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Two Docents in Three Museums:
A Study of Central and Peripheral Participation

Museums are complex and unique social communities. On the one hand they are
made up of clearly identifiable sub-communities, each with their own agendas: directors,
curators, scientists, designers, educators, docents, volunteers, security personnel, and
marketing staff (Linn, 1983; Roberts, 1997); on the other hand these distinct, and
sometimes contentious, sub-communities organize themselves around their shared
resources (the museum’s holdings) and their shared function of helping strangers
(visitors) enjoy and appreciate the environment of the museum itself. If the museum is to
operate effectively, these various sub-communities must understand each other and at
least to some extent appreciate each others’ particular concerns and functions. The
communities must come together from their different perspectives, to focus on the visitor
and on how the visitor is either attracted to, indifferent to, or repelled by the museum
experience. Moreover, just as all members of the museum community can play out their
own roles within the museum they also can take on the role of visitor and see the museum
as a visitor might. Granted, museum staff are not typical visitors, but they can be
considered visitors nonetheless.

Not only are museums complex communities in general, but each museum type,
and each museum, has its own ecology of communities within it. Natural history museum
communities, for example, have the common goal of collecting, preserving,
understanding, displaying, disseminating information, and fostering an appreciation of
the natural world: from natural environments (flora and fauna) to diverse culture groups
(ancient and modern, near and far, large and small). The members of the natural history
community share a discourse that reflects their goals and communicates to visitors their
thinking about the natural world.

Taking into account this need to communicate to visitors, much research on
museums and their visitors has focused on the typical visitor and typical behavior. Such
research is conducted because museums want to know exactly what the general public
experience during their museum visits and what they take away from the visits. Among
the experiences that researchers have documented are those of enjoyment, attitudinal
changes, socialization, enduring memories, and learning (see for example, Eratuuli &
Sneider, 1990; Falk & Dierking, 1992, 1997; Gottfried, 1980; McManus, 1993; Stronck,
1983 ). Learning as an outcome has become a particular interest to researchers who
examine museums as informal learning environments, and to those who investigate
school group field trips (see for example, Boggs, 1977; Borun & Dritsas, 1997; Feher,
1990; Hilke, 1988; Kindler, 1997; Lewin, 1989; Sykes, 1992). Yet while these studies
rest on the typical behavior of the typical visitor they do not tend to offer a clear
consensus of what learning might mean for museum visitors. In our research we consider
learning to be more of a process and less of a possession than do other approaches to
museum studies (Leinhardt & Crowley, 1998; Schauble, Leinhardt & Martin, 1998). Our
notion of learning as a process is that it allows one to participate more centrally in any
given community. Thus, a casual group of visitors to an exhibit of African art might, if
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they engaged in learning, expand the ways in which they could talk about this art so that
they could discuss and critique what they saw in a way which could be recognized by
others who had more experience and had participated more regularly in exhibits of that
kind. These visitors would develop not shared values or opinions but a vocabulary for
expressing those values and opinions.

A long tradition of research in anthropology and sociology entails the use of an
informant. An informant is not a “subject,” that is an anonymous individual divorced
from his/her personal social roles; rather, an informant is a known individual who has a
particular window into a community, its practices, and its values. Any individual or group
is a member of several formal and informal communities, each with its own set of
practices and unique discourse patterns. Any given informant can be considered as a
central or peripheral participant in a particular activity for a particular community (Lave
& Wenger, 1991, Sfard, 1998). In the museum world, visitors are a particular kind of
potential informant; it is because of this that some of the work of the Museum Learning
Collaborative (MLC) engages with and makes use both of visitors who are known to the
researchers and visitors who are not (See chapters by Ellenbogen, Fienberg, Gregg and
Leinhardt, Leinhardt, Tittle, & Knutson, and Stainton this volume).

One type of visitor who can be particularly helpful in informing us about the
experience of learning in a museum is the visiting docent. Within the museum
community it is the sub-community of docents who are most directly concerned with the
visitors. Docents are at the very center of the museum-visitor interface. They are
responsible for sharing the fundamental intent of the curatorial staff, a staff that remains
largely invisible and anonymous to visitors. It rests with them to prompt visitors to see
the careful design decisions that are made, and to support an understanding and
appreciation of the specific objects or the concepts that are being shared (Grinder &
McCoy, 1985). Thus when docents tour their own and other museum exhibits we assume
that they move back and forth between their role as a visitor and their skills as a docent.
We assume that they view exhibits through the lens of their practice, the activity of
docenting. Thus there is much to be gained from looking at some carefully selected
docent visitors because they have a particularly strong connection to museums by virtue
both of their high level of museum experience and their high level of participation in a
particular community of practice within the museum world (Carr, 1991, 1998). Their
central position within the museum community, together with their expertise in exhibit
content and in communicating with visitors makes them worthy of study. We consider
docents to be ideal museum visitors because they are trained to ask questions about
museum exhibits and about the curatorial intent that informs exhibits; assuming this
critical stance enables them to demonstrate a remarkable level of visitor engagement.
Looking at the discourse of these people during their visits to museums enriches our
understanding of the potential for learning in a variety of museum environments.

In this chapter, we document and analyze conversations carried on in three
different museum settings by a visitor group that consists of two docents, Julia and Elsa
(pseudonyms). Julia and Elsa are experienced docents from the Carnegie Museum of
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Natural History in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. This study considers these two people as
they participate in two different ways: as central community members, docents, and as
more peripheral members, visitors. The study traces the ways that these visitors with
experience in the natural history setting engage as central members of one discourse
community. We also examine how they engage in two other settings in which they are
less central members.

Docents as Learners and Teachers

Different members of the museum staff community emphasize some of the shared
general goals and activities more than others. Museum docents emphasize the
instructional activities of the museum world. The docent community tends to attract
intelligent and articulate people who are also highly motivated lifelong learners. Like
museum visitors, novice docents join the museum community as peripheral participants.
Docents, however, follow a learning path that differs from that of most visitors. The
docents participate in training, practice their roles, and gradually gain experience that
moves them from being peripheral participants to occupying a central position in the
daily activity of the museum. However, because each kind of museum has its own
community and practices, the deep knowledge of one’s own museum does not place one
at the center of participation in another museum.

One important feature of the learning process for the docent is the formal training
period (often two years in duration) that supports the novice docents as they increasingly
understand the activities and goals of other members of the community, including
curators, exhibit designers and educators. Through their interactions with curators,
docents become aware of the institution’s collecting and research interests which are
reflected in what the museum offers to the visitor in the form of public exhibits. Through
interactions with exhibit designers, they see how the curators’ agendas and insights are
translated into exhibits of objects and themes that foster an appreciation of the natural
world. Through interactions with museum educators and fellow docents, they begin to
understand how they can use their own knowledge to transform their own insights about
museum practices into an interpretation of museum exhibits for the public. They move,
then, from the role of visitor to the role of docent. Ultimately, their goal is to help visitors
both appreciate the museum’s goals and also begin to participate in the discourse of this
museum community. The formal training for novice docents includes meeting established
criteria, such as completing formal written exams, and making coherent, interesting, and
age-appropriate oral presentations in the galleries in front of their peers and supervisors
(Grinder & McCoy, 1985). The docents’ most privileged set of interactions, then, is with
the visiting public, where they take on the role of teacher. They, thus, assume a dual role
within the community, that of learner vis-à-vis the museum staff, and that of teacher vis-
à-vis the museum visitor.

It is the activity of teaching that is perhaps the most challenging for the docents.
One aspect of this teaching activity is engaging the visitor through the use of museum



MLC-02 Abu-Shumays & Leinhardt 5

tools in the forms of objects, text, and exhibits. The docent uses these tools to interpret
the museum with the visitor. When docents study a gallery in preparation for interacting
with visitors, they use a shared set of information to create their own unique lesson plan.
At the core of this plan are the overarching themes that curators, designers, and educators
have formulated for the gallery, sometimes articulated as goals for the visitor experience.
It is important to remember that some galleries have long histories, histories that predate
the personal experience of a given docent. In these situations the docent “learns” the
gallery history from other docents, curators, and even guards. The docents customize the
experience that they plan for visitors by selecting particular objects or exhibit cases they
will use to illustrate the general themes. During their preparation they immerse
themselves in written resources, such as label copy, lecture notes, videotapes, curators’
catalogues or essays, and docent manuals prepared by education staff. They also rely
heavily on discussions with other (sometimes more experienced) docents about the
identification, meaning, appeal, or importance of museum objects, and they may model
their own interpretation of a gallery on that of another docent they have observed in
action. Indeed, one of the requirements of their formal training is that they follow along
and observe experienced docents guiding groups of visitors through the museum. All of
these activities, formal training, informal observations of museum practice, and
practicing the activities of docents, prepare docents for assuming their role as teachers.

