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Abstract 

 

Leaving the Lecture Model Behind:  
Docent Education at the Columbus Museum of Art 

 

Rachel Marie Vogt, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Melinda M. Mayer 

 
For many institutions, docents are both an integral and exasperating element of 

museum education (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011; Karp & Crow, 2014). Integral because, 

as volunteers, docents provide cultural institutions with the manpower to expand the 

reach of their educational missions, and exasperating, because, as volunteers, it is often 

difficult to hold them to the same institutional standards of public engagement as paid 

staff. Through a qualitative case study that describes the policies and practices of the 

docent training program at the Columbus Museum of Art (CMA), this study explores 

how the CMA effectively changed docent teaching from a lecture to an inquiry model, 

and how it now equips its docents with the ability to facilitate an art experience that 

actively involves its visitors. Through an exploration of what constitutes effective 

practice, the author seeks to uncover the cultural and institutional forces that prohibit 

museum docents from progressing from the lecture-based model to a more visitor-

centered, inquiry-based teaching practice. Data suggests that the CMA’s success is due, 
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in large part, to consistent modeling of teaching practice in docent education, as well as 

to the institution’s commitment to creating and supporting opportunities for life-long, 

transformative learning.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction to the Study 

 
For many institutions, docents are both an integral and exasperating element of 

museum education (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011; Karp & Crow, 2014). Integral because, 

as volunteers, docents provide cultural institutions with the manpower to expand the 

reach of their educational missions, and exasperating, because, as volunteers, it is often 

difficult to hold them to the same institutional standards as paid staff. However, given 

their role, it is imperative that docents’ interactions with the public reinforce the 

educational values and goals of the organization they serve; goals that often go beyond 

traditional notions of didacticism. 

As educators, docents have access to a variety of teaching methods that can 

engage visitors as active and equal participants in the museum experience. Unfortunately, 

many docents still rely on lecture as their primary modus operandi (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 

2011). This practice is rooted within a model of curatorial inquiry that privileges a single, 

correct interpretation of an artwork (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011; Mayer, 2005; Weil, 

2005). Postmodern theorists (Hein, 1998; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999), however, have 

expanded the field of interpretation and, therefore, our perspectives for critical inquiry. 

This means that (art) objects are constantly being reinterpreted and reinvested with 

meaning, providing educators with a golden opportunity to engage visitors in constructive 

conversations.  
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Through a qualitative case study that describes the policies and practices of the 

docent training program at the Columbus Museum of Art (CMA), this study explores 

how this institution effectively changed docent teaching from a lecture model to one 

based on inquiry, and how it now equips its docents with the ability to facilitate an art 

experience that actively involves its visitors. Through an exploration of what constitutes 

effective practice, I sought to uncover the cultural and institutional forces that prohibit 

museum docents from progressing from the lecture-based model to a more visitor-

centered, inquiry-based teaching practice.  

GUIDING QUESTION 

The following question guided this research: How do the organizational policies 

and practices at the Columbus Museum of Art (CMA) nurture a docent corps whose 

practice, through collaborative dialogues and inquiry-based methods, is rooted in 

audience engagement?  

PROBLEM  STATEMENT  

Almost four decades after the publication of The Art Museum as Educator 

(Newsom & Silver, 1978), museum staff continue to grapple with the challenge of how to 

successfully encourage docents to stop lecturing and start including the public as equal 

participants in the museum experience (Karp & Crow, 2014).  In a recent article in the 

Wall Street Journal, “Docents Gone Wild,” journalist Ellen Gamerman (2015) shares 

horror stories of docents “flouting their supervisors, misstating facts, touching the art,” 

(para.3) and denigrating visitors’ for their perceived naïveté. While Gamerman paints a 
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rather sensationalist picture of docentry practices in the United States, the issues she 

raises are real. One solution that has drawn much debate in recent years is the elimination 

of volunteers in favor of paid gallery teachers (Hoel, McGuire, Oswald, & Bassett, 2014; 

NAEA Museum Education Division, 2014). However, it is a solution I believe to be 

financially untenable and ultimately detrimental to the role public institutions can play in 

their communities. What can educators learn from the Columbus Museum of Art, an 

institution that has successfully instituted visitor-centered policies without resorting to the 

elimination of its docent corps?  

MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH  

Professionally, I desire to strengthen the field of museum education through an 

investigation of educational practices. Museum educators are in a unique position as 

mediators between several of the museum’s key players: curators, objects, and visitors. 

As mediators, educators excel in the art of communication, and this strength should be 

reflected throughout the education department. Therefore, museums should strive for a 

better understanding of their docents as both members of the museum audience and as 

facilitators of the art experience. Through such an understanding, museum educators can 

implement strategies that cast visitor-centered interactions as an achievable and, more 

importantly, a shared goal amongst paid and unpaid members of their staff. 

SPECULATION ABOUT THIS INVESTIGATION  

Embarking upon this research, I sought to discover effective strategies for 

creating and maintaining a docent corps that shares and promotes its institution’s 
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educational vision.  I also endeavored to understand why this goal is difficult to achieve. I 

anticipated that, in transitioning from a lecture-based to a visitor-centered touring model, 

the Columbus Museum of Art struggled with many of the same challenges faced by other 

institutions trying to affect a similar change. These challenges include negative attitudes 

and unproductive behaviors, inadequate resources, and fear of change. However, I also 

suspected that there was something special about this particular museum that enabled it to 

succeed. I posited that the success experienced by the CMA was due in large part to the 

museum’s unique institutional culture; a culture in which learning is supported and 

encouraged through modeling and critical inquiry.  

RESEARCH METHOD 

For this study I utilized an interpretive, or qualitative, case study. Sharan B. 

Merriam (2009) defines a case study as an “in-depth description and analysis of a 

bounded system” (p. 40). In this study the bounded system is a phenomenon: the change 

in touring practice, from lecture-based to visitor-centered, as experienced by the docents 

at the Columbus Museum of Art (CMA). This method guided me in describing and 

interpreting the dynamics inherent in and around the CMA’s docent program in order to 

understand how the institution’s organizational policies and practices nurture a docent 

corps committed to audience engagement. 

In an attempt to create as holistic a picture as possible, I used multiple methods of 

data collection, as well as multiple data sources. I invited participants to complete an 

online survey, The Teaching Perspectives Inventory. I followed this web-based 
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questionnaire with semi-structured interviews, which I audio recorded and transcribed. 

Interviewees included both docents and paid staff. In addition, I observed docent led 

tours and mined the Docent Program Manager’s files for documents pertaining to docent 

education. I recorded my reflections and observations from the tours in a field notebook.  

In order to analyze my data I used the method of explanation building. According to this 

process, data is organized along a set of causal links that clarify how or why something 

has happened (Yin, 2014). These links are often difficult to quantify, therefore, 

researchers utilizing explanation building as an analytic tool must thoroughly 

contextualize the phenomenon under investigation. Finally, because researcher bias and 

its subsequent subjectivity are common in qualitative research, I attempt to make my 

positionality as a researcher transparent by including a discussion of the beliefs and 

values that influence my philosophy of education.  

MY PHILOSOPHY AS AN ART EDUCATOR  

I believe that one’s understanding of the world is shaped through experience. 

Additionally, encounters with art are capable of fostering an experience that can 

profoundly affect a person’s perception of and interaction with his or her environment. In 

this sense, these experiences, however informal, represent a genuine and valuable method 

of knowledge acquisition. Everyone has the ability to learn, and learning that is driven by 

a genuine need or desire to know is most effective. I also believe that learners should be 

able to mine not only their own resources, but also know how to effectively and 
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respectfully engage their peers in the meaning making process; learning is a reciprocal 

relationship in which all participants have something to contribute.   

Therefore, as an educator, I strive to understand who my visitors are. Lev 

Vygotsky’s (1978) Sociocultural Theory of Learning argues that an individual’s 

environment affects the ways in which she or he interacts with and understands the 

world; meaning that visitors to the museum come with a predetermined set of knowledge 

based on their previous experiences. The job of a gallery teacher is to bridge the divide 

between object and viewer; a bridge contingent upon one’s knowledge of both the 

institution’s collection and the visitor. According to Falk’s and Dierking’s (2000) 

Contextual Model of Learning there are three contexts (personal, social, and physical) 

that affect the ways in which people learn. If museum educators can learn to effectively 

engage people through these various contexts, then the experiences in which visitors 

engage will continue to be pertinent far beyond gallery walls.   

DEFINITION OF TERMS  
 

• Art Experience: Though never definitely defined by Dewey (1934, 1938), an art 

experience may be described as “a coalescence of an immediately enjoyed 

qualitative unity of meanings and values drawn from past experiences and present 

circumstances” (Desmond, 2011, p. 193).   

• Change Theory: a methodology that identifies and, furthermore, seeks to 

understand the changes a given community needs to make in order to reach a 

shared goal; also referred to as systems thinking (Senge, 1990).  
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• Constructivism: a theory of learning and epistemology strongly influenced by 

Dewey’s (1934, 1938) belief that education should be grounded in experience, 

Piaget’s (1952) stages of cognitive development, and Vygotsky’s (1978) 

Sociocultural Theory of Learning. According to constructivist theorist George 

Hein (1995), “learners construct knowledge as they learn” (p. 4). This statement 

situates the learner as an active participant in his or her own education. By 

relating and evaluating current experience to prior knowledge and systems of 

belief learners are constantly creating meaning. Dialogue is an important tool in 

this facilitation.  

• Docent: also referred to as a Museum Guide, Interpreter, or Gallery Teacher.  The 

CMA defines docents as “volunteer gallery facilitators who guide visitors in 

thinking, talking, and wondering about art” (Columbus Museum of Art, 2014).   

• Learning Organization: a term popularized by Peter Senge (1990) to describe an 

organization that encourages and facilitates the life-long, continuous learning of 

its members through experimentation (meaning that failure is not punished), 

critical thinking, and free access to knowledge.  

• ODIP: an acronym for Observe, Describe, Interpret, and Prove; a critical thinking 

routine developed by the Columbus Museum of Art  

• Thinking routines: simple structures designed to extend and deepen a student’s 

thinking by transforming the ways in which they learn (Visible Thinking, 2016).  

• Transformative Learning: Mezirow (2000) defines transformative learning as 

“the process by which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference 
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(meaning perspectives, habits of mind, mind-sets) to make them more inclusive, 

discriminating, open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective” (pp. 7-8). 

Transformative learning is the goal of adult education. It often involves a 

community of learners and utilizes dialogue as an opportunity to reflect on and 

examine multiple perspectives toward an idea, situation, or object.  

• Transmission model: a model of teaching in which information is “transmitted” 

or passed on from an external source of knowledge (the teacher) to a passive 

receiver (the student); also referred to as lecture-based instruction.  

LIMITATIONS TO THE STUDY  

This study examined a single phenomenon—the transition from a lecture-based to 

a visitor-centered touring model—within the docent program at the Columbus Museum 

of Art in Columbus, Ohio. I did not research the effects this change in practice had on 

visitors, only on how it was received and implemented by the docent corps. In relation to 

this inquiry, I interviewed docents and those staff members involved with the planning 

and execution of docent programming. Furthermore, to participate in this study docents 

had to be considered active, or in good standing.  

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD  

By investigating a program that has successfully transitioned from a lecture-based 

to a visitor-centered model of touring, I believe this study provides insight into a problem 

that has plagued museum educators for generations: how to get docents to stop lecturing 

and engage visitors as participants in the museum experience. The recommendations 
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borne from my findings are designed to assist educators who wish to build a docent 

program that values and implements visitor-centered touring practices. This thesis will 

also engage the field in a discourse that seeks to more thoroughly understand docents as 

both an audience and as educators; an understanding I believe will ease and strengthen 

the relationship between docents and paid museum staff.   

