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Dedicated to Jean Thorson,
an extraordinary teacher who inspired this book

When I do educational work with a group of people, I try to see with one eye where those
people are as they perceive themselves to be. I do this by body language, by imagination, by
talking to them, by visiting them, by learning what they enjoy and what troubles them. . . .
You have to start where people are, because their growth is going to be from there.

Now my other eye is not such a problem, because I already have in mind a philosophy of

where Id like to see people moving. Its not a clear blueprint for the future but movement
toward goals they don't conceive of at that time.

—Myles Horton
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PREFACE

e (40 s

ticipated in the Museum of the Rockies’ Paleo Field Program near Choteau,

Montana. These people came to “dig dinos” for a week, arriving eager and
excited, wearing new Indiana Jones—style field hats and hiking boots. The chance
to dig was something they had dreamed of for a long time. Most had a passionate
interest in geology or dinosaurs as children and were rekindling that interest as
adults.

The Paleo Field Program was located in a spectacular and remote part of Mon-
tana. Against a backdrop of snow-capped mountains, the group settled into tipis,
took their first steps into the badlands, and started to adjust to living and working
outdoors. The first few days were often disorienting and physically challenging. A
dry, hot landscape, blowing dust, temperamental sun showers, and personality dif-
ferences posed challenges. By the third day, the atmosphere was noticeably different.
Without television or other distractions, camp conversation grew rich and dynamic,
as individual skills and past experiences became important. At times, everyone be-
came a teacher and a student.

For more than a decade, I had the pleasure of working with adults who par-

As rock and fossil discoveries were shared, so too were new perspectives. “Now
I understand how rocks mark time,” one participant reflected. “I also have more hu-
mility in recognizing how short a time any one person inhabits the planet. . . . This
has been an awakening experience.” Comments like this were the beginning of my
realization that participants were learning about more than just fossils.

My interest in studying adult learning experiences began somewhere in the
course of my work with the Paleo Field Program. In 1996, Dr. Robert Fellenz and 1
received a grant.from the U.S. Department of Education’s Field-Initiated Studies
Program to explore the nature of museum programs for adults and identify what
makes such programs not only successful, but transformative. With help from the
American Association of Museums (AAM), the Association of Science-Technology
Centers (ASTC) staff, and Museum of the Rockies director Arthur H. Wolf, we

identified contacts at museums that offered a wide range of adult programs. Our
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research team expanded to include Hanly Burton and Laura Gittings-Carlson and
graduate students Janet Lewis-Mahony and Walt Woolbaugh, each of whom was a
valuable and equal contributor to the project.

Dr. Robert “Bob” Fellenz became the heart and soul of this research effort. He
developed our protocols, conducted research, and trained the rest of the team to do
the same. His experience as professor of adult education at Texas A. & M. and Mon-
tana State University and his special interest in adult learning enabled him to pro-
vide excellent guidance in all aspects of this project. Hanly Burton collected and an-
alyzed the learning activities of program participants. Hanly’s academic background
in natural resource management and interpretation and his prior experience as edu-
cation coordinator at Cave of the Mounds confributed to his many intelligent ap-
proaches to participant interviews and data analysis. Laura Gittings-Carlson had
prior research experience in anthropology and had worked at the Museum for over
five years in a variety of capacities, before joining the research team. Laura led the
effort to interview program managers and did exceptional work as an interviewer
and analyst. Janet Lewis-Mahony brought more than fifteen years of informal edu-
cation and research experience with the National Park Service to the team. She
worked diligently on all aspects of this project and completed a master’s degree in
adult and community education in the process. Walt Woolbaugh brought a wealth
of formal teaching and research experience to the team as a junior high science
teacher and an adjunct professor in science methods, assessment, and action research
at Montana State University. He led the effort to interview contract instructors at
museums and did an outstanding job. Everyone participated equally in the final re-
search analysis and subsequent production of this book.

The project also greatly benefited from an advisory panel made up of adult-
learning researchers, education department faculty, museum educators, and an in-
dependent evaluator. Advisers Becky Carroll, Gary Conti, Judy Diamond, Priscilla
Lund, Sharon Horrigan, and Annie Storr reviewed the research plan, improved the
research protocols, and kept us on track. Their advice and insight were crucial to
our success.

