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of topics like critical race theory, civic engagement, and informed facilitation of dialogue with visitors 
felt like they needed to frame their chapters in somewhat different terms than they'd initially plannec ou 

At its core, this book asserts a central tenet about the importance of museum educators, whc ~~ea· 
the authors argue throughout, are best poised to meet the needs of visitors in the twenty-first century This 
The role of the educator (or interpreter) continues to evolve as audiences diversify, as technolog, that 
becomes more central to the gallery experience and to alternative modes of content, as knowledgf sen! 
about how people learn-individually and in groups-shifts, and as museums embrace the role o• rati< 
facilitating dialogue about contemporary issues that matter to our communities. We hope that this for 
perspective about educators doesn't come off as devaluing other aspects of museum work or as 
elevating educators to some vaunted place that presumes they alone can ensure that museums wil oft 
thrive in the future. But as we have seen during the pandemic, museum educators are essential tc sec 
maintaining connections with visitors through the programs, content development, and conversations an< 
that they uniquely have expertise in executing. We believe this connection to the public represents me 
a core function of the museum and thus is an important area to focus on with respect to preparing Ar 
museums to meet the challenges of the future. This book argues that educators, using a multiplicity in· 
of methods and approaches, will lead museums into the future. ad 

Museum education can often be a challenging and isolating experience, and it is not uncommon T~ 

for interpreters at one institution to feel disconnected from the field at large and limited in their abili· m 
ties to explore new ways of approaching their work, to keep up-to-date on issues and practices across tc 
the field, and to follow the latest research and academic study. Our hope is that museum educators, a• 
managers, academics, museum studies and informal education students, and those interested in tt 
strategies for working with visitors at diverse institutional types will find this collection of ideas and c 
strategies useful to their work. t 

Although there have been other books that discuss the methods and the philosophical underpin- ~ 

nings of museum education, none of those have been written to specifically address the changing na
ture of audiences in the twenty-first century and the ways In which museum interpretation can further 
the issues the field is grappling with: access, equity, adaptive technology, decolonization, diversified 
visitorship, and civic participation. This book will dive deeply into many of the most urgent issues 
facing twenty-first-century educators and provide ideas, strategies, and models to transform practice. 

HOW THE BOOK IS ORGANIZED 

When we thought about the most useful way to structure this book, given that we wanted it to be 
as useful as possible to practitioners, we thought in terms of storytelling, something familiar to us as 
educators and museum interpreters. In the first part of this book's story, we invited authors to discuss 
who museum visitors are in the twenty-first century, what they expect from museum experiences, and 
how interactions with educators are evolving based on their needs and curiosities. This section, titled 
"Changing Expectations of Visitors: Inclusion, Participation, Technology," serves as the first act of the 
story, a setting of the scene and establishing of characters. This section opens with a case study, writ
ten by Enrico G. Castillo. Hallie Scott, and Theresa Sotto, about a partnership between an art museum 
and a medical school training for psychiatric students that uses museum education techniques to dis
cuss bias and cultural competency in the medical field. The next chapter, written by Veronica Alvarez, 
Elizabeth Gerber, Sarah Jencks, and Catherine Awsumb Nelson, shares two ambitious case studies 
that respond to changing needs of the student and teacher audience. They discuss a gallery space 
operated and utilized by a museum and its staff of educators in conjunction with a local public school 
and an in-depth program for teachers focused on oratory at a historic theater. These chapters provide 
ideas for embedding museum practice in work with audiences and argue for a shift in thinking from 
the perspective that museum experiences are enrichment to encouraging a long-term investment in 

transformation and deep learning with audiences. 

xii Preface 



tors This section continues with Beth Redmond-Jones discussing an innovative partnership between a 
1edgroup of young adults on the ASD spectrum who worked with museums in Balboa Park, San Diego, to 
•ho create "social stories" that were used by other visitors with sensory needs to help support their visits. 
ury This type of innovative "shared authority" provides a model for working collaboratively with audiences 
Jg~ that have typically been left out of partnerships that specifically address the needs of visitors with 
jge sensory disabllities. The final chapter in this section of the book, written by Mark Osterman, provides a 
ol rationale and lays out a step-by-step approach to creating dynamic and effective digital learning plans 

