
CHAPTER FIVE

Conclusion

Rethinking Education

If the truth be known, museums are urged to place education “at the center of their

public service role”1 largely because the Internal Revenue Service requires that museums 

match popular assumptions about education before it will grant them tax-exempt status.  

Libraries, of course, have never been questioned on this point as they have always been 

assumed to have a natural partnership with schools.  Libraries and museums are both 

centers of free learning, but museums have a social element beyond that of most libraries.

It is partly this element that calls into question the educational value of museums: 

Much of what constitutes the body of traditional learning theory is important, but it 
is inadequate for our purposes.  Traditional learning researchers are realizing that 
learning may be far more complex than previously considered.  Such specialists as 
social cognition researcher William Damon and cognitive scientist John Seeley 
Brown have suggested that learning theory has neglected the social nature of 
learning and the role of motivation in learning.  They have also raised concerns that 
so much of the learning research has been conducted under controlled laboratory 
conditions, with little connection to real-world learning and motivation.2  

To be sure, many museums have leapt skillfully through the hoops of quantifiable 

learning designed primarily for traditional schools.  But if they stop behaving like 

schools, are they still educating?  

1American Association of Museums, Excellence and Equity: Education and the Public Dimension 
of Museums (Washington, D.C.: American Association of Museums, 1992), 7.

2Falk and Dierking, The Museum Experience (Washington, D.C.: Whalesback Books. 1998), 98.
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We know already that visitors go to museums in order to interact with other 

people,3 and must admit the huge gap that exists between visitors’ agendas and 

institutional agendas.  Visitors do not always learn according to programmed objectives.  

Instead, they may take away an unconscious knowledge that bears fruit after years of 

germination—perhaps they will run across a similar exhibit later or read something that 

reminds them of a visit they made to a museum years before.  Suddenly, what they did 

not understand upon the first visit becomes clearer with more life experience and 

maturity.  There is much evidence that the kind of learning associated with museum visits

is learning of a different kind from that which occurs in libraries and classrooms.  

From the very beginning, museums were designed from a completely different 

framework than libraries and traditional learning centers.  They were centers of curiosity 

and exploration through which strange marvels invited discovery and illumination.  They 

opened up questions and sent the unsatisfied in search of answers not found in books.  To

lovers of skill and beauty they stirred longings for personal excellence.  For this very fact,

they provide an impetus that is often absent from routine learning environments.  The 

great beauty of library-museums is that they share the best components of libraries and 

museums, but the tragedy is that they seldom show the full range of stimuli they could 

provide.  Museums were never designed to “educate” in the old sense of dragging 

students into a classroom and forcing them to learn a set of facts; they were designed for 

musing.  Education is what happens when one muses over experiences in life and 

suddenly “sees” something unrealized before; at its best, it is a gestalt of all our 

experiences in life.  Libraries lend themselves to structured research as well as to musing 

and provide the perfect tie-in between classroom and museum.  

3Ibid., 41.
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To be sure, some library-museums successfully mix educational objectives and 

museum experiences better than others.  Such institutions normally have a broader range 

of professionals and a bigger budget to pay them than do the small-to-medium sized 

library-museums.  Even without the objectives, a good library-museum should be able to 

create exhibits substantial enough to pique the interest of an average visitor and to 

challenge that visitor to want to learn more.  A museum cannot function to its peak if it 

conducts itself as a library, nor can a library conduct itself entirely like a museum.  An 

institution must take stock of what it has to offer the public now and what it can 

potentially offer the public later.  After that, an institution must decide what expectations 

it wants to generate in its intended audiences.  

A museum is the best device our culture has developed for the transmission of ideas
to large numbers of people through the exhibition of genuine objects.  This is the 
museum's strength.  This is what it can do better than any other kind of institution 
yet devised. . . . like other kinds of institutions, the museum has both strengths and 
weaknesses; if it abandons its strong ability to exhibit genuine objects and moves 
toward the province of some other sort of institution, its success in transmitting its 
ideas inexorably decreases. . . . Failure threatens an exhibition with long labels 
simply because a museum is not the right device for the transmission of the written 
word.  A museum is not a book.4  

