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When I think of Museum Education I don’t think of methods, guidelines, lesson plans or communication strategies, which can facilitate the dissemination of an idea, a thesis or a set of concepts within certain museum collections or certain temporary exhibits. I do not locate myself as somebody who would adopt or adapt institutional frameworks of knowledge. That is: meanings selected by curators, designers or evaluators or even me, as the educator, the one who knows about access and therefore her role is to adjust language and visits targeted to specific audiences. I don’t believe this is Museum Education. I think this is Museum Didactics and it happens that in Spain this is the current dominant culture.  But, this does not mean it is the only museum educational narrative. As a matter of fact, I don’t think this should be the role of Museum Educators within our Contemporary uncertain world. I believe this is just a discourse that justifies Modern ways of performing the museum and, at the same time, it is also the hall, the alley and the showcase for consumer culture.  It serves both; the museum community and the cultural shift museums have suffered in the last decades towards image, mass-tourism, marketing, publicity, and physical and official cultural access. 

Others may say that Museum Educators are in charge of Teaching and Learning and therefore represent visitors. Here, museums’ institutional framework can be enlarged or even modified thanks to constructivist theories of learning. Constructivism believes that the learner is at the core of institutions for she brings a set of attitudes, ideas, preconceptions and agendas that the museum will take into account, will accept or will make visible. However, I think constructivism still relies on unproblematic notion of meaning for it is generally tighten to positive outcomes. Moreover, it is tightened to the notion that museums are bridging new audiences although symbolically museums are still central. Although visitors’ voices are heard, sometimes they are seen as being either neutral or showing sameness and difference within homogeneous structures of thought, as if oppression, subordination, resistance or difference did not exist. And therefore it does not acknowledge museums as political institutions or institutions which circulate and select certain notions of “truth”. As you can see I am trying to show that Museum Education is also a social practice and a form of creating museum discourse, although most museum directors, administrators, managers, curators and even museum studies academics still understand educators as being these people who are always located across: across missions and exhibitions, across contents and disciplines, and even, across visitors, for the most common conviction is that visitors can be either experts or laymen, and therefore, educators by  the sole fact of representing visitors, they  are laymen themselves  to the expert world museums delineate within their academic cultures. I think this has to do with the traditional role of education within society, which has generally been regarded as a corpus of procedures, as if Education was the sweet housewife who is always there to comfort you. However, in the last decades in the Anglo-Saxon Museum world, museum educators have shifted what they were supposed to do.  Lisa Roberts tells us how 

But what is Museum Education as a discursive practice?  

First of all, Museum Education also shapes museum meaning. One can also collect the different groups of declarations that circulate through educational materials, archives, codes of ethics, articles, etc. and see the different stories embedded. Secondly, one can analyse the different practices that have been taking place in and out museums in relation to Education and can see which implicit and explicit references of teaching and learning forged. Thirdly, one can read the language that has been used to speak about all this and view it in terms of difference. Fourthly, one can consider the form of representing knowledge on particular issues in particular historical moments and how it relates to what the museum wants. Finally one can examine the different technologies (discourse order, showcases, open displays, alarm, recollections of visitors, etc.) that refer to educational meaning within the galleries and in other private museum spheres. 

I think that if we start shifting our preconceptions on Museum Education towards a more complex and associated view of it, we will be able to defend that Museum Educators are also organic public intellectuals who also contest museums institutional academic cultures and interpretative cultures. And Educators have also the right to speak and to be visible, rather than being kept in the domestic spaces of museum cultures. 

On the other hand, thinking in terms of discourse means you stop thinking in chronological, accumulative, progressive, descriptive, masculine, disciplined, determined or dichotomist terms, for you consider this to be a specific discourse that comes from a specific historical context. It refers to a Modernist way of inscription and it means there are others. For instance, think of context and relational thought, on dilemmas and controversies, on divergent thinking and on narrative forms of telling, etc. Or think in terms of intertext and forms of narrativisation. Sometimes this means that you can get very hazy and ambiguous as if you were conversations with floating clouds. However, it makes sense because you can situate yourself within intersections of museological departments, functions, museum studies and other ways of referring to everyday practices. And start revealing the underlying contradictions, dilemmas or discontinuities of your own location. 

