotion of knowledge is the first of duties.”

HEXEAH
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This article is based on lectures

delivered in Taiwan, January
11and 12,2008.

* ICOM web site, http://icom.

museum/hist_def_eng.html

3.
Thomas Jefferson letter to

John Adams, October 18,
1813. Lee, G. C. (1961), Crusade
Against Ignorance: Thomas
Jefferson on Education, New
York: Teachers College Press.
160-167

* Quoted in Useful Knowledge

in the New Republic - C. W.
Peale, http://www.lewis-clark.
org/content/content-channel.
asp?ChannellD=376

* See, Cremin, L. A. (1961) The

Transformation of the School,
Progressivism in American
Education, 1876-1957, New
York: Alfred A. Knopf.

" See, Dewey, J. (1929)

Experience and Nature, Second
Edition, Chicago: Open Court
Publishing Company.

: Dewey, J. (1916) Democracy

And Education, New York:
Macmillan.
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A century later, when both schools and museums
were well-established institutions, society was still
struggling with wide gaps in wealth and less than
adequate social justice for all. At the beginning of
the 20" Century, the major educational issue was
not whether public museums and schools might
be the means for educating society but how they
might carry out this task. The model embraced by
both was the politically powerful conception of
progressive education eloquently described and
promulgated by John Dewey, America’s leading

philosopher.5

Dewey and Progressive Education
Dewey developed a philosophy based on

two fundamental concepts. One was his faith in
democracy and the need to strive for a better society,
a society that improved the life chances for everyone
and moved towards greater social justice. The other
was a commitment to naturalism, to the concept
that life as it is lived contains all that exists. He argued
that there are no supernatural entities or ideal forms
outside of our experience.6These two pillars evolved
into a philosophy usually described as “pragmatism”
(Dewey preferred the term “instrumentalism”) that
determined Dewey's approach to education as well
as to his social philosophy in general. The educational
component became known as “progressive
education.” In Democracy and Education,”one of his
most significant works and the one in which he
describes his educational views most fully, he uses
the term “progressive” to describe the kind of society
for which his educational method is required, namely
a society that is not satisfied with the status quo but
aims to progress towards better social conditions for
all.

His educational ideas included a significant role
for museums. In his description of an ideal school
in School and Society, Dewey includes museums
as an important component and says that school
subjects, such as art, history and science should

encompass:

A living union of thought and the instrument

of expression. This union is symbolized by

S
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saying that in the ideal school the [curriculum]
work might be considered to be that of the
shops, passed through the alembic of library

. q . 8
and museum into action again.

Dewey also practiced what he preached: his own
experimental school at the University of Chicago
included much practical work. Children tended
gardens, cooked, did woodwork and metal work
(all these activities were carried out by both boys
and girls) and visited museums regularly. Describing
student time at the laboratory school, [da Depencier

recounts,

During 1896-97, an hour and a half was

set aside on Monday mornings for trips to

the Field Columbian Museum. . . The younger
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g Dewey, J. (1900) The School
and Society. Chicago: U.

children had a plot of ground. . .Older described her conception of museum education

in detail.

children went to the University laboratories
to see such instruments as the interferometer
and spectroscope. There were also longer

trips.9

The museum world responded to the
concepts of progressive education and embraced
its efforts to educate through combining rich,
practical experiences with reflection within the
museum. Two influential museum educators,
Anna Billings Gallup, the founding director of
the Brooklyn Children’s Museum and Louise
Connolly, the head of education at the Newark
Museum, proudly acknowledged that their

museum work was based on principles of the

: : 10
progressive education movement.”~ Connolly

W 0509-98insideG8Kquarterly-cpf02.17 17

Then came the modern movement in
pedagogy. It took off the shackles of dead
forms that had trammeled the feet of teachers,
and bade them walk. Some do not know to
this day that their feet are free; but many are
treading with firm step the uphill path that
leads to high achievement just because they
know enough to study the child as well as the
subject. So we take out children to see the real
thing, whatever that may be, and then to the
museum where hand specimens of it may be
found to remind us of it, and then we reduce our
knowledge of it to language, and, finally, we
look into books to be reminded by language of

our experience-gained knowledge. The whole

of Chicago Press, p. 89.
(An alembic is a primitive
distillation apparatus.)

’ Depencier, |. B. (1967) The
History of the Laboratory School,
Chicago: Quadrangle Books,
(p.33)

""See, Hein, G. E. (2006),
Progressive education and
museum education: Anna
Billings Gallup and Louise
Connolly, J. Museum Education,
31[3]161-174.

“Connolly, L. (1914) The
Educational Value of Museums
Newark, N.J.: The Library and
the Museum), pp. 6-8.
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Thought, Critical Thinking
and Transfer,” Arts and
Learning Journal, Vol. 18[1],
99-131. http://www.vue.org/
download/Aesthetic_thought.
pdf

H'Humphrey, T. And J. Gutwill
(2006) Fostering Active,
Prolonged Engagement,
San Francisco, CA: The
Exploratorium.