Professionalization of Library and Museum Personnel

To successfully maximize library-museum collections, some kind of professional 

expertise is needed at both the library and the museum ends, whether from cross training 

of staff or from clearly defined library and museum duties.  Institutions with both library 

and museum aspects suffer when expertise exists at only one end of the operation.  Not 

only does a giant hole remain in their consciousness of collections maximization, but a 

myopia develops within the professional culture of the institution.  Unless the staff is at 

4Ibid., 78.
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least minimally cross-trained, an institution is likely to remain underdeveloped at one 

end.  The professional organizations and colleagues with which a staff associates 

normally influence how they see the whole operation.  Professionals tend to measure 

themselves according to the standards of their colleagues rather than by the reality of the 

big picture.  The staff may operate a splendid library or a splendid museum, but unless it 

understands the need for cooperative support for a larger vision, the institution may 

deteriorate into existing solely for its staff.  

For the time being, the library field comes closer than the museum field to 

holding a genuine professional status, and this creates part of the reason some institutions

appear to operate with many deficiencies.  Librarians perform expected functions 

determined by ingrained professional standards.  All librarians engage in similar 

practices, have similar educational paths, and expect their institutions to perform similar 

services.  The museum field as an emerging profession will not hold across-the-board 

professional status until the words “museum professional” also become restricted to 

highly trained workers possessing a common body of knowledge, qualifications, and 

ethics, subject to regulation by peer organizations.  Despite attempts to achieve this, the 

multiplicity of museum disciplines makes this a difficult task.  At present, it is more 

accurate to say that some museum workers have achieved more professionalism in their 

work than others.

This uneven track in the museum field has resulted in large part from 

discrepancies in educational backgrounds within the museum work force. One mark of a 

true profession is the ability to prolong training by offering future income and prestige to 

keep trainees in school long enough to gain the necessary competency to comply with 
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standards of practice and to churn out academic papers.5  Many museum workers 

currently responsible for managing, collecting, and programming have little more than a 

high school diploma while others have advanced degrees from universities.  Their 

salaries differ wildly as well.  One sociologist, Ernest Greenwood, writes:

It is typical of the structure of the occupational group that is emerging as a 
profession that its members are not homogeneous with respect to the amount of 
knowledge and community orientation they possess. . . . It is the elite of an 
emerging profession that takes the lead in pushing for the advancement of 
professionalism in its occupational group and in claiming public recognition of its 
new status.6 

Those museum workers with the highest degree of commitment to research in 

museology will be those who further professionalize the field by providing a body of 

knowledge compatible with university studies and who inspire service worthy of 

recognition in the wider community.7  The field in this country is just beginning to see 

sparkling glimmers of professional status as more universities elect to offer master’s 

degrees in museum studies.8  It will not become a truly professionalized field until an 

accredited doctoral program is offered somewhere and competition for applicants 

becomes keen.  As more candidates emerge from the universities, more will be required 

of entrants into the field replacing those who retire or leave.  

To understand the museum field as an emerging profession, it may help to 

compare its present condition with the general nature of professions at large.  “A 

profession delivers esoteric services—advice or action or both—to individuals, 
5Ernest Greenwood, “Professions,” Daedalus, Journal of the American Academy of Arts 

and Sciences 92 no. 4 (1965): 381.

6Bernard Barber, “Some Problems in the Sociology of the Professions,” in The Professions in 
America, eds. Kenneth S. Lynn et al.  (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1965), 22.

7Ibid., 18.

8Greenwood, 380
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organizations or government; to whole classes or groups of people or to the public at 

large,”9 says Greenwood.  As in true professions, museum workers “profess to know 

better than others the nature of certain matters, and to know better than their clients what 

ails them or their affairs.”10  Museum workers, in the manner of professionals, find their 

special knowledge best equips them to regulate themselves through formal associations 

and long-lasting relationships.11

A couple of notable marks of the professions—a body of systematized 

knowledge12 and a universal code of ethics— are baffling, however, to evaluate in terms 

of museum work. “The professional may learn some things that are universal in the 

physical, biological, or social world.  But around this core of universal knowledge there 

is likely to be a large body of practical knowledge which relates only to his own 

culture,”13 writes Greenwood.  Which culture do museums have?  The museum world has

tried to develop and apply a body of knowledge, ethics, and standards to an astounding 

array of academic disciplines and career paths.  One wonders just how far a collections 

manager can be held to identical knowledge and standards as a museum educator and 

vice versa. Alexander G. Ruthven, a naturalist and museum director, has this to say:

A museum man is a professional zoologist, botanist, geologist, archeologist, 
businessman, teacher, editor, taxidermist or some other kind of specialist, working 
in a museum and having a knowledge of methods. . . . He cannot be a professional 
museum man, for his institution can only serve the world through the efforts of 
specialists in particular fields of knowledge. A person skilled in all of the methods 
known to museums and without special training in a field of knowledge could no 

9Ibid., 374.