In this way, when I think of Museum Education as a discursive practice I would also examine a range of institutional possibilities that interlace, contradict and overlap. I am referring to how the organization of knowledge within museums is connected with what the institutional cultures are meant to shape. Secondly, how the interpretative strategies used in the museum’s programs, resources and practices produce notions of education along with the display technologies selected to be public. Thirdly, how the visitors’ treatment represents the views of professionals and/or visitors. Fourthly how the educator’s location within the institution refers to different educational conceptions of her work and therefore, the institution’s definition of education that can be or not connected with the educator’s view and work on it. Finally, how all this shapes different frameworks, versions, stories and his-tories on museums, or should I say her-stories?. 

Why Social Constructionism?

The theoretical framework that allows me to reflect on these issues is Social Constructionism. Social Constructionism believes all knowledge is socially constructed; including our knowledge of what is real. Social Constructionism comes from social and cultural psychology (Gergen, 1994), but it crosses with other disciplines such as sociology, art or education. It emphasises language as an important way to understand our experiences, for it believes that rather than reflecting the world, language generates it (Witkin, 1999). The basic function of language is to coordinate and regulate social life (Gergen, 1994). In this regard, we would agree that it is not the same to refer to adult visitors as experts or laymen, clients, or communities of interpreters. Each noun disguises specific tasks, practices or epistemic concepts. Hence, if we believe adult visitors to be either experts or layman, we refer to education as a passive hierarchic endeavour. If we believe adult visitors as clients, we refer to education as the formation of consumer culture and if we consider adult visitors as communities of interpreters, we believe education as a cultural, social and dialogical exchange.  Moreover, it is not the same to define education as a means, as programs to schools and families, as organising exhibitions or as doing research for exhibits. In each case the location of the work is different.

Secondly, Social Constructionism emphasizes that our generation of knowledge and ideas of reality are reflected by social process, more than individual ones (Gergen, 1994). The communities and cultures of which we are members determine or ways of understanding the world. Consequently, our taken for granted myths, traditions, categories, stereotypes, assumptions are sustained by or “social, moral, political, and economic institutions” (Gergen, 1985:286). If we transfer these notions to museums, we could state that it is not the same to generate an exhibition from the curator’s voice, rather than using a team approach or rather taking into account that different roles can be exchanged at different times. It is not the same to research visitors’ notions of what is to be exhibited or to include other perspectives such as race, gender, sexuality or religion. Moreover, it is not the same to show how conflict has been negotiated within an exhibition process than to show knowledge as a neutral certainty.  

Social Constructionism asserts that reality is a social invention. Therefore, multiple beliefs and realities can be equally valid for they define different cultures, historical times, life experiences, etc.  Museums are then fictions of specific powerful groups that in specific times have shared and influence and disseminated similar concepts of the world, which have favoured their definitions and practices. Note for instance the differences between considering museums as temples, archives, spaces of white male domination, attics, treasures, trophies, spaces of colonisation, classrooms, forums, institutions, organisations, cultural centres or spaces for cultural visibility. In each of these notions there is always a community of professionals who claim for the “truth”:  Could be collectors and connoisseurs, directors and curators, educators, visitors and evaluators or managers and marketing people, artists and visitors, or communities and interpreters.  There have actually been interesting exhibits such as Art/Artifact or Mining the Museum, which have focused on these notions. There is also a very rich academic literature, which reflects on these issues and there have also been educational material which takes this into account. However, it is still in process.

Thirdly, Social constructionism gives importance to collaboration, reflexivity and multiplicity. Since meaning is seen as relational, museum meaning is not inherent in their objects or collections, exhibitions, ideas or educational programs, publications, merchandising or architectural spaces and laws or codes of ethics. Rather, all of them produce meaning on how museums want to be seen by visitors  and how they can also be catalysts for meaning making. And I think this has radical implications for educators because they can contribute in fostering other ways of reviewing museum work. 

Taking this into account I have ordered four main educational narratives that I think have to do with museum work. I think they are “temporary” and have to be revised according to change, since education has to do with change and discontinuity.  