LOOKING AHEAD  

In the following chapter, Literature Review, I discuss the history and theories that 

frame this case study. Topics include docents in the art museum, present day touring 

practices, andragogy, and change theory. In Chapter 3, I describe the methodology used 

to conduct my research and review the unique challenges and limitations faced by a 

researcher concerned with change. I then delve into an analysis of my data in Chapter 4. 

In Chapter 5, I conclude my investigation with a review of the study’s key findings and 

their meaning for the field of museum education.   
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

 
Why, despite a proliferation of alternative teaching methods, has lecture remained 

the dominant model of touring amongst docents in the art museum? In order to answer 

this question and understand how the Columbus Museum of Art has successfully 

transitioned from a lecture-based model of touring to a practice rooted in audience 

engagement I must first investigate the following topics: (a) docents, their history and 

training, (b) ways of facilitating the museum experience, (c) andragogy, and (d) change 

theory. The largest section in this review of literature regards docents in the art museum. 

In the second section I survey the learning theories used by museum educators, with an 

emphasis on constructivism and its influence on gallery practice. Next, I explore the 

subject of andragogy in the belief that a docent’s training directly influences the way in 

which he or she tours. Finally, I end with a brief look at change theory. Together, these 

sources create a contextual framework to help structure the analysis of my data and 

discuss its implications for the field of museum education.  

DOCENTS IN THE ART MUSEUM  

Today, docents are both a financially integral and relationally exasperating 

element of museum education. How did they come to be so? What defines their role in 

the museum and what influences their gallery practice? This section explores these 

questions as well as examines some of the more recent literature concerning the docent as 

educator. 
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            The first recorded use of volunteers to usher people through the galleries occurred 

in 1896 at the Museum of Fine Arts (MFA), Boston (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). 

However, the favorable responses elicited from this service were quickly lost in an 

administrative dispute that, ultimately, revealed itself to be a precursor to the ongoing 

debate regarding the role and nature of education in the art museum. This debate is 

intimately tied to the goal of gallery teaching and, therefore, the role of the docent. 

Should the MFA’s collection of plaster casts be enlarged, as director and curator of 

classical antiquities Edward Robinson wished? Or, should these casts be relegated to a 

basement study room as suggested by assistant director, Matthew S. Prichard? In the late 

19th century, plaster casts played as essential a role in museums as original works of art. 

With their connections to Greek and Roman history, religion, and mythology, casts were 

an important tool in an art museum’s didactic mission: to educate and elevate public 

taste. However, Prichard’s view that people come to a museum “not to be educated, but 

to make its treasures their friends for life and their standards of beauty” (Burnham & Kai-

Kee, 2011, p. 20) prevailed, and when the collection was relegated to the institution’s 

basement the education “department” followed, and with it, so too, the volunteers.  

It was not until 1906, when the esteemed architect J. Randolph Coolidge was 

appointed temporary director of the MFA Boston, that the practice of docentry was 

revived (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). In a meeting with the museum’s trustees, Coolidge 

proposed that docents act as intermediaries between the institution’s curators and its 

public. In other words, docents were to disseminate the learned rhetoric of the museum’s 

elite to the masses. Following the approval of this proposal in 1907, two men were 
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appointed to the paid position of “docent.” They were: Garrick M. Borden, Assistant to 

the Secretary at the MFA Boston and former lecturer of art history, and Louis Earle 

Rowe, Assistant in Charge in the Department of Egyptian Art (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 

2011). Demand for their services soon required that the museum enlist two professors 

from the English department at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology as volunteer 

docents serving the public on Saturday and Sunday afternoons. As these appointments 

were being made, museum staff continued to debate the nature of their duty to the public. 

Benjamin Ives Gilman, secretary at the MFA Boston, conceded that while museums may 

have a duty of educating the public, it lay far below their responsibility to the art object. 

Art was “an end, [and] education a means to an end” (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011, p. 21). 

At the same time that the MFA Boston was developing their education department, the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (MET) appointed Henry W. Kent to the 

position of supervisor of museum instruction in 1907 (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011, p. 26). 

Kent was to hold this situation for the next eighteen years. Despite the difference in titles, 

both institutions shared a common goal: “to instill in the public ‘a love of art [and] of 

beauty’” (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011, p. 22) through aesthetic appreciation.  

 In an article published in The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin (de Forest, 

1910), docent Mary Hart Benton had this to say about the two programs:  

In Boston the aim has been, so far as possible, to allow visitors to lead the way, 
letting their interest guide them, the docent following to answer questions or offer 
illuminative comment. At the Metropolitan no attempt is made to veil the agency 
of the guide. You choose the collection or the collections you want to see, and she 
shows you the cream of them. There’s nothing pedagogic in her manner….Nor 
does she treat you to an array of bald facts. So easy and unconscious is she that 
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you stroll about with her as with a familiar friend, scarcely realizing that the 
burden of comment rests with her. (p. 203)  
 

This selection illustrates the fact that while the two museums may have shared a common 

goal, their methods for achieving that goal were quite different. Miss Benton goes on to 

say, in reference to her experience, that 

Miss Fenton did not once employ the convenient catchword ‘tone.’ For it is no 
part of her ambition to train up pseudo art critics, able to pass the debased coin of 
cant phrases. She will be perfectly satisfied with making people see. (de Forest, 
1910, p. 206) 
 

In fact neither institution wanted their docents to train people in the field of art history or 

criticism.    

 By 1917, public interest in educational programs had grown, prompting 

institutions like the MET to introduce lecture series (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). At this 

time public instruction was still largely carried out by paid members of the museum’s 

staff. It was not until the 1930s that cultural institutions began to turn to volunteers to 

help meet popular demand (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). In 1934, the Nelson Museum in 

Kansas City hired it first volunteer program coordinator (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). It 

was through this appointment that the Junior League’s legacy of volunteerism in the 

museum began (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). According to their website, the Junior 

League is an international organization “committed to promoting voluntarism, developing 

the potential of women and improving our community through the effective action and 

leadership of trained volunteers.  Its purpose is exclusively educational and charitable” 

(Association of Junior Leagues International, Inc. (AJLI), 2015). Institutions across the 



 14 

nation quickly adopted the League’s model of using volunteers as guides. Unfortunately, 

a consensus regarding what constituted correct touring practice did not coalesce as easily.  

 As the decades progressed, many museums began to share the opinion that 

volunteer docents were indispensible in the effort to serve a growing audience (Burnham 

& Kai-Kee, 2011). A 1971 survey conducted by the National Education Association 

found that nearly 75 percent of museums used volunteers (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011, p. 

35). More telling are the statistics pertinent only to art museums. The survey discovered 

that more than two thirds of the staff members at art museums were volunteers and, that 

the largest percentage of this group worked in the education department. But, what did 

these statistics mean for the field of museum education?  

In 1978, The Art Museum as Educator (Newsom & Silver, 1978) was published. 

Though dated, this massive anthology of case-studies and essays was crucial to the 

codification and dispersal of information regarding the state of museum education; 

almost four decades later, it remains a valuable source for those seeking to understand the 

field. One of the first topics tackled by the contributors to this tome is the place of 

education in the art museum. This question has not only plagued the field from its 

inception, but also is intimately tied to the role and, therefore, training of the docent as 

educator. 

Education, as defined by Lee (1978) in “Art Museums and Education,” an 

introductory essay to The Art Museum as Educator, was regarded as the transmission of 

knowledge (p. 21). However, within this seemingly simple definition there is much to be 

imparted concerning the nature and location of knowledge in the art museum. First, 
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knowledge may be found in the information cited in labels and catalogs; information Lee 

(1978) said “is essential to thought about art” (p. 21). Second, this knowledge should 

include information regarding “technique,” which while also factual pertains exclusively 

to the physical properties of the work. Finally, knowledge is created through “models,” 

such as connoisseurship, within which one may find an explanation for the innovations 

that have propelled art’s evolution. Thus described, knowledge in the art museum is 

knowledge that arises from an art historical model of inquiry and understanding. In fact, 

by simply organizing their collections along these lines Lee (1978) claimed that the 

museum had satisfied a large part of its educational responsibilities. As for the visitor, 

Lee (1987) seemed to believe that she or he would enter the museum already schooled in 

the “ancillary knowledge” (p. 23), necessary to fully understand a work of art. Despite his 

later concession that “art as experienced in any given culture is unlike” that of another 

and that neither vision is “correct” (p. 23) Lee’s words continued to privilege the 

language of curatorial inquiry. To this end, docents have become “the single most 

‘museum educated’ audience in the nation….Their training courses, brush-up sessions 

with curators, exams and research papers” qualifying “them as expert audiences, 

whatever their strengths or weaknesses as instructors” (Lee in Newsom & Silver, 1978, p. 

33).  

In chapter V, titled “The Museum Volunteer,” of The Art Museum as Educator 

Newsom and Silver (1978) more thoroughly acquaint the reader with the docent through 

a series of institutional profiles. In this section, docents are defined and described as “a 

translator, a person who speaks lay language to the public on its own terms” (Beach in 
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Newsom & Silver, 1978, p. 246). Though change has certainly occurred in the past four 

decades it never happens as quickly and completely as its champions wish, therefore, it is 

worth taking a look at the details these reports provide regarding docent training in the 

1970s. One profile concerning The University of Texas’s Art Museum quoted Deborah 

Franklin, director of education, reminding her volunteers that “getting a visual and verbal 

‘dialogue’ going during the tour ‘is more important that commenting on all the paintings 

on your list’” (Franklin, as cited in Beach, 1978, p. 247). Franklin’s comment signals a 

shift—from knowledge dissemination to knowledge creation—in the values associated 

with docent-led tours. However, this same profile also revealed that, before touring a new 

exhibition, docents 

read from bibliographies, attend lectures, and prepare sample tours. For example, 
just before the opening of a pair of 1974 shows on German Expressionist painting 
and Käthe Kollwitz prints, a university professor of philosophy lectured to the 
docents on the philosophical roots of Expressionism; an art history scholar gave 
them a two-hour slide-lecture on the development of Expressionism in Germany; 
and Franklin prepared and sent out a reading list on H. H. Arnason and others 
who wrote about the painters of the period. (Beach in Newsom & Silver, 1978, p. 
247) 
 

A brief survey of the other institutions included in this compilation revealed that this 

curricular model was prevalent among docent programs at this time.  

 Statistics continued to play an important role in understanding the structure of 

contemporary museum education into the 1980s. A survey of museum educators in 19811 

found that while 41% majored in art history as undergraduates and 44% held graduate 

                                                
1 1981 also marked the first meeting of what would officially become in 1988 the National Docent 
Symposium (NDS). The National Docent Symposium is a biennial meeting of docents who gather to 
discuss information concerning their institution’s programming and share touring techniques. 
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degrees in art history2, only 13% had graduate training in education (Burnham & Kai-

Kee, 2007, p. 43). Based on these numbers, I find it relevant to re-pose the questions: 

What place does art history have in museum education and, how has it influenced the 

way museum educators teach? Though nowhere in the literature does an institution 

explicitly expect its docents to assume the responsibilities of a lecturer in art history, it 

would appear that this model, as a method of instruction, continued to dominate the 

scene.  

While a body of literature concerning the interpretive practices of museums is 

available, it is primarily written for museum professionals, a term not traditionally 

associated with docents and tour guides. Therefore, sources such as The Good Guide 

(Grinder & McCoy, 1985), which was compiled in response to the need to include 

docents in the professional dialogue, are invaluable for the perspective they provide. 

