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“When I Grow Up I’d Like to Work in A Place Like This:” Museum Professionals’ Narratives of Their Early Interest in Museums

ABSTRACT

As part of an exploratory research study museum professionals were asked to share their stories about pivotal learning experiences in museums.  Several offered personal narratives of how they first became interested in museums and started down the path towards careers in museum work, or had their imaginations opened to the possibility of broader life horizons.  This group of stories seemed to be grounded in particularly vivid memories and frequently elicited strong emotions in the telling.  The narratives are evidence of the impact of early museum experiences on people who later found their way into museum careers, and suggest avenues for further study of the roots of museum careers as well as other ways museums profoundly affect people’s lives.  The stories can also reveal to the teller, as well as to researchers and others, what stands out in their memories and the importance they assign to those memories.  By attending to the thematic and emotional content of these narratives, both narrator and colleagues can find clues about where their beliefs and values really lie and, therefore, where their and the profession’s time and resources might be most productively invested.

INTRODUCTION

I’ve been in the museum profession all my life.  Professionally on the job for 24 years, and before that I was an intern during college years and worked during the summer and during field periods and things like that.  But when I was five years old I was visiting the fort in St. Augustine, Florida and...it's reported to me by my mother—and I'm not going to argue with my mother—that I turned to my parents and said, “You know when I grow up I'd like to work in a place like this.”  And from that point on, my career goal was to work in museums. [PH37-01]

Accounts like this turned up in interviews conducted at the Association of Youth Museums’ and the American Association of Museums’ meetings in Philadelphia in 1995, when 75 museum professionals were asked to tell stories about pivotal learning experiences they had or observed in museums.  Among the stories collected, quite a few offered narratives like Steven Miller’s of how they became fascinated by museums and ended up in the museum profession.  This article uses that subset of Philadelphia narratives to explore the impact of early museum-going on children who grew up to became museum professionals.

THE STUDY 

The Philadelphia stories were collected in interviews as part of what was initially meant to be only an exploratory study on the path towards a deeper look at learning in museums.  With that limited objective no effort was made to develop a representative sample nor to stick to a consistent interview protocol.  The interviews were conducted in the halls of the conference center, hotel, and evening receptions.  Recruiting leaflets were distributed, people were snagged as they walked by, friends and co-workers were rounded up.  A video camera, complete with bright lights, was set up and fellow conventioneers were invited to stop by and tell their museum learning stories.  The tapes reveal conference participants wandering in and out of the interview area.  At one point you can hear a marching band on its way to provide the entertainment at the opening of a general session.  Although many participated in fairly lengthy interviews, others deposited one or two stories and moved on. 

The material was transcribed and divided into approximately 400 discrete narratives, although assigning a break at the end of one story and the beginning of the next was sometimes an arbitrary decision.   Each of the nearly 200 stories that seemed to describe pivotal museum learning experiences was then analyzed for its thematic and emotional content and for its narrative form by four members of the research team using categories that fell naturally out of the data.  Attention was paid to whether it was a first-person account about something the storyteller learned, or a third-person description of someone else’s learning experience.  The setting and type of experience was examined (i.e. handling an exciting object behind the scenes in an anthropology museum collection storage area; a public demonstration in the halls of a science center).  The ages and relationships of the learning unit were noted (i.e. a parent and preschool child participating in a hands-on guided fantasy; a college student wandering the halls of a large museum on her own).  Most of the analysis focussed on the transcripts, with periodic returns to the videotape to check for facial expressions, the timbre of voices, body language, and other signs of where the storyteller was placing emphasis and the emotional loading of the narrative.  These check-backs turned out to be important.  For example, in spite of the busy, very public settings of the interviews, we rediscovered that more than one narrator choked up or cried as their stories unfolded.  Finally, all of the analyses were reviewed and adjusted by the research team meeting as a whole as a screen of the reliability of our individual categorizations.

THE NARRATIVES

The narratives are presented mostly as transcribed, with slight edits to help clarify a reference or to tie sections of an interrupted story together.   One interview was reordered to maintain the chronology of the story, and a few additional parts of narratives were cut when they did not seem critical to the central theme or flow of the account.   Six of the ten stories on childhood experiences influencing later museum careers were selected for this article, not to be representative of the whole collection, but to illustrate the range of the content and form of those narratives.  Therefore, the narratives are organized into six categories where the pivotal career-setting event revolved around a collection, an object, an exhibit, a chain of related experiences, and an extended program.

