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A Common Experience

I would guess that we have all attended a history museum and have often dodged groups of students as we wonder thorough the exhibits. In many instances we stop and look at the objects and read the text panels before moving on through the often-linear narratives. In history museums the students we encounter are frequently armed with worksheets and pencils with a direct objective being to learn about an event or era through a series of activities and questions about the exhibit. Many of these visits provide students with the obvious evidence that a past existed through the displays of materials objects and a narrative history. These visits also attempt to ensure students gain as much information as possible within an often-limited time element (usually three hours). 

I have spent many hours in history museums over the last 15 years and note the constant presence of students armed with worksheets within exhibition spaces. I have also seen students huddled together attempting to answer the questions with the countdown of time directly impacting the frantic completion of worksheets that can only, apparently, be completed in the confines of the exhibit. What do these students learn after their three hours in the museum? I am interested in how students pedagogically experience the museum and how the museum advances its educational mandate. But I am often at a loss in understanding how the use of the public history museum as an educational site reverts back to a didactic transmission of knowledge even when the institution itself is utilizing various technologies and with the students being engaged with social media beyond the museum. 

As museums remain revered sites for collecting objects, curating exhibits, and educating the public and continue to be the most trustworthy of institutions to learn about the past (Rosenweig & Thelan, 1999), why is it that the exhibitions themselves limit the playful engagement in understanding the past when history is, contrary to popular belief of it being boring, a dynamic and playful discipline? I wonder how social media and technologies are utilized in ways that do not necessarily engage students to realize the very playfulness of history.  I suggest there are two reasons. The first answer is the museum attempting to advance and achieve their broad educational mission for the various public groups who attend the museum and the parallel acceptance of educators that the museum is an educational institution with an obvious end goal/product (that being the completed worksheet).  

The second answer is the discipline itself and how history in defined in history museums. The traditional presentation of history in museums relies on objects and text panels. The objects serve as evidence that a past did indeed exist while the text panels attempt to provide the narrative context of the historical event. The history presented in a museum is often one framed as the commodity to be taken from the museum. Yet the very playfulness of history – the tension of one interpretation of an event up against another or the inclusion of one object over another or the answering of a question based on information – is lost to the belief that knowledge is from the object itself. This dependence on an object-based epistemology where “the focus is on what knowledge is gained directly from the object itself” (Conn, 1998) ignores what information can be attained beyond the museum through the utilization of technologies. The availability of additional information that contextualizes what is placed on display can extend the knowledge drawn from the exhibition itself. It seems as though the opportunities to engage in playfulness within the museum is limited in exhibits, where the materiality within the museum carries authority as evidence and knowledge. Technologies including social media and digitization extend the learning from the public sphere into the space of the museum. By utilizing various technologies that provide additional text, images, maps, etc, museums can provide students with increased sources from which to understand what is on display, what relevance it may hold to historical understanding as well as addressing the transformation of the museum as authority to a role of museum as facilitator. 

I have argued elsewhere (Trofanenko, 2008) that students do have the capacity to engage in the messiness of history within public exhibitions. But I have also argued the need for museums to allow for, and invite, public engagement with the exhibit itself in order to advance their educational mandate. I wonder how student utilize the various technologies beyond the museum in order to make the museum experience pedagogical. That the knowledge to be gained from a history museum is often a didactic framing of essential knowledge not only affirms the museum as being the sole authority of knowledge but also by ignoring the various ways in which youth can and do learn about the past. 

In this paper, I offer insight on how a group of students engaged in an exhibition at the National Museum of American History in Washington, DC and how their use of various technologies beyond the physical space of the museum serves as a hopeful indicator that youth are able to critically question and contribute to their knowledge by utilizing various technologies in ways that support what the museum offered. 

Wither the exhibit? 

In the fall of 2005, I began a research project with a group of Grade 8 students at a charter school in Washington, DC. This project focused on how the students came to learn about national identity and nationalism, and about the institutions through which they came to understand such terms. In the first month of the study, I observed how the teacher worked with the students to understand how a national identity is formed, what institutions and institutionalized activities contribute to a national identity, and what events strengthen or weaken identity formation. A topic of discussion that came out in the classroom was that the U.S. has various identities both national and international. One such identifier was the U.S. as a country involved in war. During the three months I was involved in this project, I watched how the teacher provided learning activities to engage the students with gathering information in order to answer the question of how history is used to define a national identity. The teacher talked about the national identity, war, and the relationship between the two, various reasons why countries go to war, the different ideologies that direct a countries involvement in war, and the outcomes of war. The teacher presented lectures to the students, had the students engage in analysis of documents specific for 4 selected wars, and then to compose an argument supporting or refuting the value of this particular war. Throughout the three months, the students also engaged in museum visits, mall visits, work in the National Archives and the Library of Congress (both in the physical spaces and the on-line environments). Prior to attending the various museums and exhibits, the students also talked about the purpose the history museum served and their own expectations of what they would see. 

The exhibition the students examined – The Price of Freedom: Americans at War – was a major exhibition at the National Museum of American History, with an overall purpose of providing a “comprehensive and memorable overview of America’s military experience and the central role it has played in our national life” (Smithsonian Institute, 2005a). Prior to attending the exhibit, the students worked to define a museum, to understand the relationship between museums and history, and to provide an open and frank debate about the learning that occurs (or not) within a museum. The teacher pointed out that objects in museums were always interpreted within a broader framework of knowledge, which serve specific pedagogical purposes (for both the museum and the public), for example, the museum’s presentation of a particular narrative served the interests of the nation state. These students lived in Washington, DC and they all claimed to visit the museums frequently with their families and friends. The students engaged in guided discussions, read articles modified by the teacher about museums, and utilized various technologies – google and google maps, digital collections from museums and archives, youtube videos, flickr, for example – to gain information that would inform their mash-up videos of the role of museums in constructing a particular identity. 