Written for docents rather than directors of docent programs, this book enables museum 

educators to access information on museum practice through a format considered 

appropriate for this demographic. In part one, the authors explore the roles and 

responsibilities of museum volunteers, the history of museum education, and research on 

learning theory. In part two, they address current gallery practice and audience 

interaction, noting early on that “the best tour method for real learning and enjoyment is 

an interactive one” in which the “visitor’s background, existing knowledge, ideas and 

questions form the basis for what and how they learn” (Grinder & McCoy, 1985, p. 56). 

                                                
2 Princeton University founded the first department of art history in 1883. As art history grew as a field, it 
came to exert an ever stronger influence on museum education.  
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Overall, the information provided in this volume aims to foster a practice that encourages 

learning through shared experience, a practice that Susan Sternberg (1989) recommends 

as “an ideal alternative to the purely didactic/lecture technique so often used in the art 

museum” (p. 157). 

 In chapter V, “Techniques of Interpretation,” Grinder and McCoy (1985) of The 

Good Guide advise docents on the practice of organizing a tour that effectively responds 

to the needs and interests of the visitor. A tour, based on the planning guide provided in 

The Good Guide, is divided into three parts: tour objectives, content, and a conclusion. 

The primary interpretive techniques that docents may use to structure a tour are 

grounded, respectively, in lecture, inquiry, and guided discovery.  Within the inquiry-

discussion model success lies in the presentation and thoughtful development of 

questions, which the guide may use to generate audience interaction. In addition to 

questioning strategies, docents may also utilize improvisational techniques, storytelling, 

and hands-on materials to foster discussion.  

In this volume the docent and her role in the museum is considered to be 

multifaceted. First, docents are dedicated to learning, teaching, and studying. They are 

professionals who strive to make connections between visitors and art objects, thereby 

helping visitors to grow in cultural awareness. Museum guides must also be flexible, 

open to new styles of touring, and excellent communicators. Furthermore, while tour 

guides are not expected to “bear the entire responsibility for interpreting collections and 

exhibits,” they must “master” their subject (Grinder & McCoy, 1985, p. 5).  
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By the 1990s a consensus had developed regarding just what the proper subject of 

museum education should be: visual literacy (Yenawine, 1992). According to Rice 

(1992), visually literate persons have developed “the ability to use one’s eyes 

contemplatively and analytically rather than selectively and instrumentally” (p. 148). 

Though still derived from the realms of “esthetics, art criticism, studio practice, and art 

history,” visual literacy places an emphasis on “deriving meaning, not on learning the 

particular language or vocabulary of a given discipline” (Rice, 1992, p. 149). However, a 

consensus regarding theory did not equate to a change in practice.  Rice (1992) cites two 

explanations for this failure. One “is the unquestioned assumption that the main content 

to be taught in the museum setting is the history of art” (Rice, 1992, pp. 149-50). The 

reason that this assumption is so detrimental to the museum experience is also two-fold. 

First, it limits the visitors’ “opportunity to look at art and draw their own conclusions”; 

second, it “can also leave people with a sense that they cannot have meaningful 

experiences with objects without first” knowing a great deal about the objects’ history 

(Rice, 1992, p. 150).  The second cause Rice (1992) cites “is the mindless emphasis on 

formal analysis removed from content and meaning” (p. 150). Such practices situate 

knowledge in a vacuum, thereby ignoring the social aspect of learning,  

This failure on the part of museum education to integrate theory and practice is 

further borne out by articles (Beitler, 1995/96; Gough-DiJulio, 1994) published in The 

Docent Educator, a journal dedicated to docents and their practice. In the spring of 1994, 

Director of Education at the Virginia Beach Center for the Arts, Betsy Gough-DiJulio 

contributed an article on docent training titled “Do We Practice What We Preach?” In it 
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Gough-DiJulio (1994) states that, “current thinking advocates abandoning the lecture-

style format, or ‘show and tell’ touring, in favor of more engaging methods of teaching, 

particularly inquiry-based discussion and guided discovery” (p. 14). In response to this 

proposal Gough-DiJulio (1994) exclaims, “How much improved our docent education 

programs would be if staff taught docents as they would have docents teach visitors” 

(p.14). In another article, Lorraine Beitler (1995/96), Coordinator of Docent Programs at 

The Jewish Museum in New York City, considers the role of docents in the 21st Century. 

The essay begins with the prediction that “the depiction of a docent as purely a lecturer 

responsible for educating visitors on museum objects and artifacts may someday become 

part of museum history” (Beitler, 1995/96, p. 8). While museum educators are, in many 

respects, still waiting for someday to arrive, this article provides yet another example of 

the disparity between practice and accepted theory. While lauding the expansion of the 

“traditional role” of the docent as educator, educators at The Jewish Museum in New 

York cling to a very traditional notion of docent education:  

An intensive two-year training program was developed to assist new docents in 
the mastery of facts and concepts related to the permanent exhibition. Lectures by 
curators and experienced docents…were part of the training process. Additional 
emphasis was placed on presentation skills. (Beitler, 1995/96, p. 8)  
 
In 2001, the NDS published The Docent Handbook, a resource written by docents 

for docents, regarding the practical aspects of gallery practice. Though the language often 

contradicts the message, the authors of The Docent Handbook recommend a model of 

touring that supports audience engagement. Keller and Kramer (2001) advise guides to 

“give visitors the opportunity to talk, to think out loud, and to verbally explore” the 
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object (p. 19). Questioning strategies are recommended as a way to “initiate involvement 

and active participation” (p. 49). The authors also caution docents to refrain from 

“making an authoritarian impression” on their audience (p. 49). This council, however, 

appears to run counter to Keller and Kramer’s (2001) definition of the docent as “a tour 

guide and lecturer” (p. ix, emphasis added) and their recommendation to build one’s 

gallery practice on a foundation of knowledge based in “tradition, heritage, and history” 

(p. viii).  In addition to providing knowledge concerning best practice, this manuscript 

also serves as a workbook for docents in training. Barbara Sweney (2007), former docent 

educator at the Columbus Museum of Art, used workbooks as a way to ensure 

consistency in touring practice. The contents of Sweney’s publications are explored in 

Chapter 4.  

Throughout her career Barbara Sweney (2007) believed that, “the best 

interactivity an art museum can provide is the sort provided by human contact” (p. 80); it 

is a belief museum educators have been advocating since the 1970s. In a chapter in 

Periphery to Center: Art Museum Education In the 21st Century (Villeneuve, 2007) 

Sweney describes how docents promote learning in the art museum by providing an 

opportunity through which a meaningful interaction between viewer and object can 

occur. She also offers advice on how to effectively train and maintain a docent corps. Her 

suggestions include the institutionalization of the professional volunteer.  Viewing 

docents as professionals is an idea that repeatedly appears in the literature, but not in 

practice (Gartenhaus, 1994; McCoy 1989; Sweney, 2007). Sweney has been an extremely 

influential voice in helping to develop my understanding and opinion of docents and the 
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role they play in museum education. I share her enthusiasm for docents as effective 

facilitators of the art experience and relish in her advocacy of the group.  

FACILITATING THE MUSEUM EXPERIENCE  

In an article titled “Sufficient Foundation: Theory in the Practice of Art Museum 

Education,” art educator David Ebitz (2008) explores the theories from which museum 

educators inform their practice. In the following section I briefly outline this “buffet of 

theories” (Ebitz, 2008, p. 14). I then delve more deeply into the theory of constructivism 

and its interpretation as gallery practice by museum educators Rika Burnham and Elliot 

Kai-Kee (2011).  

 Over the course of three years, 2005-2007, Ebitz (2008) conducted a survey 

concerning the application of theory by practicing museum educators. In it participants 

were asked to list those theories or theorists who have informed their practice. By being 

independently cited by two or more participants, 24 responses met Ebitz’s criteria for 

inclusion in the study. However, only eight received ten or more references. They are:  

Howard Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences 
Abigail Housen & Phil Yenawine’s Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) 
John Dewey’s Experience and Education  
Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi’s Flow of Psychology of Optimal Experience  
Jean Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development  
Lev Semyonovitch Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory of Learning  
Constructivism  
John H. Falk and Lynn D. Dierking’s Contextual Model of Learning (Ebitz, 2008, 
p.15)  
 

The theories in this partial list share several points of comparison. First, all of the theories 

acknowledge and value the cognitive and social diversity of the learner. Ebitz (2008) 
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speculated that this was no coincidence, but a reflection of the “practical work of 

museum educators” (p. 16), as well as their education and commitment to serving a 

diverse range of audiences. Second, they are all visitor- versus object-based 

methodologies. Theories that favor object-centered learning start with the object, its 

history, including relevant criticism, and aesthetic characteristics. On the other hand, 

theories that favor the visitor are rooted in the individual, his psychology, cognitive 

development, and experience. Finally, many of these theories utilize dialogue as a tool 

through which meaning is created.  

However, Ebitz (2008) argues that in spite of educators’ familiarity with and 

ability to “cite these visitor-centered theories, they have yet to be fully and consistently 

integrated into the general culture of art museums” (p. 20), a culture still in the thrall of 

the curatorial voice. This idolization has undeniably colored docents’ interactions with 

visitors, as they seek to emulate “the skills, attitudes, and empowering ideas’ of the 

‘greatest experts on our staff—our curators” (Williams, 1988, p. 21). The fact that 

recommendations for an interactive touring model have not crystallized into practice is 

sustained by the continued laments of current museum educators in the professional 

discourse (Branham & Bengtson, 2015; Karp & Crow, 2014). In 1989, Sue McCoy noted 

that the average docent training course “prepared them [docents] for lecturing in the old 

Socratic method” (p. 142). This has often led to tours in which “the docent moves from 

object to object, methodically and mechanically, describing and narrating who, when, or 

what without concern for the visitor’s interest, caring or ability to understand” (McCoy, 

1989, p. 149).  
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In the model described by McCoy (1985), knowledge is considered independent 

of the learner, who is regarded as a veritable tabula rasa. Such a supposition is in direct 

opposition to constructivism, a theory of knowledge in which the learner is an active 

participant in his or her education. Hein (1995) states that, “proponents of constructivism 

argue that learners construct knowledge as they learn, they don’t simply add new facts to 

what is known, but constantly reorganize and create both understanding and the ability to 

learn as they interact with the world” (p. 4). In other words, individuals relate what they 

learn to what they already know and believe. Furthermore, they do this through 

conversations and dialogic exchanges, exchanges that docents can facilitate. According to 

Falk and Dierking (2000), the content of these exchanges and the learning that occurs 

within them is influenced by three conditions: personal, sociocultural, and physical. 

These three conditions form the basis of Falk’s and Dierking’s (2000) Contextual Model 

of Learning. Within this model, the personal context refers to the experiences, prior 

knowledge, interests and motivations that the visitor brings into the gallery. The 

sociocultural context refers to the cultural milieu in which the visitor and the institution 

operate, and the manner in which the two worlds relate. Finally, the physical context 

alludes to the material environment in which the visitor finds him or herself. Each of 

these contexts play a critical role in determining the visitor’s experience in the museum.  

As an educational philosophy, constructivism locates learning, as well as the 

creation of knowledge, within the realm of experience. Constructivists believe that 

meaning is relative; that is, meaning is determined by an individual’s “context” or 

specific moment and place in the world (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011; Ebitz, 2008; Hein, 
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1995; Hein, 1998; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999; Mayer, 2005). It is essential for museum 

educators to remember that this context strongly affects, and in many instances 

predetermines, a visitor’s experience in the museum. This conviction has led to a 

multiplicity of studies regarding the behavior and motivation of museum goers (Falk, 

2008; Falk & Dierking, 2000; Hood, 1981). One model of gallery practice informed by 

this worldview is Rika Burnham’s and Elliot Kai-Kee’s (2011) “interpretation as 

experience.”   