A Collection—In this first Philadelphia story Bonnie Pitman told of being captured by a museum and its wonderful collections at age eleven, and knowing from that moment on that she was going to work in a museum when she grew up.

My mother took me, after about three days, to the National Gallery of Art.  I thought I had died and gone to heaven.  I couldn't believe what I saw.  I mean, the color and the light.  And I would cry and I would just—every painting was just extraordinary.  So, I collected—at that time in the National Gallery you would go into the rooms and they would have a piece of paper in the room and it told you just in like, three lines about each object in the paint—each painting in the room, whether—and you would start at the Van Dyke and you could go around…

And I read every piece of paper and stood in front of every painting.  And I made my mother read them day after day and she just thought, “I’m going to die,” and then I'd go down to—with all the money I had saved and I bought all the cards I could buy of my favorite paintings and created my first museum, which was a postcard book.  And…I just did each room.  I would write my own little notes underneath and…mostly draw pictures.  And I kept this book for about twenty years.  And then in one of my family's moves, it got lost and it broke my heart because that was about the time that I really understood…what an influential piece it was in my life. 

...and after I left the National Gallery, I knew with the kind of clarity that only a child has, when people would say, “What are you going to do when you grow up?"  I would say, "I'm going to work in a museum."  And it was as clear to me that, that was what I wanted to do.  It was because, for the first time in my life, I succeeded.  I have a very powerful visual memory and I could remember all of these images, and that there was a learning sequence and an order.  There was a profound sense of beauty, obviously that comes from viewing these objects. [PH48-04]

An Object—The following story, told by Carol Ely, came down to a single object setting the stage for a deep fascination with material culture, social history, and museums.

I grew up outside Washington.  And I loved going to the Smithsonian.  And what I loved was the doll house they had—I guess was then called History and Technology and now it's American History.  This wonderful Victorian doll house.  And I just spent hours staring at that doll house.  They had a book about it, and I bought the book.  And I looked at the doll house.  And then I went home and my father and I built a doll house.  And I made it a Victorian doll house and I read books about doll houses.  And I got interested in social history and material culture from looking at this doll house.  Which in the terms that we usually talk about, hands on, wasn't hands on at all.  It was behind glass.  But because it was a really wonderful object, it was just a wonderful, magical thing that took me in another world, that...was really special.  It got me interested in museums and material culture which is what I'm doing now. [PH31-02]

Later in the interview Ely went on to link this experience with her eventual career in museum work.

When I was a kid and imagining what I wanted to do when I grew up, working in a museum seemed like a really wonderful thing to do.  But it seemed like a fantasy almost.  Like you'd say well I want to grow up to be a movie star.  And I really didn't know what the career path was or how it was possible to do that or people didn't really have that as a career.  …and it wasn't really until I was in college that things kind of clicked and I realized, yeah, people do that.  They get training and they go and they work in museums and they get paid and it's a job.  And I started to think of it as a possibility again. [PH31-07]

An Exhibit—Mindy Duitz’s story told how repeated visits to an exhibit of plaster casts and models launched a lifetime interest in classical life, architecture, and art.

As a young child I went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art regularly, to what they call their Junior Museum.  Which was actually not terribly exciting, except to me.  It was filled at the time with nineteenth century plaster casts of Greco-Roman sculptures and architecture.  And I cannot to this day tell you why, but I loved them.  They were very beautiful, they were fascinating.  And I would stand at the model of the Parthenon and stare into it and imagine people walking around it, what they wore.  There was just something—it was a stage setting for my imagination.

And I went on to be obsessed about Greek culture.  I remember as a high school student reading every Greek tragedy ever written.  And then went on to be an art historian.  And my expertise is Greek and Roman art.  And I always wanted to work in a museum.  I think not just because of the Greek and Rome, but just the experience of being in museums.  It always made me feel like it was comfortable.  It was my place to be. [PH19-01]

A Chain of Experiences—Kate Bennett told a story about a chain of related experiences that led from a childhood fantasy to the start of her professional career.