10Ibid., 375.

11Ibid., 376.

12Ibid., 385.

13Ibid.
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more advance knowledge or teach a lesson than could a teacher who knew 
everything about pedagogy but nothing about subject matter.14

Professionalization may come down to a matter of degree rather than to a black-and-

white issue.  The museum field is not the only one to develop along lines of practicality 

rather than specific knowledge.15  Archaeology is a prime example of that.  Not to be 

confused with ditch diggers, archaeologists have a vast academic store of knowledge in 

the area they are studying.  They also understand the physical techniques for handling the

items they find.  As with archaeology, museum work may be better served in the area of 

practicality as a means of moving into professionalization. 

As an occupation changes, the interplay between insiders and outsiders changes. 

Those on the inside begin to seek a place for themselves.  They want independence, 

delineation between outsiders and insiders, and some say in choosing colleagues and 

successors.16  Professional labor becomes divided between the theoretical and the 

practical, and sometimes those areas have philosophical conflicts with one another.17  If 

museum workers are to become truly professional, they must move away from the purely 

theoretical into the practicality of asserting themselves with traditionalist boards18 

dominated by elitist laymen.  “To guarantee professional autonomy and decision-making 

authority the occupation would have to challenge the established pattern and legitimate 

14Wilcomb E. Washburn, “Professionalizing the Muses,” in Museum News 64  no. 6 (December 
1985), 19.

15Greenwood, 379.

16Ibid.

17Ibid.

18Dorothy A. Mariner, “Professionalizing the Museum Worker,” in Museum News 50 no. 10 (June 
1972), 16.
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this challenge by successful appeal to some other source of social power,”19 one writer 

has commented.  The American Association of Museums is already dedicating itself to 

convincing government policy makers that Americans cannot live without them any more

than they can live without libraries and universities.20  

Museums will become more professional as they universally require new 

applicants to have special degrees in the field.  They will then begin to find legitimacy in 

the eyes of others and begin to attract dollars both from government and community 

support.  This is the chance to throw off special-interest favors that undermine the very 

notion of professional ethics among them.  Until then, we can say that the museum 

profession is still emerging and that the museum side of some of these library-museums 

has its best chance for catching up to library professionalism when it attracts more 

money, achieves more prestige and is able to perform services considered indispensable 

to the community.

While museum workers are not necessarily less prepared than librarians, the 

museum field includes so many kinds of expertise that professional standards are difficult

to set.  “Perhaps at some level, this notion is distressing.  And there may be a direct link 

between that distress and the degree to which we increasingly insist on the professional 

status of museum work,”21 an observer has remarked.  Although museum workers have a 

19Ibid.

20American Association of Museums, “Americans Identify a Source of Information They Can 
Really Trust,” from a news release in American Association of Museums communication kit America’s 
Museums: Building Community (Washington, D.C.: American Association of Museums, 7 May 2001), 2.

21Stephen E. Weil, “Fighting off Some Dry Rot, Woodworm, and Damp,” essay adapted from an 
original text prepared for the 1985 annual meeting of the Southeastern Mueums Conference, Charlotte, 
N.C., October 16, 1985; printed later in Museum News, June 1986; reprinted in Rethinking the Museum and
Other Meditations, (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1990), 21.
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need to be more properly judged by their peers, it is ultimately the community that 

decides whether they continue.  

Other kinds of nonprofit organizations are often established to meet a perceived and
definable community need.  Not so museums.  For the most part, a museum comes 
into being either to preserve an existing collection, to satisfy the philanthropic 
yearnings (or desire for immortality) of a founding donor, or in response to the 
interest of some energetic core of history, art, nature, or science enthusiasts.  Yet no
matter how it is founded, with rare exceptions the only way a museum can long 
continue is through the support it draws from its community.  Not the museum 
community, but its own community.  We who work in museums may all be a 
periodic comfort to one another, but we are not one another’s life blood.22  

New Approaches for Self-Definition

At some point, library-museums will need to develop their own professional 

standards and best practices, combining the best and most relevant of both their worlds.  

