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ABSTRACT 
 

Young adults are seen as a notoriously difficult group to engage in museums and art 

galleries.  Cultural institutions are often perceived to be elitist, snobby places that 

demonstrate little or no relevance to young adults’ lives.  Because the 18-35 year old 

demographic is such a hard group to engage, many museums and galleries in New Zealand 

lack sustained programming designed to cater specifically for young adults. 

 

This report explores effective ways to engage youth and young adults in cultural institutions.  

With the help of a Winston Churchill Memorial Fellowship, I travelled to the United States of 

America in 2010 to research public and educational programming as a successful way of 

providing satisfying experiences for young people.  I visited 30 museums and galleries in 

seven cities and conducted formal interviews with staff from most of these institutions.   

 

This report discusses four main themes as key strategies for improving the experiences of 

youth and young adults in cultural institutions: the provision of social activities in museums 

and galleries; programmes that involve teenagers or college students in meaningful two-way 

exchanges; addressing areas of need through community organisations and traditional 

cultural institutions; and the provision of participatory exhibition techniques.          

 

My principal finding is that the key to successful youth engagement is participation.  By 

offering sustained, flexible and meaningful opportunities for young adults to engage with 

cultural institutions, museums and galleries can become more relevant, responsive places to 

this vibrant section of our community.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Whether the institution is in New Zealand or America, the common accusation is the same: 

art galleries and museums are elitist, snobby places.  Add to that a general perception 

amongst young people that those institutions are distrustful of them, and it is no wonder 

teenagers and young adults choose not to visit.  As Naomi Horlock writes, “Without a 

connection to their own concerns, the gallery represents an unwelcoming and irrelevant 

institution, devoid of warmth and steeped in elitism.”1  Despite the profession’s increasing 

emphasis on consulting with visitors and providing more effectively for their individual 

needs, young adults remain a notoriously difficult group to engage.   

 

The perception that museums and art galleries are disconnected from the concerns of 

everyday life provides an explanation for why many visitors – not just young people – 

struggle to find meaning in cultural institutions.  An Australian study into young children’s 

perceptions of museum settings and experiences found that children require contextual links 

to things in their lives for the museum visit to be meaningful.  As the study states, “… the 

portrayal of objects in the absence of context impoverishes the art gallery experience and 

advocates a need for these types of museums to provide connections with visitors’ prior 

knowledge to make the overall visit more rewarding.”2  I believe this to be true for visitors of 

all ages, not just children, but perhaps it is particularly true for young adults: a group who 

are at a point in their lives when they are trying to form a sense of their own individual 

identity and to find their place in the world.  Without an explicit connection to their own 

unique concerns, cultural institutions are unlikely to be of more than fleeting interest to 

most young adults.  As Naomi Horlock points out, “For young people to return to art galleries 

[and museums] in their own time, relevance, enjoyment and learning are essential elements 

for a successful experience.”3   

 

School-aged children, particularly those at primary school, benefit from tailored curriculum-

based education programmes run in conjunction with educational institutions.  For example, 

New Zealand’s Ministry of Education provides funding assistance for a curriculum support 

project called Learning Experiences Outside the Classroom (LEOTC), which is designed to 

enhance learning opportunities outside the classroom.4  Given the systemic lack of funding 

in cultural institutions throughout New Zealand, the need to secure money provided through 

programmes such as LEOTC results in many Education departments within museums and 

galleries focussing solely on providing curriculum-based education to school children.  The 

result is a lack of structured programming for young adults once they’ve left school.  

However, just like school children, this group stands to benefit significantly from sustained 

programming that addresses their own particular needs.            

 

Of course, the answer is never easy.  There are a complex range of factors that contribute to 

a lack of programming for youth and young adults in New Zealand’s museums and art 

galleries.  First and foremost is a lack of money for developing targeted projects for young 

people – projects that tend to be labour intensive in nature and therefore costly, but that 

must be sustained over a period of years to gain credibility with their target audience and to 
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meet expectations.  Another problem is a lack of direct consultation with youth regarding 

their interests and requirements.  Just like many other organisations, museums and galleries 

are good at telling people what they want to do and see, but perhaps are not good enough 

at asking.  Again, an absence of money for meaningful audience research and project 

evaluation hinders the ability to bring a direct and authentic youth voice into cultural 

organisations.  Lastly, we often fall foul of dated methods of engaging young people.  

Pressing a button on an interactive no longer cuts it as a form of engagement – youth want 

to be able to participate, to have ownership, to belong. 

 

With these issues in mind, the goal of my Winston Churchill Memorial Fellowship research 

has been to explore effective ways to engage youth and young adults (18-35 years of age) in 

cultural institutions.  As a museum or gallery visitor, I had observed that – in many cases – 

the most successful initiatives for engaging young adults went beyond the presentation of 

exhibitions, no matter how good the exhibitions were.  For that reason, I decided to focus 

my research on public and educational programming as a way to provide rewarding 

experiences for young people.  Given the level of philanthropy and funding for cultural 

activities in the United States of America, which in turn allows more scope for adventurous 

programming, I chose to travel to America to conduct my research.  My motivation for 

conducting this research is to do what I can towards addressing the needs of youth and 

young adults in my own cultural institution.  I also hope this report is, at the very least, a 

useful discussion point for other cultural professionals in New Zealand. 

   

Over the 5 ½ weeks I spent in America, I visited 30 museums and art galleries in seven cities.  

In that time, four distinctive themes emerged as successful ways to engage young adults – 

the provision of social activities; the fostering of two-way relationships between teen or 

college groups and the institution; identifying and addressing specific areas of need; and the 

adoption of exhibition techniques that allow for multiple points of entry.  Discussion of these 

themes will form the basis of this report.  The overarching concept that was highlighted time 

and again, no matter what the programme or which institution provided it, was that 

everything centres on providing the opportunity to participate.  This dominant idea, which 

sounds so easy yet is so hard to do well, is the foundation for my research.  My report draws 

on both practical examples of participation I observed in America and on theoretical 

discussions of participation’s benefits, which are currently gathering momentum in the 

profession worldwide.  This report does not intend to use statistics or survey results to prove 

that young people are underrepresented in museum and art galleries.  Instead, it focuses on 

solutions to the problem of effectively engaging young people – a problem that is 

acknowledged both anecdotally amongst professionals working in the sector and in research 

such as Conal McCarthy and David Mason’s study of young people’s perceptions of art 

galleries in New Zealand.  My report explores programming as a way to change the culture of 

museums for young people.  For, as McCarthy and Mason point out, “If the culture of 

museums – their content, values and ways of doing things – can successfully be transformed 

to cater for new constituencies, then there is every likelihood that museums, by finding a 

place for youth culture, will make room for young visitors.”5  

     

My point of view on how well – or not – New Zealand cultural institutions engage youth and 

young adults is heavily informed by my own experiences.  Before I took up the position of 

Curator Pictorial Collections at Puke Ariki (a combined museum, library and visitor 
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information centre), I had been: a child whose mum took her to the museum regularly but 

never the art gallery; a schoolgirl with no particular interest in art; a university student 

majoring in Art History; a trained art historian who could not find permanent work in the 

field but was highly motivated to contribute; a volunteer in art galleries; and, of course, a 

regular visitor to museums and galleries, both in New Zealand and overseas.  I cannot 

presume to speak for every New Zealand institution in this report – I acknowledge that many 

organisations are already doing fantastic work around engaging young adults.  For example, 

several months after my return to New Zealand, I arranged to visit staff at The Dowse Art 

Museum in Lower Hutt and at Auckland War Memorial Museum in Auckland.  These 

institutions have already successfully adapted late night entertainment models – similar to 

those I researched in America – into their events programmes.  Through those visits I started 

the process of identifying organisations within New Zealand that are adopting ideas and 

techniques discussed in this report, thus seeking additional practical advice on how to adapt 

my research for a New Zealand context.  This process will be an ongoing one and is likely to 

involve other staff from within my organisation as Puke Ariki moves towards more 

innovative strategies in the areas of public programming and community outreach.   
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METHOD 
 

I vividly recall looking around me in an open lecture at the Dunedin Public Art Gallery in 2004 

and becoming aware that there were only one or two other young people in the room.  For a 

city that is home to over 30,000 university and polytechnic students during term time, I was 

shocked.  From that moment, I have been interested in how best to engage youth and young 

adults in cultural institutions.   

 

I am currently Curator Pictorial Collections at Puke Ariki in New Plymouth, New Zealand.  My 

role is primarily as a collection manager, though I am often heavily involved in curatorial 

work as well.  Why I chose to research this topic, given my current focus on collections, 

seems to confound some people.  However, I firmly believe that learning how to engage 

museum audiences by offering them rewarding, satisfying and inclusive experiences is the 

business of every single museum staff member, no matter what they do on a daily basis.  It 

was from this point that I began.       

 

Getting directions 

In June 2009, prior to making my application to the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust for 

funding, I contacted Sarah Parsons from the American Association of Museums’ Information 

Centre, hoping for some suggestions of cultural institutions to visit that were doing great 

work with young people.  Sarah passed on the contact details of Nina Simon, author of the 

Museum 2.0 blog and soon to be published book The Participatory Museum, and encouraged 

me to contact her for some suggestions.  Nina replied with a list of eight institutions and 

brief explanations of why she considered their programmes innovative.  Of those eight 

organisations, I managed to visit six:  

 

• New York Hall of Science, New York, New York 

• The 826 tutoring centres (I visited 826 Boston, Boston, Massachusetts) 

• AS220, Providence, Rhode Island 

• Oakland Museum of California, Oakland, California 

• Denver Art Museum, Denver, Colorado 

• Museum of Contemporary Art Denver, Denver, Colorado 

 

Nina’s suggestions provided a structure for my trip to America, helping me narrow down 

where to visit.  I then began online research into other institutions in those cities – in 

addition to other cities – that were running exciting programmes for young people.  Once I 

established which museums and art galleries I wished to visit, I contacted key staff from each 

via email to request meetings.  Though time consuming and logistically difficult in some 

instances, I was able to arrange meetings over the period of approximately six months in 

almost all of the institutions I contacted.  The following table summarises the places I visited:       
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MUSEUM DESTINATION DATE  TIME CONTACT NAME PROGRAMME OF 

INTEREST 

Exploratorium San Francisco, 

California 

Monday 14 

June 2010 

11am  Melissa Alexander, Director of Public 

Programmes 

After Dark events 

San Francisco 

Museum of 

Modern Art 

San Francisco, 

California 

Tuesday 15 

June 2010 

Visit 

only 

 General interest 

de Young Fine Art 

Museum of San 

Francisco 

San Francisco, 

California 

Wednesday 

16 June 2010 

& Friday 18 

June 2010 

10am 

(Wed) 

Renee Baldocchi, Director of Public Programs; 

Molly Beyer, Manager of Museum Ambassadors; 

Christina Hellmich, Curator Oceanic Art 

 

Artist Studio / 

Demonstration 

Programme; Friday 

Nights at the de Young; 

Museum Ambassador 

Programme 

Asian Art Museum San Francisco, 

California 

Thursday 17 

June 2010 

11am Deborah Clearwaters, Director of Education & 

Public Programs; Saly Lee, Arts Program 

Coordinator (Asia Alive); Allison Wyckoff, Family 

and Youth Programs Coordinator 

MATCHA; Art Speak; 

Community Speakers 

Programme 

Museum of 

Children’s Art 

Oakland, 

California 

Friday 18 

June 2010 

12.30pm Rae Holzman Artists in Schools 

programme 

Oakland Museum 

of California 

Oakland, 

California 

Friday 18 

June 2010 

Visit 

only 

 Newly reopened – 

exhibition techniques 

Contemporary 

Jewish Museum 

San Francisco, 

California 

Saturday 19 

June 2010 

Visit 

only 

 General interest 

Zeum San Francisco, 

California 

Saturday 19 

June 2010 

Visit 

only 

 Hands on children’s 

activities 

Denver Art 

Museum 

Denver, 

Colorado 

Monday 21 

June 2010 

11am Sonnet Hanson, Master Teacher for Modern & 

Contemporary Art; Lindsey Housel, Manager of 

Adult & College Programs 

Untitled events 
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MUSEUM DESTINATION DATE  TIME CONTACT NAME PROGRAMME OF 

INTEREST 

Museum of 

Contemporary Art 

Denver 

Denver, 

Colorado 

Tuesday 22 

June 2010 

12pm Ama Mills-Robertson, Coordinator of 

Programming & Fictions; Sarah Kate Baie, 

Director of Programming & Chief of Fictions 

TeCo (Teen Council); Art 

Fitness Training 

programme 

Institute of 

Contemporary 

Art, Boston 

Boston, 

Massachusetts 

Thursday 24 

June 2010 

10.45am Rosanna Flouty, Associate Director of 

Education 

Teen Arts Council and 

Teen Nights 

826 Boston Boston, 

Massachusetts 

Friday 25 June 

2010 

10am Lindsey Plait, Programme Director Programmes 

encouraging creative 

writing for young 

people 

Museum of Fine 

Arts Boston 

Boston, 

Massachusetts 

Monday 28 

June 2010 

9.50am Lisa Krassner, Director of Member & Visitor 

Services; Linda Apple, Director of Volunteer & 

Community Programs; Gail Odeneal, Program 

Marketing Manager; Christine Dahlheimer, 

Development Officer for Special Events; Brooke 

Digiouanni-Evans, Head of Gallery Learning 

MFA Ambassador 

programme; College 

Nights and 

mfafirstfridays 

Harvard Art 

Museum 

Boston, 

Massachusetts 

Tuesday 29 

June 2010 

11am Judy Murray, Museum Educator; Lynne 

Stanton, Museum Educator (retiring) 

Harvard Art Museum 

Undergraduate 

Connection (HAMUC) 

programme; Student 

Guide programme 

Rhode Island 

School of Design 

Providence, 

Rhode Island 

Wednesday 30 

June 2010 

Visit only  General interest 

AS220 Providence, 

Rhode Island 

Thursday 1 

July 2010 

10am Umberto ‘Bert’ Crenca, Artistic Director; David 

Ortiz, Development Director; Neal Walsh, 

Gallery Space Manager; Jeremy Radtke, Youth 

Technology Coordinator 

Broad Street Studio and 

Fab Lab; work with 

adjudicated youth 
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MUSEUM DESTINATION DATE  TIME CONTACT NAME PROGRAMME OF 

INTEREST 

Providence 

Children's 

Museum 

Providence, 

Rhode Island 

Friday 2 July 

2010 

10am Carole Ann Penney, Americorps Coordinator Hands on learning 

opportunities at 

museum; AmeriCorps 

Museum Educator 

programme 

American 

Museum of 

Natural History 

New York, New 

York 

Monday 5 July 

2010 (public 

holiday) 

Visit only  General interest 

Brooklyn 

Museum of Art 

New York, New 

York 

Tuesday 6 July 

2010 

10am-

2pm 

observati

on; 3pm 

meeting 

Cheri Erlich, Teen Programs Coordinator / 

Senior Museum Educator 

Museum 

Apprenticeship 

Programme (MAP) 

Whitney Museum 

of American Art 

New York, New 

York 

Wednesday 7 

July 2010 

10am Danielle Linzer, Youth Programmes 

Coordinator 

Youth Insights 

programme 

Museum of 

Modern Art 

New York, New 

York 

Wednesday 7 

July 2010 

2pm Iris Schmeisser, Curatorial Assistant for the 

Annenberg Project 

MoMA Nights; 

exhibition techniques 

(for the collection) 

Metropolitan 

Museum of Arts 

New York, New 

York 

Thursday 8 

July 2010 

10.30am Christine Larusso, College Marketing 

Coordinator; Will Carrington, Intern for the 

College Group (NYU); Felicity Tsikiwa, Intern for 

the College Group (City College) 

College Group at the 

Met (CGM) 

PS1 New York, New 

York 

Saturday 10 

July 2010 

Visit only   Warm Up programme 

and Young Architecture 

Programme (YAP) 

New York Hall of 

Science 

New York, New 

York 

Monday 12 

July 2010 

9.15am Jennifer Correa, Senior Manager of Explainers; 

Barbara Mendoza, Program Explainer 

Science Career Ladder 
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MUSEUM DESTINATION DATE  TIME CONTACT NAME PROGRAMME OF 

INTEREST 

Solomon R. 