My earliest memory of museums was...an Iroquois long house in the Rochester Museum and Science Center that I used to go in and sit in when I was a kid, and I really enjoyed it.

And then when I was in fourth grade my...teacher, Mrs. Nichols, took us on a field trip to Letchworth Park to see the home of Mary Jemison, who was a young girl who had been taken captive by the Iroquois Indians, and she had spent the rest of her life actually married to an Iroquois Indiana and set up her home in Letchworth Park.  And so there was a cabin where she had lived.  And I had a fantasy from then on that I always wanted to be Mary Jemison and be kidnapped by the Iroquois Indians and taken away into a whole new lifestyle.  And I always used to fantasize what it was like to grind corn and do all those things that Mary had to do.  I remember her leggings in great detail that are in the museum in Letchworth Park.  It's a little, one-room museum situation that was just fabulous.

We went west that summer as part of a family group, and I fell in love with the national parks.  We went to Mesa Verde, and I became an Indian again there, although a Southwest Indian—Anasazi at that point—in the cave dwellings.  And I remember those miniatures like it was yesterday.  Of looking into what the kivas were and all of that.  And then getting a chance to walk around the site and all of that.  

So I became an anthropologist in fourth grade through both of those experiences, and got into the whole museum frame of mind from then on.  And I was always interested in other cultures from that point.  I don't remember before then being interested in them...

I spent a year in the Philippines when I was in college and worked in the museum there.  And when I came back to Rochester after graduating from college, I was standing in the halls looking at the same Iroquois long house.  And the director emeritus of the museum came up to me and asked me what I was doing there, and I said I was just thinking about my future and [was] about to go west and climb mountains.  And he asked me if I wanted to be in a museum program.  

So...you know, it's that Iroquois long house that got me into museums and got me thinking about other cultures.  And I still [have] the memory of sitting in that long house.  And obviously that director, Steve Thomas, saw that on my face.  [PH23-01] 

Since the interview, Bennett, who at that time was director of the Staten Island Children’s Museum, was asked to head the Rochester Museum and Science Center.

An Extended Program—The final story, from Margaret Marino, described how her participation in an extended museum program opened up her sense of what life’s possibilities might hold.

In sixth grade, I was selected for Carnegie PM Flyers at Carnegie Museum of Natural History…  And I knew nothing about it.  I had never been in a museum before.  My parents didn't go to museums.  There was no reason for me to ever enter a museum.

But I went into this room where there was this enormous arena of hundreds of kids that they picked, two of us from every school.  And for the first time in my life I just felt a part of something that was much bigger than myself.  And the building of the Carnegie Museum of Natural History was so beautiful, so impressive.  And the teacher there, Joseph Fitzpatrick, was just a wonderful man and filled with enthusiasm about life and about art and about nature.  He would stand and he would rivet our attention on him for four hours every Saturday morning and then after we left, he would have us for lunch and we would have to go out into the museum and draw for four more hours.  Well, all I can tell you is there were never that many disciplinary problems with that class.  We would leave that four hours of lecture that he gave us and we would sit by ourselves and draw different things.

And I still remember drawing this enormous dinosaur skeleton. And I remember I didn’t know how to start. I started at one end and I drew every single bone, I counted every single bone. And then, I ran out of paper. And then I turned the next page and I drew every single bone in the middle of the dinosaur and I still ran out of paper. And I went to the next page, and I drew every bone in his tail and still had to stop. I couldn’t fit his tail in. I thought, this is an enormous dinosaur. I didn’t make the connection that I could have drawn him smaller. This dinosaur was so big. 

And...if you worked really hard, you got invited back the following year.  They lasted for three years.  At the end of the third year, you had to paint.  You didn't get to paint until the third year.  So, you were desperate to paint by that time.

You spent half a day in the galleries up above...the room that had all the marble pieces, like the Well of Moses.  And they had the gallery up above and it would be so hot up there.  And the smell of—they used the cheapest materials they could find, you know?  And they had probably two hundred, three hundred easels...  The class started out really big and then it got smaller and smaller and smaller.  So the ones that were there the third year, they were dedicated.  And we would stand there and paint for four hours, standing there with our tempera paints. And the smell of the paint—I loved the smell of the paint.  And the look of the marble.  And the teacher would often touch the marble with appreciation for the material.