1st Narrative: Education and Museums as Works of Art: Myths, Admiration and Abstraction

In this first narrative museums are still seen as authoritarian spaces. Curators and educators are seen as two sides of the same coin: The first, are dedicated to content and the others are dedicated to visitors. As a result they do not speak the same language, nor do they stand in the same position. The role of museum educators is to defend and justify their educational work according to a traditional didactic organization of facts and figures (Hein, 1998) and sometimes and depending on the ages, using an amusing style or other strategies to make museum visits “smooth”.  Audiences will be regarded as abstract groups of experts or amateurs (connoisseurs, adult visitors or school visits). Educators are not seen as professionals, rather as amateurs for museums do no award them with the authority to do other things rather than adapt the curators’ discourse. In turn, museums seem to stress the importance of objects and heritage from a conservationist viewpoint. Institutions defend museum education although they do not recognize which education they are referring to (Padró, 2000)
.  Consequently, museum culture is caught up in the ritual
 of admiration for the authentic, the promotion of treasure and myth, the homogenisation of originality, the de-contextualization of artefacts and the authority of expert visitors. And it expects museum education would be an instructional and a transmission voice, according to their position as expert interpreters. And culture is seen as a process of intellectual, aesthetical and spiritual development (Williams, 1981). 

Moreover, educational programs refer to extended school museum program to attract as many schools as possible, to get them through their doors. Outreach is not considered, for the museum’s architecture, temporary exhibits and collections are still central to the visitor’s experience.  Accordingly, museum education departments are in charge of making objects intelligible through didactic activities such as the piece of the month, highlights tours, and school tours. It is interesting to notice that most school tours are based on fixed interlock of ideas and concepts that are continuously adapted following Bruner’s spiral curriculum.

I would call this an institutionalising perspective, according to a study I undertook with 10 museum educators and their conceptions of the profession
. In this trend educators feel that they belong to a set of ideas, routines and rituals that cannot be contested  (Walker; Chaplin, 2002).  They believe they have to reproduce the conservationist politics of the museum, as one of the subjects of my study commented: The role of the educator is to disseminate our heritage and/or our environment. The goal of this task is that adults and children have to finish their visit thinking this is our history, this is our heritage and if one day, it gets destructed, I would help.  Secondly, they do not have a clear position within the museum system; for instance another subject commented I couldn’t tell you about the museum’s exhibition politics. I am not sure about them, but we always follow the interests of the moment and the director’s line. Thirdly, they do not consider museum education as an empowering profession: Educators transmit curators’ information. My role is to mediate between an expert and a layman. Moreover, museum educators divide themselves into experts and laymen. What I mean is that there is a strong hierarchy between those who organise programs and those who implement them. 

2nd Narrative: Education and Museums as Pop Corn: Blockbusters, Audiences and Fun Programs 

In this narrative museums are still seen as democratisation spaces. Teams of  Curators and educators are seen as two sides of the same coin On the other hand, most of these museums combine a rigid notion of heritage and education with an emphasis on museum communication and public relations. That is why it is very difficult to map their educational tendencies.

3rd Narrative: Education and Museums as Scenes and Scenarios: Teaching about Battles, Heroes and other Simulacra
In this narrative museums are seen as scenarios for an anthropological notion of culture as a lived thing, tighten to nostalgia, fiction and simulacrum. Educators contribute to tell stories of aristocracy, bourgeois culture, war and conquest; industrialisation or history through living history, character play and educational material that explores lived cultures. However, the approach still celebrates the stories of heroes, rulers or people with extraordinarily lives. As Walsh may say, these stories are still   mediated as neutral essences which, in its museological form, they are often employed to legitimate the ideas of modernity and progress (Walsh, 1992 :176), rather than researching why do we still have the same representations of the past. In other instances they combine an interactive layout with an educational emphasis on process, as in the Museu Molí Capellades (Barcelona), an old paper mill that belongs to the National Archaeological Museum of Science and Industry in Terrassa (Barcelona) where students learn how to make paper. 

Education is regarded as discovery learning
 or as a prolongation of the school curriculum, which is based on a constructivist notion of learning. Yet, they rely more and more on marketing strategies and audience building, as part of their communication’s policy, and discovery learning seems a good approach. Educators have had to adapt to this new landscape: they have linked official diffusion practices with public relations, communication policies and a politics of consumption. In order to justify their work, they have generated popular programming such as family days, nights at the museum, living history evenings, storytelling, and games at the museum. Yet, most of them still do not participate in the decision-making processes
.  This has to do with the strong empirical tradition in museum work in Spain. Museum educators have been regarded as practitioners or communication specialists, rather than researchers and meaning makers (Padró, 2001). They are meant to become visitor experts without knowing their visitors’ cultural representations, demands and misconceptions of the museum itself.  And, little by little, they become agents for museum commodification. As Trend points out,  “in the cash-driven context of the museum, education is typically regarded more as a form of public relations than as a means of enlightenment (Trend, 1992:45-46)”.  This is when museum educators are seen as tourist guides and dressed as such, as it happens at the Guggenheim, where gallery educators become logo educators when they are uniformed in blue and carrying the museum’s logo. This use of education is reinforced by the museum’s house norms, which are geared towards spectacle and approval. What is most important is:  “do speak clear and loud, do not give your back to the visitor, dress and behave as a professional, inform on the museum’s etiquette and show the key concepts of the exhibition”.