In Teaching in the Art Museum: Interpretation as Experience, Burnham and Kai-

Kee (2011) investigate the history, theory, and practice of museum education. Some 

issues concerning contemporary museum practice they address include: the role of 

information in gallery teaching and when to use it; the potentials and pitfalls of inquiry- 

and dialogue-based models; and the practice of slow looking, a model that Burnham and 

Kai-Kee believe honors both the viewer and the object. This volume is critical to an 

understanding of the current state of gallery teaching practice in the art museum. I utilize 

the model of interpretation described and promoted by Burnham and Kai-Kee as one 

against which to analyze the practices I observed at the Columbus Museum of Art during 

my field research.  

According to this model, gallery teachers should not only avoid assuming an 

authoritative voice, but also actively engage in the visitor’s search for meaning (Burnham 

& Kai-Kee, 2011). Furthermore, this search should respect both the visitor’s experience 

and the object’s history (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). At the basis of this engagement lie 

conversation and dialogue. The authors argue that “through dialogue knowledge is 
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constructed” (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011, p. 61). Therefore, as educators and facilitators 

of dialogue in the art museum, docents should encourage speculation (Burnham & Kai-

Kee, 2011). Because each visitor arrives with a unique set of experiences and 

assumptions that ultimately color their investigative lens, meaning remains mutable. In 

support of this search for meaning Burnham and Kai-Kee (2007) also advocate for the 

judicious use of art historical information, including relevant criticism. Information 

should be provided only in accordance with the visitor’s need to know. However, they 

caution against the use of questions, citing two main concerns. First, is the all too often 

seen example of the “dutiful gallery teacher” who, “told to stop lecturing and start 

questioning…simply translate their lectures into a series of leading questions” (Burnham 

& Kai-Kee, 2011, p. 99). Second, is the assertion that even open-ended questions “define 

a finite horizon of response that limits the range of answers that will make sense to both 

questioner and respondent” (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011, p. 100). Though not without 

merit, I believe that this fear and subsequent dismissal of questions does a great 

disservice to our visitors and our docents. Like information, the judicious use of 

questions can help foster a dialogue in which visitors engage more deeply with both the 

object and each other. Questions may be used to clarify one’s thinking, challenge one’s 

assumptions, and investigate other perspectives.  

ANDRAGOGY  

Cultural institutions frequently forget that docents are more than just volunteers. 

They are also an audience, an audience who have committed their time and, often, 
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monetary resources to an organization in which they believe. By recognizing the needs 

and challenges of serving this unique population, docent coordinators can create a 

training program that nurtures the audience and advances the institution’s mission.  An 

important step toward this goal is to understand how and why adults learn.  

In Adult Learning (Merriam & Bierema, 2014), readers are presented with a 

foundational text on andragogy, or the theory of adult learning. Authors Merriam and 

Bierema (2014) begin by defining the adult learner within the context of today’s 

information age. They discuss both the concept of learning in general, and those theories 

of learning related specifically to adults.  

Most of these theories encompass one or more of five basic orientations to 

learning: behaviorist, humanist, cognitivist, social cognitivist, and constructivist 

(Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 26). A behaviorist learning orientation uses “quantifiable, 

systematic, and observable outcomes” as markers of learning (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, 

p. 27), which are then used to structure future curricular activities. Behaviorists believe 

that successful learning creates an observable change in one’s behavior, and utilize 

feedback, reinforcement, and objectives as their primary tools of engagement (Merriam 

& Bierema, 2014, p. 28). According to a humanist orientation, learning is about the 

development of the whole person: mind, body, and spirit. In this type of learning, also 

known as student- or visitor-centered, “the teacher is a facilitator of self-directed learning 

rather than a dispenser of knowledge” (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 30). Another 

perspective that favors the learner is constructivism. Constructivism situates learning 

within a specific context or environment. This orientation favors observation, modeling, 
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and mentorship as tools that foster learning. Constructivist learning theories are closely 

allied with the model of social cognitivism. Social cognitivists believe that learning is the 

creation of meaning from experience and that knowledge is socially constructed through 

negotiation and the open exchange of ideas; knowledge is mediated (Merriam & 

Bierema, 2014). Modeling and communities of practice that support their members’ 

investigative spirit are also fundamental to this approach. Finally, a teacher with a 

cognitivist inclination sees learning as a mental process in which the learner’s 

developmental stage defines the curriculum. Andragogy draws from several, if not all 

these orientations.  

Six basic assumptions underlie andragogical practice (Knowles, 1984; Merriam & 

Bierema, 2014). The first assumption of andragogy lies in the belief that adults are self-

directing and, therefore, capable and motivated to participate in informal learning 

opportunities. The second assumption cites experience as an adult’s greatest resource for 

learning. Third, an adult’s readiness to learn is closely associated with the demands of his 

or her current social role. This need for immediately applicable knowledge makes adults, 

fourth, more problem- than subject-oriented when selecting a learning opportunity. 

Furthermore, they seek out these opportunities because of an intrinsic motivation, a need 

to know based on personal interest in the subject matter. Finally, the sixth assumption of 

androgogy is that “adults need to know the reason for learning something” (Merriam & 

Bierema, 2014, p. 47).  

One of its main differences from the better known field of pedagogy is 

andragogy’s emphasis on process. In an androgogical model, “the facilitator sets a 
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climate for learning that physically and psychologically respects adult learners” (Merriam 

& Bierema, 2014, p. 47). To this end, the facilitator should strive to involve adult learners 

in the “planning, delivery and evaluation of their own learning” (Merriam & Bierema, 

2014, p. 47). An atmosphere of collaboration, mutual respect, and trust not only increases 

the learners’ motivation, but buy-in potential. Additionally, the facilitator must 

acknowledge the learner’s experiences, which Merriam and Bierema (2014) cite “as the 

resource of highest value in adult education” (p. 45). This type of learning has the power 

to transform how a person knows by challenging his or her assumptions and encouraging 

reflection on alternative perspectives (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Supporting and 

creating opportunities for transformational learning, a practice rooted in andragogical 

practices, is a basic condition for producing change.  

CHANGE THEORY  

One of the obstacles facing museum professionals trying to promote an interactive 

gallery practice amongst their docents is a resistance to change. Change, despite its 

inevitable presence in our lives, is a complex process that few truly understand. The 

following volumes contributed to my understanding of change and how it can be 

effectively produced, developed, and sustained on both an individual and institutional 

level. In Chapter 5, I apply this knowledge to an analysis of change that has and needs to 

occur within docent programming in art museum education.  

The Fifth Discipline (Senge, 1990) is a foundational text for anyone seeking to 

understand the complexity of change from an organizational perspective. In it Peter 



 30 

Senge (1990) utilizes change theory to promote organizational structures that embrace 

continual learning amongst its members. This strategy, known as systems thinking, is 

based on Senge’s (1990) belief that “organizations learn only through individuals who 

learn,” and is supported through shared aspirations, reflective conversations, and an 

understanding of complexity (p. 139).  

Change theory is based on five core disciplines, the first of which is personal 

mastery. Personal mastery, is defined as an individual’s commitment to her own learning 

through the continuous clarification of one’s personal vision, the development of 

patience, and the ability to see reality objectively (Senge, 1990). Here it is important to 

note that vision is not simply a series of goals and objectives, but an intrinsic desire. A 

person with a high degree of personal mastery is more aware of the assumptions that 

influence his or her thinking and, therefore, way of reacting to a given situation. 

According to Senge (1990), these individuals are also more committed, responsible, and 

forward thinking in regards to their work.  

A component of personal mastery, and the second of the core disciplines, is 

mental models. Mental models are “deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or 

even pictures or images that influence how we understand the world and how we take 

action” (Senge, 1990, p. 8). When an individual learns to recognize these models she or 

he becomes capable of making that thinking visible to themselves and others. She or he 

also develops the ability to reflect on and initiate change within these patterns, an 

important skill for any educator.  
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Another component of the core disciplines is shared vision. Senge (1990) 

describes shared vision as a picture of the future that fosters “genuine commitment and 

enrollment rather than compliance” (p. 9). Through its ability to create a common 

identity, shared vision is a powerful locus for learning that cultivates risk taking. 

However, the challenges of building a shared vision are many. These challenges include 

thinking in the long-term and perceiving the truth regarding the gap between the vision 

and current reality (Senge, 1990). Building a shared vision also requires a dedicated 

leader who can act as a facilitator and “guardian” of the vision. Michael Fullan (2001) 

zeroed in on the ideas and theories surrounding the role of leadership in change, and 

indentified five themes common to effective leaders. They are: attending to a broader 

moral purpose, keeping on top of the change process, cultivating relationships, sharing 

knowledge, and creating a vision and context for continued success.   

The fourth core discipline of change theory is team learning. Team learning 

begins with dialogue (Senge, 1990). Senge (1990) defines dialogue as “the capacity of 

members of a team to suspend assumptions” and think together (p. 10). To this end 

participants must be aware of how and why they interact as they do. In addition to 

dialogue, teams must also master the practice of discussion (Senge, 1990). Whereas 

dialogue requires participants to suspend their assumptions, discussion requires them to 

present and defend their point of view in order to come to a decision that will move the 

vision forward (Senge, 1990). The fifth and final discipline of change theory is systems 

thinking. Systems thinking is “a conceptual framework” (p. 7) that serves to integrate the 
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core disciplines through an exposure of the relationships that encourage and hinder 

change. 

Drawing on Senge’s research, Michael Fullan applied systems thinking to the 

process of educational change. In Change Forces (1993), he analyzes what is known 

about successful examples of change within the education system and identifies strategies 

for its implementation. Fullan also considers the moral and ethical concerns that 

accompany change on an institutional level. According to Fullan (1993) teaching carries 

with it a moral responsibility or “commitment to inquiry, knowledge, competence, caring, 

freedom, well-being, and social justice” (p. 9). To this effect, educators are agents of 

change. Fullan (1993) describes change agents as being “self-conscious about the nature 

of change and the change process” (p. 12). This is based upon the core disciplines of 

personal mastery and mental models. Furthermore, becoming an agent of change 

necessitates the realization of new skills, behaviors, and beliefs, the attainment of which 

occurs over time (Fullan, 1993). Because “change is non-linear, loaded with uncertainty, 

and sometimes perverse,” time is the biggest obstacle to change (Fullan, 1993, p. 24).  

SUMMARY  

In this chapter I have highlighted the information I believe helpful for the reader 

to understand both the impetus for my study and its place in the field of museum 

education.  Docents, as both educators and a museum audience, represent the public face 

of the museum; therefore, it is critical that the experiences they facilitate support the 

institution’s educational mission. However, as a review of the literature has 
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demonstrated, practice and theory often do not align. By understanding what has come 

before, what is, and the reasons for this disparity, I hope to provide some insight into how 

museum educators can cultivate a more visitor-centered practice within their institutions.  
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 

 
Qualitative research studies are classified according to their purpose, process, 

product, and the role of the researcher (Merriam, 2009). The purpose of qualitative 

research is to seek understanding, particularly an understanding of the ways in which 

people make sense of and interpret their lived experiences (Merriam, 2009). The process 

is, therefore, inductive, meaning that the researcher, through the course of his or her 

investigation, moves from the specific to the general. This often results in a product that 

is richly descriptive, a characteristic well suited to the purpose of this study. Finally, the 

researcher in a qualitative research study acts as the primary instrument of both data 

collection and data analysis. However, these characteristics describe a myriad of 

methodological approaches—each with their own unique qualities—that fall under the 

umbrella term qualitative research.  

How then is a researcher to decide which methodology best supports her or his 

investigation? To be useful, the study should correspond to the type(s) of question(s) the 

researcher is seeking to answer. This study seeks to understand how the organizational 

policies and practices at the Columbus Museum of Art nurture a docent corps whose 

gallery practice, through collaborative dialogues and inquiry-based teaching methods, is 

rooted in audience engagement. For “how” and “why” questions, many researchers 

recommend the use of a case study (Cresswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2014). 