I was in ninth or tenth grade when I graduated from that program...  And in that three years, I was at the museum during the school year every single Saturday morning.  And it was a long bus ride from my home and it was the only place I went by myself.  And in fact, even though they had times when my parents could come, my parents had no interest at all.  And they never came at all.  They didn't even know where I went on Saturdays.  They only knew I was gone and that I needed a dollar for lunch money.

And being a part of that, [Marino began to cry] I never thought I would ever, ever get a chance to work in a museum.  And it was many years later actually that I had a chance...  But, I remember feeling at some point, that this was what it was like to be an educated person and to care about things.  It meant so much to me to know...all the things that were in the museum with tremendous familiarity and...to have been a part of this wonderful experience and to know that I'd made it for three years. [PH51-02]

ANALYSIS

Thematic Content—Among the approximately 200 pivotal museum learning stories identified from all the narratives, depending on how each was classified, between 30 and 35 stories were identified as truly life-changing museum experiences.  Some were told in the third person about how the teller saw a museum—almost always children’s museums—providing a learning or social environment where a troubled child’s problem was diagnosed, a hidden capacity discovered, a limitation overcome, or where a child was just allowed to blossom. (Spock 2000c)  There were accounts, also not included in this collection, that were firmly anchored in the storyteller’s adult life—mostly about getting into museum work unexpectedly by the side door. Finally, in several of the other stories, again not included in this selection, just hanging out in museums or going regularly with other members of the family were described as the critical factor in catching the museum bug. (Spock 2000b)]

But as this selection of six stories illustrated, at least ten storytellers wanted to take us farther back to show how childhood museum-going was pivotal to their later museum careers.  There was a deterministic inevitability in some of the narratives.  “...I knew with the kind of clarity that only a child has...  I'm going to work in a museum.”  “And I always wanted to work in a museum...  It was my place to be.”  “I became an anthropologist in fourth grade…and got into the whole museum frame of mind from then on.”  For others museum work was a possibility rather than an inevitability—more of the I-want-to-be-a-ballet-dancer-or-a-fireman-when-I-grow-up variety of statement:  “...working in a museum seemed like a really wonderful thing to do.”  “You know when I grow up I'd like to work in a place like this.”  Or the experience appeared to have opened up the possibility of museum work even though it had not seemed likely at the time. “…I never thought I would ever, ever get a chance to work in a museum.  And it was many years later actually that I had a chance.”  Whether they were actually pivotal in this way, all the narrators wanted to testify that their childhood experiences led them eventually into museum careers.  And it seems likely that more of our informants would have tied the start of their careers explicitly back to childhood museum experiences if we had probed for those connections more aggressively.

Emotional Content—One of the striking findings of this study was the centrality and intensity of what the informants brought to the interviews.  These stories were about events deeply felt and long remembered.  They were not life-as-usual, but about events that made a difference, that added up to something.  “I thought I had died and gone to heaven.  I couldn't believe what I saw.  I mean, the color and the light.  And I would cry and I would just—every painting was just extraordinary.”  “...it was a really wonderful object, it was just a wonderful, magical thing that took me in another world, that...was really special.”  “And I cannot to this day tell you why, but I loved them.  They were very beautiful, they were fascinating...  There was just something—it was a stage setting for my imagination.”  In Margaret Marino’s narrative nearly everything contributed to the cumulative impact of the experience: “And for the first time in my life I just felt a part of something that was much bigger than myself.  And the building...was so beautiful, so impressive.  And the teacher...was just a wonderful man and filled with enthusiasm...  And the smell of the paint—I loved the smell of the paint.  And the look of the marble...  It meant so much to me to know...all the things that were in the museum with tremendous familiarity and...to have been a part of this wonderful experience and to know that I'd made it for three years.”  The vividness of these excerpts may have reflected both the waves of emotion brought to the surface through their telling, but as noted above, our informants’ interest in making a convincing case for the importance of these experiences. 

DISCUSSION

The Philadelphia stories have important things to say about the impact of museum-going on peoples’ memories.  They add weight to John Falk and Lynn Dierking’s observation from their review of seven studies on recalling of museum experiences that, “Taken as a whole, these studies of museum memories, both recollection studies and short-term memory studies, suggest that museum memories are salient [to the lives of the informant] and persistent...” (Falk and Dierking 1995)  The six narrative excerpts, and many of the other stories we collected, also suggest that memories of early museum experiences are vivid, relevant, and lasting.

