Museum and Historic Site Interpretation Seminar

(History 662)

“The history that lies inert in unread books does no work in the world.”






-- Carl Becker

Professor Marla Miller






Spring 2009
Herter 704, 545-4256






TBA
mmiller@history.umass.edu





T 2:30-5:00

Office Hours: M 1-3 and by appt.

Course objectives: This course aims to introduce students to some of the intangible issues that surround museum and historic site interpretation while at the same time addressing the on-the-ground challenges that shape the realm of the possible.  Seminar discussion will tackle readings in the field, works of both theory and practice.  Writing assignments ask students to examine and evaluate examples of current practice. At the same time, students will expand both their insight and skill set as they undertake a group “field service” projects for a community partner.
Books are available at the Food for Thought Bookstore 
Anderson, ed., Reinventing the Museum 

Batinski, Pastkeepers in a Small Place
Black, The Engaging Museum
Lewis, The Changing Face Of Public History: The Chicago Historical Society And The Transformation 

of An American Museum 

Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage, (4th edition, edited by Bruce Craig)
and on Reserve.:

Donnelly, Interpreting Historic House Museums 
Handler and Gable, The New History in an Old Museum
Bernard Herman and Gabrielle Lanier, Everyday Architecture of the Mid-Atlantic 
Levy, Great Tours
Serrell, Exhibit Labels

Serrell, Paying Attention
Serrell, Judging Exhibitions: A Framework for Assessing Excellence
Scheduled Writings (3): A series of short reviews of museum and historic site experiences, and a final paper, 10-15 pp, reflecting on lessons learned in team project in the context of museum and historic site literature.
Self-Scheduled Writings (2): At your convenience but before no later than April 30th, you must select 2 titles from the list below—all on RESERVE in the library—to review (ca. 800 words; alternate titles permissible with consent of instructor).


Salmen, ed., Everyone’s Welcome: The Americans with Disabilities Act and Museums (AAM, 1998)


Ingram, ed., Ten Basic Responsibilities of Non-Profit Boards (Boardsource, 2003)


Genoways and Ireland, Museum Administration: An Introduction (Altamira, 2003)

Malaro, Museum Governance: Mission, Ethics, Policy (Smithsonian, 1994)
Sullivan and Edwards, eds., Stewards of the Sacred (AAM, 2004)

Archibald, The New Town Square: museums and communities in transition (Altamira, 2004)
Falk and Dierking, Learning from museums: Visitor Experiences and the Making of Meaning
 (Walnut Creek, CA : AltaMira Press, c2000.)
Other Assignments: Your other major obligation will be the completion, as a member of a team, of the Field Service Projects below.  The purpose of these projects is to build skills in the collective execution of a successful project, to the satisfaction of a real client.  Early in the semester you will rank your preferences concerning the three possibilities described below; I will use these to guide final assignments.

Also, please note that throughout the semester you are asked to take yourself on some self-guided field trips; in most cases, you are also asked to write about the experience.  Please plan these visits well in advance; museums’ hours vary, you may need to reserve places on tours, etc.  Don’t assume a museum’s schedule will conform to yours.
Evaluation: both your participation in class and your written work will be evaluated and factor into your final grade.  The short papers together will constitute roughly a third of your final grade for the course, your oral participation another third, and your final paper another third.  But please remember that grades are only meant to be rough indicators of your overall skill set, and not ends in and of themselves.  Your focus (and mine) should be on the identification of both strengths and weaknesses in your abilities as an historian, with the aim to cultivate the former and address the latter.

Team Projects

1) Pioneer Valley History Network Research Inventory Project: Documenting the Gold Rush

Some aspects of Pioneer Valley history cannot be sufficiently told on a purely local level. An example is the California Gold Rush, which had an enormous impact on migration, land development, the slavery debate, and the nation’s economy.  Many pioneers from western Massachusetts played important roles in the development of California, and many of those who returned to New England built on their western adventures to achieve positions of stature and importance in our communities.  To see this history in the context of a single town or museum gives valuable anecdotal information, but fails to give a complete picture.  For large-scale movements like the exodus to California, one needs to examine a wider spectrum. By utilizing the full spectrum of the PVHN network and drawing connecting between local anecdotes, the area’s museums and historic sites can better interpret a wider variety of experiences, and present a more elaborate and clearer picture.