The most salient aspect of the docent’s teaching activity is direct interaction with
visitors. In general, docents are highly motivated as learners themselves to become full
participants in the life of the museum; yet as teachers they may be faced with visitors
whose interest in the museum is minimal, or with visitors whose knowledge of museum
practices and discourse is at a high level. Successful docenting requires that the docents
quickly evaluate visitors’ experience, interest, stamina, and the likelihood of visitor
engagement with the exhibits; the docents must also smoothly adjust the level and
intensity of interaction between themselves and their audience. Through training and
practice, both with museum objects and with museum visitors, docents assume their
central role as teachers.

Two Docents

Our two docent informants work at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History
(CMNH) in Pittsburgh. The CMNH is a part of a complex of institutions built by Andrew
Carnegie, a local hero and villain, a member of the group of people known as the “robber
barons” (Kinard, 1995). Carnegie’s institutions included the Carnegie Institute of
Technology (now Carnegie Mellon University), Margaret Morrison College (named after
Andrew Carnegie’s mother and now a part of Carnegie Mellon), the Carnegie Library of
Pittsburgh, and the Carnegie Museums of Art and Natural History. These institutions are
located within a half mile of each other and within sight of each other, and their histories,
mission, and structures are known to our two docents.
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Julia and Elsa are clearly central participants in the activity of the museum. They
are both over 75 and both began their careers at the museum more than 25 years ago,
after completing what they viewed as their first career, that of raising a family. They
regard their tenure at the museum as a second career, for which they and their colleagues
receive minimal compensation. Elsa and Julia have participated continuously in the life
of the museum for a combined total of more than 50 years. Their experience has spanned
five directors, the construction and opening of the Scaife wing of the Carnegie Museum
of Art, and the development and installation of more than ten permanent and dozens of
special exhibits in the Museum of Natural History. Julia and Elsa have shaped the
character of the docent community because they participate in the formal training and
supervision of novice docents. They have been both formal course-based teachers and
field supervisors as well as informal mentors.

Elsa and Julia fit the profile of highly motivated lifelong learners because they
approach every learning experience in the museum with enthusiasm and purpose. This
characteristic is especially visible with respect to their deep interest in minerals, a topic
which many other docents, novice and experienced alike, find very challenging. The fact
that these docents both have college degrees in chemistry has supported their affinity for
understanding and appreciating minerals and helps to explain why many of the other
docents look to them for guidance in how best to understand and interpret minerals for
visitors. The museum’s curatorial staff also recognize and appreciate their expert skills,
often consulting them on issues of emphasis, sequence, and philosophy as new exhibits
are planned and older ones updated. Although there are no externally recognized
standards for measuring expertise among docents--such as one might have for expertise
in chess--the experience and reputation enjoyed by Elsa and Julia, make it clear that they
are expert, central participants in the docent community and the museum’s natural history
museum community as well. Elsa and Julia are also good friends. They spend time
together at work, on professional trips to other museums several times a year, and share a
similar social and philosophical background.

To summarize, Elsa and Julia are on “home turf” in the CMNH. They are central
participants in the physical, intellectual, and design history of the museum. They are
central participants in the social interface between the docent community and the
curatorial, design, and educational communities. They are models of communicative skill
with the visiting community. They are model visitors in their museum when new exhibits
are developed. Much of their shared knowledge is situated in the textures, sounds, and
objects of “their” museum; but they can carry the intellectual tools of understanding and
appreciating the museum into other settings where they play a less central role.

Three Museum Environments: Natural History, History, Art

To gain a better appreciation of the relationship of the highly skilled, anchored
activity of seeing the CMNH and the skilled but less anchored activities of seeing
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different museums we asked Elsa and Julia to visit three distinct museum environments,
including an exhibition hall in their own museum, so that we could see whether and how
they carried their experience and practice in the natural history museum to other museum
environments. The three environments we selected were the Hillman Hall of Minerals
and Gems at the CMNH, the Glass: Shattering Notions exhibition at the Senator John
Heinz Pittsburgh Regional History Center, and the Soul of Africa, a temporary exhibition
at the Carnegie Museum of Art.

The first setting, Hillman Hall of Minerals and Gems, is a place at the center of
Julia and Elsa’s practice as docents. They have walked through Hillman Hall, examined
its specimens, and talked about them hundreds of times. Indeed they assisted curators in
the preparation for the opening of the hall in 1980. They know how and why the various
displays are organized as they are, and exactly where particular mineral specimens are
located. They clearly understand the intentions of Henry Hillman and the Hillman
Foundation, whose vision and financial support were responsible for creating the hall.
Hillman’s vision was to present to the public the finest possible collection of minerals
displayed in aesthetically pleasing surroundings. Accordingly, although text in the hall
does give scientific information about minerals, the primary aim is to allow visitors to see
the beauty of minerals, many of which are encased and lighted as if they were gems in a
jewelry store, with a minimum of explanatory labeling. When they guide visitors through
this gallery, our two docents see their task as assisting visitors both in appreciating the
beauty of minerals and in understanding how the minerals formed. To that end they have
acquired a repertoire (consisting of scientific information and understanding of visitors’
interests) that allows them to create a story about minerals, a story illustrated by the
specific objects they choose to focus on as they walk through the exhibition.

In contrast to the Hillman Hall of Minerals and Gems, we chose two
environments in which Elsa and Julia played no active development role and appreciate
less completely. The first of these, the Glass: Shattering Notions exhibition opened to the
public in 1998 at the Heinz History Center (Madarasz, 1998). The exhibition is organized
around a dual purpose: featuring the beauty of the individual pieces of glass, and telling
the story of the Pittsburgh glass industry. This dual curatorial message mirrors the duality
of the Gems exhibits with the emphasis on aesthetics and history. The exhibits feature
glass pieces that can be appreciated primarily for their craftsmanship and beauty as well
as glass that illustrates the diversity of designs available. The process of glass-making is
illustrated through graphics, text, video, and actual industrial equipment. Artifacts from
labor, history, and marketing complement the glass on display and afford the visitor a
comprehensive look at the history of the industry in Pittsburgh and surrounding regions.
Interactive features include quizzes on identifying which objects are made from glass,
matching historic events to particular glass designs, matching chemicals to the colors
they produce in glass, and manipulable exhibits that demonstrate polarized glass and heat
resistance.

The History Center where the exhibition is located opened to the public in a
renovated industrial building in 1996. Although the History Center is a newly opened
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museum, its parent organization, the Historical Society of Western Pennsylvania, which
in the past also housed a smaller Pittsburgh glass collection, was previously located a few
blocks from the Carnegie Museums. As longtime Pittsburgh residents, our docents were
familiar both with the Historical Society, the move to and opening of the new museum,
and with the fact that nineteenth-century Pittsburgh was home to a large glass industry.
Because Carnegie Museum of Natural History also once displayed a glass collection, and
because both Elsa and Julia are chemists by training, they have an understanding and
interest in glass as a material, and in the process of making glass. What they lack,
however, is an intimate knowledge of the specific pieces displayed in Glass: Shattering
Notions, of the curatorial intentions, design compromises, and physical layout of the
exhibition (for greater detail see Fienberg this volume).

The third exhibition that we selected, Soul of Africa, was a traveling show that
was on exhibit at the Carnegie Museum of Art for several months during 1999. It
included 200 pieces of Central and West African art, culled from a much larger collection
that was assembled in the early 20th century by the Swiss collector, Han Coray. The
collection consists for the most part of masks, jewelry, stools, neckrests, musical
instruments, and funerary figures fashioned out of wood, brass, ivory, and cloth (Szalay,
1998). A particularly dramatic feature of the exhibition was the minimal use of glass
cases to present the art. Most pieces, whether hung on the walls or displayed on risers,
could be viewed directly without any intervening medium. The low placement of labels
also facilitated the viewer’s direct experience with the pieces. A section of one gallery
was devoted to a resource table where visitors were invited to peruse the exhibition
catalogue and other books on African art, and to record their reactions to the exhibition in
a public comment book provided.

The primary aim of the show, consistent with the mission of the art museum, was
to offer a collection of artworks of high quality that could be appreciated on their
aesthetic merits. Realizing that many American museum-goers are unfamiliar with
African art, curators at a previous venue had organized the artworks under several
thematic headings such as “Rank and “Prestige” and “Music in the Service of Spirits and
Kings,” and had written text panels for each heading, and label copy for individual or
small groupings of objects. There is no evidence, however, that the original collector
Coray collected the pieces with these ideas in mind. The Carnegie Museum of Art
utilized this text and labels as well as maps to help visitors appreciate the artwork in the
context of the African cultures that produced them. The exhibition thus offered both an
aesthetic and an anthropological entree to the pieces (For greater detail see Stainton in
this volume).