Guggenheim 

Museum 

New York, New 

York 

Monday 12 

July 2010 

Visit only  General interest 

George Eastman 

House 

Rochester, New 

York 

Tuesday 13 

July / 

Wednesday 14 

July 2010 

Visit only  Area of special interest 

– photographic 

collections & display 

techniques 

Smithsonian 

National Museum 

of Natural History 

Washington 

D.C., District of 

Columbia 

Thursday 15 

July 2010 

9.30am Bill Watson, Chief of Onsite Learning Venues; 

Cristina Castillo, Programme Coordinator YES!; 

visit facilitated through Kadian Pow (currently 

living in England) 

YES! (Youth 

Engagement through 

Science) programme 

Smithsonian 

American Art 

Museum 

Washington 

D.C., District of 

Columbia 

Friday 16 July 

2010 & 

Saturday 17 

July 2010 

10am 

(Fri) 

Georgina Goodlander, Interpretative Programs 

Manager 

Ghosts of a Chance 

alternate reality game 

National Museum 

of the American 

Indian 

Washington 

D.C., District of 

Columbia 

Friday 16 July 

2010 & 

Saturday 17 

July 2010 

3.30pm 

(Fri) 

Keevin Lewis, Community and Constituent 

Coordinator 

Artist Leadership & 

Emerging Artist 

Programme 

(particularly the Youth 

Public Art initiative) 

 

United States 

Holocaust 

Memorial 

Museum 

Washington 

D.C., District of 

Columbia 

Sunday 18 July 

2010 

Visit only  General interest – 

exhibition techniques 
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In each formal meeting I asked a set of prepared questions, though the delivery of the 

questions was often revised depending on the nature of the conversation.  The questions 

used in my research are listed below: 

 

1. How did you establish what programme your audience would be interested in?  Was 

that an institutional decision based on your internal goals or was it influenced by 

audience research / feedback? 

 

2. If you did audience research, do you think that research raised expectation amongst 

the people you talked to?  How did you manage those expectations? 

 

3. How does the programme fit with your institutional goals? 

 

4. Did the development process (either internal or external) identify any particular lack 

or shortcomings that the programme has been designed to address? 

 

5. What do you think have been the successes of your programme / initiative? 

 

6. Have you found the programme to be successful in the ways you anticipated? 

 

7. Have you had good feedback from participants? 

 

8. How do you capture feedback from participants? 

 

9. Do you have a structured way of using feedback to improve on the nature of your  

programme / initiative? 

 

10. Have you found any specific difficulties in running the programme? 

 

11. What kind of staffing levels have you needed to run the programme / initiative / 

event? 

 

12. How do you pay for the programme? 

 

13. How did you sell the programme to sponsors if you required external funding to 

make it happen? 

 

14. Do you anticipate any difficulties with maintaining the programme over time?  Do 

you think it is sustainable, both in terms of resources and public support? 

 

15. Is there any specific marketing techniques you employ to ensure ‘word gets out’ 

about your programme / initiative / events? 

 

16. Are you continuing to develop new programmes for this age range?   

 

17. How do you continue to monitor demand for your programme and what people 

want? 
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18. Do you think your programmes have been particularly good at engaging youth and 

young adults with your institution?  

 

19. What have you learned by developing and running this programme / initiative / 

event? 

 

20. Do you have more / new goals after running it?   

 

21. Would you do anything differently?   

 

Although I took away a unique insight into what makes a successful youth programme from 

every institution I visited, it is impossible to discuss the details of each initiative I researched 

in this report.  Therefore, I will break my discussion into four general themes – social 

activities; teen/college groups; areas of need; and exhibition techniques – and will focus on a 

handful of programmes in each section.  Key learnings will be summarised separately. 
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ENGAGING YOUTH & YOUNG ADULTS – CENTRAL THEMES 
 

THEME ONE: PROVISION OF SOCIAL ACTIVITIES 

When you think about it, museums are inherently ‘social’ places, at least in one sense of the 

word.  They are full of objects that testify to our social co-existence, to our history of living 

together and of making meaning together.  Given museums have social concepts at their 

very heart, why, then, are they seen as non-social places?  As Nina Simon points out, “There 

are people who prefer social and creative recreational activities and avoid museums because 

they perceive them as non-social, non-dynamic, non-participatory places.”6  If socially 

motivated people conceive of museums as elitist rather than welcoming, quiet rather than 

filled with chatter, for serious contemplation rather than dancing, dating or drinking, then 

museums are likely to lose out to a concert or a trip to the pub as a preferred place to spend 

time.  

  

Although most people have a desire to be social to some degree, for young adults the ability 

to socialise is a major factor in what they choose to do with their time.  Therefore, if 

museums and art galleries are serious about engaging 18-35 year olds, dismissing or 

overlooking the opportunity to present social activities on site will limit access to this large 

potential audience.  “Games researcher Jane McGonigal has stated that people need four 

things to be happy: “satisfying work to do, the experience of being good at something, time 

spent with people we like, and the chance to be part of something bigger.””7  Museums and 

art galleries are able to offer the ‘something bigger’ – a unique context that can provide an 

equally unique experience. 

 

Cultural organisations around the world have begun to recognise the importance of 

providing social activities in their unique spaces.  One of the most common models being 

adopted is late night entertainment.  This model addresses a prevalent problem in events 

programming within museums and art galleries – the timing of events.  Institutions regularly 

schedule events to fit in with normal opening hours or at the weekend, often in the middle 

of the afternoon.  For young adults with weekend jobs, sporting commitments, children or 

study considerations, choosing to stage events in the daytime presents a serious 

impediment to participation.  Late nights at museums or art galleries allow people to attend 

events when they would usually go out to socialise.  Many of the staff organising late night 

entertainment in America mentioned that young people attend their event before going on 

to night clubs or bars.  They also highlighted the importance of price – if they wanted to stay 

viable as a social venue for young people they had to ensure entry fees were affordable.  The 

majority of these programmes centre on music, though they often provide other activities 

such as lectures, tours, art making stations and more.  Leanne Wickham, Curator of 

Programmes and Events at The Dowse Art Museum in Lower Hutt, New Zealand, believes 

the incorporation of music into cultural institutions makes sense – she sees music as an 

“extension of identity”,8 just as museums and art galleries are places designed to help us 

understand our wider cultural identity.  And, as Leanne pointed out, music is “core” to our 

lives – what young person doesn’t own an iPod, MP3 player or mobile phone filled with 

music and always carried with them?9  Having the ability to listen to music in a space as 
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unique as an art gallery or museum, surrounded by treasured objects and sitting next to your 

best friend, can be a magical experience. 

 

Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York 

I experienced this magic first hand at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York.  In July 

and August, the museum is open late every Thursday night with live music presented in the 

sculpture garden.  When I attended, a Brazilian band – Wax Poetic Brasil – was featured as a 

part of a music series designed to compliment a film exhibition Premiere Brazil 2010, a 

collaboration between MoMA and the Rio de Janeiro International Film Festival.  Listening to 

live music with hundreds of other people, while surrounded by magnificent examples of 

twentieth century sculpture on a very warm summer’s night, was extraordinary.  The music, 

combined with the unique context of the art gallery, provided me with an experience I could 

not have had elsewhere.  Such is the power of museums.  

 

 
A Giacometti sculpture looks on while the crowd listens to Wax Poetic Brasil, MoMA sculpture garden, New York 

 

MoMA’s Brazilian music series was closely connected to the film programme showing inside 

the gallery.  The music was neither an aside nor a distraction from their programming goals.  

Instead, it was complimentary to the visual experience of the films.  Of the seven institutions 

I visited in America specifically to discuss late night entertainment models, all of the staff I 

met with highlighted the need to connect their activities to the collections or exhibitions on 

display.  The overriding message was that the entertainment provided need not, and indeed 

should not, be disconnected from the overall programming of the museum and its mission.  

There was the feeling that some colleagues believed the model to be frivolous and pointless, 
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a distraction from what a museum or art gallery is striving to achieve.  However, programme 

staff saw their initiatives as having the ability to mediate between the displays and the 

visitors, offering an alternative way to engage with and find meaning in the exhibitions.  

Cultural professionals constantly expect people to be inspired by the wonders on display, yet 

many visitors are not armed with the skills or confidence to enjoy the museum or gallery 

environment.  The art, or the institutional context itself, is often challenging or difficult to 

contextualise.  By offering a range of late night entertainment visitors are more comfortable 

with, the hope is they will engage more readily and perhaps even visit again. 

 

Denver Art Museum (DAM), Denver 

A trend in many of the late night entertainment models I observed was to provide a multi-

faceted approach by offering numerous activities during late hours.  This gives visitors the 

opportunity “to curate their own experience”, as Denver Art Museum’s (DAM) Master 

Teacher Sonnet Hanson put it.10  Sonnet observed that people like to create their own 

experiences, to dip into things, try things out and then move on.  Denver Art Museum’s 

monthly themed late night events, called Untitled, intentionally incorporated this 

“browsability” into its programming as it sought to target a young adult audience.  The 

Untitled template is designed to be social, informal and open house, encouraging visitors to 

see themselves in ownership of the museum.  Denver Art Museum provides a ‘mixed media’ 

event that melds activities such as ice breakers, soapbox talks by curators, ‘de-tours’ (tours 

given by specialists outside the field of art), art making, yoga, performance, live music and 

more.  Each activity is related to the overall theme of the Untitled, which in turn relates to an 

exhibition currently on display or to an aspect of the permanent collections.  All take place at 

the museum itself.  Untitled allows visitors to participate in as many or as little of the options 

on offer as they like, putting the visitor in control of their own experience.  At the heart of 

the event programme is a desire to elicit offbeat encounters with art, offering tangential yet 

valid ways of relating to the art on display.  When asked if Untitled was successful in the 

ways they anticipated, Lindsey Housel, Manager of Adult & College Programmes, said she 

observes people interacting, laughing, being loud and engaged.  She noted that Untitled 

makes the space feel different.11  It was exactly the response they had hoped to elicit.  At the 

beginning of the programme the museum conducted exit surveys, which indicated 77% of 

the people attending Untitled were young adults.  The programme was – and continues to 

be – successful at attracting the target young adult audience. 

 

The success of the late night model is dependent on the expertise and creativity of people 

outside the museum or art gallery and the ability of the institution to collaborate effectively  

with its creative community.  Every late night programme I researched showcased musicians, 

dancers, performers, poets, writers, artists and more, most of them resident in the 

community of the institution itself.  Genuine collaboration is key to this model.  As Ian 

Blackwell and Sarah Scaife point out, “Ultimately it is the audience that does the interpreting 

not the curator, gallery explainer, education officer or the exhibition itself … It means 

museums handing over power, skills and knowledge to the community, and recognising and 

valuing the expertise within those communities too.”12  Late night entertainment models do 

both of these things – they offer ways for visitors to control their own experiences in the 

museum or gallery space, while also providing a unique forum to celebrate the talents of 

other creative figures within the community.  Denver Art Museum sees itself as being in 

genuine partnership with the public.  Untitled is designed to encourage visitors to see 
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themselves in ownership of the museum.  Sonnet Hanson described this as a “front porch” 

concept, where both the museum and the public bring their assets to the porch, providing a 

space for real engagement.13  Visitors can come to the museum and occupy the building, 

choosing to dance, sing, do yoga, listen, learn and make.  This commitment to meaningful 

engagement is also made between the museum and its creative community.  Sonnet talks of 

“mining the public”, of being open to finding expertise in many places.14  She and Lindsey 

Housel hunt out a diverse range of figures from the community to participate in Untitled, 

which fits with their desire to provide offbeat encounters with art.  When Denver Art 

Museum’s new wing opened, its dramatic void spaces produced the feeling of vertigo in 

some visitors.  In response, Untitled Vertigo utilised the knowledge of a neurologist to 

explain the how the brain copes with the sensation.  In order to help visitors understand the 

aesthetics of abstract colour field paintings, Untitled Chroma saw a local perfumer creating 

scents that were evocative of the colours used in the paintings.  These community experts, 

though not traditionally connected to the museum, offer visitors a unique way of 

contextualising sometimes confounding art concepts or theories.  They provide an ‘in’ for 

those not experienced in visual language, just as the experts themselves may not be.  These 

collaborations require staff to be open to interpreting creativity and, for Sonnet, has made 

her aware how integral creativity is to the Denver community.15  The collaborations also 

encourage the museum to be a more active participant in its own community.   

 

 
A perfumer shares scents made in response to abstract paintings for Untitled Chroma, Denver Art Museum, Denver 
(image kindly supplied by the Denver Art Museum) 

 

de Young Museum, San Francisco 

Like Denver Art Museum, the de Young Museum in San Francisco utilises a multi-faceted 

approach for its late night entertainment model but, uniquely, provides a weekly event.  In 

contrast to the majority of the other late night models I researched, which were generally  
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Art making table during Cultural Encounters, de Young Museum, San Francisco  
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staged monthly, Cultural Encounters: Friday Nights at the de Young runs every Friday from 

mid January through to November.  The ambitious programme is spearheaded by the 

museum’s vibrant and hugely energetic Director of Public Programmes, Renee Baldocchi. 

She says a slow Friday night event is currently 1,000 visitors and a “robust” night is 3,500.16  

These large numbers imply there is support for such a frequent event and that visitors 

appreciate the ever-changing nature of the entertainment on offer.  Given Cultural 

Encounters is free with museum entry ($10 for adults), the entertainment is also very 

affordable.  When asked if she thinks the programme is sustainable in its current format, 

Renee said she thought it was possible the numbers might drop but that if the de Young 

resorted to a monthly late night event like other institutions they would have to make Friday 

Nights even bigger!17  Like the Denver Art Museum, the de Young provides multiple activities 

for visitors and makes a considerable effort to tie the entertainment to the museum’s wider 

programming.  When I attended the de Young’s late night, the major exhibition on show was 

Birth of Impressionism: Masterpieces from the Musée d’Orsay.  Therefore, the entertainment 

had a strong French theme – a contemporary French band played in the foyer and a roaming 

troubadour played an accordion outside the building.  There was also an art making table, a 

public lecture, tours of the exhibition, and artists making and discussing their work in the 

Artists’ Studio.  The range of activities offered during Cultural Encounters are diverse, as is 

the range of people who attend.  Capturing this diversity is a motivating factor for Renee, 

who strives to provide an inclusive experience at the museum.18
 

 

The need to demystify the context of museums and art galleries, and the objects they 

contain, requires serious attention if wider audience groups are going to feel comfortable in 

cultural institutions.  The de Young Museum’s late night events benefit from the proximity of 

another of Renee Baldocchi’s public programmes, the Artist Studio, which takes an 

important step towards creating greater transparency within the museum.  The studio was 

created expressly to foster an open dialogue with the public by providing a unique 

opportunity for visitors to conceptualise the process that goes into creating an artwork.  