"y, Wan Chen (2007) Museums
as Theatre, Taipei: Artists
Publishing.
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city administration in any progressive city is a
museum. A class reciting upon the function of
courts has seen a court in session. ... Aclassin
United States history gathers about the statue
of Washington. Rivers are studied on a river’s
brink. So through their own observation of the
response given to their efforts and through the
diffusion of ideas as to how the people should
be taught, museums have been slowly led to
the revolution which is now going on in their

11
conduct.

This brief outline of the parallel history of
museums and schools suggests the potential power
of museums as educational institutions. Public
education and public museums were created to
facilitate the education of entire populations so
they could participate fully in democratic societies.
Progressive education was conceived as a way—
through education—that societies could progress

towards more social justice.

Educational Theory

The pedagogic principles progressive education
have value in themselves, they are not only a means
to a social end; they also put into practice the best
knowledge we have of how people learn and make
sense of the world. The past 100 years have not only
witnessed the growth of museums and schools,
but have also been a period in which enormous
progress has been made in our understanding of
how people learn. This was the century of child
development, of recognition through research that
children build their understanding of the world and
their capacity to reason by actively engaging their
minds, by manipulating the natural world and, most
importantly, by making meaning through the use of
language and their interaction with others. Adults
continue to expand their knowledge of the world in
similar ways. The seminal work of Piaget, Viygotsky,
Bruner and many others has taught us a great
deal about mental development, and it is striking
to realize how wonderfully the kinds of activities
that are characteristic of museum education fit the

pedagogy that derives from this research.
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—We learn best when we start with experiences,
with objects and activities, not with symbols or
words. Museums are institutions that are naturally
rich in objects. And with the advent of interactive
exhibits, they have become places were interaction,
not just observation, has become common.

—We learn best when we are encouraged to
make connections, to use our imaginations, to
apply metaphors and comparisons. Exhibitions
in Museums are based on the principle of making
connections between objects. Art museum curators
think hard about the placement of paintings to
encourage comparisons; natural history museums,
through dioramas and habitat exhibits place objects
in contexts; and history museums make every effort
to associate their material with the social, cultural
and political milieu relevant to their subjects.

—We learn best when we can discuss with peers
and teachers what we experience. Increasingly,
museum educational programs provide
opportunities for participants to share experiences,
explore their own ideas with others and build their
capacity to reflect on what they see in an exhibition.
A popular art museum educational approach, Visual
Thinking Strategies, developed by Abigail Hausen

and Philip Yenawine, is described as follows:

[T]he curriculum’s three foundation
questions prompt beginner viewers to reason
about evidence by asking “What is going on
here?”; “What do you see that makes you say
that?’; and “What more can you find?” These
questions promote extended, careful and
intricate observations. They focus learners,
allow choice, require learners to be active, call
for reflection, invite many kinds of responses
as well as change in responses, allow group
participation, and elicit responses which
provide a source of information and learning

. .12
for further discussion.

Similarly, in a study at a science museum
examining ways for have visitors engage more
deeply with interactive exhibitions, researchers

found that they were successful when they
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provided opportunities for visitors to pursue their
own questions and concepts, rather than using the
equipment provided to demonstrate principles

chosen by the exhibition developers.

[An] important goal of the project [is]
empowering visitors to pose and pursue
their own questions at the exhibits . . . [Active
Prolonged Engagement] exhibits were created
to encourage visitors to explore phenomena in
their own ways, answering their own questions,
rather than turning to the authority in the
label."?

What was called progressive education early
in the 20" Century is now usually described as
‘constructivism." The principles of progressive
education, are, and have been, readily utilized in
museums. Both contemporary research on visitors
and the several books of the past decade that have
described learning in museums emphasize that
visitors learn by doing, that the cultural backgrounds
of visitors are significant contributors to learning (or
not learning!) and that the social aspects of their

visits are important.

Constructivism
Besides advocating a learning theory that

recognizes the mind as an active force in
education—a view that today has few opponents—
proponents of constructivism go further and also
argue that learners make meanings as they learn.
‘Meaning” does not exist as metaphysical entity,
something that has standing separate form those
who learn, but each learner creates it as he or
she goes through the experience of learning, of
engaging with the phenomena of experiences. And,
because each learner is not an isolated individual
but enmeshed within a social, cultural and historical
context of family, peers, and friends, the meanings
we attribute to our experience generally fall into
patterns determined by our personal and social
history. Museum learning involves imagination,
engagement and personal meaning making,

similar to the response of audiences to cultural
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events. A recent Taiwanese publication by Professor
Wanchen Liu that emphasizes the educational role
of museums conceptualizes museum as “theatre/

In the examples of constructivist museum
programs described above, personal meaning
making is emphasized. Hausen comments that
her program calls for individual answers to the
generic questions and leads viewers not to finding
the meaning of any picture, but builds their visual
thinking skills, their ability to focus on a painting and
find elements that are of interest to them. Humphrey
and Gutwill stress that their research was designed
to increase the possibility that visitors would ask
and pursue their own questions and reach their
own conclusions, not carry out experiments that
were intended to demonstrate a science principle
determined by the exhibition developers.