Because the Carnegie Museum of Art and the Carnegie Museum of Natural
History share the same building, our two docents have visited the art museum many
times, and know many of its staff members. Although they may be familiar with its
physical space, they are very much on the periphery of its practice. They have no formal
experience with art, and have limited interest in looking at art exhibitions of unfamiliar
material. Nevertheless, they do have a tangential knowledge of the art of some non-
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western cultures. The Carnegie Museum of Natural History’s anthropological halls
feature exhibitions of non-western cultures (ancient Egypt, central Canadian Inuit, and
several North American Indian tribes), and the some of the artifacts produced by these
cultures are considered to be works of art. Indeed, the curator of the CMNH’s Walton
Hall of Ancient Egypt chose to illustrate the difference between anthropological and art
methods of display. In this hall most of the artifacts are organized under headings that
illustrate a particular aspect of ancient Egyptian culture. By way of contrast the curator
decided to exhibit one of the artifacts, a sculpture entitled, “Head from a Nobleman’s
Statue,” as a work of art. It has been placed by itself in a glass case, apart from other
artifacts, with only an art-style label.

Our docents’ knowledge of and ability to interpret non-European cultures, and
their appreciation of the difference between art and artifact provided them with a
connection to the Soul of Africa display of non-western art. Yet in comparison with the
history museum and its glass collection, the art museum’s offerings were farther away
from the docents’ personal and professional experience. These three museum
environments, natural history, history, and art offered our docents the opportunity to draw
on their repertoire developed in the natural history museum to assign meaning and value
to museum objects in history and art collections which they were viewing for the first
time.

Conversational Elaboration

We expected that, when acting as visitors to the various exhibitions, Julia and
Elsa would engage in a number of activities that are common to museum goers (Falk &
Dierking, 1992). Once inside the museum, they would locate the exhibition of interest to
them and then orient themselves within the exhibition space, partly by reference to
objects that attracted their attention, and partly by wall text and labels that gave them
clues as to content. Their route and pace through the exhibition would be guided by the
designers’ organization of the show, including spacing and pathways as well as objects
and text. In the choice of a route, Elsa and Julia’s social relationship would play a role as
well. We would expect that as they found their way and managed various aspects of the
visit, as well as when they actually engaged with the substance of each exhibition they
would talk. In order to understand the activities of Julia and Elsa in these three
contrasting museum environments, we look at this talk in two different ways. First, we
analyze their conversations in terms of a structure that is relatively independent of
content. For this purpose we employ the construct of conversational elaboration as
described in the introduction to this volume. Second, we examine the content of their talk
in terms of how they make sense of the exhibitions as docents. For this purpose we
examined their conversations with reference to the Object Based Activity Model
(OBAM). Thus each piece of conversation is analyzed in two ways.
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First, we consider conversational elaboration. During any museum visit,
observable external activities take place, while at the same time, less observable, more
internal activities take place. One way that we can trace both of these activities is by
monitoring the discourse of visitors to the museum. Language becomes both the means
by which many of these activities are accomplished and the evidence for them. In order to
trace the ways in which meaning grows and develops while visitors are engaged with an
exhibition we need to build both a general language descriptor and one that is sensitive to
the specific tasks, content, and context of the exhibits. The general discourse activity that
we have chosen to examine involves the depth and analytic level of the conversation.

Conversational elaboration points to the ways in which visitors participate in a
discussion of a museum exhibition’s offerings (Leinhardt & Crowley, 1998 and in the
introduction to this volume). We use four components of such discussions, namely the
activities of listing, analyzing, synthesizing, and explaining. We consider these activities
to be common types of conversational responses to objects in a museum. For the
purposes of this research, Listing is the naming of objects, and answers the question,
What is it? Analyzing describes the features or qualities of an object, and answers the
question, What is it like? Synthesizing compares a particular object or a feature of an
object on view to another object, whether the second object is in the same exhibit or is
known to the visitor through a previous experience. This activity answers the question,
How is this object like (or unlike) that object? Finally, explaining builds up a coherent
and satisfying (to the visitor) account of the object, and answers such questions as, Why
is this here? How does this work?

We have presented these activities in a sequence that ranges from less to more
complete in terms of the sophistication with which discussion of museum objects is
conducted. Thus analyzing the features of an object demands a more involved degree of
engagement than does listing, merely naming the object. Likewise, synthesizing goes
beyond listing in elaboration, but not necessarily beyond analyzing, since a synthesis may
require the prior (either explicit or implicit) activity of analyzing each object that is
involved in a synthesis, or it may simply compare the total object to a similar one already
encountered. In the same way, explaining is more involved than analyzing or
synthesizing because it requires (either explicitly or implicitly) that the speaker identify
an underlying query and then make use of the tools of listing or identifying, analyzing or
examining, synthesizing or comparing, to construct an explanation.

Visitors generally engage in these four discourse activities in an informal and
unconscious manner as they view museum objects; that is, they do not expressly list,
analyze, synthesize, and explain with reference to every object or exhibit component that
they approach, but their overall discussion within a particular exhibition tends to contain
all four kinds of conversational elaboration. Visitors will utilize any or all of these
discourse activities in their visit. Thus when Julia and Elsa engaged in conversation while
playing the role of visitors in museums, they participated in the way that most visitors do,
albeit at a rather more sophisticated and intense level. We use this structural trace of the
discourse of our docents to help examine the impact of their more or less central roles in
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each of the museums on the content of their conversation. We also use this set of analytic
tools to help us uncover the more general skills that they may be able to import to the less
familiar and meaningful environments. Thus, we would expect to see rather more
explanation in the exhibit of Gems and Mineral and less listing; while we would expect to
see more analysis and synthesis in the other two exhibits because the lack of familiarity
of purpose and content may not support explanations but the skill of careful thoughtful
examination may support analysis and synthesis discussions of objects.

Object Based Activity Model

Our second examination of the docents’ conversation focused on content, and
invoked the Object Based Activity Model (OBAM). The OBAM is a reification of visible
and invisible activities. We trace these activities by monitoring the discourse of our
docents as they tour the museum. In order to consider the ways in which Elsa and Julia
examined these different exhibits we developed a conceptual model of their activity in
the museum. We assume that objects and the docents’ responses and connections to them
are at the heart of their experiences. The model focuses on the ways in which our docents
engaged with objects as they made meaning from them: by this we mean the way they
responded to specific objects in an exhibit and connected those objects to each other and
to the exhibit as a whole in a way that made sense to them. We assume that while typical
museum visitors respond to objects and make sense of exhibits, the particular training and
practices that have shaped Julia and Elsa’s experience make their museum activity
unique. We believed that their participation as docents in their own museums would alter
the ways in which they engaged in any museum. If that proved to be the case, then
features of the OBAM would be present in each museum visit, albeit at different levels.

The OBAM is derived from a model that analyzes the activities of practicing
historians as they read familiar and unfamiliar historical texts (Leinhardt & Young,
1996). That research recognizes that historians are unusually skilled readers and re-
readers of texts, and that written texts are one of the primary objects with which
historians engage as they construct a narrative of the past from various records. Thus,
documents are often the “objects” in an historical world. The model of reading developed
by Leinhardt and Young (1996) showed how historians sought to identify the document
and its author, and locate it in time and space. Historians compared the text to similar
texts and tried to understand its purpose and significance. Historians interpreted
documents through their own perspective on history. These activities were more explicit
and therefore visible when historians read a text that was unfamiliar to them. However,
when historians approached a text that they already knew, these activities became
implicit, because the explicit processes of identifying and interpreting the document had
already occurred during previous readings. Having historians respond to texts that
differed in their level of familiarity helped to highlight implicit practices as well as to
point out the practices that were general across different levels of prior experience and
familiarity.
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For our study we viewed our natural history docents as central, expert “readers”
of the familiar “text” of the Gems and Minerals exhibition; we asked them to “read” the
text of an exhibition in which both the exhibition itself and the subject matter, African
art, were unfamiliar; we also asked them to “read” the text of a history exhibition that
was unfamiliar to them, but whose subject matter, glass, was somewhat familiar. The
purposes of an art museum are similarly more distant from those of a natural history
museum than are those of a history museum. We are using the term “text” in a broad
sense to indicate everything in the exhibitions, and not just written material; likewise we
are using the term “read” in an extended sense to indicate the activity of following a
route, looking at displays, reading labels and wall text, and talking about objects in each
of the three exhibitions. We realized that the underlying analogy of reading documents,
one chosen by the historian and one not, can only be taken so far. A series of objects
collected together to form an exhibition is not the same as a series of words forming a
single document. Size, time, and complexity are all quite different. However, from
previous research we do have a good general picture of visitors’ behavior, just as we have
a good picture of the typical readers’ response to a short passage. What we lack is a
deeper understanding of the potentials and nuances of the visitors’ behavior, just as we
initially lacked an understanding of the reading of those who read as a central part of their
activity. We can better understand those potentials and nuances through analyzing exactly
what it is that expert visitors do.