Every month, an artist is invited to install their work in the Kimball Gallery and to 

demonstrate their art form to the public.  The artist is in residence in the gallery most 

afternoons and late on Fridays, allowing visitors to watch them make their art and discuss 

their process with them.  Most of the resident artists also encourage visitors to participate in 

making an artwork, sharing an extraordinary opportunity to contribute to the original 

artwork of a recognised artist.  During several visits to the Artist Studio at the de Young, I had 

the pleasure of meeting American Indian artists Michael Horse and Kim Shuck.  Over several 

hours I talked with them about their artwork, their backgrounds, their inspiration and 

watched them while they worked on their art.  I also observed Kim teaching young children 

how to do traditional beading during Cultural Encounters.  The Artist Studio programme 

exposes visitors to the process of making fine art, creating a transparency that is incredibly 

rare in the gallery context.  It also directly supports the artists upon whom the museum 

relies for its existence.  The opportunity for two way exchange between an artist in the 

process of making and the public is a remarkable innovation.  Renee is proud of the 

programme’s grassroots feel despite it being part of a large institution.  She says the artists 

are the “real deal” and bring new people into the museum.19  This kind of programme, which 

demystifies both the process behind the creation of art and something of the cultural 

context art is housed in, goes a long way towards creating an institution that is truly 

accessible and willing to have an open dialogue with its visitors. 
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Kim Shuck (seated) teaching a young boy traditional Native American beading, Artist’s Studio, de Young Museum, San 

Francisco.  Artist Michael Horse is pictured standing in the cowboy hat. 

 

Asian Art Museum, San Francisco 

Successful collaborative partnerships between cultural institutions and their communities 

also require museums and galleries to be knowledgeable about their key demographic.  

Though the introduction of entertainment models to museum programming is often done in 

an attempt to reach out to new audiences, developing effective partnerships with existing 

audiences can help to grow visitor engagement in dynamic new directions.  Allison Wyckoff, 

Family and Youth Programmes Coordinator at the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco, 

highlighted the importance of “speaking to your demographic”.20  The Asian Art Museum 

caters for its key family demographic by creating signature events that tie in with its mission 

“to lead a diverse global audience in discovering the unique material, aesthetic, and 

intellectual achievements of Asian art and culture.”21  Their approach involves hosting 

festival celebrations to mark significant yearly dates in Asian cultures, such as Diwali 

(‘festival of lights’ observed by Hindus, Jains and Sikhs), Pasko (Phillipino Christmas) and 

Chuseok (a Korean harvest festival).  These festivals expose museum visitors to cultural 

traditions through hands-on activities, performances, games, workshops and storytelling.  

Allison says the festivals provide the opportunity for the museum to build a programme 

collaboratively with members of the Asian community in San Francisco.  She says some 

groups within the wider Asian community had felt they were not being represented 

adequately by the museum.  Involving those groups in the development of festival 

celebrations has helped to address that sense of disconnection from the museum and to 

create effective partnerships.22  The festivals are devised to be family friendly, 

acknowledging that the family demographic is significant to the Asian Art Museum, and have 

become signature events people look out for.  They are also casual, colourful and vibrant 
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events that have the potential to attract new audiences – family members of the organisers, 

friends of participants and acquaintances of those already intending to visit.  By speaking to 

a demographic the museum feels it has an obligation to – both the community members 

involved in organising the festival and families as regular visitors – it has developed a series 

of events that are highly successful in engaging the museum’s established audiences while 

having the ability to extend visitorship in new ways.     

 

 

Young children enjoy dancing at a free family day, Asian Art Museum, San Francisco 
(photo by Kaz Tsuruta, © Asian Art Museum, San Francisco) 

 

Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C. 

When entertainment models are used as a way to engage young people in cultural 

institutions, the form that entertainment takes can be highly experimental.  One such form 

of experimental entertainment I tested during my trip was the Smithsonian American Art 

Museum’s Ghosts of a Chance (GOAC) alternate reality game.  The game – a collaboration 

between the museum, game designer City Mystery, the Anti-Boredom Playtime Society and 

Guide by Cell – was the first alternate reality game (ARG) to be hosted by a museum in the 

world.23  The definition of an ARG, as outlined on Wikipedia, is “an interactive narrative that 
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uses the real world as a platform, often involving multiple media and game elements, to tell 

a story that may be affected by participants' ideas or actions.”24  In the case of Ghosts of a 

Chance, the premise of the game was that ghosts had possessed two museum curators, 

Daisy and Daniel, and a range of assignments posted online had to be completed in order to 

save them and the museum from being haunted.  The final event was held at the museum 

itself and involved six scavenger hunt-type ‘quests’.  Over 6,000 participants played the 

game online and 244 attended the final event.25  As Georgina Goodlander, Interpretative 

Programmes Manager at the museum, said of GOAC, “The game offered both new and 

existing museum audiences a novel way of engaging with the collection in its Luce 

Foundation Center for American Art, a visible storage facility that displays more than 3,300 

artworks in floor-to-ceiling glass cases.”26  After the completion of the full game, the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum developed a 90 minute in-museum version that was 

played as a regular event or by appointment.  I played this short version of Ghosts of a 

Chance with two young boys from Washington D.C. on a Saturday afternoon. 

 

 
Ghosts of a Chance champions, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C. 

 

The game starts and finishes in the Luce Center and encourages players to roam the whole 

museum building.  It has three missions and starts with a clue on a piece of paper.  Answers 

are texted from players’ mobile phones to receive their next clue.  Some clues require 

players to look at artworks closely, and others require more hands-on activities such as 

making a sculpture out of tin foil.  The combination of technology and hands-on making 

provides an engaging, immersive and exciting environment with something to hook any 

player.  The two boys I completed GOAC with claimed they “don’t like art”, yet they spent 
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over an hour and a half in the museum, looking closely at things and noticing details.  In 

addition to family groups, I also observed teenagers and young couples playing.  I asked the 

boys what they liked best about playing Ghosts of a Chance and 12 year old Jonathan said he 

liked the technology aspect.  I, however, liked the hands-on activities best.  Whatever 

aspects players engaged with most, the game offered a unique way to relate to various 

artworks on display and to the museum context itself. 

 

The Smithsonian American Art Museum’s willingness to experiment and take risks resulted 

in a programme that successfully engaged both children and young adults.  First and 

foremost, Ghosts of a Chance was designed to be “just for fun”.27  It was felt that the 

museum offered many educational opportunities for visitors and that it was legitimate for 

such an experimental project to be just that – fun.  Other goals included getting people to 

talk about the museum, getting the museum’s name out, bringing in a new audience and to 

encourage discovery.  All of these goals were achieved through the development and staging 

of the game.  The game generated both online buzz and media attention, awareness was 

raised about the wider museum and specifically the Luce Center, and both the online and 

physical components of the game encouraged players to engage with objects in the 

collections in a new way.28  Ghosts of a Chance has also resulted in repeat visitorship and has 

increased foot traffic to the Luce Center, which had previously struggled with being tucked 

away in a quiet corner of the museum.  In my experience, Ghosts of a Chance was so much 

more than ‘just fun’ – it encouraged familiarity with the building, required close looking (a 

skill that is hard to teach), and exposed players to the collection.  All these outcomes were 

achieved in such a way that even young boys who ‘don’t like art’ could actively engage with 

what the museum had to offer. 

 

Whether cultural institutions are offering alternate reality games or the chance to listen to a 

band in a sculpture garden, entertainment models are increasingly seen as valid approaches 

in the quest to effectively engage visitors, particularly young adults.  Leanne Wickham from 

The Dowse Art Museum points out that this ‘layering of experience’ is what we’ve come to 

expect.29  We can relax at the movies with a glass of wine, get meatballs for lunch in a 

furniture store or sip a coffee while we wait to have our car washed.  So why shouldn’t we 

expect to be able to do more of our favourite things at museums and art galleries?  Cultural 

institutions must remember that many potential visitors, be they young people or not, do 

not have the skills or confidence to enjoy the context these institutions offer.  They see 

museums and art galleries as disconnected from their interests and wholly intimidating, 

elitist places.  So is it legitimate to woo these people with music, dancing and tin foil?  The 

success of the programmes I observed seems to suggest it is.  Half the battle with engaging 

visitors is reducing their discomfort in the physical space of the institution.  If museums and 

galleries can be places people can do their favourite activities, then perhaps our ability to 

foster a burgeoning appreciation of art and culture is not beyond the realms of possibility 

either.   
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THEME TWO: MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT THROUGH TEEN AND COLLEGE GROUPS 

A common criticism of museums and art galleries is that they are not participatory places.  

You can look but not touch.  You can read labels but not contribute your own point of view.  

You can see the curator’s favourite objects on display but not suggest your own favourites.  

Although this is changing, the institutional voice is still overwhelmingly dominant.  Of course, 

the expertise of staff deserves to be acknowledged and celebrated, but allowing members of 

the community to contribute to the institution can make it a more meaningful place.  After 

all, museums exist to reflect the communities they are a part of.   

 

The ability of young people to contribute meaningfully has often been overlooked in 

museums and art galleries.  As Danielle Linzer, Youth Programmes Coordinator at the 

Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, says, teens are an “in-between group”.  They 

are in the process of ‘finding themselves’.  They are hungry to learn and experience and 

create, but they are often not welcome in the places they want to spend time.  They are 

independent and want to make their own choices.  They are possibly the future of our 

cultural organisations.30  Yet, as artist Lewis Biggs points out, “… young people outside 

education have a special freshness of vision but are frequently neglected by cultural 

institutions.”31  A number of museums and art galleries I visited in America have attempted 

to address this neglect through targeted programming for teens and college students.  They 

have created special teen or college groups based on two-way partnerships – group 

members essentially work for the institution, gaining experience, knowledge and skills, while 

the institution benefits from the young people’s energy and enthusiasm.  The young adults 

learn and grow while the organisation discovers how best to attract and meaningfully 

engage the very people they have partnered with.  Quite simply, it’s win win.    

 

American cultural institutions have come to recognise young people have a strong need for 

additional art education or support beyond that provided in formal schooling.  Allison 

Wyckoff from San Francisco’s Asian Art Museum pointed out that the rigidity of the 

American school system did not allow for the effective teaching of art.  She says the 

emphasis on “learning by rote” means students are not armed with the tools needed to 

interpret art for themselves.32  As a result, American museums and art galleries are 

developing programmes that attempt to do a better job of teaching students to appreciate 

art.  Or, as inspirational teacher Tim Rollins puts it, “Instead of subscribing to the current 

practice of teaching to the lowest common denominator, I seek to educate to the highest 

common denominator.  That is how enduring art, knowledge and culture are created.”33  The 

need for institutions to provide further art education possibilities for young people has only 

been exacerbated by the current economic climate.  Numerous staff from the organisations I 

visited discussed the fact that art programmes in schools were amongst the first things to be 

cut from school budgets during the financial crisis.  Thousands of art teachers have been 

made redundant, leaving under-resourced, overworked and underpaid teachers struggling to 

plug the gap.  Staff at cultural institutions, particularly those with educational backgrounds, 

feel a responsibility to step in and support both students and teachers.  
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The teen or college group programmes I researched in America aim to teach essential life 

skills as much as a lifelong appreciation of art and culture.  For many of these young people, 

the programmes provide their first taste of employment, be it paid or unpaid.  

Communication skills were regularly cited as being one of the most important skills they 

learned, along with leadership and collaboration skills.  Some participants even had to learn 

simple things such as dressing appropriately and turning up on time.  Several of the 

programmes were also specifically designed to encourage students into higher education, 

placing emphasis on the benefits of university study and supporting disadvantaged students 

into college.  The organisations hosting these programmes actively fostered the sense that 

participants were privileged, treating them as part of the staff.  This approach achieved an 

extraordinary sense of ownership in the young people – ownership many institutions claim 

they want young people to feel but do not know how to foster.  Rosanna Flouty, Associate 

Director of Education at the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, found that the young 

people in her Teen Arts Council actually performed better when she was “hands off”.  She 

noted they pushed themselves to achieve to a higher level when she gave them control over 

their own direction within the Council.  She also pointed out they were aware they had more 

privileges than some other ICA staff and felt they had to live up to those privileges.34   

 

It would be fair to say that, ultimately, the motivating factor behind the development of 

most teen and college group programmes is the hope that participants will continue to have 

a connection to the organisation throughout their lives.  Some programmes also focus on 

other goals connected to the sector they represent.  The New York Hall of Science’s (NYSci) 

award-winning Science Career Ladder (SCL) programme has a specific emphasis on 

supporting participants into higher education, preferably in science-related fields.  A recent 

impact study, The Science Career Ladder: 1986-2010, states “Of more than 2500 alumni, 98 

percent have completed college and 60 percent have gone into science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics-related (STEM) careers.”35  Though a significant number of the 

programme’s participants have not gone on to a career in science-related fields, the SCL has 

had a remarkable effect in supporting young people into college.  Of the numerous young 

people I met who were part of these kinds of institutionally-based teen or college groups, all 

of them said that the programme was formative and gave them valuable skills.  They may 

not become curators or science teachers, but they do have a stronger sense of self worth 

and feel they are an active part of something significant.  Not one said anything about their 

host organisation being elitist.             

 

Fostering a successful teen/college group model requires both the host institution and the 

programme participants to be aware of some key points.  Firstly, this age group is busy.  As 

Sara Selwood says, “Young people don’t want to get involved in groups where they feel they 

are being treated as less than adults.  They don’t want to have their time filled.”36  It would 

be foolish of cultural institutions to think young adults do not have anything else to do with 

their time, and it would be unfair to waste it by involving them in a programme that does 

not meet their needs.  The programme must be meaningful and the organisation should be 

explicit about what young people stand to get out of participating.  Through her involvement 

with Young Tate in Liverpool, Naomi Horlock has noted that “… young people were 

interested in [a] regular programme as opposed to one-off events.”37  The sustained 

commitment teen/college group models make to their participants speaks to many young 

people’s desire to belong, to be a part of something.  One-off events always risk raising 
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expectation then failing to deliver in a sustained way.  It should go without saying that 

disappointment will be detrimental to repeat visitation.  The host institution also needs to 

be honest about the two-way nature of their teen/college programme.  Participants will 

learn new skills and, in some cases, be paid.  But the institution gets something out of these 

programmes too.  Through the programme the museum or gallery engages the demographic 

it wants to attract and, in some instances, gets cheap labour.  Many of the teen/college 

groups I studied in America wanted to encourage a level of diversity.  Often this was ethnic 

diversity, acknowledging that certain groups of young people have very little connection 

with the host organisation.  Sometimes it was a diversity of skills.  Jennifer Correa, Senior 

Manager of Explainers for NYSci’s Science Career Ladder, has been working at NYSci for 12 

years but admits when she started as an Explainer she had “no interest in science”.38  Given 

that NYSci aims to foster an understanding of science and technology in visitors, fostering 

that same understanding in programme participants like Jennifer makes good sense.   

 

Whatever the motivating factors behind both the inception of the programme and young 

peoples’ participation, both parties need to acknowledge the nature of the relationship and 

make a commitment to keeping it healthy.  Most of the teen/college programmes I observed 

offered paid positions or stipends.  From an institutional point of view, this indicates to 

participants both that they are valued and a certain level of professional behaviour is 

expected.  Many of the young people I spoke to said they do not participate in the 

programmes for the money but rather for the experience.  Some expressed that they found 

accepting the money ‘in exchange’ for their participation offensive.  Some said they needed 

the money to support themselves.  Either way, the expectations that come with the 

exchange of money must be clear.  Providing a sense of ownership over the programme is 

also required if it is going to be successful.  Why would young people give up their time if 

they have no control over the direction the programme takes?  Setting boundaries is 

reasonable but not committing wholeheartedly to the programme is not.  Young people can 

smell tokenism. 