Our study quantified a very exciting truth: museum programs can change people’s
lives. Effecting a positive change in an adult’s life is a measurable goal that program
planners can and do reach. It is our sincere belief that the challenge for museums in
the twenty-first century is to create memorable experiences that inform, empower, and
perhaps ultimately transform the lives of participants. We hope the insights offered by
the program participants, instructors, and planners in this book will encourage pro-
fessionals in all informal learning settings to reflect upon the value of museum expe-
riences. Excellent adult learning programs benefit participants, museums, and society
in the fullest sense.

Bonnie Sachatello-Sawyer
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INTRODUCTION

A coherent, diverse list of offerings helps us make more of the museum’s resources
available to the public. Exhibits alone can't touch the wealth of information and ex-
pertise housed here.

—Diane Quinn, manager of educational programs,

Burke Museum of Natural History and Culture

useum programs attract hundreds of thousands of mature learners each

year. They come to learn something new, to be entertained, and to so-

cialize. Many are seeking experiences that can lead to personal growth
and transformation. Museums have a tremendous potential to serve the education
and personal growth needs of these adult learners. When administered well, adult
museum programs can pay for themselves, build family and community involve-
ment, encourage museum patronage, and promote lifelong learning, while providing
role models for young people.

Adult Museum Programs: Designing Meaningful Experiences is based on the
premise that excellent museum programs can change people’s lives. Confirmation of
this came from a three-year research study, conducted among adults in many types
of museums across the United States, in which the attributes of excellence were
framed. In these pages, you will find chapters that describe certain excellent pro-
grams, articulate the characteristics and categories of adult learners and instructors
in museums, and make recommendations for creating programs to match mature
learners’ needs. Insights about excellence and adult programs are offered by adult-
learning experts, museum education specialists, course instructors, and program par-
ticipants. We want to share their “voices of experience” with readers interested in
promoting adult learning through museum programs.

Funding for this study came from the U.S. Department of Education, Division
of Post-Secondary Education, Field-Initiated Studies Research Program. This inno-
vative move by the division demonstrated recognition of the impact that informal ed-
ucation has on our country’s adult population. Museums, libraries, and the emerging
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resources of the Internet together with the more traditional resources of newspapers,
magazines, and television provide an important informal learning network for adults.

Prior Research on Adult Museum Programs

In the past three decades, significant professional studies have examined adults’ mo-
tivations for participating in museum programs. Marilyn Hood identified six crite-
ria that individuals used when judging leisure activities,! including:

Being with people, or social interaction

® Doing something worthwhile

Feeling comfortable and at ease in one’s surroundings

Having a challenge of new experiences
® Having an opportunity to learn

® Participating actively

Similar criteria have been identified by others investigating successful adult learning
experiences.

Over the past two decades, research in museum education has increasingly fo-
cused on the needs of the learners. From this we have gained new insights on the
learning styles and needs of children, family groups, and adult learners.? However,
museum professionals continue to struggle with descriptions, measurements, dimen-
sions, and values of learning in museums. Most agree that museums have the capac-
ity to affect an individual’s knowledge, skills, attitudes, beliefs, feelings, and concepts.
Museums can even provoke life-changing experiences.> The nature of museum
learning is indeed broad, rich, and multifaceted.

Research findings reveal that museum learning includes behavioral traits (skill
building and physical training); cognitive attributes (comprehending information
and organizing it); affective attributes (encompassing self-confidence, attitudes,
emotions, spirituality, and personal growth); and social attributes (interaction, inter-
personal relationships, civic pride, and cultural and community values). Learning in-
volves the negotiation of meaning as adults make sense of scholarly interpretation
through' the lens of their own experience. It involves valuing nature, humankind,
exquisite objects, history, ideas, the unique, and the mundane. As Mihaly Csikszent-
mihalyi and Kim Hermanson maintain,

Learning involves an open process of interaction with the environment. This experi-
ential process develops and expands the self, allowing one to discover aspects of one-
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self that were previously unknown. Thus, the learning experience involves the whole
person, not only the intellectual, but the sensory and emotional faculties as well.5

Several studies on family learning in museums have analyzed the role of parents in in-
formal education settings. For example, Judy Diamond has described the powerful im-
pact of shared museum experiences and the contributions of individual family mem-
bers.® John Falk and Lynn Dierking have described parent and child museum
recollections.” In studying adult and child interactions, Minda Borun and her colleagues
developed a useful protocol to describe different levels of family learning in exhibits.?