Cresswell (2007) defines case study research as a “qualitative approach in which the 
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investigator explores a bounded system (a case)…over time, through detailed, in-depth 

data collection involving multiple sources of information” (p. 73). In this study the 

bounded system, or unit of analysis, is a phenomenon: the change to and continuation of 

an interactive touring model within the Columbus Museum of Art’s docent program. As a 

research method, case study provides me with a framework within which I can 

thoroughly investigate this complex social unit, whose multiple variables each carry 

“potential importance in understanding” (Merriam, 2009, p. 50) not only how change 

occurred, but also was sustained.  

Another reason I decided that a case study was the most appropriate 

methodological approach to support my inquiry is because case studies emphasize 

relationships and processes (Denscombe, 2010). As previously stated, the Columbus 

Museum of Art’s Docent Program is a complex social unit consisting of multiple people 

and courses of action. By looking at the case holistically and accounting for these 

variables through a variety of sources and methods (web-based questionnaire, interviews, 

documentation, and observations) I hoped to discover how they interact. The remainder 

of this chapter is devoted to an exploration of those people and procedures that made up 

my study.   

SELECTING A SITE AND A SAMPLE  

My research took place at the Columbus Museum of Art (CMA), a mid-sized 

institution located in the heart of Columbus, Ohio. The CMA is committed to the creation 

of an organization that recognizes and treats its human resources as partners in learning. 
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This commitment, embraced throughout the institution—from the director to the docent 

corps—led me to choose the CMA as my site of study. I received approval from the 

CMA on January 27, 2015 (see Appendix A for site approval letter).  

I started investigating the CMA after I was introduced to the writings of Barbara 

Sweney, former Educator for School and Docent Programs at the CMA, whose views on 

docents and their role in the museum I outlined in Chapter 2. I found that I strongly 

connected with Sweney’s advocacy of the docent as an essential and active element of the 

museum learning experience, and desired to know more about the CMA docents and the 

nature of their interactions with the public. At the 2014 National Art Education 

Association (NAEA) conference in San Diego, I met Cindy Foley, Director of the 

Department of Learning and Experience and Executive Assistant Director of the CMA. 

That encounter led to an internship, and for two months during the summer of 2014 I 

worked and learned alongside the CMA’s Docent Programs Manager, Stephanie Samara.  

As the docent programs intern, I primarily assisted Stephanie in day-to-day 

administrative duties. However, I also found myself faced with an opportunity to get to 

know quite well the members of the docent corps. In addition to observing their tours, I 

worked closely with the editor of the docent blog in an effort to make the site more user-

friendly and contributed to discussions of presentation proposals for the upcoming 

National Docent Symposium (NDS).  My time at the CMA left me with a high level of 

esteem for the organization, its staff, and its volunteers. Because case studies are 

particularly suited to examining the human experience in all its complexities, I chose to 

embrace this connection throughout the study. However, as a researcher, I was also aware 



 37 

of the vulnerability of my position and strove to maintain an intellectual distance during 

the collection and analysis of my data.   

The participants of this study included the active members of the CMA’s docent 

corps, as well as several current and former staff members responsible for docent 

education and engagement. While I extended the invitation to participate in the online 

survey to all 112 active members of the docent corps, I only asked nine to take part in a 

follow-up interview. Of the 15 individuals (including six staff members) with whom I 

requested an interview, four declined. I chose interviewees according to the practice of 

purposeful or nonprobability sampling. Nonprobability sampling is “based on the 

assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and 

therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

77). Therefore, I decided to interview staff members involved in instituting and 

sustaining the change in touring practice, as well as members of the current docent 

leadership responsible for maintaining communication between the museum and the 

corps. However, I was also curious as to how change was perceived by the docent corps 

at large. To this end, I relied on the Docent Programs Manager to help me identify three 

to five docents who were capable and willing to reflect on their touring practice and 

experiences at the CMA.  This process in which I located a key participant and asked her 

for references is known as network sampling (Merriam, 2009).  
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DATA COLLECTION  

In a case study, the most common sources of data collection are interviews, 

observations, and documents (Denscombe, 2010; Merriam, 2009; Yin 2014). Keeping in 

mind the purpose of my study and wishing to create as holistic an account as possible, I 

chose to employ all three methods of data collection, as well as an online survey.  

Prior to the interviews, I invited each of the 112 active docents to complete an 

online survey, The Teaching Perspectives Inventory (see Appendix B for the invitation to 

participate in the online survey). I used the survey results to determine the dominant 

teaching perspective among CMA docents. These results provide me with a source of 

data, free from researcher bias, against which I could evaluate the information obtained 

from the field observations, interviews, and documents collected during my study.  They 

also served to validate the assumption upon which this study rests, that is the CMA and 

its docent corps not only promotes, but also actively practices a model of touring that 

honors and includes the visitor in the gallery experience. 

The survey, located at /www.teachingperspectives.com/tpi/, consists of a 45-item, 

5-point scale inventory that measures the user’s orientation to teaching. Scores are 

categorized according to five possible perspectives—Transmission, Apprenticeship, 

Developmental, Nurturing, and Social Reform—that are translated into statements related 

to the user’s “actions, intentions, and beliefs about learning, teaching, and knowledge” 

(Pratt, Collins, & Selinger, 2001, p. 1) These perspectives are not considered good or bad, 

as “excellent forms of teaching can occur within each” (Pratt et al., 2001, p. 2). 

Statements regarding an educator’s actions (what you do) and intentions (what you try to 
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accomplish) are scored on a 5-point frequency scale ranging from “Never” to “Always,” 

while items pertaining to belief (what you believe) are scored on a 5-point scale of 

“Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree” (Pratt et al., 2001). The current version of the 

TPI went live on the web in August 2001 (Collins & Pratt, 2010).   

According to the summaries of the five teaching perspectives provided by Pratt, 

Collins, and Jarvis-Selinger (2001), educators with a transmission based orientation 

towards instruction value commitment to content as the hallmark of effective teaching 

(Pratt et al., 2001). Those who align with the apprenticeship model define effective 

teaching as “a process of enculturating students into a set of social norms and ways of 

working” (Pratt et al., 2001, p. 3). A developmental oriented educator believes that 

“effective teaching must be planned and conducted ‘from the learner’s point of view’” 

(Pratt et al., 2001, p. 3). Effecting teaching for those who ascribe to a nurturing 

orientation assumes “that long-term, hard, persistent effort to achieve comes from the 

heart, as well as the head” (Pratt et al., 2001, p. 3). Finally, those who fall into the 

category of social reform see effective teaching as a way “to change society in 

substantive ways” (Pratt et al., 2001, p. 3). In studying the results of their survey, Pratt, 

Collins, and Jarvis-Selinger (2001) discovered that  

respondents commonly possess one and sometimes two dominant perspectives; 
that is, perspectives with scores one standard deviation or more above their 
personal mean—the mean of all five of their TPI scores. They also commonly 
hold one perspective as ‘recessive,’ a score which is one or more standard 
deviations below their personal mean. (p. 5)  
 

In addition, they also found a significant correlation between the participants’ scores and 

their self-identification with the orientation’s descriptions.  
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 However, using a web-based questionnaire also has its limitations. It can be 

considered frustrating for respondents, especially those with a low level of computer 

literacy, and, therefore, deters participation (Denscombe, 2010). One reason for 

frustration as expressed by the participants in my study was the inability by some users to 

access the survey. Fearing this, I provided each subject with my email address so that I 

might assist in troubleshooting. Several subjects also expressed their difficulty in 

answering those statements pertaining more specifically to classroom instruction (e.g., 

“My job is to present content and to prepare people for examinations”). While the TPI 

was originally designed for teachers operating in adult and higher education it has, over 

the past ten years, been used by educators working in a variety of contexts (Collins & 

Pratt, 2010) and has continued to prove itself reliable as an indicator of the user’s 

philosophy on education.  

 The second tool I used was interviews. Interviewing enables the researcher to 

enter into another’s perspective. Because “we cannot observe behaviors that took place at 

some previous point in time” or the meanings that people “attach to what goes on in the 

world” we have to ask (Patton 2002, as cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 88). When I decided to 

utilize interviews as a method of data collection, I knew I wanted the interviews to feel 

conversational while still eliciting specific information from my participants. Therefore, 

based upon the following characteristics, I concluded that a semi-structured interview 

would be most appropriate. Merriam (2009) describes a semi-structured interview as 

including “a mix of more and less structured interview questions” (p. 89), which may be 

modified in both wording and order. However, despite the flexibility of this format 
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specific data still is required from all respondents making the “largest part of the 

interview guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored” (Merriam, 2009, p. 89) 

(see Appendix B for the list of interview questions I used). Thus, a semi-structured 

interview is both conversational in style and information driven.  

In these interviews, I sought to develop a rich understanding of participants’ 

perceptions regarding the CMA’s docent program. When developing questions for the 

interview, I strove to create opportunities in which interviewees could answer with a 

firsthand narrative account. I created these opportunities by posing open-ended questions, 

asking for clarification and adjusting the questions based on the respondent’s situation, 

and listening attentively (Yin, 2014). At the start of each interview, I reviewed the 

purpose of the study and asked each individual to sign a release form (see Appendix D). 

In this form I provided participants with the option to use a pseudonym; all declined.  

Additionally, I audio-recorded and transcribed each interview.  

Another data collection tool I utilized was documentation which, according to 

Merriam (2009), may include “just about anything in existence prior to the research at 

hand” (pp. 139-40). I found the documents cited in this study in the files of the Docent 

Programs Manager. They concern the education of continuing and incoming docent 

classes. By analyzing the various syllabi, course evaluations, handbooks, observational 

rubrics, required readings, and recruitment posts, I was able to deduce the aims and 

methods of docent education since the early 2000s. I also consulted a history of the CMA 

Docent Program written by the docents in cooperation with the institution. In gathering 

this evidence, I was careful to ascertain the author, place, and date of writing. These 
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details combined with the document’s contents allowed me to assess the purpose of the 

document’s production. As a method of data collection documents present unique 

challenges. For instance, the samples collected by the researcher may be 

unrepresentative, incomplete, or incongruent with other sources of data. However, this 

method also has its strengths. Documents are products “of the context in which they were 

produced” (Merriam, 2009, p. 156), therefore, this type of data may be considered 

“objective” as it is not altered by the presence of the researcher. Documents can also 

provide the researcher with descriptive information “that would take an investigator 

enormous time and effort to gather” (Merriam, 2009, p. 155).  

My final method of data collection was field observations. Because observations 

are based on what people do rather than what they say or think they do (Denscombe, 

2010), they serve to corroborate, in this case, the touring practices and teaching 

perspectives described by the research subjects. During my internship, I observed 10 

docent-led tours. Prior to the tour, I asked each docent whether or not I could shadow 

their group. I only accompanied those who consented. Each tour lasted approximately 50 

minutes. The groups consisted primarily of children enrolled in summer camps and other 

recreational programs. My role during these occasions may be most aptly classified as 

that of an observer as participant, meaning that I was first and foremost an observer to 

the interactions that took place (Merriam, 2009). I recorded my observations and 

impressions in a field notebook immediately following the tour.  
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DATA ANALYSIS  

Data analysis is the process of making meaning, meanings that then constitute the 

findings of a study (Merriam, 2009). It is also inductive, meaning that analysis began 

with the first document I discovered in the museum’s files and continued throughout the 

course of my investigation. Therefore, my understanding of the phenomenon continued to 

evolve as I gathered more information. 

I analyzed this information through the process of explanation building. 