 

Perhaps the most important acknowledgement cultural institutions running teen/college 

group models must make is to themselves.  The reality is that this type of programme is 

intensive and demanding on resources.  At least one dedicated staff member is usually 

required to administer the programme.  The demands on staff can be significant, both in 

terms of time and the level of guidance required by participants.  The programmes can also 

be costly – participants may need to be paid, or may require money to undertake activities 

they are tasked with.  Considering the systemic lack of funding in cultural institutions, 

museums and galleries must be sure the programme is worthwhile and fits with their overall 

mission and strategic direction.  However, the teen/college group model is a truly 

participatory model and as such, organisations with a stated desire to engage young people 

and provide participatory opportunities can be sure it has the potential to serve their goals.  

In her book The Participatory Museum, Nina Simon outlines a range of questions that can 

help museums and galleries assess the worth of participatory projects.  The following 

questions are highly relevant when considering the teen/college group model:  

 

Do participants describe their relationship to the institution and/or to staff in 

ways that are distinct from the ways other visitors describe their 

relationship?  Do participants demonstrate new levels of ownership, trust, 
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and/or understanding of institutions and their processes during or after 

participation?  Do participants demonstrate new skills, attitudes, behaviours, 

and/or values during or after participation?  Do participants seek out more 

opportunities to engage with the institution or to engage in participatory 

projects?39  

 

If both the host organisation and the programme members can be clear about goals and 

expectations, these kinds of programmes have vast potential to meaningfully engage young 

people. 

 

New York Hall of Science (NYSci), New York 

The teen/college group model has the ability to provide transformational experiences not 

only to those engaged in the programme but also to the institution’s audience.  The New 

York Hall of Science’s Career Ladder employs both high school and college students as 

‘Explainers’ to interact with visitors on the exhibit floor.  The ladder system steps Explainers 

through the programme, promoting and rewarding them when they show competence in 

various areas.  The ladder has room for 150 students in total, moving through Explainer 

Volunteer, Explainer Intern, Explainer and Programme Explainer positions before reaching 

the chance to become part-time or full-time NYSci staff.  Explainers and Interns are required 

to commit a minimum of 7 hours a week and the programme costs $1 million per year.40  

The magic of the Science Career Ladder is the way it enables young people to engage other 

young people.  Not only do the Explainers develop a love of science and an appreciation of 

the museum, but the programme also encourages them to improve the knowledge and 

interest of those who visit the museum.  Jennifer Sharma recalls the following encounter on 

the exhibit floor:  

 

While explaining in The Search for Life Beyond Earth, I met a young girl who 

was struggling to understand an exhibit.  She had difficulty pronouncing 

some words and reminded me of myself when I was her age.  I have non-

English speaking parents and it seemed like she did too.  As we explored an 

exhibit together, new words like “microbe” were tough for her.  She noticed 

the “m” word repeated several times, and tried each time to pronounce it. 

Afterwards, her classmates approached one of the exhibits, and before I 

could say anything, she gave them the whole explanation about microbes.  I 

was so proud of her because that meant that she really understood what I 

taught her, and hopefully gave her greater confidence and a new outlook on 

science.41    

 

This story shows the power of the Science Career Ladder model.  Jennifer had a very 

memorable experience in her role as an Explainer, giving her confidence in her teaching and 

communication skills, and the young girl’s museum experience was vastly improved by her 

interaction with Jennifer.   

 

Yet another benefit of NYSci’s Career Ladder model is that young people can use the 

programme to prepare for their future career.  When I visited NYSci, I met Programme 

Explainer Barbara Mendoza.  Barbara is at college and wants to be a science teacher.  The 

Career Ladder programme allows her to work in her chosen field rather than being forced to 
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Barbara Mendoza demonstrating to young children, New York Hall of Science (NYSci), New York 

 

find work in an unrelated field as she goes through college.  Barbara told me that her 

favourite part of working at NYSci is interacting with the children who visit.  She said she 

teaches complex scientific ideas, such as Newton’s Laws of Motion, to young children.  She 

may change her delivery style a bit but she will still explain difficult concepts to a young 

child.42  This impressive commitment to sharing information shows NYSci has faith in its 

Explainers to make complex theories understandable to all members of the public.  It also 

indicates faith, both on behalf of the museum and the Explainers themselves, that visitors 

have the ability to understand tough concepts too.  This approach extends the trust implicit 

between Explainers and NYSci to members of the public as well.  The Career Ladder provided 

a much needed employment opportunity for Antonio Renovales, whom I also met at NYSci.  

He says:   

 

When I was 10 my mother left my family, so I was forced to grow up at a very 

young age.  I never had the chance to get any work experience because when I 

was not in school; I was at home taking care of my little sister.  At the age of 20 

my girlfriend became pregnant.  I tried very hard to find a job but my lack of 

experience made it difficult.  One day my best friend, an Explainer at NYSCI, 

asked me to go with him to the grand opening of the North Wing of NYSCI.  I 

knew as soon as I saw my first Chemistry Demonstration that I wanted to work 

here.  One of the best things about the Explainer program is they give almost 

anyone a chance to work here. All you need is to be willing to work and learn.  

They allowed me to work around my school schedule and I was able to finish 
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college and still support my family.  I was actually the first person in my family 

to attend and graduate from college.43  

 

Antonio told me that not only did NYSci give him a job through the Science Career Ladder 

programme, but they also encouraged him to go back to college.  He is now a part-time 

science instructor in the Professional Development Department at NYSci.44  Antonio said he 

likes how the SCL programme has multiple benefits, both to the Explainers and to visitors 

who have an improved experience by interacting with them.45  It is clear that the Science 

Career Ladder provides a truly transformative experience for people like Antonio, changing 

his life in ways he could barely imagine before he visited NYSci with his best friend. 

 

Brooklyn Museum, New York 

The Brooklyn Museum’s Museum Apprenticeship Programme (MAP) is another initiative that 

empowers its participants and improves the experience of museum visitors.  After a period 

of evaluation, Brooklyn Museum found there was a lack of structure in the way the museum 

handled its summer camp groups.  The Museum Apprenticeship Programme was developed 

specifically to address this problem.  The programme has been running since 2000 and 

employs 14 paid high school students per year.46  The MAP teens are required to prepare 

scripts in teams of two for summer camp tours, involving the need to extensively research 

objects in the collection and incorporate those objects into their tours.  Camp participants 

are aged between 6-10 years, which requires the MAP teens to think very carefully about the 

level of the information they intend to pitch to camp visitors.  Each tour begins by 

orientating campers in the museum, giving contextual information about the museum itself, 

before moving the children around the building to view specific objects on display.  In 

addition to hosting tours for summer campers, the MAP teens also help with the 

development and preparation of Teen Nights, and with hosting Target First Saturday’s (free 

entry into the museum is offered the first Saturday of every month) and family groups.  MAP 

participants enter the programme with very clear goals of learning how to teach and develop 

public speaking skills.  I spent half a day with the MAP teens and almost all of them 

expressed an interest in teaching.  Notably, only two of them articulated an interest in art or 

history.  Instead, the teens are more interested in gaining professional skills that will assist 

them in the future.  Cheri Erlich, Teen Programmes Coordinator and Senior Museum 

Educator at Brooklyn Museum, said the MAP teenagers are empowered by working with 

children.  She noted that, through the programme, the teens have a level of control they do 

not have in other aspects of their lives.  She says they “get a real kick out of teaching young 

kids”, facilitating children’s’ experience of the museum and getting responses from them.47  

In turn, the campers benefit from relating to young people who are still learning to 

understand and articulate about art themselves.           

 

Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA), Boston 

By providing meaningful engagement opportunities to teens, museums and art galleries are 

actively fostering interests that may already exist in that young person.  Committing to the 

development of creative young people should be an integral part of any cultural institution’s 

goals.  As Rosanna Flouty from the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston (ICA) points out, 

“there is more to life than sport.”  She has observed that outside her Teen Arts Council’s 

own neighbourhoods and schools, there are not many opportunities to interact with other 

teens except through sport.48  The ICA’s Teen Arts Council, however, offers multiple 
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opportunities for teens to collaborate with other teens, using the creative arts as a shared 

platform.  The Teen Arts Council (TAC) is comprised of 12 high school students from a range 

of ages and backgrounds.  They meet once a week for a year and are charged with organising 

ICA’s Teen Nights.  Teen Nights are staged four times a year and entice up to 300 teenagers 

from across Boston to visit ICA – often for the first time – to enjoy music, performances, 

artist talks and workshops.  The Teen Nights are driven by ICA’s exhibition programme and 

require Council members to research exhibiting artists before meeting them to discuss their 

practice, then working together to design, organise and promote each Teen Night.49  This 

peer to peer approach allows ICA to broaden its audience, attracting significantly more teens 

to the gallery than ever before, while the Teen Arts Council encourages an appreciation of 

art in each other and learns concrete organisational and communication skills.  This 

commitment to its teen community is, in essence, a commitment to the burgeoning creative 

personalities the gallery will surely come to utilise in years to come.   

   

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 

Supporting its creative community is at the heart of the Whitney Museum of American Art’s 

Youth Insights programme.  Like the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, the New York 

gallery’s programme engages 12-16 year olds and facilitates a direct connection between 

artists and teens.  Started in 1997, the programme allows youth to share their insights about 

contemporary culture, thus creating an inter-generational conversation.50  The Whitney has 

placed artists at the centre of its education programmes, including Youth Insights, and 

encourages both the personal development of the teens and the artists themselves.  The 

programme, in its current incarnation, operates during spring and fall for a semester (12 

weeks).  There are two branches of the programme – Youth Insights Artists and Youth  

 

 

Youth Insights participants working with Neighbourhood Public Radio, Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 
(image kindly supplied by the Whitney Museum of American Art) 
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Insights Writers.  Teens are encouraged to spend time in the galleries, learning how to look 

at, make and write about art.  Both branches of the programme work with an artist in 

residence brought to the Whitney specifically to participate in Youth Insights.  The artist 

meets with the teens for 6 of the 12 weeks and facilitates the creation of art or writing that 

is connected to the exhibition currently on display at the Whitney.51  The beauty of Youth 

Insights is its two-pronged approach.  Both teens and artists stand to gain something rare 

and unique from the programme.  With its unusual emphasis on creative process, the teens 

develop intellectually and creatively as the programme helps them foster new ideas.  They 

also have an experience that would be near impossible to have outside of the Whitney – 

Youth Insights teens ‘rub shoulders’ with some of the superstars of the art world, gaining 

access to figures of inspiration they are unlikely to come across any other way.  The artists 

themselves grow and learn by interacting with the teens, an uninhibited group with a 

particular freshness of vision.  Danielle Linzer, Youth Programmes Coordinator at the 

Whitney, mentioned that the resident artists often say they learn a lot from working with 

the Youth Insights teens and feel the experience will continue to inform their practice.52  

Many artists work in a degree of isolation and the programme offers an unconventional 

forum in which to discuss ideas, refine concepts and encourage creative expression in 

others.  The Whitney’s commitment to supporting its creative community, both established 

and emerging, has resulted in a programme that provides transformational experiences for 

both artists and teens alike.  

 

Metropolitan Museum of Art (The Met), New York 

Further, the teen/college group model can go a long way towards diversifying an 

institution’s community of visitors.  The Metropolitan Museum of Art (The Met) in New York 

uses a college group model to reach out to younger visitors – an audience The Met found it 

was lacking.  Surveys indicated the ‘average’ visitor to the museum was a “50 year old white 

woman”.53  To combat the absence of young people, the museum adapted an established 

model – previously used to foster a multicultural group – and created the College Group at 

the Met (CGM).  CGM has been running for 6 years and is made up of a committee of 20-25 

students.  The students are selected during an application process and are from a range of 

universities and majors, ensuring a variety of skills.  Members get study credits for 

participating in the programme but are not paid.  The group meets several times a month 

and is charged with developing CGM events, throwing one large party and coordinating 5-6 

smaller events during the year.  The events have become so successful – at times attracting 

more than 3,000 students – the group has had to impose a cap of 2,500 participants per 

event.54  Events are themed and maintain a connection to the museum’s exhibitions – during 

my interview with CGM members Will Carrington and Felicity Tsikiwa, they declared 

“everything has to be about the art.”55  With the re-opening of The Met’s American wing, 

the group threw a Great Gatsby party, giving tours through the wing and staging a scavenger 

hunt.  Some smaller events are targeted at specific groups of students.  The ‘Mummies, Sex 

and Science’ event for pre-med students talked about forensics and was held in the Egyptian 

galleries.  In response to the exhibition Looking In: Robert Frank’s ‘The Americans’, the group 

organised a ‘flash fiction’ writing contest based on 10 photographs from the show.  

Promoted to the city’s universities, students had to write stories of no more than 500 words.  

The winners’ stories were read out at The Met and the event attracted 700 people.  It also 

helped students understand how the museum’s collection can compliment their degree, 

affording opportunities for their own personal creative development.56  The College Group 



 

33 

 

 

 
Will Carrington, Christine Larusso and Felicity Tsikiwa from the College Group at the Met, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

New York 

 

at the Met programme has successfully encouraged young adults to engage more actively 

with the museum.  By utilising the CGM’s access to the student body around New York, 

awareness of The Met has increased within the target audience.  The programme has also 

developed the professional skills of the CGM members, who are exposed to The Met’s 

expert curatorial staff, critically acclaimed artists and the inner workings of the museum 



 

34 

 

itself.  Will and Felicity said they have learned to deal with the bureaucracy of a very large 

institution, which has required them to compromise between the desires of the group and 

the needs of the museum brand.  Both said the experience was formative in deciding what 

to do for a career.57  

 

Providence Children’s Museum, Providence 

Most of the teen/college group programmes I observed during my research were based 

inside a host organisation and fostered the skills of their young participants from within the 

established structures of the museum or art gallery.  However, young adults can also play an 

active part in an institution’s outreach programmes.  The Providence Children’s Museum in 

Rhode Island has been utilising AmeriCorps volunteers for 13 years of its 33 year history.  

