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Theorizing Equity in the Museum

Theorizing Equity in the Museum integrates the perspectives of learning
researchers and museum practitioners to shed light on the deep-seated
structures that must be accounted for if the field is to move past aspirations
and rhetoric and toward more inclusive practices.

Written during a time when museums around the world were being forced
to reckon with their institutional practices of exclusion; their histories of
colonization, both cultural and intellectual; and, for many, their tenuous
business models, the chapters leverage a range of theoretical perspectives to
explore lived experiences of working in the museum toward changing the
museum. Theories of spatial justice, critical pedagogy, culturally relevant
pedagogy, critical race theory, and others are used to consider how the
museum’s dominant cultural structures and norms collide with museum
professionals’ aspirations for inclusive practices. The chapters present a mix
of empirical research and reflections that collectively operate to theorize the
museum as a potential force for enriching, empowering, and transforming
an inclusive public’s relationship with some of our most powerful ideas and
aspirations. But first they must change, from the inside out.

Grounded in practice and practical problems, Theorizing Equity in
the Museum demonstrates how theory can be used as a practical tool for
change. As a result, the book will be of interest to academics and students
engaged in the study of museums, education, learning, and culture, as well
as to museum practitioners with an interest in equity and inclusion.

Bronwyn Bevan is a senior research scientist at the University of Washington,
USA.

Bahia Ramos directs the arts at the Wallace Foundation in New York City,
USA.
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onwyn worked at the E)fploratorium in San Francisco for aln_lost
s, a museum seepe.d in a culture of “hpw?” and‘ “what if?”
ing with artists, scientists, educ:ators, and builders passionate ab(?ut
ing questions deeply shaped her intellectual development. But unlike
hia’s case, few at the museum, at least at that time, questioned the
heteronormative construct of the museum. It wasn’t until her role
museum shifted to mostly working with other allied communities—
aunity-based afterschool organizations, equity-oriented research
qunities, national policymakers concerned with larger historical
erns of inclusion and exclusion—that she came to recognize what the
ceum was not doing, was not being, and was not becoming; that is,
: far off its radar marginalized communities were in the design and
velopment of its work. She also experienced firsthand, on both sides of

‘management table, the internal resistance to change in terms of the work
useums do and how they are structured internally to do that work. She
t these concerns to her last 15 years at the museum, which involved
rily field-building work (professional development programs,

h, and policy-focused efforts) that sought to bridge communities of
ch, theory, and practice toward a more inclusive and therefore more
ypactful museum.

Most museums are inseparable, in our imaginations, from the physical
ictures that house them. We have memories, emotions, and discoveries
are forever connected to these spaces. To build equitable and inclusive
useums there is a need to look inside—to tear down and then rebuild the
wisible internal structures that undergird the practices that produce the

ice that provides the experience and the memories. This is not a pro-
ss of destruction, but rather a process of learning and growth, of organ-
nal development. Museums are often described as places of learning; can
ey become learning places? Can they become curious about what they
0 and why, who they serve and don’t and why, and what they could do
nd why? This process of ongoing self-interrogation must become ritualized
nd routinized, and over time change will happen—museums will become,
ough this process, more relevant, more resilient, more excellent, and
ore impactful.

We are not the first to make this call. This volume brings, we hope, two
latively new contributions to the discourse on making museum spaces and
Ices more equitable.

First, it contains accounts where the persistent exclusionary practices in
€ museum are theorized and investigated with the intent to get at the deep
tural issues that work against the inclusive museum. For example, as
iled below, chapters look closely at the design of spaces, the interactions
competing agendas, and the marginalizing practices of different museum
akeholders.

econd, it builds on the field of the learning sciences to share a spe-
I€ approach to building equitable museums—an approach called

111
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Imagining equity, theorizing change
in the museum

Bronwyn Bevan and Bahia Ramos

Museums are sites for contemplation, wonder, elation, gathering, and some-
times mourning. They activate our intertwined emotional, sensorial, social,
and intellectual resources in ways that few other public spaces can—as they
connect the past, present, and future through the objects and collections they
hold. Historically, museums have been designed to collect, preserve, engage,
and instruct. They have typically been designed and led by those whose lives
are dedicated to the collections for those who follow the same, or similar,
aesthetic, cultural, scientific, historical ways of thinking and longing. Like
most successful institutions, they fulfill the function for which they were
designed. So when we observe inequities in museum efforts and outcomes
we need to ask how the often unspoken and unrecognized structures that
make up a museum—their missions, their collections and the narratives the
museum construct about them, the staff, the stakeholders, the institutional
norms and practices—are implicated in these ongoing acts of exclusion.