Beyond the strength and persistence of memories, we can also learn some things about the pivotal role museums play in people’s lives.  Each storyteller is convinced that museums made a difference in the way they turned out—why they ended up working in museums.  The stories ring true for us, personally, as well.  They have many of the same features as memories each of us carry about the seeds of our own museum careers.  And although anecdotal, the same elements that are convincing to a casual reader—the sincerity of themes, the richness of detail, the emotional depth—also command the attention of those of us doing research on learning in museums.  Clearly, something important was going on.   It seems reasonable to take these self-reported stories as suggestive evidence that museums can actually change people’s lives in profound and lasting ways.  

Whether one is or is not impressed by what these six narratives imply about the impact of childhood museum experiences on the choice of museum careers, the Philadelphia stories do suggest avenues for further research.  As John Falk points out in a personal correspondence

Data like this is richly informative and provides a "search image" for future investigations.  What this type of data does not provide, for example,  is a sense of the relative frequency of these kinds of impacts.  We can use this type of data to mark the boundaries of a museum's impact, arguably from life-changing at one end of the continuum to inconsequential and unmeasurable at the other.  What remains to be investigated is how these impacts are distributed, and why.

Nina Jensen’s study of 30 fourth-grader’s perceptions of their museum experiences is also helpful in beginning to understand not so much the deeper impacts of museum-going, but what a more general population of children found memorable and appealing.  “While most of the children expressed positive feelings for some museums, only a few included museums among their favorite places.” (Jensen 1994)  So our narrators, in their early passion for museums, were probably already outside the childhood mainstream.  Jensen’s study also suggests some of the qualities of a museum experience that may have made them appealing to both her informants and ours:  a match to personal interests and family and cultural backgrounds, control over content and pacing, some measure of independence from adults, and variety in activity and content.

Beyond where other research leads us is the interesting question of how much did these career-starting experiences depended on their actually happening in a museum?  Could Bonnie Pitman or Mindy Duitz have had their professional paths set through experiences with quality art books or CD-ROMs?  Carol Ely in her grandmother’s attic or a toy store?  Kate Bennett from a stirring play, film, or storybook?  Margaret Marino in a Saturday art school class?  How much of the impacts reported were the result of their unique settings or the immediate and tangible quality of the material?  And how much were they governed by the prior interests and learning styles of our reporters?  It might be argued that the very “reality” of these experiences was a good match to their preferred ways of dealing with the world.  So the narrators may have chosen museum careers because these early experiences revealed an exciting and comfortable path for pursuing their developing interests or passions.

In the meantime, the stories are good solid data of another kind.  The narratives revealed what our informants remembered and thought important enough to share with us.  They were statements of their belief that museum experiences can have big, life-directing influences on children, and that these pivotal events can lay down deeply felt, long-held traces.  What they found themselves saying and feeling in their interviews was clearly a revelation for some of how much they were invested in the idea of the pivotal role of these early experiences.  A research team member, Hope Jensen Leichter, points out that the act of constructing and telling a story is itself a learning experience.  Not only does it make the memory of the experience more vivid and lasting, but telling a story offers a self-reflective opportunity to make sense of and understand events—to place them in the context of one’s life and beliefs. (Leichter and Spock 1999)  

In the same spirit these stories, and the lessons they taught their narrators, can be instructive to the rest of us.  If we examine our own museum memories and think about the stories we choose to tell, they offer important clues to our deepest, but possibly unexamined, professional convictions—what we really believe and how those beliefs can be brought to bear in a more conscious way to shape our work.  If revisiting memories of our own childhood experiences reinforces our belief that young people can be profoundly affected by museums, we will be more determined and inventive in finding ways to offer those experiences, and be more effective in advocating for them in our institutions and communities.  And if listening to our own stories convinces us, for example, that great objects, stimulating settings, intriguing models, charismatic program leaders, can make a big difference, we will be that much more determined to make them a part of all our museum’s offerings.  In this way we can make informed and useful decisions without having to wait for more objective “proof” of what museums can achieve—but only if we listen to our stories and act on what our memories tell us was important.
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