Each year, AmeriCorps offers 75,000 opportunities for adults of all ages and backgrounds to 

serve through a network of partnerships with local and national non-profit groups.58  

Providence Children’s Museum applies for AmeriCorps funding every three years and 

currently has 13 AmeriCorps members working in a range of programmes.  They work at the 

museum for 11 months and work the equivalent of a 40 hour week.  They are paid $11,800 

for their service and are eligible for benefits and food stamps.  The museum’s AmeriCorps 

members tend to be graduating college students seeking professional development 

opportunities.59  Providence Children’s Museum is committed to providing open-ended play 

for children driven by the children themselves.  Admirably, they have recognised the need to 

provide these opportunities not just on-site, but also through outreach programmes run by 

AmeriCorps members.  Several teams are based in child care or after school centres around 

Providence or in Pawtucket, approximately 15 minutes drive from Providence Children’s 

Museum.  They support teachers by developing special activities for classes and facilitate 

visits to Providence Children’s Museum, connecting their activities with the museum itself.60 

 

Through these AmeriCorps initiatives, Providence Children’s Museum makes a substantial 

commitment to supporting the development of children beyond its own walls.  Not only did 

the museum recognise the need to offer further support to teachers in child care centres, it 

also understood the programmes could be a form of audience development.  As Naomi 

Horlock points out, “When outreach is interpreted as ‘audience development’, it ceases to 

become something that only happens ‘out there’, and grows to become a vital part of ‘in-

house’ thinking as well.”61  Carole Ann Penney, AmeriCorps Coordinator for Providence 

Children’s Museum, reiterated this point.  When I asked her if the AmeriCorps initiatives are 

sustainable, she answered with a resounding “yes”.62  She says the programmes – both 

AmeriCorps and the outreach programmes run by AmeriCorps members – are integral to the 

museum and are an important part of the museum’s mission to “inspire and celebrate 

learning through active play and exploration”.63  The museum’s desire to provide access to 

the unique facilitation skills of their staff and the play-filled environment of the museum is 

met by offering those opportunities both on-site and off-site.  It is not simply a matter of 

stating intention; through its AmeriCorps initiatives the museum really does achieve its 

vision of being “aware of and responsive to community needs.”64 

 

As I near the end of this section, it is perhaps time to sound a cautionary note.  Though the 

teen/college group model has the potential to create incredibly meaningful, two-way 

relationships between young people and the institution, it also throws up a problem: how do 

museums and art galleries maintain these relationships with alumni of their programmes?  
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When I met Danielle Linzer from the Whitney Museum of American Art, she had been 

mulling over this very problem.  She made the point that museums tend to segment their 

audiences, which in turn creates challenges for people who want to have a lifelong 

relationship with the museum.  She mentioned that her Youth Insights teens are paid for 

their involvement with the Whitney but that the museum’s college interns are not.  The 

result is a discrepancy that implies one group’s contribution to the museum is valued above 

the other.65  But beyond the issue of money, if teens have had the opportunity to be heavily 

engaged with a museum or art gallery, what happens if they want to continue that level of 

engagement when they complete the programme?  The solution is perhaps similar to 

succession planning – institutions need to offer programmes, regular events or groups that 

continue the commitment already made to these young people.  One such example is the 

Guggenheim Museum New York’s Young Collector’s Council, which follows on from their 

‘tween’, teen and family education programmes.  As their website outlines, “This dynamic 

group of young professionals aged 21–40 seeks to explore and further their understanding of 

contemporary art through a program of private curator-led visits to artists’ studios, galleries, 

collections and art fairs.  These members champion the work of emerging artists and a 

portion of their dues allow the YCC Acquisitions Committee to purchase work for the 

Guggenheim’s collection.”66  Surely, like the Guggenheim, cultural institutions do not want 

to give up on these alumni – young people who have already been armed with knowledge, 

skills and passion particular to their host institution.  If the ultimate goal of the teen/college 

model is to foster a lifelong relationship with its young participants, then that commitment 

must extend beyond the model itself and be truly ongoing. 
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THEME THREE: ADDRESSING AREAS OF NEED 

Sometimes the needs of young people cannot be met through traditional schooling 

environments or cultural facilities.  Sometimes, addressing the needs of young people 

requires a bold step and sensitive understanding, a recognition of the complexities behind 

those needs.  How do we provide for children in juvenile detention instead of high school?  

How do we help young people who cannot read and write well?  How do we effectively 

communicate with the community we are supposed to be representing?  How do we help 

college students learn how to look?  Answering these questions requires imaginative 

solutions and a willingness to ‘think outside the square’.  It requires commitment, honesty 

and flexibility.  More, it requires a determination to acknowledge areas of need and shoulder 

responsibility to actively address those needs.  Sometimes something truly revolutionary is 

required. 

 

AS220, Providence 

I was lucky enough to visit an organisation built on these kinds of revolutionary ideals when I 

visited AS220 in Providence, Rhode Island.  AS220 reflects the extraordinary vision of its 

charismatic, straight-talking artistic director Umberto (Bert) Crenca.  When Bert decided to 

leave a secure job and focus on more creative endeavours, he found it difficult to find an arts 

institution in Providence willing to show his work.  He discovered there was a lack of 

opportunities for emerging artists in Rhode Island.  AS220 grew out of this void.  As David 

Ortiz, AS220’s Development Director put it, Bert had a desire to “build a community that 

made sense to him.”67  In response to the rigid exhibition criteria of other arts organisations 

around the city, AS220 was founded on the simple mission “to provide an unjuried and 

uncensored forum for the arts.”68  Any artist or performer from Rhode Island is entitled to 

exhibit or perform at AS220, be they good, bad, emerging, established or anything in 

between.  It is democracy at its best.  As Bert says, “Everybody is somebody.”69  Such an 

open, inclusive response may well raise questions in people’s minds.  What if the art is 

terrible?  What if the songs are offensive?  What if somebody takes it too far?  Bert has 

answers for these doubts.  AS220 gets “quality by providing opportunity,” he says.70  People 

rise to the occasion, pushing themselves to achieve to a higher level.  Poor quality is rarely 

an issue. 

 

AS220 turned 25 years old in 2010, the year I visited the organisation.  ‘AS’ stands for 

‘Alternative Space’ and ‘220’ reflects the street number where the organisation first started.  

It began in 1985 with a budget of $800 and has since grown to be the life and soul of 

downtown Providence, helping to revitalise the inner city into a vibrant arts district.  The 

phenomenal success of AS220 is partly due to the broad range of ways people can connect 

with the organisation.  AS220 has a performance space, four exhibition spaces, multiple 

workshops, a youth studio, a restaurant and a bar.  It also provides residential and work 

studios for artists in several renovated downtown buildings at affordable rents.  These rents 

are subsidised by placing commercial businesses in the buildings at ground level.  And the 

range of facilities is ever increasing.  Recognising the need to further support the at-risk 

youth the organisation already engages with, live-in studios specifically created for young 

people are being built in the Mercantile Block on Washington Street, Providence.  The 
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building will also contain rehearsal studios for musicians.  AS220 describes itself as “part 

incubator, part bazaar” and until recently has sustained itself on an earned income model.  

The organisation incorporates a range of cottage industries that have helped to pay their 

own way.  However, as the organisation has grown over the years, it has begun to look at 

attracting more foundation grants at programme level.71  So how has AS220 managed to be 

so incredibly successful with such an ambitious model?  Leadership plays an integral part in 

AS220’s success.  Bert is charismatic and “straight-up” yet approachable and down to earth.  

He is equitable – all the staff are paid the same and the organisational structure of AS220 is 

flat.  Everyone is “in it together”.72  AS220 is Bert’s life’s work and the commitment both he 

and his staff show towards the organisation is super human.  Beyond that, in Bert’s own 

words, they are “responsive, humble and ambitious.”  They are in a “sweet spot”, as he puts 

it, tapping into a global trend towards participation and people wanting to “do things on 

their own terms”.73  AS220 provides that opportunity in an honest and true way.  Their 

unwavering commitment to providing grassroots access to the arts has resulted in a fiercely 

loyal support base that continues to grow over time.       

 

 
Umberto (Bert) Crenca & David Ortiz in the print room, AS220, Providence 

 

Beyond the commitment AS220 makes to the wider arts community of Providence, it also 

runs a unique arts programme for adjudicated youth.  Again, this initiative rose out of Bert 

Crenca’s own personal experiences.  Bert came from a working class background and, as 

David Ortiz put it, had “nobody to give him a leg up”.74  He recognised a need to support 

Providence’s at-risk youth struggling with gangs, drugs and violence.  The decision to work 

with young people in juvenile hall was also part of AS220’s strategy to stay relevant to its 
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community.  The programme began in 1998 in the Rhode Island Training School, a 

correctional facility for youth, and took the form of an arts immersion programme.  AS220 

staff were, and continue to be, based at the Training School and work with students who 

have expressed an interest in the arts.  As AS220’s A Brief History flyer points out, “By 

tapping into creative potential that is often overlooked, this exposure to the arts represents 

a powerful alternative.”75  In 2001, the organisation launched AS220 Broad Street Studio 

(now AS220 Youth) with a specific focus on making the arts accessible to young people.  

AS220 Youth’s membership model provides free access to workshops in photography, 

painting, drawing, sewing and fashion illustration, printmaking, dance, MC writing and 

beatmaking, amongst others.  Importantly, AS220 Youth provides a transition point for 

adjudicated youth exiting the Rhode Island Training School.  Rather than leaving these at-risk 

youth to fend for themselves after release, the supportive mentoring relationships that were 

started inside the Training School are continued at AS220 Youth.  The programme’s ‘claimer’, 

as they call it, states that AS220 Youth “is committed to presenting the voices of young 

people as diverse as they come in their truest form.  The Studio believes that expression, 

communication, awareness, and responsibility, rather than silence, censorship, and denial of 

the complexities of our lives, will change the world for the better.”76  The programme is a 

safe and positive forum through which young people are encouraged to make good life 

decisions.  Each participant gets an advisor who acts more like a case manager or counsellor.  

This advisor supports the participant in every aspect of their lives, including taking them to 

appointments, helping them get bus passes and getting up in the middle of the night to help 

with personal crises.77  This hands-on commitment to young people encourages lasting 

success in their lives.  While I was visiting the Youth studios, I met Gaby Mollinedo.  She told 

me she had been a part of the AS220 Youth programme and focussed on photography 

during that time.  Based on the portfolio she created within the programme, she was 

accepted into the internationally renowned Rhode Island School of Design.    

 

AS220 has built an unprecedented youth arts programme by pairing itself with the judicial 

system and being uniquely responsive to its community environment.  Augusto Boal of the 

Theatre of the Oppressed in Brazil cautions, “Never go into a community until it has 

articulated its need for you.”78  AS220 Youth’s effectiveness is directly related to needs that 

are present within its own community.  It is the only arts programme in Rhode Island 

working with adjudicated youth and is the longest running programme of its kind in the 

United States of America.  The total cost of AS220’s youth programming is $400,000 a year, 

90% of which is funded by the Department of Education.  It costs $130,000 a year for one 

child to reside in a correctional facility like the Rhode Island Training School.79  Not only is 

AS220 Youth value for money, but it provides a highly positive environment for young 

people to thrive in.  They become a part of the dynamic AS220 umbrella organisation and 

are welcomed into a wider aspirational arts community.  As Jeremy Radtke, Youth 

Technology Coordinator at AS220 Youth points out, “they become empowered in their own 

community and work to build it into something great.”80    

 

In order to further integrate AS220 Youth members into the community, AS220 fosters 

collaborative relationships outside the organisation that continue the up skilling of 

programme participants.  Though young artists sometimes find internships within AS220 

itself, the organisation also partners them with business people around Providence.  This 

collaborative effort encourages an expansion of skills and helps participants build their 
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resume while raising the profile of AS220 as a hotbed of creative talent.  AS220’s 

Photographic Memory programme is an example of this kind of collaboration.  

“Photographic Memory, or Photo Mem, is a unique program in which Rhode Island's 

underserved youth learn the craft of photography while gaining real-world experience by 

working as an apprentice to a professional photographer.”81  Once students have gone 

through the ‘foundation’ level of the course and have demonstrated commitment to the 

programme, they can participate in the ‘business’ level by working as an assistant to a 

commercial photographer.82  Partnering students with mentors gives them an invaluable 

insight into the reality of life as a photographer while honing their skills.  The programme has 

successfully supported several young participants into further education at the prestigious 

Rhode Island School of Design.  Chandelle Wilson, a ‘graduate’ of Photo Mem, had this to say 

about his experience in the programme:   

 

It was working in Photographic Memory when I started looking at things 

visually, when I started composing my photographs and when I started looking 

at things with a critical eye.  Photo Mem is where I got my basis for 

photography and even, everything I did all throughout my freshman year at 

RISD [Rhode Island School of Design].  Without Photo Mem I would not have 

gotten into RISD because my portfolio was made up of stuff that I had done in 

Photo Mem.  I learned about (the mechanics of) photography and then about 

the kind of images I wanted to take.83   

 

 
The Broad Street Studio (now AS220 Youth) ‘claimer’, AS220, Providence 
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These kinds of collaborative partnerships further ground AS220’s youth programmes in the 

wider creative community while developing real-world skills in motivated young people.  A 

statement in vinyl lettering declares AS220’s commitment to these young people right at 

the entrance to the AS220 Youth studio.  “We stand for embracing, celebrating and 

educating,” it says.  AS220 was built on revolutionary ideals and it has certainly 

revolutionised the lives of the young people it engages with.  After only one day that was 

clear to see. 

    

826 Boston, Boston 

Educating young people requires innovation and ambition as much as it requires established 

systems and strategies.  As artist David Harding says, “For those young people for whom 

school was an alien, adversarial setting it would be better to engage with them out of the 

school environment and not on the limited terms offered by schools.”84  An organisation 

doing just that is the 826 network of non-profit tutoring, writing and publishing centres.  The 

first 826 centre was founded by author Dave Eggers and educator Nínive Calegari in the 

Mission District of San Francisco in 2002.  Since then, the 826 network has grown to include 

8 chapters in 7 cities, including Ann Arbor, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, New York and 

Seattle.  The mission of 826 is “to assist students ages six to eighteen with their writing skills, 

and to help teachers get their classes excited about writing.  Our work is based on the 

understanding that great leaps in learning can happen with one-on-one attention, and that 

strong writing skills are fundamental to future success.”85  826 provides one-on-one tutoring 

at drop-in centres and at schools.  The organisation utilises hundreds of volunteer tutors per 

centre.  In addition, 826 undertakes publishing projects in partnership local schools.  I visited 

the 826 Boston branch of the network, which publishes up to 5 or 6 student books a year.  

Tutors are sent into the classroom of a participating school to work with students on writing 

their book.  The project is designed to fit neatly within curriculum requirements while 

offering the children a unique experience.  An editorial board of students, teachers and a 

volunteer mentor edit the anthology before a professional copy editor reviews the book.  A 

designer completes the layout before it is sent to 826’s preferred printer.  On completion of 

the project, 826 hosts a book launch and signings.  “This teaching model, known as project-

based learning, encourages students to collaborate and to make creative decisions, and 

gives them ownership over the learning process.  Working toward a goal, our students are 

inspired to revise until their work is perfect.  They leave with new skills and a newfound 

passion for writing.”86   

 

When I met Lindsey Plait, Programme Director at 826 Boston, she stressed the 

transformative experience students have through the publishing project.  She believes it is 

the best way to teach writing to students as the project gives students confidence about 

writing to a publishable quality.  She says the transformation amongst the published 

students is “amazing” – the students grow to believe in themselves and what they have to 

say.87  Seventeen year old Yashira Colon is published in Great Egleston High School’s book 

We Turned Back to See Where We Came From.  In her story “The Value of Education is Your 

Future”, she writes about leaving high school in 2009: 

 

Months went by, and I felt my life going down the drain while I did nothing.  I 

felt like I was walking into a place with no open doors, with no future – a 
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passage with no light, just lots of trees and ground to walk on.  I realized this 

wasn’t me.  I’m an educated, open-minded girl who belongs in school.88   

 

Yashira’s story ends with her making the decision to walk through the doors of Greater 

Egleston High School and choosing a successful future.  The opportunity to share her journey 

in a published format no doubt has added to that sense of burgeoning success.  826 also 

publishes the work of its after-school and Saturday students.  In 826 Boston’s small 

publication We Want to Know the Future So We Write Stories [Because We Want to Know], 6 

year old Cole Cartwright has written a story about robots and illustrated it himself.  His 

author’s biography states “When he’s not writing, Cole enjoys bothering his older sister.”89  

His story reads: 

 

Late Automotonozoid Era.  The robot’s name is Rex.  He smashes cities and 

people.  He eats cars.  Police are scared of him so they go home.  Rex is so 

giant and handsome.  He even has a girlfriend.  Her name is Mary.  She is a 

robot too.  They have one friend: Eloc!  Eloc is nice.  Eloc and Rex smash the 

bad guys’ cities.  The robots drink oil to get their energy because they will 

rust without oil.  They can’t move without oil.  The robots play together and 

they are happy.90    

     

Cole’s story demonstrates 826’s commitment to empowering students as young as six years 

old.  Not only do students benefit from intensive tutoring in the centres, but they enjoy the 

prestige and pride associated with being a published author.   