An additional requirement given the students came with the directive of utilizing media technologies to complete a 5 minute mash-up video that defined the musuem’s role in contributing to a national identity. The videos provided the students with a means through which they examined the museums narratives and present their own meta-narratives of the museum’s explicit intent. The students were required to use the physical space of the museum as a starting point in answering/addressing the question posed by the teacher. These videos served a second purpose. The use of digital technologies to gain contextual knowledge about war provided insight into how youth engaged with the technologies themselves. The teacher did not assume all students could engage to the same extent with technologies because of various skill levels and access to social media itself. The teacher worked with students to gain skill level particular to utilizing technologies, but also explicitly framed opportunities for students to experiment and engage with these technologies for a specific narrative purpose and interpretive activity.

The students engaged in a parallel development of the mash-ups by setting their own narrative and then gathering information, which was then into a public example of knowledge production. The students constantly moved between the digital components of production with the technological interactives that they used to cull the knowledge. What information was gathered allowed for a more open and flexible collection of knowledge specific to the interests of the students. When questioned by the museum personnel about their lack of engagement with the various technologies incorporated into the exhibit itself, the students cogently argued that the digital media within the exhibit may reflect the wider developments occurring within the museum in order to bring in the youth audience (which it is assumed such technologies would be a draw for the particular exhibit), yet did not specifically contribute to furthering their knowledge. Specifically, the students realized how the History Channel and a local independent media company produced many of the media elements within the museum  (individuals within the videos were actors and NOT ‘real’ Medal of Honor recipients), and they spoke critically about the use of a perceived authentic award to gain an emotional tie to the exhibits larger message (of connecting the necessity of conflict to that of freedom). 

“It’s more than a collection of guns”
Thinking that the movement towards technologies within the public museum does make it possible for museums to work towards achieving their goal as places for learning. A wide area of scholarship within the museum studies discipline has asked over the last 5 – 6 years how particular technologies may be incorporated within the museum itself. From the development of digital collections, to accessing information through museum dashboards, through specifically developed smart phone apps (to name only a few), museum personnel are identifying what value technology may hold for the museum. For the proponents of museums as pedagogical sites, they would argue that technologies within the museum advances student understanding of related elements associated with war (specifically, the videos focused on Medal of Honor awardees, the videos depicting the rows of white crosses in cemeteries around the world, footage of the Vietnam War). Yet, the museum exhibit did not provided opportunity for students to utilize technology on their own terms within the exhibit space. The technologies used were as didactic and directed as any of the objects, text panels, and labels. 

This point was not lost on the students. As Stuart mentioned when asked about the purpose of the museum is advancing the ideas of sacrifice and freedom, he replied that the museum was “more than a collection of guns.” But he quickly followed up by saying that “you can learn more about guns, if you really really want to …. by googling guns.” 

He acknowledged openly the necessity of guns for war, but also noted the limited information provided by the museum about the guns. His group used the guns as a point of reference for their mash-up. They included videos of the exhibit, photos of the material objects displayed, pictures of the text panels and tags, and copied videos of the movies. Their mash-up, collectively referred to as How the West was One, centred on the idea of violence as an authorized premise of war. 

While many would consider that the student mash-up videos were only a playful example of how students could come to advance their technological skills, I argue that it allowed the students to rethink how they learn about the past. Their shared understanding of interacting with various technologies worked by their use of information to build an interpretation of their knowing about the relationship between history and identity. The mash-up itself, while clearly an activity to engage the students, is effective because much of the content presented works through a combination of knowing something new (in the case of Stuart’s group, how the identity of American men is one of strength and hardiness) with a more interesting way of presenting the information. The mash-up presented a combination of aesthetic appreciation (including a sepia tone along with computer created graphics of blood) and the cultural memories of the West as a nostalgic time and place. The mash-up included a sound track containing western background  music (from, no less, The Magnificent Seven and How the West was Won), photographs of themselves inserted into the archival documents, and their physical presence in the museum exhibit. Accompanying the mash-up were images of guns displayed in the museum, transposed pictures of massive U.S. casualties from the Vietnam War with a film clip of a confrontation between Natives and non-Natives. 

One of the main concerns about history is the apparent lack of historical knowledge held by students within our school classrooms. In their arguments about the shortcomings of public education in the United States, education policy makers frequently use standardized test results (specifically NAEP results) to show the limited knowledge students possess. The response to this lack of knowledge was a movement towards wide spread utilization of primary source materials and the dependence on Document Based Questioning as the basis for history education. By using primary and secondary sources, it continues to be argued, students can develop historical knowledge by engaging in the act of history (Holt). The focus is on the development of content knowledge (the “what” about history) and procedural skills (the “how” of history) can be included in the larger issues of asking why particular representations are presented within the museum. These students came to understand how knowledge is constructed in the museum, as well as how knowledge can be reconstructed using digital technologies. Their goal was to create a mash-up that included a narrative about history and national identity. They learned many new technological skills. They not only gained a rudimentary skill set of utilizing IMovies, but they also acquired and presented a mature understanding of where other information may be found. To formulate their arguments about history, museums, and war, they needed to present their own exhibit in order to identify and locate additional information they felt needed for their argument. 

Will these students ever attend another museum and know that they can gain more information about what they see in front of them through the digital realm? I suspect so. But I also suspect that they have some sense that learning the past can be fun, and that museums do have a particular purpose. As one of them stated: “I know they hold the objects. I just don’t know what they want us to do with the objects.” 

….. the sorta end …. More on Thursday and Friday.
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