1is for museums, something that has become essential during the pandemic. 
as The second section of the book, titled "Training and Educator Preparation," addresses the middle 
1ill of the story, where a lot of the action of readying educators to work with audiences takes place. In this 
to section, written by Mac Buff, we begin with a discussion of the needs of LGBTIA+ visitors (and staff 
is and volunteers) and how museums can best prepare their education teams to work inclusively with 
:s members of a community that have often felt erased or ignored by museums. The second chapter, by 
g Anna Schwarz and Rachel Stark, is a case study of one museum's approach to adapt one of its core 
'/ in-person school programs to virtual during the pandemic and the ways in which their educators took 

advantage of the otherwise challenging circumstances to expand and broaden civic engagement. 
1 The next chapter addresses the particular needs of family audiences. Scott Pattison and Smirla Ra

mos-Montanez use the research they conducted at a science center to discuss the unique approaches 
to facilitation that museum educators can take to effectively work with groups of diverse learners. To 
address educator preparation, the next chapter looks at the current state of academic preparation 
through conversations with active faculty and administrators of museum studies graduate and certifi
cate programs. The fifth chapter in this section, by Lorie Millward, presents an innovative approach to 
the structure of education and interpretive departments, arguing that through new structures, we can 
provide educators with the pedagogy, training, and autonomy that are key to effective visitor learning. 
And in the final chapter in this section, Beth Maloney breaks the notion of professional development 
for museum educators wide open with a new model for thinking about skill building, networking, and 
mentorship, and expanding the perspectives of education staff. 

For the third section of the book, the part of the story in which we look to the future, we wanted 
to present a number of ideas that would push conversations about museum education into new and 
unexpected places. These chapters, in a section titled "New Models, Anticipating the Future," suggest 
new ways to think about the practice of museum education, suggesting how museums can shift struc
turally and philosophically to new expectations of visitors, new challenges to the old ways museums 
do things, and to our latest understanding of how people learn. The first in this section, by Teresa Va
lencia, argues that museum educators need to have fluency with cultural competency to undo decades 
of structural racism in museums. She provides foundational research on culturally competent practice 
as well as suggestions for creating training programs and resources for museum educators. The next 
chapter looks at children's learning in museums with a particular focus on play-based, self-directed 
learning. This case study by Tomoko Kuta, explores how a children's museum collaborates with art
ists on installations that position educators as facilitators of the self-directed learning experiences of 
young visitors and their families. The third chapter by Julie Smith applies a systems thinking approach 
to educational design and suggests ways to improve the way educators solve structural problems as 
a pathway to improving visitor learning. 

One often overlooked aspect of museum education is brain science. When was the last time you 
considered what happens in the brain as you planned an educational museum experience? Jayatri Das 
and Mickey Maley explain the way learning happens in the brain, dispel myths and misconceptions 
about cognitive science, and suggest ways in which museum experiences can be crafted to get syn
apses firing, engage memory-making centers, and balance sensory stimulation for visitors. The next 
chapter, by Melanie Adams and Kayleigh Bryant-Greenwell, presents ideas for transformative museum 
work by applying the practice of Critical Race Theory. It provides a case study of one museum that has 
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4 Introduction 

properties, has been around longer than most public collecting institutions. 
When bookseller William Hutton travelled to London in 1784 his excitement 
at visiting the British Museum soon turned to disappointment. 'If I see 
wonders which I do not understand, they are no wonders to me,' Hutton 
wrote. 'The history and the object must go together, if one is wanting, the 
other is of little value. I considered myself in the midst of a rich entertainment, 
consisting of ten thousand rarities, but like Tantalus I could not taste one.' 13 

By the end of the nineteenth century there was widespread recognition in 
the English-speaking world that the 'museum experience' required access to 
documentation and context as much as to artefacts and specimens. Publisher 
and library advocate Thomas Greenwood saw this as the key to educating 
museum visitors, as well as to supporting 'the special studies of the few.' 14 