Explanation building is a type of pattern matching in which a phenomenon is explained 

by a set of causal links that are often difficult to measure, and clarify how or why 

something has happened (Yin, 2014). The first step in explanation building is identifying 

an observable change (Yin, 2014). In this study, the change I observed was the CMA’s 

transition from a lecture- to a visitor-based model of gallery touring, and, perhaps more 

importantly, its continued implementation. The researcher then makes an initial 

explanatory proposition regarding the phenomenon in question. I proposed that the 

institutional culture found at the CMA was fundamental to the implementation and 

continuation of a visitor-centered touring practice. The second step of explanation 

building is to compare the findings against the proposition (Yin, 2014). Therefore, when I 

set out to code my data, I began by developing a set of themes. I extrapolated these 

themes from my initial research question and explanatory proposition. They are: training, 

touring, guiding principles, reflecting on change, and recruitment. 
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ESTABLISHING VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY  

Unlike quantitative research that focuses on questions of “how many” or “how 

often,” qualitative research seeks to understand “people’s constructions of reality – how 

they understand the world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 214). However, meaning is not stable and, 

therefore, not easily measured. Instead, the rigor of a qualitative study lies with the 

researcher’s presentation and interpretation of the data. Merriam (2009) suggests several 

methods to increase both the validity and reliability of one’s study.  

One strategy is triangulation. Triangulation facilitates the validation of data by 

cross-referencing multiple methods of data collection or data sources. In this study, I 

utilized interviews, an online survey, field observations, and archival documentation as 

methods of data collection, which I analyzed for points of concurrence. Additionally, the 

same individuals appear in at least two of the data sets, enabling me to assess my findings 

across both method and source. For example, by requesting that the interviewees 

complete The Teaching Perspectives Inventory before the interview I was able to 

compare their self-description with their survey scores. Another tool Merriam (2009) 

recommends is reflexivity; reflexivity explains the investigator’s “biases, dispositions, 

and assumptions regarding the research” (p. 219). This practice makes transparent the 

ways in which the “researcher’s values and expectations influence the conduct and 

conclusions of the study” (Merriam, 2009, pp. 220). In Chapter 1, I outlined my beliefs 

and actions as an educator in an effort to make the thinking that guided my research 

practice evident to the reader. I also disclosed my prior relationship with the CMA and 

discussed its impact on my role as a researcher. Finally, because understanding is the 
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primary rationale for investigation in a qualitative research study, the researcher must 

“provide the reader with “enough detail to show that the author’s conclusion ‘makes 

sense’ ” (Firestone, 1987, p. 19 as cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 210). This rich, thick 

description makes it possible for generalizations to occur by providing the reader with 

enough detail to determine its similarity to others of its type (Denscombe, 2010).  

LIMITATIONS  

Since this research deals with change, it is also important to understand the 

limitations inherent in such a study. In “Longitudinal Field Research on Change: Theory 

and Practice,” researcher Andrew Pettigrew (1990) discusses the limitations of 

conducting a study on change in organizational settings. His methodology rests on the 

belief that “theoretically sound and practically useful research on change should explore 

the contexts, content, and process of change together with their interconnection through 

time” (Pettigrew, 1990, p. 268). Because change does not always occur in a linear fashion 

the challenge lies in linking these two areas. The change from a lecture-based to a visitor-

centered touring model at the CMA did not happen overnight. It took time. As will 

become evident, the inclination towards a more visitor-centered practice began to emerge 

in the 1990s. As a researcher, my challenge lies in contextualizing the change. This 

theory of contextualism strongly aligns with Peter Senge’s (1990) research on change 

theory, which also characterizes change as a process that exists in multiple dimensions. 

Senge’s research on change—explored in Chapter 2—is critical to both a 

contextualization of the CMA’s institutional culture and an understanding of why this 
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culture is crucial to the institution’s ability to enact and sustain change on a long term 

scale. 

SUMMARY  

In this chapter I explained the methodology—qualitative case study—that guided 

my research. I examined my rationale for choosing the docents of the Columbus Museum 

of Art as my unit of study, as well as the tools I utilized to collect data. In addition, I 

addressed issues of validity and the steps I took to ensure the rigor of this study. In the 

next two chapters I move from a descriptive to an interpretive analysis of my data in an 

effort to explain what these findings suggest about the case and for the field.  
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Chapter 4:  Data Analysis 

 
In this chapter I describe the survey results, interviews, observations, and 

documents I gathered during the course of my research. I organized the data into five 

overarching categories: training, touring, guiding principles, reflecting on change, and 

recruitment. I derived the first three categories from my research question and 

explanatory proposition (see Chapter 3), while the last two arose during data analysis. At 

least two different methods of data collection support each category. However, before I 

delve into a description of the findings it is important that I introduce the Columbus 

Museum of Art’s docent program in terms of its (a) early history and place within the 

institution, and (b) organizational structure.  

INTRODUCING THE CMA DOCENTS  

In one form or another, docents have been a fixture at the Columbus Museum of 

Art since 1931, when the museum’s governing board approved the hiring of “Miss 

Constance Smith at a Salary [sic] of $50 to be a Docent for the gallery” (Sweney, 2003, 

p. 175). Two years later, in 1933, the museum adopted the practice of using volunteers as 

guides. The first of these volunteers arrived in 1933 from the local Junior League who, 

with the assistance of Director Philip R. Adams and Curator Edmund K. Kuehn, planned 

and executed programs for children at the museum. These early programs consisted of 

entertainment in the form of puppet shows, movies, and plays, immediately followed by a 

tour of the galleries. Such programs proved extremely popular and, in 1939, the museum 
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expanded its reach when the staff entered into a partnership with the Columbus Public 

School system, a relationship that has continued unabated for over seven decades. In the 

first year, approximately 200 fifth- and sixth-graders visited the museum each week. 

These hour-long sessions began with an art-making demonstration led by the faculty of 

the Columbus Art School, and ended with a docent-led tour. The tours emphasized “the 

relationship between objects in the collection and the history and other subjects the 

students” were studying in school (Corbitt, Lowther, & Siegle, 2006, p. 11). As demand 

for programming grew, so too did efforts to expand the museum’s small gallery staff. 

Soon, volunteers were being recruited from outside the league, with a large showing 

made by the nearby Columbus Art School. Today, the Columbus Museum of Art 

continues to attract a large number of applicants interested in joining “one of the most 

dedicated and passionate groups of volunteers in central Ohio” (Columbus Museum of 

Art, 2014).  

As a program devoted specifically to museum learning, administration of the 

docent corps falls under the purview of the Department of Learning and Experience, of 

which, the Director, Cindy Foley, is also the Executive Assistant Director of the CMA 

(Figure 1). (Foley’s position is a combination that is not only highly unusual3, but also an 

important factor in understanding how the museum was able to so successfully 

institutionalize a visitor-centered approach to learning.) However, direct supervision of 

                                                
3 Traditionally, museum leadership and management positions, especially the role of museum director, tend 
to be filled by individuals who are “curators first” (“Onwards and Upwards,” 2015, para. 5).  
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the program is the responsibility of the Docent Programs Manager who, in turn, is 

overseen by the Manager of Schools, Teachers, and Docents.  
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 Figure 1: CMA Organizational Chart   
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Figure 2: CMA Docent Corps Organizational Chart  
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The structure that characterizes the modern docent program began to coalesce in 

the early 1970s. The Docent Corps (Figure 2) is made up of active docents, docent 

candidates, and docent alums. However, only an active docent can be a member of the 

Docent Committee. In addition to completing the Docent Candidate education program, 

active docents must: maintain a Columbus Museum of Art membership, pay annual dues, 

commit to “facilitating tours using the method…designated by the Docent Committee” 

(Columbus Museum of Art Docent Policy Statement, 2013, p. 3) and the Docent 

Programs Manager, receive satisfactory evaluations by the Docent Programs Manager, 

and fulfill “the required number of touring credits and continuing education sessions 

designated in the Docent Policy Statement” (Columbus Museum of Art Docent Policy 

Statement, 2013, p. 3).  

As the governing body of the docent program, the Docent Committee meets 

regularly with the Docent Programs Manager and acts as a liaison between the docents 

and CMA staff. The group includes the five members of the Docent Executive 

Committee, the Docent Chairperson, the Docent Chairperson-Elect, the Docent 

Committee Advisor, the Treasurer of the Docent Fund, and the Secretary, as well as 

representatives from each additional area of responsibility. These are: the Editor of The 

Column4, Blog Administrator, Archivist, Chairperson of Docent Resources and Docent 

Room, Chairperson of Docent Travel, Chairperson of Docent Social, Chairperson of 

Docents-in-the-Schools (DIS), Chairperson of Speakers Bureau, Chairperson of Study 

Groups, and Chairpersons for Specialty Tours, and Team Leaders.  

                                                
4 The Column is a newsletter written, edited, and published by the Columbus Museum of Art docents. 
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The Docent Chairperson position is a three-year commitment, with the elected 

representative also serving for one year each as the Chairperson-Elect and the Docent 

Committee Advisor. As a guide, supervisor, and representative of the docent program, the 

Docent Chairperson can be an instrumental force in shaping the future of docent 

education at the museum. Along with the Docent Programs Manager, she or he is charged 

with interviewing prospective docent candidates, planning recruitment sessions, and, 

when possible, attending professional conferences such as the National Docent 

Symposium. Many docent chairs take their role as leader, liaison, and cheerleader very 

seriously. In addition to marshalling recognition for the docents’ contributions to the 

museum, Pam Workman, 1999-2000 Docent Chairperson, is quoted in Lasting 

Impressions: A History of the Docent Program at the Columbus Museum of Art as saying 

that “her principal focus was to ‘humanize’ the process between the docents and the 

Museum. She felt it was important for the docents and the CMA staff to work as a well-

coordinated team” (Corbitt et al., 2006, p. 49). Both the Docent Chairperson-Elect and 

the Docent Committee Advisor assist the Docent Chairperson in his or her duties. The 

final two members of the Docent Executive Committee are the Treasurer and the 

Secretary. The Treasurer manages the CMA Docent budget, while the Secretary is 

responsible for recording the activities and actions of the Docent Committee.  

The docent corps is organized according to a system of teams. Teams are named 

according to the time and day of the week docents commit to touring. There are five 

teams: Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, and Evening/Weekend. Each team is 

headed by a Team Leader whose responsibilities include: addressing docent concerns 
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within the team, collecting dues, and reviewing the monthly on-line touring calendar for 

scheduling problems.  

DOCENT TRAINING  

A docent’s initial training often has a profound and lasting influence on his or her 

gallery practice. Therefore, an exploration of the structure, content, and teaching methods 

employed in the docent training program at the Columbus Museum of Art is essential to 

understanding the transition from a lecture-based to a visitor-centered model of touring. 

The evidence presented in the following section includes course syllabi for both new and 

continuing education, evaluation forms, required reading lists, tour observation rubrics, 

and CMA docent tour workbooks, and is supported by interviews with docents and CMA 

staff, as well as selections from Lasting Impressions: A History of the Docent Program at 

the Columbus Museum of Art (Corbitt et al., 2006)5. 

The CMA officially established a department of education in 1966. The following 

year, museum staff inaugurated the first “modern-era” docent training class. The class 

met for two hours a week over the course of nine months, and included presentations by 

“experts in the field” (Corbitt et al., 2006, p. 24), research papers, and exams as a part of 

the curriculum. A member of this first class, Rosie Joyce, wrote about her experience that  

one look at the enormous textbook, one glimpse of the horrendous reading 
assignments therein, not to mention the Bibliography for Outside Reading, 
foretold a grim future for the dilettante student. And woe to the lass who thought 
she could skim: the first quiz (remember the Blue Books?), and later the first term 

                                                
5 Lasting Impressions: A History of the Docent Program at the Columbus Museum of Art is a  museum 
publication written and researched by the CMA docents.  
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paper dispelled any lingering doubts. We were in business…the learning business. 
(Corbitt et al., 2006, p. 16)  
 

More than 70 docents would complete the course that year and go on to tour for a 

minimum of two years. Following the initial nine months of training, docents continued 

to attend museum-sponsored lectures as a part of their continuing education. The training 

structure developed during this time would endure until 2002.  