The need to develop a more inclusive museum is a long-standing con-
cern that has been the subject of countless books, papers, and conferences
(e.g., MacDonald, 1998; Sandell & Nightingale, 2012), and the discussion
continues today. This work is deeply personal to us. Bahia began her career
nearly 25 years ago at the Brooklyn Children’s Museum. She worked along-
side colleagues fiercely dedicated to the idea that, despite the limitations
of the museum as a white, heteronormative construct, they would counter
that norm to acknowledge and honor the lived experience of the children
in the surrounding neighborhoods. The rules were simple: listen to com-
munity stakeholders, build and nurture strong personal relationships, and
ensure the walls and collections of the institution authentically reflected the
identities and experiences of its Crown Heights neighbors. None of this was
radically innovative. However, the practice as ritual—that is, something so
engrained in the daily life of the institution that it didn’t require conscious
effort—created a lasting connection between the museum, its staff, and the
community. After seeing the impact of this approach in real time on the
lives of young people, who were otherwise told their existence had no value,
Bahia has used it to guide her own practice throughout her career in arts and
culture philanthropy.
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research—practice partnerships—which, in the contexts of health and educa-
tion, have led to lasting improvements and change (Coburn & Penuel, 2016;
Palinkas et al., 2009).

Why research and practice?

Arguing that research must be relevant and useful to practitioners in
order to count it as rigorous (Gutiérrez & Penuel, 2014), researchers in
the learning sciences have proposed research—practice partnerships (RPPs)
as a powerful tool for more ethical and equitable knowledge production
(Bevan & Penuel, 2018). RPPs foreground problems of practice, leverage
practitioner insights, and also lift up structural, historical, and systemic
issues that may otherwise serve as invisible, unquestioned, and insidious
barriers to making change. They flatten hierarchies of knowledge and
insight, and expand the professional capacity, social networks, and lines
of interest of both participating researchers and practitioners. Because they
have been designed in authentic contexts, baking in practitioner knowledge
of the wide range of factors that influence the ability to sustain change, they
are proposed as being able to produce more sustainable change. Insights are
produced through the work of making change in practice, by practitioners,
for practice.

If RPPs are organized to focus on issues of equity, can they produce results
that can be sustained over time, and thus can contribute to shifts in exclu-
sionary practices? If we conceptualize museums as educative spaces—in the
broadest sense of the word where learning is understood as a process of
being and becoming—perhaps theories related to liberatory education and
social movements (e.g., the work of adrienne maree brown, Paulo Freire,
Gloria Gladson-Billings, bell hooks, Frantz Fanon, Michel Foucault, and
others) might open doors to new ways of thinking about and working on the
long-standing, obdurate reality of museums and their practices of exclusion.

We hope that the theorized perspectives presented in this book can shed
light not only on some of the current issues and challenges facing the field,
but on the power of deeply theorized inquiries to support the ongoing work
of making the museum inclusive, as illustrated in this volume’s chapters.
Museums in these chapters are defined as places that collect, create, and
present cultural artifacts—from works of art to representations of natural
phenomena—and, to differing degrees, engage their audiences in and with
the epistemic practices associated with art and science. Specifically, these
chapters describe art museums, science museums, natural history museums,
and science centers.

In each of the nine chapters that follow, authors, for the most part from
research-practice partnerships, describe how they have used theory to frame
their inquiries and illuminate new understanding. While all take a deeply
socio-cultural approach, and while there is some overlap among them,
each chapter foregrounds a different theoretical approach—starting with
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spatial justice theory and ending with theories of the body. In some cases
the chapters report the results of empirical studies. In others they use theory
to frame the excruciating lived struggle of changing the museum from the
inside. Among the theories leveraged in these chapters are: spatial justice;
critical pedagogy; feminism and intersectionality; identity in communities
of practice; Foucauldian discourses of power; culturally responsive peda-
gogy and gender; rightful presence in socio-cultural contexts; social model
of disability theory; and theories of embodiment, with a small “t.” These
accounts, the majority of which come from the United States, with others
from the UK, France, and Brazil, will be of interest to researchers working
with theory in a wide range of settings and cultural contexts.