The model for reading and understanding the “text” of a collection-based
exhibition involves two primary activities: identifying individual objects or sets of
objects, or processes1, and interpreting these objects or processes. Our two docents
engage with an object or an exhibit to identify it, stating conversationally what it is, and
what distinguishes it from other things. They may also interpret the object, in other
words, discuss its meaning and importance or respond to its visual features. The
assumption we are making is that central levels of participation as a docent require a rich
repertoire of actions surrounding specific objects in specific displays. Further, we assume
that the overriding purpose of the activity is to position the docent to explain to and share
the objects with visitors. While even the most casual visitor can engage in some level of
identification and interpretation, docents participating at the center of museum practice
call into play increasing layers of specificity. They also make use of a particular set of
transformational actions that support them as they prepare to share their own
interpretations or to prompt the visitor’s engagement with interpretive behavior, because
what makes a museum experience meaningful is the potential of sharing that experience.
Figure 1 shows the OBAM. In the model each node represents an activity cluster of
responses. The activities Identify and Interpret are shown as the primary nodes. These
primary activities build from several other activities, each of which is shown as a node
connecting to Identify or Interpret.

                                                          
1 We include processes here because in science and technology museums the process that the object
demonstrates is of more cultural value than the object itself.
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Identify

Identify is connected to three secondary nodes, Classify, Source, and
Contextualize. Each of these nodes represents a set of activities that helps to identify an
object or exhibit. For example, if a docent were looking at some glass on display, there
are several ways she might identify it. First, she might classify it, either as an individual
object, as an instance of a type of glass, or as the product of a particular process. Each of
these three classify activities—object, instance, and process—are shown in Figure 1 as
tertiary nodes that connect to the secondary classify node. The classify activity is
illustrated by the statement, “Look at the bottle.” Here, the docent classifies the object by
assigning it to the category of bottles. She might go into more detail, and mention the
color or say that it is a ketchup bottle. In that case, she is classifying the object according
to one of its properties (color) or according to its purpose or function (why it was made
or how it was used). On the other hand, rather than saying, “Look at the bottle,” she
might say, “There’s some pressed glass.” Here, she is not classifying the object as an
individual bottle, but as an instance of one type of glass. A third way of classifying
focuses on processes rather than objects or instances. If the docent says, “They made that
by pouring hot molten glass into a mold and letting it cool,” then she is classifying the
process by which it was made.

A second tool used to support identification can be seen in the sourcing node. In
this case, the docents seek to establish identity by determining the origin of something.
The question, “When was that made?” is an attempt to source it by date. The statement,
“That bottle was made in Pittsburgh,” sources the object by location. The docent might
also be interested in authenticating the object by determining who was the collector of
the object, or the curator of the exhibit. These various activities are shown as tertiary
nodes that link to the secondary sourcing node.

Identifying might entail a third tool, shown in the context node. Here the docents
identify an object by making a comparison to similar objects, as in the statement, “That
dish is just like the one Aunt Jane has.” Other means of contextualizing are by
comparisons to similar places, “That was made by the same company as the pop bottles
over there”; similar times, “That dates from the same period as the ketchup bottle”; or
similar functions, “I remember using a celery dish just like that.” These four activities are
shown as tertiary nodes that are connected to the context node.

Classifying, sourcing, and contextualizing are all activities that support the
identification of a museum object or exhibit. In a conversation a visitor might go through
all three activities associated with Identification, or he/she might take turns with another
visitor or across objects. But docents do more than identify; they also interpret exhibits,
and do so at the same time as they are identifying the exhibits.
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Interpret

Just as identifying is accomplished by various activities, so, too, is the activity of
interpreting. Each of the major interpreting activities, direct response and
transformational communication, is shown as a secondary node that links to Interpret in
Figure 1.

These activities reflect a response to the visual features of an object, or serve to
establish its meaning and importance. Thus, a docent’s direct response to an object
shown in Figure 1 as a secondary node linked to Interpret, involves constructing meaning
through reacting to the object. A direct response might involve describing an object; that
is, characterizing or giving details that go beyond what the museum label offers, as in,
“Oh, boy! Look at how intricate, the way they’ve got the leaves pressed.”2 Or the
response might be an emotional reaction, or affect, either positive (“That tumbler is
gorgeous”) or negative (“I don’t care for that pink glass setting”). Both description and
affect thus link to the secondary direct response node.

Transformational communication,  the second node linked to Interpret, is another
component of the docents’ interpretive activity. Using this tool, which we believe is
unique to docents, they filter their own visiting experience through the lens of their
identity as experts in the task of transforming the sometimes disparate museum objects
and text that make up a museum exhibition into a coherent and meaningful experience for
visitors. Their understanding of objects, exhibitions, themes, curatorial intentions, and
public programming, derived from their central participation in their home museum,
gives them a standard by which to interpret exhibitions in other museums. They have
certain expectations about a museum or its exhibitions that are either realized or
frustrated during their visit. They have varying levels of knowledge and interest in each
museum’s offerings. They continuously evaluate the affordances of all museums, whether
their own or others. They notice and evaluate informally the quality of displays, the
amount and validity of information offered, the physical comfort, ease of wayfinding, and
adequacy of the space available for docents to guide groups through galleries.
Participation in training and practice has helped them to develop a particular kind of
museum repertoire that assesses museums and museum exhibitions from the perspective
of their own identities as well as from the perspective of a potential docent-tour group
experience. In any museum that they visit, they tend to ask themselves: If I were a docent
in this particular space, how would it work? How would this particular setting support my
role as a guide for the visitor? How would it support the visitor’s comfort, enjoyment and
learning? It is this perspective on museums that supports their transformational
communication of a museum’s offerings.

The docents’ transformational communication impacts interpretation in two ways:
through understanding the purpose of the exhibition, and through passing judgment on the
                                                          
2 This comment was coded as a visitor’s description only if the label does not use the same description.
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exhibition. Both of these activities appear as secondary nodes that connect to the
transformational communication node. The first activity, understanding purpose, may be
straightforward, as in, “This exhibition emphasizes the importance of the glass industry to
Pittsburgh”; or it may invoke curatorial intention, as in, “I wonder what they mean by
Shattering Notions. ”

In the second activity, judgment, the docents  assess an exhibit through the lens of
their identity as exhibit guides. Judgment may be expressed in a statement such as, “This
display about glass blowing really helps the visitor understand the process,” where the
docent judges the relevance of the exhibit to the visitor. When the docent says, “This
exhibit ought to focus more on glass companies,” she is judging the appropriateness of
the exhibit for visitors. The question, “Why don’t they tell us what chemical produces
that blue color?” is a judgment on the amount or lack of information provided. Finally,
the comment, “If they placed a mirror under that plate, we could really see the design,” is
a judgment on the display of the object. Each of these four types of judgment—relevance,
appropriateness, amount of information, and display--can be seen as a tertiary node that
supports the secondary transformational communication node.

Transformational Communication as a cluster of activities is more than just
another action in the model. It is the distinguishing activity cluster that reflects self-
awareness and the layeredness that is the complexity of docenting. Docents share their
informed perspectives to help visitors gain greater insights and meaning from the
exhibits.

We use the general structural approach to analyzing the conversations of our two
special visitors in combination with the OBAM model of the activity of engaging with
and making meaning from the objects in the exhibition to help us understand the docents
as visitors. In the next section we state in more detail the specifics of the study and its
methodology.

Methodology

Procedure and Data collection

We asked Elsa and Julia to visit together one exhibition in each of three different
types of museums in Pittsburgh: Soul of Africa, a traveling exhibition of African art at the
Carnegie Museum of Art; Glass: Shattering Notions, a permanent exhibition on the
history of Pittsburgh glass at the Senator John Heinz Pittsburgh Regional History Center;
and the Hillman Hall of Minerals and Gems, a permanent installation at the Carnegie
Museum of Natural History. We asked Elsa and Julia to choose their own route and to go
at their own pace through each exhibition. We asked them to carry on a natural
conversation with each other and with the researcher(s); that is, they were asked to say
whatever came to mind as they viewed each exhibit. The first author, herself a docent at
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CMNH, acted as a participant observer whose task was to accompany the docents
throughout their visit, and to occasionally prompt them to clarify or to elaborate on their
comments. Both before and after they toured each gallery, we asked them a set of
questions that were designed to elicit talk about the exhibitions and to uncover various
aspects of the docents’ background and identity. All of the tours and pre- and post-
interviews were audiotaped, and two of the tours were videotaped as well.3 A second
researcher followed the conversational group and took notes on their route and their
comments, which were recorded on floor maps of the exhibitions. The total time for each
museum visit and interview ranged between 60 and 90 minutes. The audiotapes were
transcribed into verbal protocols, and videotapes were used to annotate the verbal
protocols with action information where relevant.