In the 1970s, CMA educators began to rethink their intentions regarding visitor 

engagement. In Lasting Impressions, Marilyn Scanlan, the 1974-75 Docent Chairperson, 

revealed that 

members of the gallery education staff “were anxious to get the docents to stop 
‘lecturing’ and to begin to involve the participants through inquiry and dialogue. 
They were very much into improvisation and wanted the ‘docent ladies’ to 
‘lighten up.’” (Corbitt et al., 2006, p. 29) 
 

Educators at the CMA were far from alone in this sentiment. All across the nation, 

museum educators experimented with incorporating improvisational theater and 

movement techniques into their touring practice (see Chapter 2). However, in an 

interview I conducted with Harry Laufman, a member of the 1983 docent class, it is 

apparent that that intention did not translate into action, and that inconsistencies between 

the training models used by docent educators and the expectations those educators held 

for a docent’s gallery practice remained. When I asked Harry to describe his initial 

training, he recalled that 

It was just straight up academic lecture. We had tests, too. They were tests just 
like you’d get in art history class, you know, a slide or two slides and then some 



 56 

questions about them. They were straight up who, what, when, name of the guy, 
what was the period, and so forth.6 
 

Harry further reported that these lectures were usually given by a graduate student or 

faculty member from The Ohio State University (OSU). Docent training at the CMA 

would continue to follow this model until 2002. Despite this disjuncture, Carole, a 

member of the 1998 docent class, fondly recalled the time she spent training under art 

historian and museum educator Jeanette Knowles: “I called her the siren of art. She’d be 

up there on the stage and she would just tell us about art and we would just be 

swooning.” These lectures were followed by written assignments and examinations in 

which Jeanette “would show the slides like in art history class [and] we would identify 

the paintings.”  

July 1998-2007  

Early training under Barbara Sweney (1998-2007) remained similarly 

incongruous. It continued to emphasize the dissemination of information, not touring 

practice. Furthermore, interactivity, as a desirable practice in the galleries, was not 

modeled and rarely taught. The 1998/1999 Docent Training Schedule for continuing 

education revealed that out of the 17 sessions for weekday docents, three were devoted to 

practice, while in the 12 sessions for Evening/Weekend docents not one mentioned 

touring. Numbers for the following year were even lower. Of the 17 scheduled continuing 

                                                
6 Unless otherwise specified, all quotes are taken from the interviews I conducted on the following dates: 
Wendy Johnson, March 12, 2015; Stephanie Samara, March 15, 2015; Anne Peterson, March 13, 2015; 
Carol Wolfenbarger, March 13, 2015; Carole Dale, March 13, 2015; Amanda Kepner, March 13, 2015; 
Sheryl Ellcessor, March 13, 2015; Robert Bernard, March 14, 2015; Harry Laufman, March 14, 2015; 
Samantha Allen, March 14, 2015; Rachel Trinkley, May 14, 2015.  
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education classes for weekday docents, only two were committed to gallery practice. The 

remaining sessions were curator-led lectures. 

Successful docent applicants enrolled in a five-week introduction to art criticism. 

According to the course syllabus from May 2005, candidates would participate in 

“teacher-directed discussions” of contemporary American art and “critically analyze 

writings” by American art critic and art educator Terry Barrett. His book, Criticizing Art: 

Understanding the Contemporary (1994) was one of two required texts for the year. 

Stated course objectives were:  

Participants will be better able to think critically about, understand and appreciate 
the diversity of contemporary American art, and express themselves more clearly 
and persuasively when talking and writing about art. 
 
Participants will understand the nature of art criticism and be better able to 
critically read published criticism.  
 
Participants will gain confidence in their ability to engage in informed criticism of 
the art of their times.  
 
Participants will be better able to assume a variety of critical stances toward art, 
such as feminist, socially activist, and multi-cultural perspectives.  
 
Participants will be better able to listen to others’ views about art and to respond 
to them in a critical and kind way as well as tolerate differences concerning values 
about contemporary art in American society.  
 

Though it includes important aspects of a visitor-centered tour, such as clear speech and 

sympathetic listening, Sweney’s course description reads more like that of a graduate 

level university seminar than an introduction to touring at the Columbus Museum of Art. 

Sweney taught a course on art criticism at The Ohio State University (OSU) under the 

direction of her dissertation advisor Terry Barrett. She noted in her dissertation, Student 
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Learning in an Art Museum: A Study of Docent-led Tours and Changes in Docent 

Training to Improve Visitor’s Experiences (2003), that the class she instituted in training 

new docent candidates was in actuality “an abbreviated five-week version of this 

university course” (p. 12).   

  Following this crash course in critical interpretation, Sweney assigned docent 

candidates selections from Volume 2 of Marilyn Stokstad’s Art History and dismissed 

them for the summer. Classes resumed in September and ran through May. The 35 

sessions listed on the 2002-20037 syllabus included: 16 art history lectures led by the 

museum’s curatorial staff, three of which focused on the museum’s permanent collection, 

eight sessions devoted to the nuts and bolts of touring, and two studio demonstrations. 

The numbers from the 2005-2006 new docent training syllabus read similarly. Of the 36 

scheduled classes, 19 were dedicated to art history lectures, of which four were given on 

the permanent collection, eight to touring, and two to studio demonstrations. Not 

including the days for which I cannot account, approximately 50% of the year was 

devoted to lectures on art history, twice the number of those spent introducing and 

practicing interactive touring techniques.  

Perhaps an explanation for this disjuncture can be found in the recollections of 

Carol, a member of the 2000 docent class:  

I think what Barbara Sweney was doing was just what had been past history here. 
Even though her approach to docent training was pretty open-ended, I believe that 
she understood that she was dealing with a cadre of people who had been trained 

                                                
7 According to Sweney (2003), “the 2002-2003 Docent Candidate class followed a different format than the 
previous classes I instructed. The training now takes 13 months and includes an accelerated course in art 
criticism, several sessions on museum learning, as well as training on touring techniques and opportunities 
for practice touring” (p. 398).  
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differently, who had written the research papers [and] who thought our role was to 
impart art history; was to be the sage on the stage.  
 

A 2005-2006 continuing education training schedule supports Carol’s supposition. Of the 

13 scheduled classes, ten and a half were devoted to exhibition lectures, while only one 

and a half discussed touring. In the sessions that included content on touring, docents 

explored the newest edition of the docent tour workbook, opportunities to relate old tours 

to new installations, and touring strategies for people who are visually impaired.  

The Columbus Museum of Art Docent Tour Workbook was an annual publication 

developed by Barbara Sweney “in cooperation with the CMA Docents” (Columbus 

Museum of Art, 2002). The first two pages of each issue include a table of contents and a 

preface in which Sweney outlined the education department’s touring philosophy and 

offered suggestions for how the workbook should be utilized. Aside from minor 

variations in language, Sweney’s introduction to the first five editions is, essentially, the 

same (Appendix E).  “It is our intention,” she wrote,  

to make each tour an authentic learning experience for our visitors. It is widely 
accepted that people learn by connecting a current experience (a tour) to their own 
prior knowledge and experience. Helping visitors make these connections assures 
that they leave with a sense of understanding, recognition and connection that will 
empower them to return to the Museum. (Columbus Museum of Art, 2002, p. 1) 
 

However, in the preface to the final edition, there are two important departures. First, 

Sweney acknowledged the agency of the docent in terms of the power he or she has in the 

galleries: “You, as a docent engaged in conversation with visitors and the art, shape a 

particular tour experience.” Second, she explicitly addressed the role of information in 

touring:  
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Perhaps you are concerned that sometimes we may forget to emphasize 
information as an element of a tour. But if you will check the yearly docent 
professional development schedule, you will find that we spend at least two-thirds 
of our time listening to CMA curators, guest curators, art historians, and critics. 
Even when teaching a process such as ARTful reading it is important to be able to 
initiate a conversation or stimulate further discussion by adding “information.”  
 
On the pages following Sweney’s introduction, docents found worksheets for 

each of the year’s most popular thematic tours. Information for each tour is laid out 

across two adjacent pages. On the left-hand side is two columns: one for key concepts 

and one for essential and guiding questions. Below these columns are reflection questions 

and relevant vocabulary. On the next page, another two columns address possible 

answers to the questions and examples of art within the CMA collection. In the preface, 

Sweney noted that the examples and answers suggested in the workbooks were “offered 

for demonstration purposes only” (Columbus Museum of Art, 2002, p. 1). Tours included 

in the 2002-2003 docent tour workbook are: Eye Spy Tour: Art and Community (pp. 2-

3), Symphonic Poem: The Art of Aminah Robinson8 (pp. 4-5), K-2 Tour: Building Blocks 

of Art (pp. 6-7), ARTful Reading (pp. 8-9), General Tour: An Introduction to the 

Columbus Museum of Art Collections (pp. 10-11), and New York Photo League (pp. 12-

13).  

The final page of each workbook (Figure 3) outlines “three elements that can help 

ensure that a docent-facilitated tour is a learning experience” (Columbus Museum of Art, 

2002, p. 14). Sweney derived these three elements—making connections, personalizing 

every tour, and reflecting on the experience—from a presentation, Five Elements of 

                                                
8 Symphonic Poem: The Art of Aminah Robinson was a retrospective exhibition organized by the Columbus 
Museum of Art in 2002.  
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Active Learning Experiences in Museums, given by Shari Tishman9 at the National Art 

Education Association (NAEA) in 1999 (Columbus Museum of Art, 2002). However, in 

the final edition of the docent tour workbook Sweney moved this page from its usual 

place at the back of the workbook to the page following her introduction. According to 

Sweney, this move was made in order to draw attention to the museum’s “‘constructivist’ 

approach to learning on a tour,” an approach that was often lost amidst more traditional 

concerns.  Overall, the information presented in these volumes appears to contradict the 

docent training model employed by Sweney, a model that is, according to the literature, 

also at odds with Sweney’s own philosophy on education.  

                                                
9 Shari Tishman is a Lecturer at the Harvard Graduate School of Education and a Senior Research 
Associate for Harvard Project Zero.  
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 Figure 3: Building an Authentic Learning Experience on a CMA Tour 
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The last piece of evidence that I collected concerning the class of 2002-2003 was 

a year-end training evaluation. On a scale of one to six, docents rated the course in terms 

of content, as well as use value of written assignments, mentor assistance, and observing 

active docents on tours. Docents were also asked to rate their feelings of preparedness in 

relation to being an “effective docent.”  In the final two questions, Sweney solicited 

suggestions for continuing education and future docent training class topics.  

2009-2014  

By 2009, the trajectory of docent education had shifted radically. Under the 

administration of Cindy Foley, Executive Assistant Director and Director of Learning and 

Experience (2006-present), and Rachel Trinkley, former Assistant Director of Education 

for Schools, Teachers and Docents (2008-2014), training continued within the traditional 

nine-month school year. From September until the end of May, docent candidates met 

biweekly at the CMA where they were immersed in the theory and practice of museum 

education; this was museum education, not art history. Needless to say, the change was 

momentous. 

CMA docent Harry recalled that the transition was first noticeable in how the 

docents’ education started to change in terms of content and context. When I analyzed the 

docent training syllabus from 2009-2010 it revealed that, at the very least, a numerical 

balance had been achieved between seminars on best practice and learning theories, and 

lectures on art history. In the classes devoted to practice, docent candidates explored 

topics such as child development, age appropriate teaching, and the art of questioning.  
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During the interviews I conducted with docents from this class, two of the three 

recalled feeling surprised by the program of study. Wendy shared that,   

[when I] began the docent program, I think there was a part of me that thought 
people will teach me five or six things to say about each work of art and I will 
stand in front of them and say it. I didn’t realize it would be a conversational 
approach, but [was] pleasantly surprised. 
 