Furthermore, the museum profession is likely to be caught between entrepreneurial professionalism, expert knowledge, edutainment, fundraising, spectacle and simulacrum. In this sense, these new museum projects activate the modern museum approach (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000). That is an exhibition politics focused on the excellence of the works, on visitors’ admiration for the ‘preserved’ object and on the leading role played by the tandem formed by curators and designers as the sole ‘producers’ of meaning. From this point of view, exhibitions continue to regard visitors following the ‘conventions of the museum itself’. They tend to avoid or confront multiple voices or how curators’, educators’, designers’, critics’, artists’ and visitors’ discourses tend to collide, and can be negotiated.
As Walsh points out “this restructured economy has emerged as truly ‘post-modern’ economy –an economy run with mirrors, an economy which lacked a concrete industrial base, and progressively moved towards the provision of ephemeral services and an unstable employment structure. […] Image and style have become increasingly important. […] The leisure-service sector, more specifically the heritage and history-imagineering sectors, are an important part of this economic trend, and need to be understood as both a cultural phenomenon and also a form of economic practice (Walsh, 1992:48-49)”.  Educators are caught in the middle of designing spectacular programs for schools, families and other “new audiences” like tourists and at the same time, as communication specialists and fundraisers.

In Spain, the last decade, living history has become one of the foremost audience building strategies for archaeological and history museums. It is also widely used by science and industry museums, interpretative centres and aquariums.  There are living history programs on Ancient history like Faustina at the Archaeological Museum of Tarragona, which tells the story of a Patrician woman and her life at her beautiful domus (house). There is the story of another Patrician woman at the Archaeological Museum of Badalona (Barcelona); or the story of a family at the Iberian Village of Calafell (Tarragona), who lets the audience know how difficult life was at Iberian times.  There are Roman nights at the Museo Romano in Mérida or the story of another Patrician at Empúries (Girona) an archaeological site that belongs to the Archaeological Museum of Barcelona. There are also stories of architects’ lives such as Antoni Gaudí’s, performances on Dalí at Fundació Gala Salvador Dalí in Girona, or a story of a Captain at the Aquarium of Barcelona. Sometimes living history is connected with hands on, minds on and hearts on exhibition design as in the National Museum of Science and Industry History of Terrassa (Barcelona). 
It seems that the booming of living history programs is related with the expansion of Spanish museums since the 80’s, as it is associated with the new movement of art museums, science museums and interpretation centres.

I would call this a democratization perspective where image making, management building and brand distinction are at the core of museums. In addition, goal setting, strategic planning and marketing are some of the strategies the museum has to use in order to compete with not only themselves but also with other consumer-leisure venues. This ephemeral way of doing things is sometimes mediated through visitor studies that have the aim to help changing what the organizers want, and not what visitors or findings tell   (Asensio, 2002). 

In this respect, some educators feel their job is to project a good museum image Education is in charge of selling the image of the museum to their clients. And some educators misunderstand what museum education is: We try to make the museum’s image be visible everywhere, so that the museum can accomplish its objectives. The department of education is in charge of not only education, but also public relations and all the dynamics related with selling temporary exhibits or, We look for marketing strategies to attract our clients.

4th Narrative: Education and Museums as Quilts: Inscription of different viewpoints, educational research based on life stories, experiences of educators

Museum institutions are seen as crossroads’ of cultures. Moreover, they believe that their role as political institutions have to be fulfilled through revisiting and reinventing their functions and public responsibility. Museum Educators are positioned in equal terms as curators, designers, evaluators, etc.  Both work in teams to deconstruct some of the histories told. Or, educators research aspects of the educational professions within museums (experiences and histories of educators, experiences and views of museums from visitors, etc.). Museum Education departments adopt a non-authoritarian approach through collaboration with other educational spaces or other communities. They are meant to be communities of practice who share their dilemmas and view museums as contested sites.