Coding

We divided the protocols into conversational segments, which are defined as
sections of transcript about one topic. These segments correspond, in general, to the
exhibit components at which the docents stopped; the segments usually begin as a
response to the exhibit, but they may continue after the docents leave one component and
walk past or visit other components. All the conversational segments were the location
for our analysis, and were coded in two ways. First, we coded for conversational
structure, that is, for the conversational elaboration elements of listing, analysis/synthesis
and explanation. Secondly, we coded each segment for conversational content, that is, for
the presence of the OBAM elements of identify and interpret and in this analysis we paid
particular attention to the presence of the interpretive activities of describing and
transformational communication. Under the transformational communication node we
singled out requests for information. We coded something as transformational either
when the docents referred specifically to the way they would present the object to visitors
or when they explicitly stated that they needed more information in order to make such a
presentation.

When we coded for conversational elaboration, we assumed that the elements
should be treated as hierarchical and cumulative in nature; that is, as the docents’
conversation moves from listing to analysis/synthesis and from analysis/synthesis to
explanation, it is moving from less complex to more complex discourse activities. An
analysis/synthesis contains either explicitly or implicitly the activity of listing; similarly
an explanation contains either explicitly or implicitly the activities of listing and of
analysis/synthesis. Therefore, when we coded a segment that contains more than one of
these elements, we count only the more complex element. Thus, if listing occurs in a
segment along with explanation we coded it as explanation. The inter-coder reliability for
coding the structural and OBAM features of the segments in the transcripts was 87%.

                                                          
3 We were unable to videotape the traveling African art exhibition because of copyright issues.



MLC-02 Abu-Shumays & Leinhardt 17

Since these codings form the core of our analyses we provide examples of both
structure (conversational elaboration) and content (OBAM) frameworks below. We begin
with structure and give examples of each element of conversational elaboration, listing,
analyzing, synthesizing, and explaining. The first example comes from a display of
drums in Soul of Africa:

Elsa Goblet drum? What kind of drum is this? Hourglass, … Luba. Ok, it’s
the Congo.

Here, Elsa is reading label copy for drums; she determines which of the drums is
the goblet drum and also that it was made by the Luba people of the Congo. Since there is
no further engagement with the object beyond this naming activity, we code this instance
as listing.

The above listing activity contrasts with the following analysis that occurred at a
large freestanding panel of glass that is located just inside the entrance of the Glass:
Shattering Notions exhibition:

Julia I know a friend came in and was fascinated with this. And you see, the name
of it is "Shattered Glass."

Elsa A crazed material, isn’t it? Is the other side smooth like that too? Well, feel
it.

Julia (from other side of crazed glass) It feels, it feels-
Elsa It’s crazed?
Julia -No!
Elsa (simultaneously) No, smooth!
Julia No, it feels smooth.

In this instance, Elsa and Julia go beyond the naming of the exhibit object, a panel
of “shattered glass” (listing) 4, to describe a feature of the panel, its surface texture. They
find that although the panel looks “crazed,” both sides of it are in fact smooth. Hence, we
code this instance as analyzing.

The docents’ synthesizing activity is seen in the following example where Julia is
looking at ceremonial staffs and whisks in the Soul of Africa exhibition:

Julia  Well …these are staffs from Africa obviously of importance… You notice
in Egypt that the gods there all have their staff?…You remember the Indians,
the prairie Indians…their staff?

                                                          
4 “Shattered glass” is Julia’s name for this exhibit.  The glass is not labelled as such.  The heading in the
glass panel, “Shattering Notions,” is actually the subtitle for the whole exhibition.
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Here Julia is standing in front of a display of African staffs. There are no Egyptian
artifacts in the exhibit, nor any textual reference to Egypt. Neither are there any American
Indian artifacts, or reference to them. Yet Julia calls upon her knowledge of these two
cultures, both represented in the CMNH, to make a comparison between the African
staffs she is looking at and the importance of staffs in two other cultures; that is, she
synthesizes.

Finally, an example of explaining from the visit to Glass: Shattering Notions. In
this example the docents’ conversation encompasses two exhibit components, a piece of
cullet and an exhibit called Miracle Material.  These two exhibits stand opposite each
other in the second gallery of the exhibition.  The cullet, a lime-green translucent piece of
unformed glass about a cubic foot in size is displayed in a glass case.  The label copy
reads:

In this raw, unformed piece of glass you can still see ingredients of the batch that
did not melt in the furnace.

The Miracle Material exhibit consists of wall text above a table on which are
placed three cones of differing sizes that represent the proportions of the ingredients used
in making glass.  The wall text reads as follows:

“Who when he first saw the sand or ashes…melted into a metallic form…would
have imagined that, in this shapeless lump, lay concealed so many conveniences
of life?”

---Samuel Johnson, 1752

What is glass?
Glass, usually hard and smooth to the touch, begins as grains of sand.  To sand is
added ash, which helps the sand to melt, while lime acts as a stabilizer.  These
are the three rzw materials of what is known in the industry as a batch of glass.
Other additions give the glass color or assure its brilliance.

To transform the batch into glass, the materials are heated in a furnace pot or tank
to approximately 2,400° F.  From this molten liquid, the miracle material of glass
is formed.

The text on the table next to the three ingredient cones—labeled sand, ash, and lime--
reads:

Miracle Material
What is glass?
Glass is about 75 percent sand (silica), 15 percent potash or soda ash, and 10
percent lime---melted together.

And here is Elsa and Julia’s conversation at these two exhibits:
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Elsa Oh my goodness! What’s this, Julia? Quartz?
Julia This is what they call "cullet."
Elsa Oh, ok.
Julia I don’t think their label-
Elsa Oh!
Julia -explains enough.
Elsa No. I don’t either. There’s lots of information I’d like to have from about

these things.
Julia (moving to Miracle Material) Because, over here, they’re…telling you: sand-
Elsa -the ingredients.
Julia -and soda ash, and lime, all of which were available here. But what they

DON’T tell you…
Elsa Is how to…
Julia …is they add cullet in this place- At least at Kopp Glass, they had these big

bins—I’ll bet they had sixty of them—stored with different kinds of broken-
up glass that they saved from all of these. And it was sorted as to what kind,
what color, what formula of glass. And that was the cullet. And that was put
in as a flux. Now it didn’t…have anything to do with the actual reaction of
this, but it was the flux. It made it much easier to melt…

Mary So, so that cullet isn’t always a big piece like that?
Julia No. It was broken up-
Elsa Broken up.
Julia - in pieces, and you see them, some places that they toss in what they cut off

from the end they’ll- you see them tossing it aside. Well, that was all
collected and SAVED for the next batch. And, you see, this-

Elsa (reading miracle material wall text) No, they don’t mention it in the label
copy…

Julia They don’t mention the cullet. And really it had nothing to do with the
reaction from it…

Elsa No.…It just made it easier to happen.

In this example, Elsa and Julia play off each other to construct an explanation
about the importance of cullet in the process of making glass. Julia notes that although
cullet is not strictly speaking an ingredient in glass, cullet is added to the batch as a flux,
which makes it “much easier to melt.” Although this particular explanation contains the
elements of listing (“cullet,” “soda, lime, and ash”), analyzing (“broken up glass”), and
synthesizing (Julia’s knowledge of glassmaking from previous visits to Kopp Glass: “at
Kopp Glass they had these big bins”), we code it for the more complete activity of
explaining.

Each of these structural elements of conversational elaboration are naturally
occurring instances of museum talk. These same segments of conversation also carry
content as reflected by the OBAM. Since we do not see the OBAM as a hierarchy we
coded each element as it occurred in a segment. This means that when we report our
results the OBAM will be from a different system of “counting” than the Conversational
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Elaboration. We begin with the Identify portion of the model, and introduce a segment
from Soul of Africa where Elsa is looking at necklaces:

Elsa  Now look it, see, they’ve got all this neat stuff down here. Wood, seeds,
glass beads, animal teeth? Do you think those are animal teeth?…
Yeah…bone. And, and look at that, that thing in the center.

Kate I think that’s the whistle.
Elsa Hmm. I, you know, I really know practically nothing about the heritage of

these people other than, you know, where they came from and that sort of
thing. Hmm. Alright, got all these things I gotta look up when I go home
(chuckles).

This comment, taken from Elsa’s conversation about necklaces in the Soul of
Africa exhibition can be coded as identifying. Elsa identifies by classifying an object, a
necklace, with respect to the property of its materials.

Another synthesizing segment at a case in Soul of Africa displaying ivory
pendants illustrates the activity of identifying by other means:

Julia  One of my friends had a figure like that-
Mary  -like these amulets?-
Julia  -from Africa, it came from Africa…and it was a fertility figure.
Mary  Ah.
Julia  That’s what I was wondering if those were…for fertility figures.