 

 

Two of 826 Boston’s publications 
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Like AS220, 826 works hard to address areas of need in the community.  826 Boston opened 

in 2007 in Egleston Square, Roxbury – a neighbourhood where schools were in a state of 

crisis at the time.  826 Boston was developed to speak to a range of issues these schools 

were facing.  Some of these issues included problems retaining quality teaching staff, 

difficulties teaching non-English speaking children of first generation immigrants, and 

schools that were not serving their students fully.  The state had taken over some of the 

schools in the immediate area.91  English High School, one of the oldest schools in the 

country and the first school 826 Boston partnered with on a publishing project, endured the 

trauma of a state takeover.  Student Valeria Cabrera eloquently describes the hope 826 

Boston helped to instil in the face of that trauma: 

 

As a student in my school, sustaining hope can be an arduous labor.  We are 

faced with many obstacles that try to impede us from getting through the 

day.  You could say that we are warriors, because indeed we are.  We are all 

avid warriors, who struggle their way to the top.  Our goals are to fight 

illiteracy [and] discrimination.  We’ll fight them with scholarship and literacy.  

We will fight with writing.92  

 

During the English High School project, 826 Boston opened its tutoring centre.  Currently, the 

centre is staffed by a core of 500 volunteers who tutor onsite, in schools or run workshops.  

The centre usually hosts approximately 35 students after school each day and up to 70 

students on a Saturday.  Lindsey Plait says that in addition to the publishing projects, 826 

Boston’s great success is the difference that individual academic attention can make to a 

student and their performance at school.  She points out that, given the current economic 

climate and the dramatic cut-backs forced on schools, it is getting harder and harder for 

teachers to provide this one-on-one attention.93  826 helps to plug that gap.  Part of 826’s 

strategy to rouse interest in their programmes is their incongruous store fronts.  Each 826 

chapter has a themed shop that sells their publications and related merchandise.  826 

Valencia, the first 826 chapter, paved the way with its Pirate Supply Store.  826NYC has The 

Brooklyn Superhero Supply Company.  826 Boston eventually settled on The Greater Boston 

Bigfoot Research Institute.  The store fronts are designed to arouse curiosity.  While I was 

visiting that very thing happened.  A man popped into the shop, while it was closed no less, 

saying he had walked past the store on his way to work for months and had always wanted 

to know what was going on inside.  A friendly staff member showed him around and he left 

excited about what he’d seen.  The shop is also a good talking point with the students, an 

imaginative and fantastical entry point into the creative realm of writing.  826, like AS220, 

has settled upon a model that addresses community needs in its own unique, honest and 

approachable way.  At the heart of the organisation is a desire to inspire and motivate young 

people, to help them achieve to their full potential.  Rather than stifling students’ creativity 

in rigid systems, 826 fosters success through a flexible and responsive approach both within 

and outside the school environment.  As teacher Lisa Morehouse says, “Every person from 

826 … shares a delight in young people and a rare respect for teachers’ real work.”94   
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The drop-in tutoring centre, 826 Boston, Boston 

 

Though AS220 and the 826 network are truly revolutionary cultural organisations, specific 

needs can also be addressed through innovative programming in more traditional 

institutional environments.  Two such institutions running innovative programmes are the 

Harvard Art Museum and the Museum of Contemporary Art Denver, both of which are 

engaged with teaching people how to look at art.  Though it might not seem as pressing a 

concern as providing for incarcerated youth or flourishing writers, museums and art galleries 

should be deeply interested in their audience’s ability to interpret the objects they display.  

As artist Ad Reinhardt is famously quoted as saying, “looking isn’t as easy as it looks”.  

Cultural institutions regularly lament the fact that people are unwilling to engage with them.  

They complain that people do not attend exhibitions or even come to their organisation at 

all.  But the question is this: how can museums and galleries expect people to engage with 

art and cultural objects if they do not have the tools required to do so?  The logical answer is 

to teach them.  Surely it has to be a central role of cultural institutions to actively teach 

these skills, particularly given how much they have invested in people possessing them.  Isn’t 

the experience of visiting an art gallery going to be greatly improved if a visitor knows how 

to interpret art?     

 

Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA), Denver 

Looking is a skill that has to be learned.  The Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) in Denver 

recognised that there is nothing like having a good laugh to feel more comfortable in a 

situation, applying this truism as a way to help people learn to look at art.  In 2006, the 

museum launched the Art Fitness Training programme, which uses humour to teach people 

how to interpret art.  As the programme’s flyer says, “With an emphasis on close 

observation and easy to grasp principles, this three-part, participatory workshop is designed 

to give all audiences the ability to appreciate even the most difficult contemporary art!”95  
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By poking a bit of good-natured fun at the perceived exclusivity of the art world, MCA 

champions the art experience for the ordinary person.  “Don’t be bullied by art critics 

anymore!” the flyer declares.96  Despite the humour, the programme’s serious goal is to help 

participants feel more at ease in galleries.  The Art Fitness Training programme employs 

Visual Thinking Strategies, “a research-based teaching method that improves critical thinking 

and language skills through discussions of visual images.”97  Programme participants are 

encouraged to slow down and really ‘look’.  They are asked open-ended questions such as 

‘what do you see?’, encouraging observation and the independent formation of opinions.   

          

 
The humour implicit in the Art Fitness Training programme extends to the Museum of Contemporary Art’s branding image 

for the programme 

 

Sarah Kate Baie, Director of Programming and Chief of Fictions at MCA, says the questions 

they ask really get people thinking.  Questions such as “so how would it be different if …?” 

encourage participants to consider why an artist has made the choices they have and how 

those choices contribute to the overall reading of an art object.  Sarah gave the example of a 

red painting: participants are asked to think about what the colour red symbolises and how 

the meaning of the painting might change if it was green instead of red.98  By learning to put 

into words what they see, participants begin to feel more confident about reading artworks 

and forming their own opinions.  Generously, the Art Fitness Training programme does not 

just focus on MCA and its own exhibitions.  The programme also incorporates visits to other 

museums and private art collections around the city, which helps participants extend their 

skills in different environments.  Much like a gym fitness class, the programme has ‘tracks’ 

participants can choose from that visit different institutions and collections.  Each track has 

three sessions; each session involves a ‘warm up, work out, cool down’ regimen that gets 

people relaxed and ready to look.  Though conducted in environments that are often 

regarded as intimidating, the MCA’s light hearted approach to teaching visual language skills 

helps break down the barriers that prevent participation in art galleries and museums.  In 

the past, people have told me they feel like art galleries are full of ‘in jokes’ they don’t 
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understand and feel excluded by.  The beauty of MCA’s Art Fitness Training programme is 

that the joke is on the museum. 

 

Harvard Art Museum, Cambridge 

The Harvard Art Museum, which is a part of the wider Harvard University campus, has 

endeavoured to help students learn to look at art through its Student Guide Programme.  

Run by the fiercely passionate Museum Educator Judy Murray, the programme has helped 

the museum to become more relevant to its student population.  Before the programme 

was established, two young students came to staff asking to be involved in the museum.  

They expressed concern that many students did not know about the museum or think it was 

for them.  Like many other art museums, the two students felt it was seen as an elitist, “ivory 

tower” institution.99  Despite wanting to start a student guide programme, they felt there 

was not much point if the student body hardly knew the museum existed.  After a 

committee of students was formed to help raise the museum’s profile through outreach 

events, the Harvard Student Guide Programme was established.  The programme is 

grounded in the mission of the museum’s Education Department: “At the heart of our 

mission is the desire to create experiences that encourage visitors to have sustained 

encounters with works of art in a museum context, and that help visitors learn to see and 

analyze objects.”100  Guides come to the programme from a range of ‘concentrations’ or 

majors.  In 2009, guides were recruited from disciplines as diverse as pre-med, anthropology 

and environmental science.  The students are not paid to participate and do not receive 

work-study support or credit.  Despite that, Judy says students have told her the programme 

is like an “oasis”, offering something the rest of their studies do not.  She says the guides 

need a large amount of training and observes that even Art History students do not really 

know how to interpret art when they begin the programme.101  The guides are given 

intensive training in how to facilitate discussions about art.  They complete assignments, 

observe teaching in the galleries and research collection objects.  Like MCA Denver, students 

are taught principles and techniques related to Visual Thinking Strategies.  They are 

encouraged to ask open-ended questions, to listen, to paraphrase individual responses, to 

engage in dialogue and to deepen understanding.102  When their training is complete, they 

run hour long introductory tours in the Harvard Art Museum’s galleries for both the Harvard 

community and the general public.  One of the major goals of the Student Guide Programme 

is to encourage undergraduates to use the museum.  As many of the Student Guides are 

undergraduates themselves, a conducive peer-teaching-peer relationship results.  Like the 

teen/college group models discussed earlier in this report, the Harvard Art Museum’s 

Student Guide Programme provides for students on multiple levels.  The museum’s 

Education Department teaches the student guides how to look at and interpret art.  The 

guides then provide opportunities for visitors, particularly other students, to engage in 

meaningful ways with the art on display.  Both guides and visitors are armed with new skills 

that make the experience of visiting the museum more rewarding.  Again, it is simply win 

win.      

 

National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI), Washington D.C. 

Addressing areas of need in target audiences may require cultural institutions to expand 

their horizons.  Though the idea of community outreach is generally recognised as an 

important part of growing audiences, it is often not done in a committed, sustained or 

effective way.  However, if museums and art galleries wish to be relevant to their 
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communities they have a responsibility to actively participate in those communities.  It is 

simply too much to expect people to physically visit an institution in order to engage with it.  

The ‘build it and they will come’ mentality is passive and lacks integrity.  The National 

Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) in Washington D.C. recognised the need to expand 

its programmes beyond the physical confines of its Washington and New York venues.  As 

Keevin Lewis, Community and Constituent Coordinator for NMAI pointed out, the vast 

majority of Native Americans will never have the opportunity to visit their own national 

museum.103  Therefore, the museum had to find ways to provide for Native Americans – the 

very people the museum exists to represent – in their own communities.  As such, the 

museum established a Community and Constituent Services team responsible for 

community outreach programmes.  The goal was to create a true ‘museum without walls’.104 

The NMAI’s outreach programmes aim to address stereotypes, provide access to artefacts, 

and reclaim a voice for Native peoples, making them an authority on Native art.105  One 

outreach initiative that speaks to these aims is the Artist Leadership programme.  The 

programme supports the personal development of Native artists and encourages them to 

share ideas with their own communities.  

 

The Artist Leadership Program enables indigenous artists to research, 

document, network, and then return to their home communities empowered 

with new artistic skills and techniques to share with their community and the 

general public the value of Native knowledge through art.  This program aims to 

rebuild cultural self-confidence, enable artists to think more broadly about 

themselves and their art while perpetuating Indigenous cultures and reflecting 

artistic diversity.106  

 

Artists apply to the programme and, once accepted, visit the NMAI in Washington D.C. for 

ten days to explore the museum’s collections.  Once their research is completed, the artist 

returns to their community and undertakes a project in one of three areas – youth public art; 

a community arts symposium; or an artist’s community workshop.  Given the purpose of my 

research, I was particularly interested in the youth public art area of the Artist Leadership 

Programme.  This aspect of the programme aims to join artists and youth from the same 

community, encouraging them to work together.  The majority of the youth participating in 

the project are from rural areas in countries such as Panama and Mexico, and American 

states such as Alaska.107  Participating artists are required to identify a need in their 

community that their project will address.  Keevin Lewis says this usually involves the artist’s 

desire to connect youth with their culture through art and to keep traditional stories alive.108  

One example Keevin discussed was artist John Hudson’s project.  Hudson researched 

wooden instruments in the museum’s collection that had fallen out of use in his own Alaskan 

community of Metlakatla.  After his visit to Washington, Hudson returned to Metlakatla and 

held a workshop to teach carvers, including youth, how to make the instruments.  Since 

then, the instruments created have been used in new Native American dances.109  The 

museum also runs the Emerging Artist Programme, which is designed to offer the same kind 

of experience as the Artist Leadership Programme but to college or high school students.  

The students visit the museum with a parent or guardian to research the collections, meet 

staff, do a lunchtime presentation, visit other institutions and undertake professional 

training.  The students then return to their community and create a new artwork focussing 

on American Indian identity.     
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The Artist Leadership and Emerging Artist programmes support both artists and young 

community members beyond the confines of the museum’s walls.  Rather than the museum 

controlling the process of community engagement, artists are empowered to speak 

meaningfully to members of their own communities.  Any good outreach programme should 

be less about the institution itself and more about the people it is reaching out to.  NMAI 

successfully facilitates the process of gaining and sharing knowledge, yet does not burden 

the artist or community with its own needs and desires.  Whether it happens inside its own 

building or in a remote village, NMAI strives to empower the Indian voice. 

 

 
Avery Winter making a traditional wooden musical instrument, Metlakatla, Alaska 
(image kindly supplied by the National Museum of the American Indian) 
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THEME FOUR: EXHIBITION TECHNIQUES 

Most of the programmes I researched in America sit under the institutional banners of public 

programming or education.  However, spending large amounts of time in 30 museums and 

art galleries also highlighted the importance of exhibition techniques in engaging young 

audiences.  As such, the theme of exhibition techniques has become an unexpected fourth 

topic to explore in this report.  Delivering accessible exhibitions is perhaps the place where 

the quickest gains can be made in providing rewarding experiences for all visitors to cultural 

institutions, not just young people.  As more resource-hungry targeted youth programmes 

are developed, simple improvements in exhibition techniques can vastly increase the 

comfort and enjoyment of audiences in museum and gallery spaces. 

 

Understandably, most exhibitions in cultural institutions are developed by people who are 

comfortable with the language of the museum or gallery context.  Tacit assumptions are 

often made about how these exhibitions will be read by the public.  Further, display and 

interpretation conventions are deeply rooted in cultural institutions and are sometimes very 

difficult to sidestep.  In the face of these assumptions and conventions, how do museums 

and art galleries account for the multitude of ways visitors may interpret cultural objects?  

As Caroline Lang points out, “Visitors themselves bring their own experiences and 

perceptions to any exhibition, constructing varied personal meanings which may be quite 

different from the intentions of the exhibition organisers.”110  Cultural institutions must 

learn to speak to visitors in ways that are as diverse as visitors themselves.  As Lang further 

observes, “Museums are well placed to offer opportunities for personalised learning in rich 

environments but they have to be able and willing to adapt to learners’ own agendas.”111  

Providing a range of ways to interpret exhibitions on a personal level is more likely to result 

in a richly rewarding cultural experience for audiences.     

 

Visitors come to museums and art galleries for many different reasons.  Some come for 

personal enjoyment, to learn or to challenge themselves.  Some bring their visiting relatives 

and friends, or are tourists in a foreign city.  Some are parents wanting to access educational 

opportunities for their children.112  Each one of these visitor types requires different things 

for their visit to be successful.  John H. Falk, a specialist in free-choice learning, suggests that 

“visitors are the museum and the museum is the visitor.”113  He goes on to say: 

 

This new way of thinking suggests that we stop thinking about museum 

exhibitions and content as fixed and stable entities designed to achieve 

singular outcomes and instead, think of them as intellectual resources 

capable of being experienced and used in different ways for multiple, and 

equally valid purposes.114 

 

Falk argues that emphasis should be placed on visitors and the varied ways they interpret 

content rather than purely on the content itself.  If people cannot meet their own personal 

needs when they visit museums and galleries, why would they come back?  And if museums 

and galleries are not providing what their visitors require, why do they exist?  Thus, Falk’s 

point that ‘visitors are the museum and the museum is the visitor’ is a perceptive one.  The 
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potential for visitors to make meaning from exhibition content is vast.  Meaning can take 

many different forms and be interpreted in many different ways.  What meaning visitors 

make for themselves is less the concern of art galleries and museums than how that 

meaning is made.  The role of cultural organisations is to facilitate the opportunity to 

interpret, understand and experience, rather than to dictate a particular outcome from a 

visit.   