 

A team of two students in this course will contribute to the Research Inventory Project that the PVHN is undertaking with funding from MassHumanities, assisting project scholar Cliff McCarthy (an archivist at the Connecticut Valley Historical Museum) by visiting repositories throughout the Connecticut Valley and identifying relevant materials.  The primary source inventory developed in this project and posted on the PVHN website will be the first step toward an online exhibit that explores the experiences of those intrepid Valley residents who journeyed to California in 1849 and subsequent years. Ultimately, the results will be accessible in three components:

a) a written report including the primary source inventory, which will be distributed to MassHumanities and all participating museums and historical societies.  This report with the inventory will also be available for download on the PVHN website,

b) an electronic database of all known participants in the Gold Rush with a connection to the Pioneer Valley, available on the PVHN website,

c) a virtual exhibit to reside on the PVHN website that will include images and descriptions of the artifacts and transcriptions of the written material.  Each item will be properly credited and linked to the institution from which it came. 

2) Disability History Museum: Documenting Disability in the Pioneer Valley

The Disability History Museum (http://www.disabilitymuseum.org/) is an on-line resource that aims to promote understanding about the historical experience of people with disabilities by recovering, chronicling, and interpreting their stories. Their goal is to help foster a deeper understanding of disability and to dispel lingering myths, assumptions, and stereotypes by examining these cultural legacies.  The site is home to a searchable theme-based digital collection of documents and images related to disability history in the United States; these artifacts are drawn from public and private collections around the country, and exist as primary source materials in the site’s Library, and may be interpreted in on-line Museum exhibitions and Education resources.
The site’s collection of documents and photographs is extensive and wide-ranging, but does not yet reflect the rich material culture of disability present in local museums and historic sites.  Inventorying these materials will not only assist the DHM as it seeks to gather materials of use to researchers; finding the objects currently housed in area collections—from ear trumpets, wheelchairs and other artifacts associated with disability to the records of voluntary societies that deal with disability issues—may lay groundwork for future collaborative efforts among Pioneer Valley museums.
3) Hadley Historical Commission: Cycling the Scenic By-Way

In 2004, Rte 47 in Hadley as designated part of the Connecticut River Scenic Farm Byway (established by section 92 of chapter 235 of the acts of 2000).  The overall purpose of the scenic byway designation is to recognize the unique scenic, cultural and recreational resources along the byway. Specific purposes include the preservation of the rural scenic character of the corridor, improvement of highway safety features, expansion of economic opportunities for farm related business and development of a balanced tourism program. 
Because Rte 47 is so popular for area cyclists, the road presents an opportunity to develop interpretative materials that could make the rural landscapes along this well-traveled road more legible and interesting for visitors to the area.  Students on this project will draw on National and State Register of Historic Places materials developed by the Hadley Historical Commission to draft the script for a downloadable audio tour that will interpret Hadley’s historic resources for cyclists.  Drawing on the information generated in the town’s cultural resource surveys and National Register nominations, students will identify ten stops on a potential tour beginning at Hadley’s town center (the Hadley Common) and heading North on rte 47, ending at the Sunderland line, and draft scripts for brief (2-3 minute) presentations for each, as well as a tour introduction.

For a model, see The Boston Harborwalk MP3 Tour, a free downloadable audio tour along Boston's legendary waterfront (http://www.audisseyguides.com/downtownharborwalk)\ 
Schedule of Topics and Readings:

Tues, January 27

1:
Introduction: What does “Interpretation” Mean?