Here, Julia makes a connection to an ivory pendant by recognizing its similarity to an
object owned by her friend; in terms of our model, she identifies the pendant by
contextualizing it. She compares it to a similar object, and also wonders whether it has
the same function, a fertility figure, as the one belonging to her friend. In addition she
identifies the pendant by sourcing it, albeit very generally: it comes from Africa.

We coded interpretative action as well.  In the following analytic segment Julia
makes a direct response. In our example, taken from Glass: Shattering Notions, Elsa and
Julia are viewing glass celery containers at an exhibit entitled “Old or New?” where
various criteria for dating glass objects are discussed and illustrated.  A nineteenth-
century celery vase and an early twentieth-century celery tray are shown, with this
accompanying text:

Clue Four—Form
The form of an object indicates its use—certain objects were used in certain
periods.  In the early 1800s celery was expensive, and was displayed on the table
in a special celery vase.  In the 1900s as celery became more common, it was
served in relish dishes or celery trays.
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Celery Vase, 1820-45
Probably Pittsburgh; colorless lead glass; blown with cut decoration.
Museum Purchase, Brendel

Partition celery tray, c. 1925
McKee Glass Co., Jeannette, Pa.; green glass, pressed in the “Lenox” pattern.
Gift of Paul G. Sailer

Here is the docents’ talk about the celery containers:

Julia They used to serve celery that way; modern is this way. I never saw that used
as a celery. But, again, notice the change in intricacy of pattern…-think if I
were picking out glass today, I would pick the plainer pattern.

Elsa  I would too! It’s easier to clean (chuckle)!
Julia  Well…they would appeal to me more.

In this segment, there are two types of direct response. First, Julia offers a
description of the celery dishes, “the change in intricacy of pattern.” This comment is
coded as description because it originates with the visitor, and is not based upon the
exhibit label. In addition to a description both Elsa and Julia have an affective response to
the objects: both docents “would pick the plainer pattern,” “they would appeal to me
more.”

In the following explanatory segment Julia and Elsa engage in transformational
communication in the Hillman Hall of Minerals and Gems:

Elsa (at the large amethyst geode) Ok, if I’m gonna be following the quartz, this
is something I like to work with because now after I have given my spiel a
couple of times then they’d be able to identify that exactly.

Mary And how would they identify-
Elsa -the shape of the crystal.
Mary Ok. They wouldn’t think it was fluorite, ‘cause of the color?
Elsa No, because of the shape of the crystal you can see that if you’ve got points

on there and also then, why is it purple, because all quartz is not purple. It’s
varying colors, what’s determines what color it’s gonna be, and that
depends upon… what impurities have gotten involved there.

In this instance Elsa interprets the geode exhibit by assuming her docent role. She
implicitly asks herself how she would interpret this exhibit if she were actually leading
visitors through the gallery (“this is something I like to work with because now after I
have given my spiel a couple of times…”) and thus we code it as transformational
communication. The transformational communication is accomplished through Elsa’s
judgment on the exhibit; she assesses its relevance for a putative tour group audience.
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In another kind of judgment the docents assess the amount or quality of
information given in an exhibit. In this type of transformational communication activity
the docent asks whether the text attached to a particular object or exhibit offers enough
information for her to give a satisfactory explanation of the exhibit. The following
example of that kind of judgment is taken from the docents’ visit to the Soul of Africa,
where Elsa is looking at wooden neck rests.

Elsa No, they don’t tell you what this stuff is made out of.
Kate  [-]
Elsa I assume it’s some kind of wood.
Kate  Oh sure, but uh-
Elsa -but uh, you know look at, look at the color of that versus the color of that.
Kate  Maybe they don’t know and maybe to determine it would hurt the piece-
Elsa Well uh I, I don’t think it’s directed to someone like Julia or myself because

that’s the first thing you know: where’d they get the copper from to make the
brass tools and what kind of wood do we have here, what kind of trees are
predominant in that area that they would use to make these things? They're
gorgeous. Ok. (pause) This is the difference between the Museum of Natural
History and the Museum of Art. Exactly! Obviously I’m looking at wh-,
what’s it made out of (chuckles) and that kind of thing and they’re telling
you what the symbolism is and that kind of thing.

In this example, Elsa complains that the exhibit labeling does not provide the necessary
information about the particular type of wood used to make the headrests. Hence, we
code this as interpretation – judgment - request for information.

Analyses

The three transcripts were all segmented and each segment was coded with
respect to its structural and OBAM features. There were 27, 44 and 54 segments in the
CMNH, CMA, and the History Center respectively. In the case of the structural features
only one code was assigned per segment, in the case of the OBAM one code was made
for each feature of the model per segment. The first level of analysis consisted of
examining the distributions of the kinds of talk across museums. We did this by
examining the percentage of talk for each segment in relation to the total that we saw in
each category by museum. We also examined the ways in which the structural features of
the talk related to the OBAM. We did this through a more qualitative examination of
specific examples throughout the three visits. Finally, we returned to our initial question
about the ways these special visitors contribute to our understanding of how people learn
in a museum.
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Results

Two experienced natural history docents visited three museum settings. In each of these
settings their relationship to the exhibited material varied in three respects. First, it varied
with respect to their perceived role in each museum. In the history and art museums they
were true visitors, outsiders, to the exhibition in question; in the mineral exhibition, they
performed the same tasks of touring through and talking about the material, but they
spontaneously assumed the role of teacher, or insider. Secondly, their relationship varied
with respect to their interest in the material offered. They had a high level of interest in
both minerals and glass, and although they engaged with the material in the art museum,
they were much less interested in it as art. Finally, their relationship varied with respect
to their knowledge of the material. With respect to the mineral exhibition, the docents
knew a great deal both about minerals in general and about the specifics of the exhibition,
i.e. the individual objects, the arrangement of pieces in the hall, and the curatorial
premises that informed the hall. In comparison, they had substantial knowledge of glass
products and glassmaking, but little specific knowledge of the glass exhibition. With
respect to the art exhibition, they had neither background knowledge about African art,
nor knowledge of the exhibition itself.

We consider first the simple distributions of the kinds of talk that went on in each
museum. Then in a more detailed way,  we interpret why and how Julia and Elsa behaved
as they did.

Distributions of Types of Talk

We assumed that there would be differences in the kind of talk that Elsa and Julia
engaged in depending on which museum they were visiting. As we stated earlier we
expected that there would be more explaining and less listing in Minerals and Gems
because there Elsa and Julia are knowledgeable practitioners and explaining is what they
do as docents. Hampered by a lack of knowledge in the other two exhibits we expected
somewhat more listing, considerably more analyzing and synthesizing and less
explaining. Results of that analysis are shown in Table 1. The percentages given for each
museum setting (row) add up to 100%, except for rounding.

Table 1 shows that the distribution of the listing, analyzing/synthesizing, and
explaining activities varied as the docents moved from one museum environment to
another. In Minerals and Gems, Julia and Elsa constructed an explanation in 85% of the
conversational segments, and that explaining, which we consider to be the most complex
conversational activity, was their predominant discourse in this setting. Their rate of
explaining in Minerals is considerably higher than in History and Art; 11% and 14%
respectively. If our docents are not explaining in these other two museums what are they
doing? When we look at the distribution for the activities of analyzing/synthesizing we
find that their conversation contains a rate of 78% and 68% in History and Art
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respectively. Analyzing/synthesizing is the predominant activity in these two settings,
and compares to the low 7% rate in Minerals. We interpret this finding to mean that the
docents, as experienced museum-goers, are using their general tools of analyzing and
synthesizing with respect to museum objects and exhibits to engage with objects and
exhibits in less familiar settings, in essence to help them move towards an explanation.
Finally, when we look at the activity of listing, we see a low rate of 7% in Minerals
compared with a much higher 18% rate in Art. We take this difference as confirmation
that the docents were able to engage in a more complex level of meaning reflected in
their discourse in Minerals because they had rehearsed and practiced that activity. Even
though they were visiting and not actually leading a group, they had all of their tools
ready and available. It is interesting to note however, that listing is not a predominant
behavior in any of the museum settings. Julia and Elsa are still engaged in complex
behaviors even in unfamiliar environments.

Museum setting
(# of segments)

List Analyze/Synthesize Explain

Minerals & Gems
(27)

7 7 85

Glass
(44)

11 78 11

African Art
(54)

18 68 14

Table 1. Comparison by Museum of percent of Segments that Contain Different Kinds of

Conversation

Our second analysis examined the content of conversational segments for the
degree to which they seemed to be using the Object Based Activity Model, more
specifically the degree to which they engaged in the two primary activities of Identifying
and Interpreting and the degree to which they engaged in the two subordinate interpretive
activities of describing and transforming. We also distinguished between those situations
in which the docents transformed information and when they asked for information so
that they could make the transformation. We took the presence of three elements in any
one segment, namely identifying, interpreting/describing and interpreting/transforming,
to signify a substantial adherence to the engagement model. Results of that analysis are
shown in Table 2. Percentages for each museum add up to more than 100% because we
counted identification, interpretation description, and interpretation transformational
communication (TC) separately for each segment, and the docents engaged in more than
one activity in many of the segments.