 

During my time in America, the most satisfying visitor experiences I had were at institutions 

that provided the most varied ways to engage with the objects on display.  The two 

organisations that stood out were Denver Art Museum and the newly reopened Oakland 

Museum of California.  Walking around both organisations was, quite frankly, exhilarating.  I 

recall a sense of bubbling excitement as I came across more and more tools for 

understanding both the objects on display and the wider context of the museum itself.  Most 

of these tools were simple, often low-cost, techniques.  Most did not require cutting edge 

technology or vast resources.  However, the cumulative effect of these techniques 

transformed the kind of experience I was able to have into one that was dynamic, personally 

relevant, engaging and memorable.  It was also an experience I wanted to share.  Below I will 

outline some of the more successful exhibition techniques I encountered.  Many were 

developed specifically for children or young people, but were often equally rewarding for 

adult visitors as well.  They offered diverse groups of visitors the chance to engage, 

participate, interpret and understand.   

 

As mentioned numerous times in this report, many people come to museums and art 

galleries with limited skills in reading and interpreting art.  ‘Understanding’ art takes practice 

and requires an awareness of visual cues that help make sense of the object.  Until recently, 

most art galleries have offered very limited assistance in helping viewers interpret artworks.  

The majority rely on text panels or object labels, which for many visitors hold little appeal as 

a way of exploring an object.  The Oakland Museum of California has addressed this problem 

in a unique way.  In its newly revamped museum and art gallery complex, it has put Robert 

Hudson’s sculpture Double Time (1963) on display (see photograph below).  The sculpture is, 

arguably, difficult to interpret.  So, instead of leaving viewers struggling to make sense of it, 

the museum has placed several stations around the sculpture with activities that help 

viewers demystify the artwork.  Each activity focuses on a different aspect of the sculpture.  

Viewers can consider Hudson’s use of colours, why he chose them and what those colours 

might mean.  They can build shapes out of fuzzy blue blocks to explore how the form of 

Hudson’s sculpture affects its reading.  They can listen to music played at twice its normal 

speed so they can muse on why Hudson called his sculpture Double Time.  These activities 

are physical and sensory.  They encourage viewers to learn by doing.  Without lecturing to 

them, the museum gets viewers to think about some of the most fundamental concepts 

involved in interpreting artwork – colour, form, composition and text.  The skills people learn 

while considering Double Time can then be applied when looking at other artwork 

throughout the museum.  Brilliantly, visitors have had a mini art history lesson and they 

don’t even know it.                
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Robert Hudson’s Double Time sculpture and associated interpretation activities, Oakland Museum of California, Oakland 

 

Interpreting art is a very personal thing.  Yet, despite that, museums and art galleries usually 

adopt a third person viewpoint when discussing it.  The institutional voice is favoured over 

the personal voice, which unavoidably creates an air of authority.  How can a visitor’s own 

voice compete against that of the mighty museum?  Denver Art Museum is very mindful of 

the way museums have dictated to audiences in the past.  In an effort to break down the 

authoritative context of their museum, they have adopted a range of ‘installed programmes’ 

to cater for the many ways people may wish to interpret objects and artwork.  One such 

approach is the use of personalised labels.  Newly appointed Curator of Photography, Eric 

Paddock, staged the exhibition Exposures: Photos from the Vault in 2010.  Though each 

exhibited photograph was accompanied by standard object information, Paddock also wrote 

first person labels for a number of the artworks on display.  As evidenced by the label 

reproduced below, Paddock’s observations are highly personal yet highly illuminating – he 

gets right to the heart of the artwork, making comments that capture the essence of the 

image.  His tone is light, accessible and humorous.  The labels are entertaining and desirable 

to read.  Paddock’s approach encourages viewers to consider what they think about the 

photographs in the exhibition and gives them permission to have their own point of view.         

 

 

 
Accessible, personal labels – Denver Art Museum, Denver 
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Like Denver Art Museum, the Oakland Museum of California also uses first person labels to 

encourage the interpretation and enjoyment of collection objects.  The museum has 

developed a ‘branded’ first person label template in the shape of a speech bubble.  In 

addition to traditional object labels, occasional objects throughout their exhibitions also 

have a speech bubble label.  These labels share observations and personal recollections 

about objects made by staff or figures outside the museum.  In the label below, artist and 

writer Jaime Cortez writes a poetic interpretation of a Ruth Asawa sculpture.  He highlights 

the importance of space, lighting, shadow and form to the artwork in a manner that is 

accessible and original.  Given that museums and galleries are places for sharing stories and 

points of view, it seems perfectly logical they should include labels that draw out personal 

narratives as well as factual information.  

 

 
Writer Jaime Cortez’s personal label about a Ruth Asawa sculpture, Oakland Museum of California, Oakland 

 

Museums can further empower visitors by providing the opportunity to add content to an 

exhibition, thus allowing them to contribute in a tangible way.  I observed an excellent 

example of this at the Oakland Museum of California.  The museum had created a display 

called California People, consisting of a wall covered with portraits of Californians from the 

museum’s collection.  Some were formal portrait paintings, some were documentary 

photographs and one was even a small sculpture.  Amongst the portraits were several digital 

screens surrounded by a frame.  At a computer station nearby, visitors could use a 

programme to create a digital drawing of themselves.  Once completed, they could send it to 

the digital screens so it could become a part of the California People exhibit.  I find many 

museum ‘interactives’ to be pointless and unsatisfying.  However, in this case, the 

programme was easy to use and the result of my participation had an immediate outcome – 

within seconds of submitting my portrait, it was displayed amongst the other artworks on 

the wall.  Museums and art galleries should not underestimate the power of an effective 

activity like this one.  It tells visitors their contribution is worthy of display.  It also actively 

involves the audience in the creation of content for the organisation – a seemingly radical 

yet welcome idea when so many cultural institutions are perceived as aloof and exclusive.   
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My portrait ready for submission to the California People portrait wall, Oakland Museum of California 

 

Not all people who visit museums want to just look.  Some also want the opportunity to 

touch, make and create.  Given museums and art galleries are founded on the creativity of 

artists and designers, amongst others, providing the opportunity for visitors to participate in 

a creative process makes good sense.  Not only do hands-on activities let people learn by 

doing, but they also encourage visitors to consider the process that goes into making an art 

object.  Many cultural institutions have embraced hands-on making as a legitimate approach 

to engaging audiences.  However, in my experience, not all hands-on making opportunities 

are successful.  Such activities require the same level of thought and planning as the core 

exhibitions.115  They should never be a token effort at participation or an aside, but rather an 

integral part of what the organisation is trying to achieve.  Denver Art Museum’s ‘Studio’ 

space, nestled amongst the permanent galleries, provides a dedicated space for people to 

make things.  As the photograph below shows, the museum currently provides a postcard 

making station for the public to enjoy.  Visitors can stamp blank postcards with an array of 

designs taken from artworks currently on display.  Coloured pencils are on hand to liven up 

the designs or add further decoration.  Visitors can make as many postcards as they like, 

spending minutes or hours at the station.  They can even purchase stamps close by and post 

them from the studio space.  This activity is more than just an opportunity to make things.  It 

highlights collection objects visitors have just seen in the galleries, encouraging them to 

reconsider and reinterpret them into their own creative designs.  Whether they recognise it 

or not, visitors consider concepts such as form and composition while they merrily stamp 

details from artworks onto blank postcards.  Once again, the museum has provided a 

different tool to interpret the art they exhibit.    
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Postcard making station in the ‘Studio’ space, Denver Art Museum, Denver 
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Zeum, a dedicated children’s museum in San Francisco, has hands-on making activities at the 

heart of all its ‘displays’.  Rather than exhibiting cultural objects per se, the museum is made 

up of spaces where visitors can participate in a range of creative endeavours.  Each area 

encourages visitors to undertake several activities that, once completed, result in a finished 

product.  One such activity I tried myself involved the creation of a stop-motion film.  

Children could sit at a large table covered with modelling clay in any colour they could wish 

for and were given the ‘bones’ of a human figure made out of coat hanger wire.  They 

covered the wire with rainbow clay, as seen in the photograph below, which represented the 

‘insides’ of the figure.  More clay was added to make the person look real – skin, hair, 

clothes and faces were moulded onto the figure.  Some children also made additional props 

for their films, including animals and trees.  Once their characters were made, children wrote 

a script for their film.  It was then filmed in four different sets provided by the museum.  At 

the end of the activity, children were presented with a DVD of their stop-motion film.  This 

type of hands-on making was unusual for its emphasis on creative process.  By experiencing 

all of the steps involved in creating a stop-motion film, children gained an understanding of 

the kind of process that goes into filmmaking. In addition to filmmaking, Zeum visitors can 

also experience the process involved in creating a music video, a play, a Photoshopped 

artwork and more.  Very small children modelled clay, sang and acted alongside teenagers 

while their experiences were supported by teenage staff facilitators.  Though designed 

mostly for children, I also saw parents working feverishly on their own artistic efforts.  As 

adults get older, the opportunity to engage in creative activities often diminishes.  These 

kinds of hands-on activities allow adults to ‘free their minds’ in ways they hadn’t done for a 

long time.  Thus, the benefits of modelling multi-coloured clay are not just for children, but 

also for adults who want to cast aside their rigid thought patterns and exercise their creative 

impulses.                

 

 
My protagonist for my stop-motion film, Zeum, San Francisco 
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Not all activities for children need to involve hands-on making, but I would argue it is 

imperative that dedicated activities for children are provided in every museum or art gallery.  

If objects that cannot be touched and labels written for adults are the only thing on offer, 

how can parents hope to entertain their children during a museum or gallery visit?  Denver 

Art Museum has addressed this problem as part of their ‘installed programme’ initiative 

mentioned previously.  They have created a set of branded activities that parents and 

children can look out for.  Each activity encourages children to look closely at artworks.  As 

the activities are centred on the artworks themselves, children begin to learn how to read a 

painting and become familiar with its visual language.  One such example asked children to 

sit in front of the artwork pictured below, look at it for 30 seconds then look away.  The 

children then attempted to answer the set of questions pictured without looking back at the 

painting.  The activity encouraged children to scan the painting, take in an overall sense of 

the composition and note individual details.  These are basic skills integral to reading and 

understanding a painting.  Another example involved the classic family game of eye spy. 

 

 
Memory testing activity, Denver Art Museum, Denver 

 

The museum created a number of boards that asked children to spot eyes depicted in the 

artworks on display.  The boards use simple rhyming clues to direct children to the correct 

representation of an eye.  Children can then reveal the answers hidden beneath the black 

squares to check they got their answer right.  Like the activity above, the familiar game of 

eye spy has been repurposed to encourage children to look closely at artworks.  The simple 

scavenger hunt format makes the process of learning how to look fun and absorbing. 
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Eye spy boards, Northwest Coast gallery, Denver Art Museum, Denver 
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Another valuable tool to assist visitors in interpreting objects on display are floor 

demonstrations.  The benefit of demonstrations is that staff can explain complex ideas and 

concepts in person, interacting with the audience and answering questions as appropriate.  

For visitors who are not inclined to read text panels and labels, it is an alternative way to 

gather information.  At the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History in Washington 

D.C., I observed a staff scientist giving a demonstration in the Hall of Human Origins with 

plastic brains and real skulls.  He ‘popped up’ in the space with very little fanfare, enabling 

visitors to crowd around in a comfortable manner.  There was no sense that people were 

intimidated by his presence or expertise.  Not only does this kind of demonstration help to 

explain the displays, it also increases the visibility of the experts who work in the museum.  

The New York Hall of Science (NYSci) also heavily utilises demonstrations as an effective tool 

for teaching children, conducting several presentations a day in various parts of the 

museum.  These demonstrations are undertaken by NYSci’s teenage Explainers, thus 

creating a forum in which young people teach young people.  I observed several of these 

demonstrations during my visit.  In the photograph below, an Explainer shows summer camp 

students how to dissect a cow’s eye.  Another Explainer demonstrated complex scientific 

principles to young visitors.  The presentations extend on ideas explored in the displays 

themselves, teasing out concepts and providing ways to digest information through 

memorable interactions.  Listening to an enthusiastic Explainer decipher confusing scientific 

principles was certainly a much easier way for my non-scientific brain to grasp some of the 

concepts presented at NYSci! 

 

 
An avid summer camp audience watches an Explainer dissect a cow’s eye, NYSci, New York 
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The institutional context of art galleries and museums can be confusing to visitors, making it 

harder for visitors to understand the objects they are presented with.  Most galleries and 

museums show very little transparency in core aspects of their business – why particular 

objects have been collected, why certain things have been chosen for display, and who 

made these decisions for what reasons.  In an attempt to demystify the context of their 

organisation, the revamped Oakland Museum of California adopted several techniques that 

create an open dialogue with visitors and insert some transparency into their activities.  In 

the newly hung art gallery space, a large vinyl decal transcribes a conversation between staff 

members responsible for creating the exhibition.  It explains the rationale behind the 

decision to hang particular artworks, thus scaffolding the public’s understanding of the space 

itself.  A small section of the decal reads: 

 

MF:  What art should be put into the new galleries, and why, are central 

questions. 

 

TC:  That’s right, since these galleries highlight the Museum’s new 

acquisitions since 2000 – thus the title, 2000 and Rising.  Why did the 

Museum select these things?  What informed those choices to bring them 

into this collection? 

   

RdG:  Museums have personalities and values, and they are expressed in 

what they collect. 

 

JC:  The idea of saying that a collection is an expression of a politic, a goal, 

that is tremendous – to name that this collection is an expression of will.116 

  

 
Wall of museum redevelopment photographs, Oakland Museum of California, Oakland 
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By publicly presenting this conversation, staff are allowing visitors a rare opportunity to 

witness a snippet of the thought that goes into curating an exhibition.  In addition, hundreds 

of photographs showing the museum redevelopment process have been hung for public 

consumption in the museum part of the organisation.  It shows staff packing objects, 

painting walls, building furniture and reinstalling objects for display.  The photographs give a 

fascinating insight into the monumental amount of work that goes into redeveloping a 

  

 
‘Is it art? Lounge’, Oakland Museum of California 
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museum and hopefully goes some way towards helping visitors feel better about the 

museum being closed for a while.  Oakland Museum of California also has a bit of good 

natured fun with the age old question, “is it art?” In one of the art gallery spaces, they  

have installed the ‘Is it art? Lounge’.  In one part of the lounge, the museum has displayed 

three different kinds of vases together and has provided “yes” and “no” pull-off tags that 

people can vote with.  As the photograph below shows, visitors can vote which – if any – of 

the three vases they consider to be art.  Somewhat predictably, the more unusual the vase 

the more votes suggesting it isn’t art.  This space, though fun and playful, confronts one of 

the criticisms that visitors most doggedly pursue art galleries with – that the art they display 

is not, in fact, art at all.  The ‘Is it art? Lounge’ provides an opportunity for people to think 

hard about why they consider something to be art or not, and to justify that decision.  It also 

allows a little self examination on behalf of the museum itself.  At the very least, it opens the 

door for a robust conversation. 