A similar outcome was noted in the evaluation
of a science exhibition at the Boston Museum of
Science. Some young enterprising visitors used
an exhibit that was designed to allow visitors to
recreate Galileo's experiments on falling bodies for
a different purpose, to test their own reaction time
(to see if they could catch the falling objects before
they hit the ground). The head of exhibits at the
museum was delighted to note this inventive use of
his exhibit.”

The social responsibility of museums
Constructivism calls for a specific kind of

pedagogy, but if we connect it back to its

HEK
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roots in progressive education we also need to
acknowledge, as was mentioned earlier in this
article, that it is based on a particular social concept.
Education should be a tool for achieving a better
world; a world in which the economic differences
between rich and poor are minimized and social
justice for all is the goal.

This socio-political component of constructivism
is gradually emerging as an explicit goal for
many museums. Janes and Conaty have recently
published a collection of case studies of museums
that have taken seriously their social responsibility to
strive for a better world and build “social capital” by
addressing issues of “social equity, civic engagement,
and the meaning the institution has for its
community.”16 The proceedings of the 2006 ICOM/
INTERCOM Symposium held in Taiwan, emphasized
the social responsibility of museums.’”

Museums can accept this responsibility in various ways:

—Mount exhibitions on socially significant
issues. For example, concern for the environment
has resulted in a worldwide effort by many
museums, including the National Taiwan Museum,
to mount exhibitions about the threatened natural
environment, climate change and the need for
conservation.

—Challenge the traditions of exhibition
presentation, as in the work of artist Fred Wilson,
whose provocative exhibitions ask both why
museums exhibit some objects and not others and
how they chose to describe their presentations.ls
He points out the inherent racist attributes of many
art and history collections. For example, “Mining
the Museum,” and exhibition based on material he
found in storage at the Maryland Historical Society
includes a display case containing slave shackles
along with silver candlesticks and coffee sets. Slaves
made all the objects and all have been collected by
the museum, although only the “fine” objects had
been displayed previously.

—TFoster conversations about controversial topics
that relate to their own mission, such as the “kitchen
conversations” at the Lower East Side Tenement
Museum in New York. This museum, which illustrates

the immigrant experience in New York in the early

=Y 98
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years of the 20" Century, has instituted a series of
conversations to discuss the current controversies
in the United States concerning 21° Century
immigration.19

—Declare themselves agents of social change,
such as the Coalition of Sites of Conscience, who

proclaim that its member museums are

a network of historic site museums in many
different parts of the world . .. We hold in
common the belief that it is the obligation of
historic sites to assist the public in drawing
connections between the history of our site
and its contemporary implications. We view
stimulating dialogue on pressing social issues
and promoting humanitarian and democratic

. .20
values as a primary function.

—Reach out to underrepresented or marginalized
communities to help them to preserve their own
cultures and allow that larger society to recognize
their unique histories. An example of such work
is the outreach activities at the National Taiwan
Prehistoric Cultural Museum.

—Develop powerful experiences for visitors
that challenge common assumptions about
power in society, such as Dialogue in the Dark: An
Exhibition to Discover the Unseen. This exhibition
leads visitors through a series of settings—a park,
a street scene, a reflective room a café, etc—all
experienced in total darkness with a person who
is blind as a guide. The guide has no difficulty
with the surroundings, while visitors struggle in
the (for them) unaccustomed setting. The effect is
powerful and raises fundamental questions about
human interactions.””

The examples above illustrative diverse efforts
by museums to build on a century of practice and
research that enable them to develop rewarding
exhibitions and programs for visitors, all intended
to serve both a pedagogic and a social function.
We can look forward to another century of
continuation of this important work at the National
Taiwan Museum as well as in the entire museum

community.

”Bailey, E. B, K. Bronnenkant,
J. Kelley and G. E. Hein
(1998) "Visitor Behavior at
a Constructivist Exhibition:
Evaluating Investigate! at
Boston's Museum of Science,"
in Dufresne-Tassé, C. editor,
Evaluation et éducation
muséal: nouvelles tendances,
Montreal: ICOM/CECA, pp.
149-168. http://www.mos.
org/exhibitdevelopment/pdf/
InvestigateEvaluation.pdf

"“Janes R.R. and G. T. Conaty
(2005) Looking Reality in the
Eye: Museums and Social
Responsibility, Calgary, Alberta,
Canada: University of Calgary
Press.

"*ICOM/INTERCOM (2006) New
Roles and Missions of Museums,
Taipei: ICOM/INTERCOM,
Council for Cultural Affairs,
Taiwan.

"*See Stein, J. E. (2003), http://
slought.org/files/downloads/
publications/salons/1083.pdf

wAbrams, R. J. (2007) Kitchen
Conversations: Democracy in
Action at the Lower East Side
Tenement Museum, The Public
Historian, 29 [1]: 59-76.

mwww.sitesofconsdence.org

a http://www.dialog-im-
dunkeln.de/home_en.htm
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