Greenwood's contemporaries George Brown Goode (Assistant Secretary at 
the Smithsonian) and Sir William Henry Flower (Director of the Natural 
History Museum, London) went so far as to argue that specimens should 
be selected to illustrate collections of instructive labels. 15 Visitors were also 
asking for more context, as at the University of Oxford's Pitt Rivers Museum 
in the late nineteenth century, where Henry Balfour worked to update their 
displays: 

Sketches, photographs, maps and diagrams were incorporated into the 
display in order to increase the educational value of the series exhibited 
and in order to 'explain the nature of the exhibited specimens' to the 
more general public. That the demand for such information came from 
the Museum's visitors themselves is evinced through their criticism of 
its overdependence on the presence of an 'expert' [ ... ] to render the 
collection pleasurable and instructive. 16 

Hutton had reached a similar conclusion, vowing not to return to the British 
Museum 'till some kind friend will instruct me, or put a book into my hand, 
that I may instruct myself. '1 7 

However, these early efforts also reveal much about the prevailing social 
attitudes and underlying power structures of the time. Greenwood saw 
museums as an opportunity to elevate the character of visitors, while the first 
secretary of the Smithsonian, Joseph Henry, viewed interconnected knowl
edge as the province of educated liberal minds: 

James Smithson was well aware that knowledge should not be viewed as 
existing in isolated parts, but as a whole, each portion of which throws 
light on all the other, and that the tendency of all is to improve the 
human mind, and give it new sources of power and enjoyment ... 
narrow minds think nothing of importance but their own favourite 
pursuit, but liberal views exclude no branch of science or literature, for 
they all contribute to sweeten, to adorn, and to embellish life. 18 
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Museums and their (primarily white, male) scholars were authorities whose 
expertise placed them above the narrow-minded masses. The pursuit of a 
singular, universal concept of knowledge-a 'whole'-was founded in a 
positivist belief that detached, objective observation was not only possible, 
but the only way to access truth. The results were then captured and cate
gorised using mono-hierarchical classification structures, and shaped into 
public displays that purported to be neutral and natural, 19 suppressing the 
heterogeneous complexity of cultural, social, and scientific systems.20 Such 
ideas remained current well into the twentieth century. When the Museum 
of History and Technology opened on the National Mall in Washington, 
DC, in 1964 Henry's quote was carved on the fa~ade. 

Collections data 

Writing in the 1880s, Greenwood already recognised that the scale of mu
seum holdings created a challenge for enlightenment, education, and un
derstanding. 'It may be gravely questioned,' he wrote, 'whether any mind has 
carried away many useful impressions from the infinite multitude upon 
which he has had an opportunity of looking.'21 In the decades since col
lections have continued to expand at a rapid rate, with more than 120 million 
items now held in the 17 English national museums (including the British 
Museum), and over 155 million in the Smithsonian museums.22 As for online 
collections, the Smithsonian boasts of over 33 million digital object and 
specimen records, and digital records for 127 thousand cubic feet of archives 
and 1.5 million library volumes, while large aggregators like Europeana 
(over 51 million items) and the National Library of Australia's Trove (over 
450 million items) continue to grow. 

Even as the first museum websites started to go live some were already wary 
of unchecked proliferation. Paul Saffo suggested in 1994 that context would 
quickly become more important than content, and former Deputy Director of 
the Smithsonian's Office of Information Resources Management, David 
Bearman, recognised that most users were interested less in searching for 
'things,' and more in 'what they can do with "things" (entities) and what 
relationships "things" have to each other.'23 In a 1995 editorial titled 'It's 
Happening-Now What?' Bearman wrote: 

None of us can keep up with the wealth of new material becoming available 
in digital form; we cannot even identify it. The challenge is not simply to 
encourage more data capture but to make sense of the burgeoning data and 
to link them in meaningful ways into information resources that can be used 
by specialists and laypeople alike. And here we feel like we're losing. 