Until recently, little research has focused on adult museum programs. In 1975,
Mary Hyman of the Maryland Academy of Sciences studied the status of adult pro-
grams in science centers. In a survey of science museum professionals, she found that
80 percent of educational programming was aimed at children, while just 20 percent
was directed toward adults—a clear indication that science centers have “justifiably
been considered ‘children’s museums’ by the general public.”® At most, science cen-
ters were considered “family-oriented.”

In 1995, Bonnie Sachatello-Sawyer initiated another survey to assess the types
of adult museum programs taking place, to delineate the predominant teaching
styles used by museum educators with adults, and to determine how adult educa-
tion methodology is used in program design and planning.! This research project
surveyed 110 museum educators from a wide variety of museums that were mem-
bers of either the American Association of Museums or the Association of Science-
Technology Centers. Data from this study illuminated the status of adult museum
programs in the United States and how well they utilized adult education method-
ology in learning situations.

Of the 110 museum educators who completed the 1995 survey, 94 percent
noted that they offered some type of adult museum program. But when asked what
percentages of their total museum education programs were designed for adults,
families, and children, they reported on average that only 27 percent of their pro-
grams were designed for adults, while 24 percent were designed for families and 49
percent were designed for children. “Child-oriented museums” made up 77 percent
of all museums surveyed. “Adult-oriented museums” made up only 16 percent of the
population. These museums created fewer children’s programs and offered more
programs for adults, including lectures, tours, gallery demonstrations, volunteer-
training courses, and discussion groups. Different types of museums (e.g., art muse-
ums, history museums, science centers) were found in both groups.

Real Stories, Real People: Our Research Design

For our national study of adult museum programs, we chose a qualitative approach
to the research and followed the general principles of naturalistic inquiry advocated
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by Edward Guba,'? Robert Bogdan and Sara Biklen,'* and Sharon Merriam.!* Nat-
uralistic inquiry uncovers important, idiosyncratic stories told by real people about
real events, in real and natural ways.’ From the very beginning of this project, we
wanted the “important stories told by real people” to be heard. A complete set of all
of the interview protocols that we developed can be found on ous Web site: www.
realexperiencesinc.com.

As adult educators working with adult learners, we were also guided by Mer-
riam’s six principles of qualitative case-study design. Such research (1) is concerned
more with process than product; (2) is grounded in the search for meaning, or how
people make sense of themselves and the world; (3) makes the researcher, rather than
an inventory or questionnaire, the primary instrument in collecting and analyzing
data; (4) involves field work in a natural setting; (5) is descriptive; and (6) builds con-
cepts from details inductively. These principles also fit well with the guidelines for
naturalistic research published by the U.S. Department of Education.

Between 1996 and 1999, our research team scattered across the country to exam-
ine a variety of successful adult museum programs. We were particularly interested in
identifying and measuring the personal, transformative effect programs had on adults.
In all, we interviewed 508 museum program participants, 75 instructors, and 143 mu-
seum program planners in all types and sizes of museums, including art institutes, nat-
ural and cultural history museums, science centers, historical homes, and botanic gar-
dens. Our team studied a wide array of programs in various formats, including credit
and noncredit classes, lectures, symposia, field trips, guided tours, gallery demonstra-
tions, discussion groups, volunteer-training courses, teacher workshops, film series,
and dramatic presentations. Adults were defined broadly to include mature individu-
als who freely chose to participate in leisure learning activities.

Three primary questions drove our study:

1. From participants’ perspectives, what constitutes an excellent museum
program for adults?

2. What teaching strategies are employed in successful and innovative mu-
seum programs?

3. Does the informal learning environment of a museum add anything
unique to the adult learning experience?

Preparation for addressing these questions included an extensive review of the liter-
ature in the fields of adult and museum education. Then interview schedules were
created, tested, and revised. Systems for data storage and manipulation were selected.
Only then could the exciting task of visiting museums, observing programs, and in-
terviewing museum educators begin. In addition, our research team informally dis-
cussed many issues with museum educators at varied conferences and during visits.