 

Though certainly not all of the successful exhibition techniques I saw during my trip, the 

techniques discussed above show the benefits of providing multiple points of entry to 

exhibitions and displays.  There are many ways to interpret artworks and objects, and 

visitors come to cultural institutions with many different motivations and skills.  It is our job 

to interpret, provide and facilitate in such a way that those who walk through our doors 

have the freedom to learn, experience and understand as they see fit. 
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KEY LEARNINGS 
 

Many of the key ideas from my research have been explored in detail above.  In this section, 

I want to distil some of the best advice I received during my trip and some of the most useful 

quotes I have read relating to the topic of youth engagement in cultural institutions.  These 

pearls of wisdom are almost like mantras and I will present them as such.  They have 

provided both clarity of thinking and a kind of scaffold for implementing ideas since my 

return from America.  I hope they will be useful for others too.        

 

First and foremost, I have learned that the key to successful youth engagement is 

participation.  All of the programmes I researched in America are, at their very heart, 

participatory.  Though the form that participation took varied, every programme I observed 

placed a two-way exchange at its centre.  This approach created a connection between the 

organisation and young people that was meaningful, collaborative, sustained and rewarding.  

In turn, the programmes helped make their institutions vibrant, relevant and desirable 

places for young people to connect with. 

 

If you intend to develop a targeted programme for young adults, be clear about what you 

are trying to achieve.  Think:  

 

Why are you doing this?   

How can you use what you are doing?   

What do you want your outcomes to be?   

How does your programme fit with your mission?   

 

If you have clear answers to these questions, it is more likely you will create a worthy 

programme with the power to engage.  As Nina Simon says, “By pursuing participatory 

techniques that align with institutional core values, it is possible to make your institution 

more relevant and essential to your community than ever before.”117  There has to be a 

point to what you are doing.  If you don’t care about what you are trying to achieve, why 

should visitors participate?118 

 

Make it meaningful.  Young adults are busy – they do not need their time filled.  Offer them 

experiences that are honest and collaborative.  Recognise that they have as much to give 

museums and galleries as you have to give them.  Don’t be token in your efforts.  Show them 

some respect.  “If you focus solely on participation as a ‘fun activity’, you will do a disservice 

both to yourself as a professional and to visitors as participants.”119 

 

Think about your audience.  Before you set out on a grand plan, ask your target audience 

what they want.  Well conducted, thoughtful audience research results in clarity of purpose, 

new ideas and confidence about what you are trying to accomplish.  Impact studies about 

established programmes can contribute enormously to dialogue around the positive 

outcomes of such programmes.  The Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston’s inaugural 

national convening for teens in the arts, Generation O, held in 2009, and the New York Hall 
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of Science’s Science Career Ladder impact study, offer advice and evidence to cultural 

organisations.  These studies clearly articulate the benefits of targeted youth programming 

and provide ammunition in the fight to justify the establishment of such initiatives.  Rosanna 

Flouty, formerly of the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, argues that the numbers of 

people engaged in targeted programmes for young adults should not be the primary 

motivator for funding.  Rather, “it’s about the experience provided”.120  Whether you target 

a handful or hundreds of young people, it is the quality of the programme that counts. 

 

Get your people on board.  As Renee Baldocchi from the de Young Fine Art Museum of San 

Francisco points out, success will require institutional buy-in.121  More often than not, a 

successful shift in direction will be led by staff.  Take them along for the ride, let them have 

their say and keep them informed.     

 

Speak to your key demographic.  Who are your loyal visitors?  Who can you not afford to 

ignore?  But then, what section of your community are you not already catering for?  And, as 

Beverly Sheppard suggests, “Find the thing that you can uniquely provide to your community 

and focus on that.”122 

 

Sustain your commitment to your young people.  If you inspire young adults through a 

targeted initiative, what happens to them after they finish the programme?  “If the overall 

aim is to create new generations of confident, engaged museum and gallery users having a 

high-quality experience, then resources need to be targeted at a combination of catching 

them young and making sure they are not put off by a parody of schooling.  This must be 

reinforced by supporting them as parents and by sustaining their interest as adult 

learners.”123  Maintain your commitment and it is likely they will become the advocates you 

want them to be. 

 

Start small and, as Sonnet Hanson from the Denver Art Museum challenged, “just do 

anything”.124  It doesn’t have to be perfect.  Don’t be afraid to make mistakes.   

 

There is no excuse not to start …  
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OUTCOMES 
 

I have discovered that success can come from knowledge.  My Winston Churchill Memorial 

Fellowship has been an utterly transformational professional experience, crystallising my 

thinking about the museum profession in many areas, not just with regard to programming 

for young adults.  Having the time to devote so much energy to a singular idea has opened 

me up to a wealth of possibilities.  Since my return, my goal has been to share as much of 

that knowledge with other museum and gallery professionals as possible.  I have made 

numerous presentations to people in the Taranaki region and hope to make more in a wider 

national forum.  Within several weeks of my return to New Zealand, I wrote a small article 

called ‘Looking for the long lost youth’ for Museums Aotearoa’s newsletter MA Quarterly, 

published in August 2010.  The article prompted several enquiries from around the country 

for copies of this report.  I also made tailored presentations to Puke Ariki’s Management 

Team, the Exhibitions Team, the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery staff and the Merrilands 

Women’s Probus Group.   

 

Initially, however, the majority of my effort went into my first presentation to staff from 

Puke Ariki, the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, the Percy Thomson Art Gallery in Stratford and 

Aotea Utanganui Museum of South Taranaki in Pātea in August 2010.  I recognised the need 

to inspire particularly my own staff if I was to have any chance of implementing my research 

at Puke Ariki.  As Renee Baldocchi had told me, I needed institutional buy-in.  I needed to 

captivate them, to make my research real and relevant.  I decided the best way to do that 

was to let them have some fun!  With the help of Puke Ariki’s Pictorial Collection Technician 

Kate Boocock and my husband Michael Fay, we designed a homemade version of the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum’s Ghosts of a Chance alternate reality game.  Called 

Marooned in Manhattan, the premise was that I had been kidnapped in America and an evil 

doppelganger had returned in my place.  Game participants had to roam Puke Ariki solving  

 

    
Ali, Jon & Jan search for the first clue A crush forms at the Little Fakes 

 

clues via text message and complete a range of activities in order to save me from my 

captors and defeat my doppelganger.  After making a short half-hour PowerPoint 

presentation on the key findings of my research, we sent people off to play Marooned in 
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Manhattan.  Staff formed teams, collaborating to follow maps, find details, solve clues and 

model collection objects out of butter coloured play dough.  The game was a phenomenal 

success, as evidenced by the photographs below.  It was a talking point for days to come and 

resulted in the formation of Ruru, a group dedicated to implementing better practices for 

engaging Puke Ariki’s current and future audiences. 

 

 
Bill has an ingenious plan to impress Janie & Jane Sue Morton, Director of the Percy Thomson Gallery in 

Stratford, modelling her play dough petrol tanker 

 

Ruru’s inaugural initiative – the personalised label project 

As the adage goes, change comes from within.  Puke Ariki’s Ruru group is made up of staff 

from across the organisation’s disciplines.  We decided to brand ourselves as 

‘revolutionaries’, affecting change from within.  We chose our logo, the ruru – or morepork 

in Māori – because owls are wise yet mysterious, flying undetected at night.  This symbolism 

fitted with our desire to work under the radar, from the ground up.  Our goal is to improve 

visitor experiences at Puke Ariki, primarily by providing engagement opportunities for 

children and young adults.  The hope is that our work will raise expectation amongst our 

visitors, thus requiring Puke Ariki to take ever braver and more ambitious steps towards 

providing targeted programmes for young people. 

 

After several discussions about what projects we could begin with, we settled on a 

personalised label project inspired by the first person labels I had seen at Denver Art 

Museum and the Oakland Museum of California.  We decided to invite Puke Ariki’s staff and 

volunteers to write personalised labels about any object currently on permanent display.   

We hoped both to inspire staff and to encourage visitors back into our permanent galleries, 

which have not changed since Puke Ariki opened in 2003.  The project also spoke to Sonnet 

Hanson’s assertion that museums should be open to finding expertise everywhere, not least 

in the diverse skills of their own staff.  We hoped this project would help bring staff together 

and celebrate what they have to offer beyond the rigid roles of their job descriptions.  We 

also wanted to create a trail of labels that celebrated the stories we all bring to museum 

objects.  As Ian Blackwell and Sarah Scaife point out, “Obviously, objects and collections are 

the very things that make museums museums: they are the source of people’s inspiration, 

stories and identities.  The audience-focused approach … unite[s] the needs and experiences 

of the audience with the needs and stories held within the collections – what is so odd about 

that?  Surely our collective cultural heritage is exactly that – a mix of stories and experiences 

somehow locked up in the remnants of past and present.”125 
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Staff were given two weeks to choose an object and write a personalised label about that 

object.  All label writers were rewarded with a Ruru badge, which provided a talking point 

for other staff and identified label writers as fellow ‘revolutionaries’.  I kept staff updated via 

the Ruru Revolution blog, which I created as a fun and light hearted way to cheerlead staff 

through the label writing process.  Thirty four labels were submitted, which represents 

approximately two thirds of Puke Ariki’s full time staff.  The labels were then edited, 

formatted into a branded template designed by Ruru members and sent away for printing.  

They were installed throughout the building several days before the staff launch of the 

project.  Given the success of the Marooned in Manhattan game, we decided to develop 

scavenger hunts based on the labels as a way of encouraging visitors to explore the new 

label trail.  My workmate Kate Boocock and I created 8 scavenger hunts – 4 cryptic versions 

for the staff launch and 4 versions for the public – in 10 days.  Each hunt had a different 

theme and was branded with a different colour.  On completion of a scavenger hunt people 

would be rewarded with a Ruru badge in the colour of the hunt they’d completed. 

 

   
An example of a Ruru personalised label, written about the iconic New Zealand swanndri (also pictured) 

 

We held our staff launch of the personalised label trail and scavenger hunts after hours on 

20 January 2011.  Both label writers and non-label writers alike came to celebrate the 

project and give the cryptic scavenger hunts a go.  As it turned out, we somewhat 

overestimated the scavenger hunting skills of our staff – most people found our cryptic clues  

 

 
Curators, architects & children alike go hunting        Me (in white) racing up the stairs to help the hunters 
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too hard!  However, as with Marooned in Manhattan, people had a fantastic time and 

feedback declared the labels and scavenger hunts a wonderful way to see the objects with 

fresh eyes.  Two days later we held the public launch of the project.  Myself, fellow Ruru-ian 

Jocelyn Millard and Puke Ariki’s North Wing Volunteers were on hand to drum up some 

interest as people entered the museum’s foyer.  On the day we sent out over 70 scavenger 

hunters of all different ages – parents with young children, teenagers, twenty-something’s 

and adults.  Our most dedicated scavenger hunter, pictured below, was nine year old 

Phaeora Sims who was visiting from Hamilton.  She decided to complete all four scavenger  

 

 
Phaeora Sims, from Hamilton, on the public launch of the project.  She completed all four scavenger hunts, as the badges 

prove 

 

hunts so she could collect each of the coloured Ruru badges on offer.  The following day was 

extremely bad weather and the museum was teeming with people.  Puke Ariki’s North Wing 

Volunteers gave out hundreds of scavenger hunts to visitors.  An email from volunteer Mike 

Nightingale sums up the feeling: 

 

Today, given the weather, the Puke Ariki foyer was busier than I have ever 

seen it.  Being school holidays [there were] lots of families and kids but also 

people from all over the world.  When I arrived at 11.00 the hosts were busy 

giving out your Scavenger Hunt pamphlets and I continued this for the next 

hour.  People were incredibly enthusiastic and parents with children 

especially quick on the uptake.  As I left Lois was busy rewarding people with 

badges.  On a wet day it was the best thing since sliced bread, as they say.126    
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The scavenger hunts have continued to be an excellent way of engaging young people who 

visit the museum.  From late January until mid April 2011, over 800 scavenger hunts have 

been undertaken.  Ruru also gained some international publicity with Nina Simon, author of 

The Participatory Museum, blogging about the project on her widely read blog Museum 2.0.      

 

A second round of personalised labels are due for installation in May 2011, bringing the 

count of first person labels to 55.  Another Ruru initiative, undertaken in conjunction with 

Puke Ariki’s Heritage Collection team, involves the staging of an exhibition called Stranger 

Than Fiction.  The exhibition, modelled on the Powerhouse Museum’s successful 

Odditoreum show, comprises 15 displays of unusual, uncommon or unknown objects from 

the heritage collections and invites the public to write completely fictitious labels about the 

objects on display.  Puke Ariki staff have been invited to ‘seed’ the exhibition with their own 

imaginative offerings the night before the show opens to the public in mid May 2011. 

 

Though small in scope and certainly cheap in production, the personalised label project and 

accompanying scavenger hunts have already vastly improved what is on offer for young 

people who visit Puke Ariki’s museum.  Until now, we have not provided dedicated activities 

for children who visit the museum outside of structured school visits.  We hope our project 

has gone some way to ensuring the development of these kinds of activities remains on Puke 

Ariki’s institutional agenda. 

 

In addition to the above, I also have a desire to implement a programme for young adults 

based on the teen/college group model discussed in this report.  However, a model like this 

requires a lot of thought and time to consult with the target audience.  It must be 

sustainable so that expectations are met, which in turn requires secure funding for at least 

several years.  Beyond the issue of finding funding in a tough economic climate, there is also 

the difficulty presented by New Plymouth’s demographics.  Because there is no university in 

town, the 18-35 year old age group is certainly not a large demographic to target.  Despite 

this, I remain committed to creating more opportunities to engage this section of our 

community.  Hopefully, with more planning and work, the time will come where we can 

implement a teen/college group model at Puke Ariki.  I have also had several discussions 

with Auckland Museum’s Diane Blomfield about their LATE series of events, which is based 

on the late night entertainment model also discussed in this report.  Again, it will require 

sufficient funding and staff commitment, but the possibility to do something similar is there.  

It will just take a little perseverance.    
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
 

Since beginning formal research into how to effectively engage youth and young adults, I’ve 

become increasingly aware of New Zealand organisations that have been experimenting in 

areas around this topic.  However, it strikes me there are limited forums for discussing these 

initiatives amongst professionals, making it difficult to get an overall sense of progress and 

ongoing issues.  Perhaps professionals working towards youth engagement in museums and 

art galleries can do a better job of networking, offering each other the opportunity for 

support, fresh ideas and problem solving.  The Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston’s 

inaugural national convening for teens in the arts, Generation O, is an excellent example of a 

forum that allowed both youth participants and museum professionals to actively discuss 

how best to involve young adults in programming.127  As a hugely important and potentially 

influential audience group for museums and art galleries, I believe there is the need to focus 

on initiatives for engaging young people, just as conferences and forums focus on other 

aspects of the profession’s business.  Such opportunities would certainly help me fulfil my 

desire to continue this research, meet other professionals working with youth and to be 

inspired by what both young people and motivated staff can do to make our cultural 

institutions more participatory, community driven places. 

 

“When people have safe, welcoming places in their local communities to meet new people, 

engage with complex ideas, and be creative, they can make significant civic and cultural 

impact.  The cumulative effort of thousands of participatory institutions could change the 

world.”128  And who wouldn’t want to change the world?  Museums and galleries have the 

power to inspire young adults, to entertain them, to change their lives.  Just because they 

are a difficult demographic to engage doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try.  The passionate people 

I met in America showed me what could be achieved with a healthy dose of energy and 

enthusiasm.  They gave me mantras and advice and inspired me enough to make me cry.  

That is the power of culture in our community.  We just have to help young people open 

their eyes to it.  
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