Reading:
Freemen Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage (4th edition, edited by Bruce Craig)

 Just for fun, and to start steering your head toward our semester’s subject: check out http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/nof/maths/default.asp?[nav]=1&[file]=home.html

Tues Feb 3

2. 
The Engaging Museum



Reading:


Graham Black, The Engaging Museum, Sections I, II, III
Anderson, ed., Reinventing the Museum, 9-132. [RESERVE]
PREFERENCES FOR FIELD SERVICE ASSIGNMENTS DUE

Interpreting Objects and Landscapes
Tues Feb 10:

3:
Interpreting Objects and Landscapes

Reading:


Anderson, ed., Reinventing the Museum, 265-339. [RESERVE]

Fleming, “Artifact Study: A Proposed Model,” Winterthur Portfolio  (1974) 
John Hennigar Shuh, "Teaching Yourself to Teach with Objects," in The Educational 


Role of the Museum , ed. Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (2nd ed.; 1999) 

And online at http://www.allaboutshoes.ca/images/en/pdfs/teachers_resources/chronicles/activities_projects/activity2_teaching_yourself.pdf


Self-guided field trip/Paper #1: Visit any area museum, either guided or self-guided.  Select an 



artifact in the collection, and write a short (2-page) essay contemplating its role in interpretation at 

the site.  Hint: the most successful papers will identify an artifact that illustrates some larger challenge, principle, success or failure in a site’s overall interpretation.

Tues Feb 17

4:

Interpreting Objects and Landscapes, II

Reading:

Freedom’s Way Landscape Inventory: Massachusetts Heritage Landscape Inventory Program 

http://www.townofhudson.org/Public_Documents/HudsonMA_Exec/commdev/Hudson%20Reconn%20Report%20Herita.pdf
Blackstone River Valley Heritage Landscape Inventory 

http://www.nps.gov/blac/parkmgmt/heritage-landscape-inventory.htm




Try to browse 2-3 town studies, of your choosing.

Paper #2: Look around.  Drawing on landscapes on campus or somewhere in the local community (Hampshire, Hampden or Franklin County) and using these inventories as models, draw up a 2-3 page proposal for a defined landscape that you would propose merits special attention.  After your brief overview of the site’s history and significance, list 5-7 of the individual resources that constitute the landscape.

RECOMMENDED:  You might find Bernard Herman and Gabrielle Lanier’s Everyday Architecture of the Mid-Atlantic helpful as you learn to contemplate landscape assemblages.  You will find a copy on RESERVE.
The Institutional Setting

Tues Feb 24

5:

The Institutional Setting, I: Overcoming Undertow



FIELD TRIP: HISTORIC DEERFIELD.  Meet at 2:00 (NOTE TIME) at Historic Deerfield. 
Reading:

Batinski, Pastkeepers in a Small Place
Lanning and Miller, “Common Parlors,” Gender and History November 1994.


Anderson, ed., Reinventing the Museum, 341-394



Please try to visit Historic Deerfield on your own in advance of this date.

Tues March 3

6: 

The Institutional Setting, II: Cultures of Interpretation

Reading:
Lewis, The Changing Face Of Public History: The Chicago Historical Society And The Transformation 


of an American Museum 

Handler and Gable, The New History in an Old Museum [RESERVE--selections]


Carson, “Colonial Williamsburg and the Practice of Interpretive Planning in

 American History Museums” Public Historian 1998 20  (3):11-51 (ONLINE)
Carson, “Lost in the Fun House: A Commentary on Anthropologists First Contact 



with History Museums, Journal of American History 81:1 (1994), 137-50 (ONLINE)



Gable and Handler, “Persons of Stature and the Passing Parade: Egalitarian Dilemmas at Monticello and 



Colonial Williamsburg, Museum Anthropology Vol. 29, No. 1 (2006), 5-19. (ONLINE)
Tues, March 10

7: 

The Institutional Setting, III: Cultures of Interpretation in the Federal Government
Reading:
David Larson, ed., Meaningful Interpretation: How to Connect Hearts and Minds to Places, Objects, and 

Other Resources (©2003 Eastern National)


http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/eastern/meaningful_interpretation/index.htm

“Planning for Interpretation and Visitor Experience” and “Comprehensive Interpretive Planning,”


t http://www.nps.gov/hfc/products/ip.htm 

Also, browse some Long-Range Interpretive Plans at http://www.nps.gov/hfc/products/ip-lrip.htm