Kevin Donovan addressed the challenge at the first Museums and the Web 
conference (Los Angeles, 1997), arguing that two decades of investment in 
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automation had produced 'better looking documents and spreadsheets and 
more accurate lists' without actually improving access to knowledge: 'In 
and of itself access to much of our on-line sources is of little value because 
museums add so little value to the data they provide.'24 In his perceptive 
analysis Donovan criticised museums for their object-centric approach, 
the unnecessary perpetuation of existing institutional divisions, and the 
'frightful blank search field method of providing access to data. '25 The 
alternative he proposed emphasised context and history: 

Instead of leading with the object, lead with the story of the culture, 
historical context, important people and places, and their importance. 
Tell engaging stories with objects woven through them. Do so via 
entertaining, prescribed paths that both lead the user lightly by the hand 
and encourage curiosity, exploration. and serendipity.26 

Museums already produce this sort of content for exhibitions, wall labels, 
publications, research projects, marketing materials, and educational re
sources, but rather than saving and managing it in collections management 
systems the results often end up in distributed files and research notes, 
disconnected databases, and local storage systems. 'Enormous financial and 
human resources are invested in creating this content,' Donovan writes, 'but 
the results are "one-off", an unmanaged asset that is largely unavailable 
for reuse. Imagine the value of accumulating this content over several years 
and being able to repurpose it on-line. m 

There is little evidence that Donovan's vision of a move from collections 
management towards more relational content management has been adopted. 
Though some institutions have started to develop more generous interfaces,28 

many online collections sites are still built around search boxes, producing a 
static list or grid of object records. Internal divisions also continue to shape the 
user experience. The American Museum of Natural History requires a choice 
between eight different collections databases maintained by separate areas, and 
London's Victoria & Albert (V &A) asks online visitors to their collections search: 
'Or are you looking for Search the Archives?'29 Clay Shirky wrote in 2005: 

People have been freaking out about the virtuality of data for decades, 
and you'd think we'd have internalized the obvious truth: there is no 
shelf. In the digital world, there is no physical constraint that's forcing 
this kind of organization on us any longer. We can do without it, and 
you'd think we'd have learned that lesson by now. 

And yet. 30 

And yet the physical and administrative location of items continue to shape 
how we access digital information. 
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rest' 34-the ICOM and Latin American events saw professionals ques
tioning the orthodoxy of institutions long associated with colonial power. 35 

The 'new museology' of the 1980s continued this trend, embracing cultural 
and theoretical shifts in the politics of representation through explicit re
cognition that knowledge and values are contingent rather than part of 
a universal whole. 36 Broadly speaking, new museology focused less on the 
administrative processes and professional practices found in museums, and 
more on the place of museums in society, the historically-specific nature of 
museum knowledge, and the multiplicity of social, cultural, and political 
environments which shape our understanding of objects.37 If objects them
selves are taken as mute, meaning is contextual (that is, relational) rather 
than inherent or fixed. 38 As context changes the meaning and significance of 
artefacts is also transformed. 

The results of this work are clearly visible today. We see it in the use 
of parallel perspectives at the National Museum of the American Indian, 
and the Wellcome Collection's participatory Reading Room; 39 in the shift 
from the British Museum's A History of the World in 100 Objects to the 
more recent JOO Histories of 100 Worlds in 1 Object;40 in the Australian 
Museum, where wall text recognises that 'every object is part of an en
tangled relationship between people, nature and culture,'41 and in the 
Western Australian Museum Boola Bardip where "'living stories" are 
weaved through' the museum, including the use of 'two-eyed seeing' which 
treats western and Indigenous knowledge as equivalent.42 Elsewhere there 
have been ongoing discussions about the networked museum, and research 
projects focused on exchange networks and the relational object.43 

Together these developments are broadly encapsulated by the concept of 
the 'relational museum.' As explained by museologist and museum planner 
Duncan Grewcock: 

for some time now the academy and the museums profession have been 
coming to terms with new ways of thinking and representing a more 
complex, partial, processual world of connections, a world that does not 
sit so easily within these modernist regimes of classification (if it truly 
ever did). Recognising and working with a partial and shifting under
standing of the world informs the emergence of what one can term 'the 
relational museum.' The relational museum emerges through varying 
attempts to re-image the contemporary museum as connected, plural, 
distributed, multi-vocal, affective, material, embodied, experiential, 
political, performative and participatory.44 