Theory as a tool for practice

In Chapter 1, Calabrese Barton, Balzer, Kim, McPherson, Brien, Greenberg,
Archer, and members of the Youth Action Council describe a long-term
research—practice partnership that began with a focus on a maker space and
became a much broader consideration of how the design and enactment of
the science museum shaped the possibilities for belonging for young people
from historically marginalized communities. Drawing on theories of spatial
justice (Massey, 2005), and through the lens of rightful presence (Calabrese
Barton & Tan, 2019), this chapter describes how the RPP team engaged
youth to co-produce new social-spatial imaginaries for what the museum
could be. “Spatial imaginaries,” they write,

are the ways in which people think about, desire, and act towards
possible social futures in a particular space. ... We call attention to
both a critique of how the white, patriarchal imaginary dominates in
science centers and to the imaginaries of the youth of Color and girls
with whom we collaboratively sought to reclaim the Center.

In Chapter 2, Cohen and El-Amin describe how they used critical pedagogy
(Freire, 1998) in conjunction with critical theory, to develop concrete ways
to disrupt art museum narratives found in the galleries that were damag-
ing to young people from communities of color. They describe how their
research—practice relationship provided an opportunity to theorize the
museum and to explore how theory could be used as a tool for action. As
they note, applying critical pedagogy “must involve more than engaging
activities and a rejection of the lecture-tour.” In contrast to the transmis-
sion approach, it must “[set] itself the task of demythologizing”—it must
help students and teachers work together to recognize, critique, and disrupt
ahistorical, unjust, or damaging narratives constructed by some museums.
This chapter also shows how ideas and practices that emerge from research-
practice partnerships can spread and adapt to new contexts, in this case
through the development of a framework for training museum educators.
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Dimond, Haynor, Oropeza, Strick, Whitmore, and Yarbrough worked over
more than a decade to jointly negotiate an approach to adapting culturally
responsive and sustaining pedagogies (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 199;
Paris, 2012) with postmodern feminist sensibilities (Crasnow et al.,
2015) to develop a set of female-responsive exhibits in a science museum.
In the face of institutional skepticism, if not resistance, they drew upon
these theories, twinned with ongoing data collection within the museum,
to generate understanding and support for a project that challenged the
museum’s long-standing masculinized exhibit design practices. This chapter
also demonstrates the sustainable nature of RPP results, with the results of
the inquiry into gender-inclusive exhibit design becoming a central part of
institutional on-boarding in the exhibit shop, as well as the core curriculum
of a set of workshops for the field.

In Chapter 7, Bevan, Garibay, and Mayas share their work designing and
evaluating a professional learning program for early/mid-career informal
educators whose work focused on equity and inclusion. Their chapter draws
on emerging theories of “rightful presence” (Calabrese Barton & Tan, 2020)
to theorize and design programs for museum staff who experienced margin-
alization and tokenization within their workplaces. Their central premise
is that, through unexamined, unacknowledged, and unarticulated internal
racist practices, museums are demoralizing and burning out the very staff
members whom they have hired and trained to lead their community-based
equity efforts and who are essential to transforming the museum in the long
run. As they note, “museum leaders must consider how the museum experi-
ence, for staff as well as for public audiences, can be redesigned to leverage
the cultural norms of those who have been historically unrepresented and
excluded as the very means for successful participation and belonging.”

In Chapter 8, Norberto Rocha, Fernandes, and Massarani share the
results of their work investigating museum practices with respect to physical
abilities in Brazil. Conceptualizing ability/disability using social models of
disability (Barnes, 2003; Cohen et al., 2012), they share a framework they
have developed that addresses physical, attitudinal, and communicational
approaches related to access in science museums. Through surveys and
interviews they find that museums lag in prioritizing—through resources,
staffing, and training—their commitments to serving people with physical
and other disabilities, even though many have changed their mission state-
ments to reflect such a commitment. While museum staff who participated
in their study reported that they had received some training for working
with individuals with disabilities, many reported feeling “unconfident, in
large part because they lack practical experiences applying the training in the
museums in which they work.” While noting the essential need for resources,
they conclude with a call for museums to work with and learn from people
with disabilities before making investments that can transform the museum.