And Review documents at: http://www.nps.gov/spar/historyculture/spar-establishment.htm

Field Trip:Springfield Armory National Historic Site 
March 17 – SPRING BREAK

Nuts and Bolts 

Tues March 24

8:

Nuts and Bolts I: Planning Successful Exhibits



GUEST:  Michael Hanke 

Reading:

Anderson, ed., Reinventing the Museum, 189-263  [RESERVE]

SKIM: Serrell, Exhibit Labels & begin reading  Serrell, Judging Exhibitions [RESERVE]
Tues March 31

9:
:
Nuts and Bolts II: Evaluating Exhibits


GUEST: Jolene Hart, People, Places & Design



http://www.ppdresearch.com/

Reading:

Serrell, Judging Exhibitions: A Framework for Assessing Excellence
Serrell, Paying Attention [RESERVE]
Note: The NATIONAL COUNCIL ON PUBLIC HISTORY annual meeting takes place April 2-5 in Providence, RI.  Students interested in museum and historic site interpretation are strongly urged to attend, even if it for a single day. If you cannot make it to Providence, do spend some time on the ncph website to get a sense of the issues that will be considered during the meeting.

Tues April 7

10:

Nuts and Bolts III: Planning for Successful Interpretation

Reading:



Graham Black, The Engaging Museum, Section 4, chs 7-9

Anderson, ed., Reinventing the Museum [RESERVE]

Falk, J.H., Moussouri, T., & Coulson., D., “The effect of visitors' agendas on museum learning,” 



Curator, (1998) 41, 2, 107-120. 

BROWSE: Barbara Levy, et al, Great Tours!
Report: Connecticut Cultural Consumers: 

http://reachadvisors.typepad.com/museum_audience_insight/ct-cultural-consumers/
Sample interpretive plan: http://www.stenton.org/research/plan.cfm

FIELD TRIP: Emily Dickinson Museum. NOTE:  In advance of this date you must have take the general public’s tour of the Homestead and Evergreens.

Tues April 14

11:

Nuts and Bolts IV: Putting it all together

Paper #3: EXHIBIT REVIEW DUE.  Use JAH exhibit review format as a model for your review of any current exhibition or interpretive event.  Come to class ready to present your review to your classmates.

ALSO: Plan to share brief progress reports on your team project at this class meeting
TUESDAY APRIL 21: Monday class schedule will be followed

The Future of the Past
Tues April 28
      

12. Graham Black, The Engaging Museum, Section 4, ch 10

Cary Carson, “The End of History Museums: What’s Plan B?” The Public Historian (Nov 2008)

National Historic Sites Initiative (draft 2008)



       Lois H. Silverman and Mark O’Neill, “Change and Complexity in the 21st-Century Museum”



Museum News, http://www.aam-us.org/pubs/mn-change-and-complexity.cfm (while you are on 




the AAM website, browse recent issues of Museum; what are the themes you see in recent 




content, and what does that suggest about the future?
Tues May 5

13. 

Harris, New Solutions for House Museums: Ensuring the Long-Term Preservation of America's 
Historic Houses
Carol B. Stapp & Kenneth C. Turino,  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Does America Need Another House Museum? History News 

2004



Visit to Historic New England. This is a day-long event: we’ll leave campus at 8:00 a.m. and return 

around dinnertime.  The itinerary includes the c. 1670 Swett-Ilsley House, the 1678 Coffin House, and the c. 1690 Spencer-Pierce Little Farm, each of which reflects a period in the history of interpretation

at Historic New England (formerly the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities).  We will also get a tour of Historic New England’s impressive collections storage facility.

Tuesday May 12

14: 
LAST CLASS.  Lessons from the field of museum and historic site interpretation. 


Part I: Presentation of Projects



Part II: Best Practices and Take-Aways
Assignment: Everyone in the class should come with a list of  “10 best practices” on interpretation, 
with enough copies to distribute.



FINAL PAPERS DUE
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