In 2019 the International Council of Museums proposed a new definition for 
museums which echoed many of these ideas, referring to 'democratising, 
inclusive and polyphonic spaces' responsible for safeguarding 'diverse 
memories' through 'participatory and transparent' practice.45 Though not 
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Though never built, the memex remained an influential concept. Ted Nelson, 
who developed the idea of hypertext in the 1960s, quoted Bush and conceived 
of his own system, Xanadu (also never built), to represent the 'inter
twingularity' of all things.ss Later, Tim-Berners Lee referenced Bush in a 1992 
article on the development of the World Wide Web,s6 though Nelson has 
since referred to Berners-Lee's invention as a dumbed-down version of earlier 
ideas which left out the most important part: visible connections. s7 

About this book 

Artefacts, Archives, and Documentation in the Relational Museum brings all 
these strands together to improve our understanding of current practice, and 
provide a foundation for future developments. My interest in this area 
started with my work as an archivist and researcher, collaborating on nu
merous archival and public history projects which used digital technologies 
to make distributed collections-based knowledge more discoverable and 
accessible for researchers and communities. I became increasingly interested 
in the treatment of archives in museums, and broader issues related to 
collections management and documentation, leading to the doctoral re
search project on which the book is based. During this time I met museum 
staff who struggled to uncover what their predecessors knew about collec
tions, community members frustrated by their inability to find or access the 
field notes related to artefacts collected from their ancestors, and curators 
who were unable to retrace their steps when searching for a letter that 
provided key contextual information about a collection item. In the chapters 
that follow I explore these sorts of issues through a series of histories and 
case studies, each focusing on a particular strand. 

The separation of artefacts and archival material as seen on websites like 
the V &A's collection search is not just a product of separate databases. 
These divisions reflect long-running processes of professionalisation and 
practice change. Chapter One provides an overview of the history of mu
seums and the archival profession, revealing how increased attention on 
archives in museums ultimately contributed to their physical and intellectual 
separation from other collections. 

Chapter Two looks at technological change, tracing the documentation 
history of two firearms acquired by the Science Museum of Victoria (pre
cursor to Museums Victoria) through index cards, print catalogues and 
various stages of automation and computerisation. Included is the story 
of the development of the collections management system EMu, now one of 
the most widely-used tools internationally. Together, these elements de
monstrate how the constraints and possibilities of various legacy technolo
gies continue to shape the collection description we see today. · 

Chapter Three examines a specific type of archival item often found in 
museums: field books. These individual, sometimes idiosyncratic, records 
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are used by anthropologists, natural scientists, and expedition leaders to 
describe and document their work in the field, providing evidence vital to the 
identification and understanding of many artefacts and specimens found in 
museums .. Drawing on concepts from the field of preventive conservation, 
the chapter looks at how more integrated approaches to archival records 
can help reduce the risks of dissociation. 

Chapter Four explores the internationally-recognised Donald Thomson 
Collection, which includes artefacts, natural history specimens, extensive 
field notes, photographs, publications, and audio-visual material. Looking 
at the story of the Thomson Collection and its documentation in the context 
of broader changes in museums helps to reveal how systems and processes 
have failed to keep pace with our understanding of artefacts and collections, 
or the needs of communities. 

Chapter Five looks at how we conceptualise collections and their doc
umentation. Moving beyond hierarchical structures like the 'tree of knowledge' 
and the clean lines of networks, the chapter focuses on alternative models 
drawn from ecology, anthropology, and Indigenous studies, including coral 
reefs, trails, and weaving. Combining these with contemporary theoretical and 
disciplinary perspectives, the chapter explores models which can help to reshape 
our understanding of documentation in the relational museum. The Conclusion 
then briefly considers what is needed to apply these models in practice. 