They will have to define themselves in a way that clarifies, rather than obscures, their 

true value as blended institutions.  The best definition should be fashioned according to 

the true nature and potential of library-museums instead of according to an imaginary 

ideal of themselves imposed by outside forces.  That definition would necessarily be 

adaptable enough to handle differences in institutional size, subject matter, and sideline 

specialties. 

Library-museums face many challenges, not the least of which is to make all of 

their users, potential and actual, aware of the full resources and opportunities inherent in 

their collections.  In order to do this, they must first develop library and museum 

collections and policies that support one another.  Not only must they have the artifacts 

and the library materials, but they must also have the library and curatorial staff to both 

dispense information and interpret it.  Library and museum specialists must have an 

22Ibid. 
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ongoing dialogue so that the institution does not continue on a lopsided course in which 

the institution specializes in one service but the public comes for another.  This will 

involve new thinking at many institutions and perhaps some controversy between the 

specializations.  Library-museums must redefine education on their own terms and ask 

themselves what course of action will have the greatest impact on their outreach.  The 

change will not be without its detractors. 

It would not be a sign of health if such an important social interest as education 
were not also an area of struggles, practical and theoretical. . . . It is the business of 
an intelligent theory of education to ascertain the causes for the conflicts and then, 
instead of taking one side or the other, to indicate a plan of operations proceeding 
from a level deeper and more inclusive than is represented by the practices and 
ideas of the contending parties.23  

Library-museums require special evaluations beyond the limited ones normally 

used for other libraries or museums.  Some library-museums with separate library and 

museum activities may be served fairly well by standard evaluations, but even so, they 

need a single assessment tool to measure their overall effectiveness.  We have already 

noted that many library-museums belong only to library organizations or have personnel 

with mainly library science backgrounds.  In such an institution, a museum survey will 

always clash in some degree with the internal views and professional goals of the 

organization, regardless of its validity.  

One study conducted by a class on museum marketing and development class at 

Baylor University illustrates the incompleteness of doing strictly museum or strictly 

library evaluations on library-museums.  The class surveyed a total of eighteen museums 

in Waco, Texas, all of them holding memberships in the Museum Association of Waco.24 

23John Dewey, preface to Experience and Education by John Dewey (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1938), v.

24Museum Studies Department, Baylor University, Melinda Herzog, comp., “Summary Report of 
the Customer Service Survey Conducted for the Membership Institution of the Museum Association of 
Waco;” (Waco, Tex.: Baylor University, 3 May 2001). See app. G, p. 125 of this thesis.
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Because of this membership, and because the class came from a museum studies 

discipline, all institutions were evaluated solely on the basis of their museum status.  Four

of these were library-museums, of which three are governed by fraternal organizations.  

The fourth one, the Armstrong Browning Library, is governed by the Baylor University 

board of directors and falls under the administration of the university library system.  

On the average, library-museums failed more often than other types of museums to meet 

the optimum customer service standards of the survey.  Their service fluctuated up and 

down in the same broad areas as historic house museums and gardens.25  One part of the 

survey asked whether the admission of the institution reflected the value of the surveyor’s

experience at the site.  Only one library-museum scored low on this point; the rest scored 

high.  This is puzzling considering that all of the library-museums in the study offer free 

admission.  No explanation was given.26  

Other factors probably reflect more accurately the highs and lows of library-

museums.  In terms of disabled access, library-museums scored about as high as city-

operated partnered museums and community museums.  In the provision of restrooms, 

library-museums scored higher than historic houses and gardens.  To their advantage, 

library-museums often have more modern facilities than historic houses.  By a slim 

margin, library-museums also rated higher than historic houses and gardens in providing 

a gift shop and visitor seating, again probably due in part to more modern architecture.  

While library-museums did not score higher than all other museums in “value added” 

programs, they scored higher on average than the city-operated partnered museums.  

25Museum Studies Department, app. D, “Summary Report of the Customer Service Survey, etc.” 
See app. I, pp. 127-8 of this thesis.