The first row in Table 2 shows the docents’ activities in the mineral exhibition. A
very high percentage of the conversational segments involved the entire engagement
model. In 96% of the segments, the docents identified what they were looking at, in 93%
of the segments they offered a description, and in 81% of the segments they engaged in
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the activity of transforming the material for potential visitors. In no case did they ask for
additional information so that they could transform the information. As expected, these
results suggest that in the exhibition with which they were most familiar, the docents
engaged at a very high level in all areas of the model.

Identification Interpretation/
Description

Interpretation/
Transformational
Communication

Interpretation/
Transformational
Communication/

Information

Minerals &
Gems

96 93 81 0

History 93 22 26 22
Art 84 36 34 28

Table 2. Comparison by Museum of per cent of Segments that Contain the OBAM

The first column of Table 2 shows a consistency across three museums for the
identifying portion of the model. With percentages of 96%, 93% and 84% for the three
exhibitions, it is clear that Elsa and Julia identified in some way almost every exhibit that
they visited and discussed, and that their tool kit for visiting exhibitions in varying
environments involved both directly looking at museum objects and using museum
labels. This level of engagement with the objects is common for most visitors. (See
Fienberg in this volume to note a similar rate of identification among less specialized
visitors).

Although Julia and Elsa consistently identified objects and exhibits in the three
venues, they were less consistent in interpreting the objects. In 22% of the History and
36% of the Art conversational segments they described the material. Similarly, in 26% of
the History and 34% of the Art segments they engaged in the activity of transforming the
material for potential visitors. When we compare these figures to the much higher figures
for describing (93%) and transforming (81%) in the Mineral segments, and to the much
higher figures for identifying in all three museums, we see that the model applies most
completely to the docents’ activity in the environment where they are central members of
the community. It is in a familiar environment that they fluently interpret objects,
whereas in less familiar environments their activity is more focused on identifying.

It is worth asking how much of the docents’ transforming activity is either a
comment on the amount of information offered, or a direct request for more information
(the last column in Table 2). Whereas the docents do not comment or complain about the
amount or lack of information offered in the Minerals exhibition, the request for more
information represents a substantial percentage of their talk (22% and 28% respectively)
in both History and Art. These figures show that more than one in five of the
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conversational segments in the environments in which they are not central participants as
either docents or visitors contained a request, either explicit or implicit, for more
information. In these instances, like the historians described earlier, the docents expressed
their frustration that they had insufficient information to permit them to construct a
satisfying account of the exhibit (see Leinhardt & Young 1996). Even in unfamiliar
settings, Elsa and Julia attempt, in many cases, to engage in the docent action of
transformational interpretation. It is in fact how they go through an exhibition and make
it make sense to themselves.

Understanding the Talk as Conversation for Developing Meaning

Julia and Elsa do not talk in precoded segments; these are artifices placed on their
conversation by us as researchers. Clearly, there is a connection between the structural
features of their conversation and the way they toured the different museums and
discussed the objects as valued representations of ideas and symbols. We can analyze
these connections by looking a complete segment from the sedimentary rock exhibit in
Hillman Hall of Minerals and Gems.  The exhibit consists of four objects, a large
specimen of sandstone and three small specimens of the minerals selenite, kernite, and
clay.  The accompanying wall text reads:

Formation of Sedimentary Minerals
Sedimentary rocks account for 5% of the Earth’s crust, while covering about
75% of the surface in a thin veneer.  They are formed in layers at or near the
Earth’s surface by the processes of erosion, deposition and lithification.  Particles
of pre-existing rock are eroded by both mechanical and chemical weathering.
These are carried by water, wind and glacial ice and deposited elsewhere as
clays, muds, shales, and sandstones, called clastic sedimentary rocks.  Chemical
sedimentary rocks are deposits of altered organic material, such as coal and
chalk, or chemical precipitates from a solution, such as limestone.  Cave deposits
of limestone are familiar as stalagmites.  Both clastic and chemical deposits
become solid rock by lithification—compacting of the particles and cementing
them with mineral material.

Clay and quartz are the most common clastic minerals.  Chemically precipitated
minerals include calcite, dolomite, gypsum and halite (rock salt).  Gypsum and
halite are two of the many evaporite minerals that are precipitated when a lake
without an outlet evaporates, or when a body of sea water becomes isolated from
the ocean.

Here is the complete segment of the docents’ conversation at this exhibit:

Julia …you’ll have to tell me if you think this is worth using. I never use this…but
I wonder if it should be used. Basically you’re deep into sedimentary rocks
before you get to this. You know how they’re formed, different kinds of rocks,
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but here we’re talking about rocks, sedimentary rocks in existence now,
what’s happening to them. And sandstone is soaking up water.

Mary  So you think the presentation here of the sedimentary rocks is different from
the presentation of the igneous?

Julia Yes, because this basically doesn’t tie into anything else, but yet there’s a very
local story here in that we are a sedimentary rock region, we have a lot of
sandstone, it holds a lot of water. When I moved to this area I was surprised,
every farm has a spring house. I didn’t know about those things, and that’s
because of the water that’s back in all of this sandstone and if there’s water in
there, what does water do? It dissolves. So that that water becomes laden with
minerals, different kinds of minerals, and here are some of the minerals. This
is a borate-

Mary -the Kernite is a borate?
Julia a borate, which is very soluble. It’s been dissolved out of that. Selenite is a

crystalline gemstone; now that’s not as soluble as this but it is still, if you give
it time it’ll dissolve in water.

Mary Now you’re saying in Michigan where you came from there was not that
amount of sedimentary rock?

Julia It was a gravel pit.
Mary Oh, from the glaciers-
Julia -from the glaciers-
Mary -yes, yes.
Julia But the important thing is the clay. That’s the basis of a lot of the original

economy of this region. Where there was clay or claystone you had china
down along the Ohio rivers. Around here you had tile, ceramic tile. You
remember when all our tile was ceramic tile? You had cement being made
from the clay, you had concrete block being made, you had bricks, all of
which came from this. But I’ve never used this in a tour. I just didn’t have
time.

If we look for the conversational elaboration in this segment we find Julia giving
an explanation on two levels. First, she explains why she does not use this particular
exhibit when she leads tours: “you’re deep into sedimentary rocks before you get to
this,” “this doesn’t tie into anything else,” and “I just didn’t have time.” In other words,
she does not generally use this exhibit because it is poorly placed within the gallery. Her
second explanation relates to the minerals and rocks in the exhibit itself: “there’s a very
local story here in that we are a sedimentary rock region.” She gives both a geological
and a historical explanation: several of the minerals on display are formed when water
dissolves them out of sandstone, a sedimentary rock common in Pennsylvania; and
several of the minerals displayed formed the basis for local industries. In this segment,
Julia’s explanations work in two ways. She makes sense of the objects on display by
relating the sedimentary minerals and rocks to each other and to the economic history of
the Pittsburgh region, and she explains that this particular exhibit is not optimally placed
within Hillman Hall to become part of the coherent story about rocks and minerals that
she constructs when she guides visitor through this gallery.

Having highlighted a conversational segment that is very rich in explanation, we
ask whether this same segment also shows the docents deeply involved in the OBAM.
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We do find that the primary activities of Identify and Interpret are present; and that the
secondary interpretive activities of description and transformational communication are
also present. In the first place, Julia identifies both the display as a whole, “sedimentary
rocks,” and several components of the display. She identifies by classifying objects such
as sandstone, selenite, and clay, and by classifying kernite as an instance of a borate. She
also describes objects and processes: Sandstone “holds a lot of water,” water
“dissolves…becomes laden with minerals,” borate is “very soluble,” selenite is a
“crystalline gemstone,” clay is the economic basis for the local manufacture of china,
tile, cement, concrete blocks, and bricks. Finally, interpretation through
transformational communication is a prominent feature of this segment; calling upon her
extensive experience in Hillman Hall, Julia passes judgment on the relevance of the
sedimentary rock exhibit to visitors’ understanding of the entire gallery. As we pointed
out above in our discussion of her explanations about the sedimentary rock display, she
does not find this particular exhibit very useful when she leads tours: “you’re deep into
sedimentary rocks before you get to this,” “this doesn’t tie into anything else,” and “I
just didn’t have time.”

