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Introduction

My thesis will propose an effective model for active learning in an art museum setting. I will argue that in order to serve people of all ages and abilities, an effective model must be informed by established educational theory and practice, and combine engaging open-ended learning opportunities and innovative design. 

Art museums are striving to increase their audiences and status as viable places of learning in the community. The museum tradition of passive learning (e.g. text-heavy and/or lecture format interpretation) does not inspire and engage all learners, and in some cases, these approaches alienate and intimidate would-be learners and museum visitors.  

Therefore, museums must provide interpretative programming that is approachable, accessible, and engaging to a diverse audience. 

Interactive learning is relatively new to art museums. However, museums that have implemented an "Interactive Gallery," report their visitors expressed increased retention of ideas/concepts learned, increased engagement in the museum experience, and a stronger connection and commitment to the museum as a result of their involvement with active learning.  For this reason, the interest in creating art-based interactive learning environments is gaining momentum in America and abroad.

Thesis Outline
I have consulted with colleagues in the museum education profession, who have indicated a need for scholarship in the area of interactive learning in art museums. In order to create a document that will be useful for my profession, I will structure my thesis as follows:

I. Brief History of Art Museum Education

I will describe the history of how art museums adopted education as part of their missions, how the evolution of education within the museum has transformed the function of museums within the community, and how the increasing interest in interactive learning spaces fits into this big picture. 
II. Review of Educational Theory

To keep this review succinct and relevant, I will only present and analyze the ideas that support and inform the development of informal, discovery-based interactive learning in art museums. I will present these ideas as integrated parts of a sometimes misunderstood whole, thereby creating a “map” of the educational theory maze.   

III. Survey Results of Interactive Gallery Practice 
I will present original research on the practical issues facing interactive galleries in art museums. I will include information I’ve gathered from a survey I will design for use as a tool for written feedback from museum educators and/or interactive gallery managers. I will also include information I’ve gathered from visits to four interactive art galleries; the ideas generated at the J. Paul Getty Museum symposium, From Content to Play: Family-Oriented Interactive Spaces in Art and History Museums, which I attended June 4-5, 2005, at the Getty Center in Los Angeles, California; and papers presented at the Conference Proceedings: Interactive Learning in Museums of Art, an international conference that took place at the Victoria and Albert Museum on May 17 – 18, 2002.
IV. Process Description

The results of my research will aid the design, fabrication, and installation of a hands-on, minds-on educational environment at the Plains Art Museum in Fargo, North Dakota. This process is being facilitated by the Museum’s Interactive Gallery Task Force, a group consisting of representatives from the Museum’s staff, board of directors, and docent corps, as well as community members that represent a variety of interests.  The gallery will focus on “discovery learning,” which involves an exploration of ideas that is open-ended and self-directed, using visual, tactile, kinetic, and auditory means. I will document this planning and implementation process (successes as well as mistakes!) with a goal that the final document will serve as a guide for the effective application of theory into practice for art museums who wish to develop similar learning environments as part of their educational offerings.

Literature Review

In the book Learning in the Museum, education theorist George E. Hein states that it is difficult to find solid, well indexed and well documented research literature for education, and even more difficult for the area of museum education.  He reasons this is because the subject and conditions of educational research are in constant flux, therefore the “established” theories of scholars in the field, although valuable, must constantly evolve and overlap to adapt to our changing culture. With this complexity in mind, I will organize my research around the development of the Constructivist learning model as it relates to various approaches of informal aesthetic exploration in the museum context. To this end, I will research the following: 

· John Dewey, often called the Father of Modern Education, who upheld the relativism of individual experience as an essential component in aesthetic engagement. Dewey’s writings led to the democratization of education and aesthetic enjoyment.  
· Lev Vygotsky, who is responsible for the social development theory of learning, where instructors and students collaborate to create meaning in ways that students can make their own.
· Jean Piaget, who developed the concept of genetic epistemology (the study of
the development of knowledge) which stated that children learn through assimilation, accommodation, and adaptation, to reach the ideal stage of equilibrium.
· Reggio Emilia, an approach to education involving a learning environment that enhances and facilitates the construction of the learner’s own powers of thinking through a synthesis of the expressive, communicative, and cognitive languages.
· Mihaly Csikszentmilhalyi’s ideas on the importance of linking the emotional and intellectual aspects of an object through the association of memories, feelings, and imagination.  
· George E. Hein, who argues that the constructivist model for learning in the museum context is the most promising for facilitating the complex interaction between visitors and objects.
· The work of Project MUSE (Museums Uniting with Schools in Education) from the Harvard Graduate School of Education. 

· The work of the Institute for Learning Innovation, committed to better understanding, facilitating, and advocating for free-choice learning. 

My colleagues in the museum education field have also suggested I explore the work of the following: John Berger, Lois H. Silverman, Ellen Langer, Malcolm Knowles, Lisa Roberts, Elliot Eisner, Charles Gunther, Bernice McCarthy Nelson Goodman, J. Brunner, Rika Burnham, Elliot Kai-Kee, and Douglas Worts. 
Timeline

	Continuous through March 2006 
	Reading/note taking from literature

	Continuous through ??Fall 2006??
	Facilitate development of interactive gallery 



	October 2005
	Final draft of thesis proposal presented and accepted by committee

	November 2005
	Research and compile survey questions

Finalize concept design of gallery and pray for funding

	December 2005
	Present survey questionnaire to committee. Continued prayer for funds.

Register for 2 more thesis credits – spring semester 

	January 2006
	Prayers answered for funding—Gallery fabrication begins

Implement survey

	Feb/March
	Finish survey

Compile all research, organize into outline

	April/May 2006
	Present committee with draft of thesis

Register for 1 Independent Study credit (the survey?) – summer session 

	June 2006
	Successfully complete thesis, orals. Graduate

	Fall 2006
	Interactive Gallery Grand Opening??????
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