26Museum Studies Department, app. C, “Summary Report of the Customer Service Survey, etc.” 
See app. H, p. 126 of this thesis.
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Numerous museums fell below desired scores on keeping a calendar of events for 

the public.  Only a very few achieved well in this area, notably the sports-related 

museums and an art museum.  Fraternal and specialty libraries will have difficulty 

measuring up in this area because many of their events are private.  The Armstrong 

Browning Library has very few events of its own.  Many of its events pertain only to 

university departments, although the university’s School of Music occasionally hosts a 

public event there.  Library-museums and historic homes are both limited in their ability 

to offer facilities for large group- and family-oriented activities and food catering.  

The surveyors who evaluated the Armstrong Browning Library27 came away with 

a completely different assessment of the institution’s strengths than the library curator 

who responded to the original questionnaire cited in Chapter 3.  The surveyors considered

the artifacts as the strength of the library28 while the library curator saw the library 

collections as its strength.  This indicates a rift between the public and internal images of 

the institution as well as differences between two professional viewpoints, assessments, 

and goals.  The evidence presented in the pages of this thesis, along with the results of 

this local survey, suggest that the definitions, studies, beliefs, and goals of many funding 

agencies and professional membership organizations are simply inadequate to describe 

the services and needs of library-museums.  

Even within this one survey that took a decidedly “museum only” point of view, it

was necessary to divide museums into these categories: City Operated Partnered 

27The author only has access to the specific comments made on the Armstrong Browning Library. 
Each institution surveyed was given its own copy of the summary report with special comments relevant to 
itself. See app. J, p. 129 of this thesis.

28Museum Studies Department, “Summary Report of the Customer Service Survey; etc.,” 
interpretation of questionnaire entitled “Section 3 Strengths and Weaknesses.” See app. J, p. 129 of this 
thesis.
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Museums, Historic House Museums and Gardens, Fraternal/Specialty Libraries and 

Museums, University Operated Museums/Galleries and Community Museums.29  In 

general, average total scores were highest in museums other than historic house and 

gardens and specialty libraries.  This suggests that some kinds of collections and features 

constitute one museum fundamentally different than another.  Library materials are 

merely yet another kind of collection giving an institution a different flavor from another 

that collects only three-dimensional artifacts.  More studies need to be conducted on the 

breakdown of museums and their special needs, both interpretive and operational.  

In particular, library-museums are going to need further study to see whether they 

can establish their own specialized institutional standards.  They will need networking 

opportunities with other similar institutions and input from professions other than those 

they have always employed in order to meet the needs of multiple audiences.  They will 

also require forward-thinking administrations and new kinds of professional development

to develop a full integration of library and museum resources.  Future studies should take 

into account the kinds of collections, audiences, professional disciplines, and governing 

bodies of library museums while maintaining a view favorable to the integration of all 

parts of the institution.  General goals of libraries and museums provide a starting point, 

but they should be customized for the unique features of each library-museum.  It would 

be a dire mistake to try to turn these institutions into typical museums or libraries, for as 

author Stephen Weil says of museums (but in this case we mean library-museums), “The 

real guts and glory of every museum is in its particularity, not in what it does in common 

with others.”30  
29Museum Studies Department, app. D, “Summary Report of the Customer Service Survey, etc.” 

See app. I, pp. 127-8 of this thesis.
30Stephen E. Weil, “The Proper Business of the Museum,” given as a speech to the 1988 annual 

conference of the Canadian Museums Association, and published in Muse  (Vol. 7, no. 1, Spring 1989), in 
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What library-museums do best has nothing to do with being large or small.  

Rather, the success of the collections may be measured according to “tightness of fit” of 

one to the other; that is to say that the best collections are those in which the library 

corresponds to the museum and vice versa.  Only at places like the Folger Shakespeare 

Library where the building becomes an artifact and real Shakespearean plays are 

performed can visitors have so many ends to a learning experience.  In the same way, 

only at the Wood Library-Museum of Anesthesiology can visitors research 

anesthesiology in all of its applications and history while seeing the actual devices used 

in doctors’ offices.  Library-museums are missing their mission as long as they maintain 

an internal identity that has nothing to do with their audiences.  They must discover what 

it is that they do better, or might do better, than anyone else.  Then they must seek to be 

the best.  

Rethinking the Museum and Other Meditations. (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1990), 
50.
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