When the docents converse in a way that supports explanations, they are also
deeply engaged in the model of docent activity that is anchored around object
interpretation. That is, transformational interpretation generally occurs in the context of
an explanation, but it can also occur during analyses and syntheses. Consider the
connection between the analyzing and synthesizing elements of conversational
elaboration and OBAM. The “Early Glass” exhibit in Glass: Shattering Notions consists
of some fifteen utilitarian glass objects, ranging in color from green to aqua green to
amber, and all made in the Pittsburgh region during the early to mid-nineteenth century.
The accompanying text reads:

Early Glass
Window glass and bottles were the primary products of the first glasshouses.
The same green glass used for those objects was sometimes fashioned into simple
utilitarian goods such as bowls, pans, jugs, and jars.

Here is the complete segment of Julia and Elsa’s talk at the “Early Glass”

exhibit:

Elsa See, now, here, wouldn’t you like to know why it’s green, or why it’s yellow,
or why it’s blue?

Julia Well…
Elsa They don’t TELL you that!
Julia You’re, you’re putting out an exhibit for the general public…
Elsa (chuckles) Are you telling me I don’t belong in the general public?
Julia (chuckles) Well…
Elsa Well, no, I understand.
Julia  I don’t think-
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Elsa But I think that’s an automatic question: Why is it green? And don’t the kids
ask you in Mineral Hall—How come if you’re talking about quartz if it’s
pure it’s clear…

Julia Yeah, I guess so.
Elsa …And why is it purple and you get amethyst? And why is it rose and you get

rose-colored quartz? That’s why…the kids ask you, and that’s a natural
question, I think (chuckle).

Here we see the two of them analyzing and synthesizing but also trying to interpret by
requesting additional information so that they could engage in their roles as docents.
Later, in the same exhibit they have the following exchange:

Elsa  (at Stained glass display) Oh, look. Rudy Brothers must have made a lot of
stained glass stuff, too. Look at the beautiful windows! Now where did
Tiffany get his stained glass for his Tiffany lamps?

Mary I don’t know.
Elsa Did he get them from Rudy Brothers? I wonder, if that’s where he got his

stained glass from. I never even thought about that…
Julia Well, a lot of stained glass--this was something I noticed moving from

Michigan to Pennsylvania—very ordinary houses had stained glass.
Particularly the window where- on the turn of the stairs, would be a stained
glass window. And you didn’t have to curtain it, then. And the entryway
would either have stained glass panels at the side or over the top. And that-
and ordinary houses around Pittsburgh were that way, but I didn’t see that in
Michigan.

Mary You’re right. I mean not about Michigan, but about Pittsburgh.
Julia Well, that was one of the things I noticed…
Elsa Yeah.

Here we see synthesis since Elsa and Julia extend the description of the specific
piece they are looking at to describe where in the local community stained glass is used
(in the stairwells where you would not need to use a curtain). They are also identifying
the pieces and interpreting them by describing them. However, in this segment they are
not engaged in the activity of transforming the information for the “other” nor are they
explaining.

In the next segment we see Julia and Elsa deeply engaged in explaining a display
of plush textiles, in part by analyzing it. Together they attempt to figure out exactly what
the cloth is. They question each other and the first author. Moving back and forth between
each other as resources and the text they jointly construct a satisfying explanation of how
the material and design are made but they do not have the resources or motivation at least
at this object to transform that information for a visitor audience. Here we sense they are
playing the role of visitors only, as opposed to the role of docents as visitors.
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The label copy for the cloth display reads as follows:

The plush textiles of the Kuba result from the artistic cooperation between men weavers,
who produce the plain base cloth, and women embroiderers who decorate its surface with
vibrant patterns and create the plush texture. The raw materials for both men and women
are fibers from the raffia palm tree.

And here is the docents’ conversation:

Julia  Is plush a native weave?
Elsa Plush I think is a terminology…-
Julia  -or is that is, that is the type of its uh…no, this is raffia.
Elsa It’s a it’s a kind of weave.
Julia  Oh. (after reading the label copy) Men are the weavers, the women do the

decorating which is applied after the weaving.
Elsa Oh, ok. Congo.
Julia  Designs are all geometric.
Elsa What are they made of?
Mary  Does the uh-
Elsa It doesn’t say in there I don’t think-
Mary  -it’s called raffia cloth.
Elsa Uh, oh it doesn’t say that here uh Mary. That, that’s alright, I…well.
Mary  Uh here Elsa.
Elsa Oh ok.
Mary  (reading label copy) Says the raw materials used by both men and women

are fibers from the raffia palm tree.
Elsa Ok. (pause) I don’t know anything about this. Ok. (pause) Ok.
Elsa Mary.
Mary  Yes?
Elsa Are the patterns painted on by the men after the cloth or is-
Mary I think the women uh-
Elsa No the, I mean-
Julia -the women put the design on.
Elsa Oh, ok. Yes, I’m sorry, yeah. But they’re painted on, it’s?-
Julia -No I don’t think so-
Elsa -I don’t know-
Julia  -it looks as if they’re stitched on.
Mary  I believe it’s stitching.
Elsa Well, yes, that-
Mary Don’t touch! Sorry, I know you want to touch. (chuckles)
Elsa  Well that’s what I was trying to figure out, if it-
Julia  -Well look at that picture. Doesn’t it look as if she is is stitching?
Elsa Yeah! Ok.
Mary  Yes.
Julia  Yeah, I think it’s stitching-
Elsa -The, the pattern is stitched, ok. That’s what I needed to know.
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This conversation clearly shows Elsa and Julia trying to identify the textile by
classifying it in several ways. They classify it as a type of native weave, discuss the
process by which it was made and figure out that the material used is raffia from a palm
tree. They also identify the cloth by sourcing it according to its origin; they mention that
it comes from the Congo. Woven into these identifying activities during the conversation
is an activity of interpretation. Julia and Elsa interpret the exhibit through a direct
response, the observation (not taken from label copy) that the designs are geometric.

Summary and Conclusions

We have seen two docents who act as central players in the activities of one
museum setting as they visit two other museum settings in which they are more
peripheral players. As we would expect, they act more like docents in the environment in
which they routinely engage in that activity. But even in the unfamiliar settings, their
general museum docenting stance, which they have developed along with their specific
natural history line of inquiry through years of practice, comes into play. Julia and Elsa
use their museum-going tool kit to engage with museum objects in a thorough and intense
manner, although not always to their own satisfaction. They are aware of the differences
among the museums they visit.

When touring museum exhibitions, Elsa and Julia consistently engage in the
activity of interpreting the exhibit for a potential audience--acting out two roles, that of a
visitor, and that of a docent. In the Gems and Minerals gallery, they go so far as to re-
play the interpretation of the exhibition that they give to visitors. We sense that the
activity of docenting has been woven into the fabric of their museum experiences and has
become a lens for questioning, exploring, and experiencing all of the museums that they
visit. Anecdotally, we have seen this same stance in other docents, both those whom we
have observed in the Carnegie Museum of Art (see Stainton this volume) and those who
have written of their experiences (see Leinhardt et al this volume).

Our discussion of the docent stance raises the issue of how this insight can be
helpful to other visitors as they make sense of their museum experience. It is important
for visitors to develop a sophisticated identity as museum-goers. By this we mean that
they approach museum exhibits with a critical interpretive stance. We want to distinguish
between this stance and a direct affective response to objects. We know that visitors do
identify objects, they do describe objects, and they do have affective responses to objects,
the latter being the “Wow,” “Neat,” or “Gee-whiz” approach to museum objects (See in
this volume Allen, Fienberg, Schauble et al.). Although identification and affective
response may be necessary first steps for museum visitors, we believe that visitors are
capable of a deeper engagement.

We have demonstrated through our application of the OBAM that the docents’
interpretive stance took the form of transformational communication; that is, they
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practiced or re-played their role as docents in each exhibit they visited. It was this
assumption of their docenting role that enabled them to come to terms with unfamiliar
objects and to make sense of unfamiliar exhibits. We do not suggest that visitors need to
become docents in order to learn in museums. Rather, we mean that a critical interpretive
stance of some kind will serve to anchor visitors’ engagement with museum material. If
visitors are able to pose questions such as “What do I think of this object?” or “What
does this object mean to me?” or “Why has this object been placed next to that object?”
then they are engaged in active interpretive behavior. That sort of activity is learnable and
can help draw the visitor from the periphery of the museum world into a more central
conversation with it.

However, if visitors are to truly learn from museums, that interpretive activity
needs to be coupled with content knowledge. The docents’ response confirms our sense
that it is always helpful to bring to the fore background knowledge when visiting a
museum exhibit. This is true whether the background knowledge is about museums per se
or about the content of the exhibits. The more one knows about a given topic, the more
one can engage with the objects in an exhibit. We recommend that museums and museum
educators consider how they can enable visitors to develop an interpretive stance towards
the museum, a stance that incorporates both content knowledge and a position related to
the visitors’ own identity. Such enablement will help visitors to enhance both their
enjoyment of and their learning from the museum.
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