Education is also outreach, research and collaboration within and without  museums, as other professionals would do. There is a stronger and more explicit approach to where you come from and what is your policies and viewpoints of educational work and this is made visible to other museum professionals.

Ther is the believe that museums can be also dialoguing practices. For instance and art museum can provide different things: Firstly, to have experiences with artworks at the museum. Secondly to associate what we see and our memories, preconceptions, images and knowledge. Thirdly to look for answers rather than for solutions on the work. Fourthly to use different languages to approach an artwork (from literature, from cinema, from psychoanalysis, etc). Last but not least, to problematize all this.

I would call this  a political perspective within the education sector, although sometimes is not manifested in the programs organised or it is not visible within the institutions. This shows how deeply rooted education is as a traditional practice. From this viewpoint, educators position themselves as cultural workers (Giroux, 1997). They show a deep understanding of museums as controversial and confrontational spaces. In my research study on the profession, I found educators who think their work as being political would affirm Museums reproduce the discourse and power. Art museums reproduce, the art system’s discourse that, generally do not coincide with contemporary representations of art. They consider culture in terms of conflict and negotiation educational programs are always related to art, and not how to think from it. We are going to become vegetables. We don’t teach a sense of criticism and battle. Or a similar position, culture is not what is beautiful. Culture provokes controversy, anger and dislocation. I think this would be the role of our museums. They believe we need to start changing professional museum culture in order to change traditional educational practices. From within museums we think we have changed a lot, but we are in a disjunctive. It is very difficult for museum culture to see itself from another viewpoint […] it is very difficult to foster a sense of criticism because we make a fool of the institutional problems, which the institution wants to cover.  But, they still need tools for becoming central within the museum system.
5th Narrative: Education and Museums as Grass: Recognition that Education shapes values, attitudes  and it takes place in other sites such as the street, the tv, publicity, commercial centres, etc. 

absent from museum studies literature and from museum studies programs in Spain.  However, there is a new university current which is approaching museum structures, mentalities and cultures from a reflexive practice (Schön, 1992) and a from a critical and cultural studies perspective
  (Lorente, 2003

The field of museum education started to being taught at the university in the 90’s. At the University of Barcelona we offer some museum education courses and two years ago, we started a to include museum education topics in our Ph.D. program in Art Education. Our main aim is to connect the relationships, dilemmas, tensions and contradictions between institutional views, collection practices and visitors’ versions of how museums function, represent and negotiate knowledge. There is a commitment to multiplicity, to heterogeneity, to the revision of institutional culture and of curatorial culture (understood as the culture of the object) and the reconstruction of the public dimension of museums. And hopefully, little by little, the museum profession, the museum education profession will be able to review museum practices. When we recognise how institutions are constructed according to changing meanings, metaphors, images, and narrative, I think we can start assuming that museum education has contributed in changing our institutions. 







� In my PhD dissertation,  I conducted an interpretative research on the museum education conceptions of five museum education professionals from the Museum of Catalan Art, the National Museum of Science and Industry,  Fundació “la Caixa”, the Maritime Museum and the Archaeological Museum of Barcelona. I found that most museum educators were not conscious of theories of learning and teaching, since they assumed a fixed position of education as heritage diffusion. Furthermore, they did not question either their practice or other informal learning practices.


� According to Duncan, museums are “modern ritual settings in which visitors enact complex and often deep psychic dramas about identity, dramas that the museums’ stated, consciously intended programs do not and cannot acknowledge” (Duncan, 1993:192).


� PADRÓ, C. “Stories from museums. Stories from people in museums”.. To be published  in  Lifes stories and other stories, to be published by Octaedro: Barcelona.


� Most museums in Barcelona and Madrid use the Spanish school curriculum (constructivist)  when they develop the topics for school tours. They follow the division between facts and figures, processes and attitudes, which the curriculum stresses. However, we are going through another revision of the school curriculum, approved some months ago, since the conservative party’s majority and I do not know what will happen in museums.


� The Centro Gallego de Arte Contemporáneo in Santiago is the only art museum organizing exhibitions that come from the department of education. On the other hand, at the Instituto Valenciano de Arte Moderno the educators of the School of Fine Arts have been in charge of the organization of workshops for temporary exhibits. They were thought as installations or small thematic interactive exhibits as part of their school programs.


� As the Training Manual suggests.