Finally, in Chapter 9, McManimon and Natala share their grief, despair,
and hope crystallized in the summer of 2020 in Minneapolis and St. Paul
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In Chapter 3, Ballo, Das, Dawson, Mignan, and Perronnet share thoughts
and insights generated through discussions they held together during the
summer of 2020. Echoing the theory and method of bell hooks (1994),
they reflect on their intersectional positionality and identities within the
museum as they seek to disrupt patterns of exclusion and disregard. Their
narrative makes clear the personal costs borne by staff who challenge the
status quo, sharing experiences of both dismissal and tokenism. Citing the
work of Foluke Adebisi (2020), their chapter seeks to open the black box of
decolonization to attend to the culture within museums that resists lasting
change. In this process, which they name an ongoing “battle,” they note how
theory has helped them “to explicitly detail practices such as institutional
whiteness, to illustrate our experiences of racism with specificity, and to
insist upon naming racisms and the insidious nature of white supremacy as
it undergirds the institutions we work with.”

Chapter 4 shares the work of researchers and practitioners at the
American Museum of Natural History in New York. Chaffee, Gupta,
Jackson, and Hammerness describe how the anti-racism movement of
2020 accelerated their team’s reflections on whether or how the design of a
science apprenticeship program for youth from marginalized communities
might be bolstering systemic inequalities rather than dismantling them as
intended. They share how their theories of identity development as unfold-
ing processes of recognizing oneself, and being recognized by others, as
capable in science within a scientific community of practice (Carlone &
Johnson, 2007; Lave & Wenger, 1991) led them to look more closely at
how that community of practice was being conceptualized and enacted in
their program. This led them to query how their conceptualizations of what
makes a good science student were operating to reinforce long-standing
norms of what scientific communities of practice looked like, and thus rein-
scribing inequities in science education.

In Chapter 5, Emily Pringle from the Tate reflects on how the events
of 2020 led her to revisit her 2019 model of the Four Discourses of the
Museum to better understand the choices, actions, and inactions of the
museum in the face of anti-racism and decolonization movements. Through
a Foucauldian lens (1969) she analyzes “how decision making, resource
allocation and activity in the museum are all shaped by pervasive ‘regimes
of truth,” or systems that determine what is generally recognized as true and
acceptable within the overarching discourse.” Her chapter asks: Is there
room for transformation in this moment? What is working for, and what
against it? Pringle problematizes current approaches to community engage-
ment, noting how they can be inadvertently designed to perpetuate power
structures. She concludes that while “external pressure is bringing about
shifts in museum priorities, there is evidence to suggest that deep systemic
change is likely to be slow and protracted.”

A long-term research—practice partnership at the Exploratorium in
San Francisco is described in Chapter 6. Sindorf, Dancstep, Garcia-Luis,
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with the murder of George Floyd and the anti-racism movement that it
amplified around the world. In a richly theorized text, they describe the
painful tensions experienced by museum workers dedicated to equity who
are working within the fundamentally white-supremacist institution of the
museum. They call on the field to pursue a liberatory imagination—to reim-
agine and to work towards building that reimagined space (brown, 2017).
Research and practice that seek to reimagine must, they say, take care to
interweave lived experiences, focuson the “be-ing” in the relationship, and
avoid sanitized versions of research, This, they note, is fundamentally the
embodied practice of listening. “All research,” they quote, “ultimately,
pragmatically, brutally emanates from a corporeal body that exists within
a sociopolitical context” (Spry, 2018). They conclude that “systems can’t
change if people don’t change,” reinforcing the need for deep internal work
if museums are to become inclusive institutions.

This volume was begun in 2019, with chapters due in the spring of
2020, just as the global COVID-19 pandemic was shuttering museums
around the globe, as museum staff were being furloughed and laid off, and
as the anti-racism movement began to gather widespread attention, giving
voice (or better: creating listeners) to museum staff, scholars, and critics
who had been working on issues of equity and inclusion for decades. The
events of 2020 not only delayed completion of the chapters by almost
half a year, they also directly affected their contents. In some cases the
events changed a chapter’s focus, and in others they heightened thinking
about the work in relationship to the larger global movement to change
the museum. Yet, despite the responsiveness of these chapters to the times,
we believe they are evergreen, because the work of making the museum
an inclusive space will be an unending process, requiring constant renewal
and commitment.

We thank the authors for persevering to complete their contributions
to the book in a climate of trauma and uncertainty. We hope their work
inspires others to leverage both research and practice to question the power
and structure of cultural institutions and to work for the inclusive museum
of the future.

One technical note: The table of contents and first pages of each chapter
highlight the theories used in each chapter. However, when citing the chap-

ters, please omit the descriptions of the theories, which we have included
only to facilitate use of the volume.
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