Though the focus here is on museums and their archives, this book is not just 
aimed at cataloguing and collections management staff or museum archivists. 
Museums are an ideal case study-diverse, cross-disciplinary institutions with 
mixed collections and systems, aiming to preserve and communicate knowledge 
for a wide range of user communities-but there are broader implications here 
for galleries, archives, and libraries, and for anyone who creates, maintains, or 
works with digital and analogue collections, whether they be in community 
organisations, universities, the public sector, governments, or corporations. This 
is also not designed as a 'how-to' book; there is very little technical detail, and 
(with the exception of the Conclusion) little attempt to analyse how specific 
technologies can help to 'solve' the problems identified. All of which is by de
sign. While communities working on standards development, linked data, and 
machine learning all have roles to play when thinking about implementing some 
of the ideas highlighted in the following chapters, there are already too many 
examples of projects adopting specific technologies or tools and attempting to 
apply them without first developing a full understanding of the problem being 
tackled. As Bearman wrote in 1985: 'The actual information which is the object 
of our information management effort is too often neglected in the process of 
discussing how best to manage resources devoted to its creation, storage, re
trieval and distribution.'58 At its core this is a book about the actual informa
tion, the concepts that underpin past and present museum documentation, the 
ways in which things59 interrelate, and the ways in which we capture and na
vigate knowledge. These ideas affect the ways in which information can be 
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preserved, discovered, retrieved, understood, and used in our societies, with 
wide-reaching consequences. 

I visited more than 60 museums during my research, most of them in three 
countries-Australia, the United States, and England-and all the major 
case studies used are drawn from these experiences. Exploring the history 
and current practice of these institutions involved a combination of archival 
research, recorded interviews, meetings with staff, site visits (including de
monstrations of collections management systems), and extensive surveys of 
public websites and secondary source material. The primary case study used 
throughout is Museums Victoria (MV). One of the most significant museum 
organisations in Australia, MV is an ideal institution to address the themes 
explored in this book, with diverse collections spanning natural and social 
history, Indigenous cultures, anthropology, and technology, supplemented 
by strong exhibitions, an established archival program, and a pivotal role in 
the development of collections management technologies in Australia and 
internationally. An appointment as a Research Associate at MV also pro
vided an invaluable opportunity to delv1e into the complex history of a large 
institution over an extended period of time. The Smithsonian and the British 
Museum were selected for their prominence and widespread influence, which 
reaches far beyond their local contexts, while other institutions were in
cluded for their ability to bring key themes into focus. For example, New 
York's American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) has been involved 
in field book digitisation projects, the Anthropology Department has de
veloped database technology which incorporates digitised archival records 
in a very visible way, and the library has undertaken experiments with 
archival standards as part of efforts to more effectively link up different 
organisational collections. In recent years the Tate (London) and the 
Carnegie Museum of Art (Pittsburgh) have been moving towards more 
integrated presentation of their artefactual and archival collections online, 
while the Victoria and Albert Museum (V &A) has a well-established archive, 
and was directly involved in convergenc1e research in the late 2000s. 

Feedback received at a number of international conferences suggests the 
findings presented here are relevant to many large museums around the 
world. However, the case studies featured are necessarily constrained; they are 
not universal, and there may well be museums and archives with less inter
national profile that have made more progress than those featured. Large 
GLAM institutions can have their own gravity and inertia which favours 
particular types of collaborations, technologies, and processes, just as small 
and medium institutions with fewer resources and multidisciplinary staff can 
develop alternative, inventive approaches to areas like collections manage
ment and documentation based more on local user requirements than vendor 
products. Additional research is also required into how different perspectives 
and traditions in places like Europe and Scandanavia, Asia, Africa, and the 
Middle East challenge the ways in which those of us working in the 
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notes, some of these may be literal and straight forward, while others are 
latent, nebulous, hypothetical, or bewildering in their variety,63 making 
them difficult to describe. 

But the social contribution of museums will be more meaningful and 
multifaceted if we focus less on describing discrete objects and more on 
relationality. The relationship between a woven rope and the handwritten 
notes of the anthropologist who acquired it, revealing the personal and 
community relationships that brought the maker and collector together. 
The relationship between a firearm and the document which tells us how 
it was used, and what this tells us about societies, class, and conflict. Or 
the relationship between a stone tool held by one department and a 
handwritten letter held by another, revealing more about the entangle
ment of colonisation, science, race, and human histories. Capturing more 
of these trails as they are discovered will help preserve what we know, 
opening up new opportunities for navigating and understanding collec
tions, and providing a richer experience for all those connected to the 
relational museum. 
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