Anne responded similarly. She stated that,  

when I imagined being a docent I thought I was gonna stand in front of groups of 
people and I was gonna talk about art and lecture and so on, but it became 
apparent that was not the way things were going to be. 
 

Indeed, it was not. Sheryl, the third docent I interviewed from the class of 2009-2010, 

shared this about the course’s curriculum:  

Everything we went through in that program gave us one, basic art history 
information, which was good. So we had the basic knowledge of art history to 
start with and then tools to facilitate those discussions in the museum; sometimes, 
throwing in tidbits of that art history information. Obviously, that helps you frame 
your discussion better, but it wasn’t the crux of any of the discussions. I really felt 
like the modeling we did, the discussions in the galleries, the tools that we went 
through to really learn how to talk about art with people were the things that I 
took out of that training.  
 

Another aspect of the training process Sheryl found particularly memorable was the 

emphasis the staff placed on “reminding docents that everyone comes with a different 

experience,” experiences that should be teased out and built upon.   

The syllabus from the following class, 2012-2013, demonstrated an even stronger 

devotion to the exploration of visitor-centered practices.  The course objectives, as 

outlined by Trinkley, are:   

Docent candidates will feel confident and prepared to facilitate learning 
experiences with any group of visitors who comes to the museum  
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Docent candidates will support and advance the mission and vision of the 
museum and Education Department  
 
Docent candidates will believe that talking and thinking about art speaks to the 
human experience and has the power to transform lives  
 

Candidates would find that their training provided ample opportunities to meet these 

expectations and grow in their new role. The following is a partial reproduction of the 

2012-2013 new docent training syllabus:  

September 15: Introductions and Expectations  

  What are your expectations for this course? 
  What are the museum’s best hopes for its new docent class? 
  What can you expect to do and think about during this course?  

Reflection question: Think back to a peak experience you’ve had in a 
museum. One where you felt incredibly engaged, inspired, or positive 
about your experience. Recall it and reflect on the experience. What made 
it powerful for you?  
 

September 29: Expectations and Experiences  

  Reflect and discuss museum experience assignment  
  Gallery activity: See/Think/Wonder 
  Reflect: Why did we do this?  
 

October 13: Getting Grounded in CMA  

  The Case for Creativity: Thinking Like an Artist with Cindy Foley,  
                                    Director of Education 
  Reflect: Why and how does this matter to our practice as docents? 
  Getting to Know the CMA Collection and Staff with Rachel  
  Activity: How do we use our knowledge about CMA’s collection as  
    opportunities for deepening learning? 
 

October 27: Interpretation and Critical Thinking  

Gallery activity: ODIP  
 Read, discuss, and dialogue: What is critical thinking? How can we model  
  it for our visitors? 
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November 17: Interpretation and Questioning  

The Art of Questioning and Dialogue with Rachel 
Dialogue: What makes some questions better than others? How can we 
encourage visitors to ask their own questions and wonder more?   
 

December 8: Exploring Our Environment  

Discuss: What physical and environmental elements need to be in place so  
            that visitors can have great learning experiences 
Designing for Participation: Connecting with Visitors at the CMA, with  
 Merilee Mostov 
 

One thinking strategy actively promoted by the institution is ODIP (Observe, 

Describe, Interpret, Prove). ODIP, a thinking routine developed by the CMA staff, is 

influenced by the work of Shari Tishman, Terry Barrett10, Harvard University’s Project 

Zero11, and Visual Thinking Strategies12 (Trinkley, 2014, p. 188). According to Rachel, 

the “key to facilitating ODIP…is [accepting] that art history knowledge is not required of 

participants to make meaning.” Rather, “visitors are encouraged to come up with a 

variety of convergent and divergent interpretations, all ‘proven’ using evidence found in 

the artwork and their prior knowledge.” However, facilitators may “share information as 

needed to deepen and extend interpretations and thinking” (Trinkley, 2014, p. 189).  

After a two week hiatus for the holiday season, classes resumed on January 5th 

with a session titled Exploring Play. This was followed by Playing and Thinking on 

                                                
10 Terry Barrett is a Professor of Art Education at the University of North Texas and a Professor Emeritus 
at The Ohio State University.  
11 Founded in 1967 by the philosopher Nelson Goodman, Harvard’s Project Zero is an organization 
committed to the study and improvement of education in the arts. Over the years Project Zero’s research 
focus has expanded to include “investigations into the nature of intelligence, understanding, thinking, 
creativity, cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural thinking, and ethics” (Project Zero – Harvard University, 
n.d.). 
12 Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) is an inquiry-based teaching strategy developed by Phillip Yenawine 
and Abigail Housen.  
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Tours led by Dr. Fred Burton; Playing and Thinking like an Artist, led by artist and 

Studio Programs Coordinator Susie Underwood; and Playing in the Galleries. At the 

Columbus Museum of Art play is considered to be a fundamental element of the creative 

process. Creativity, adopted in 2011 as one of the museum’s five institutional values, 

“builds self-esteem,” as well as “heightens the capacity for critical thinking, problem 

solving, risk taking, and managing ambiguity and paradox” (Nozick as cited in Weil, 

2005, p. 10). Five additional sessions explored the museum’s permanent collection 

through curator-led lectures.  

Docents also completed several short research assignments. I discovered a 

working document outlining the guidelines and objectives for these assignments in a 

binder bequeathed by Rachel Trinkley to Stephanie Samara, Docent Programs Manager.  

By completing these assignments docents would gain research skills, knowledge about 

the permanent collection, and confidence in touring and speaking with visitors about art. 

Each assignment was divided into three sections. In the first, docents were instructed to 

discuss the art in terms of the artist; its significance within the artist’s oeuvre and the 

CMA’s collection; its social, political, cultural, and historical context; style; and any 

possible issues the work may address. On this document, Rachel noted that through this 

line of inquiry, she intended for the docents to discover “not ‘what does this object 

mean,’ but ‘how is this object meaningful.’” Next, docents brainstormed questions and 

touring strategies to help visitors connect to the piece in question. The report concluded 

with a bibliography. Throughout the assignment, Rachel directed the docents to review 

and think about: the CMA Education Department Guiding Principles; the CMA mission 
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statement, vision, and core values; the docent job description; and the conversations they 

had had concerning learning.  

Throughout the year Trinkley also assigned docent candidates readings. 

Selections included excerpts from: Dewey (1934), Art as Experience; Falk (2008), 

“Calling All Spiritual Pilgrims: Identity in the Museum Experience”; Hein (1998), 

Learning in the Museum; Barrett (2002), Interpreting Art; Ritchhart (2007), “Cultivating 

a Culture of Thinking in Museums”; Perkins (1994), The Intelligent Eye; Simon (2010), 

The Participatory Museum; Rice and Yenawine (2002), “A Conversation on Object-

Centered Learning in Museums”; Elkins (2010), “How to Look at Mondrian”; as well as 

various resources on play.  

The final documents I describe in this section concern evaluation. While mining 

the docent coordinator’s files, I uncovered copies of ten completed course evaluations 

from the members of the 2012-2013 class. The first question (“On being a docent: I used 

to think… Now I think…”) exploited a thinking routine developed by Harvard’s Project 

Zero to direct candidates to reflect on their understanding of the docent’s role in the 

museum, and how that understanding has evolved over the span of the course. Eight of 

the responses reveal an overt change in perception among docent candidates: from 

lecturer to facilitator, from knowledge about art to knowledge about people, the role and 

purview of the docent had changed. 

On being a docent:  
 I used to think “that docents were art experts.” 
 Now I think “docents need to be people experts.” 
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I used to think “it was about imparting knowledge to visitors about the 
collection.” 
Now I think “it is about experiencing the collection on a personal level with the 
museum visitors.” 
 
I used to think “docents mostly lecture.” 
Now I think “that it’s much more valuable to illicit [sic] thoughts from the people 
on the tours and to help facilitate a great experience for them.”  
 
I used to think “I had to know everything.” 
Now I think “being a docent is a learning experience.” 
 

In question two, docents reflected on the course and shared what part they found to be (a) 

the most powerful, and (b) the most challenging. The third question asked docents what 

advice they would give to an incoming docent candidate, while in question four, Rachel 

solicited suggestions for improving future docent training classes. Only three responses 

declared a desire for more lecturing and more information about the permanent 

collection. The final question challenged docents to describe their experience in the 2012-

2013 class using only three words. Trinkley’s mode of assessment encouraged docents to 

consider their experience in such a way that their thinking was made visible, if not 

explicit.  

I also discovered three documents pertaining to docent evaluation. The first, a tour 

observation form, asked evaluators to rate, on a scale of one to seven, the following 

qualities of the docent’s performance during his or her tour: enthusiasm, positive attitude, 

body language and body placement, voice, listening skills, questioning skills, and 

facilitation of the ODIP process. The form ended with a request for evaluators to “relate 

an interesting, dynamic, or meaningful conversation that came about as a result of the 

docent’s facilitation,” and to “list one dynamic question that the docent used.” The 
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second document, an observation rubric developed by CMA Docent Carol Collier in the 

spring of 2013 (Appendix F), evaluated how docents facilitated seven aspects of a tour: 

getting to know the group, sharing expectations, creating a culture of thinking and 

dialogue, developing and sustaining rapport, using accessible and appropriate language, 

supporting and structuring thinking and learning, incorporating information to expand 

thinking, and providing time for thinking, learning, and reflection. Following each point 

of evaluation is a text box offering both a clarification (e.g., “Docent learns about group 

members’ knowledge and expectations” is a clarification of “Getting to know your 

group”) and ways in which addressing this criteria would qualify the practice as docent-

centered, visitor-centered, or co-learner (e.g., a docent-centered practice assumes that the 

group has particular expectations and prior knowledge, whereas, in a visitor-centered 

practice the docent inquires about the visitor’s prior knowledge and expectations for the 

experience).  

The final evaluative tool described here is a post-tour self-reflection. In this 

document docents reflected on their performance using a series of five questions as a 

guide. These questions are: 

1. What went particularly well on today’s tour, and why? Consider the visitor’s 
perspective and your own performance. 

2. What was challenging today? Why? What are some solutions for the future? 
3. What strategies from today’s tour would I suggest to fellow docents? 
4. What did I learn from today that I will incorporate into future experiences?  
5. What questions do I have as a result of giving the tour?   
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CMA docent Samantha’s recollections regarding the 2012-2013 class support the 

documentary evidence I found in the Docent Program Manager’s archives. The class, she 

said,  

consisted of a lot of different pieces. One of the pieces was art history education. 
That was probably the smallest piece [and] that was mostly curator-led….I think 
that’s what most people thought the classes were going to be solely. They [the 
lectures] were really maybe like 10%....Another big part of it was talking about 
talking, talking about thinking, talking about how to get people to feel 
comfortable in the galleries, how to get them to talk and interact with each other 
and us, how to get them to engage with the art on the walls, and how to get them 
to think critically. That was a huuuge component of our education: critical 
thinking skills….We were taught specific tools to use in the galleries to get people 
to really stop and engage and interact and have a really good experience because 
that’s why people are here, right?…So our goal then, and this is for the museum 
as a whole, moved from that presentation style lecturing at the people that were 
here…into a more interactive like guide, “I’m not here to teach you about art. I’m 
here to talk…with you about the art.”  
 

She continued,  

We don’t need to depend on the curator to come and lecture at us because that’s 
not what we’re doing anyway…. I feel like it makes more sense for us to go into 
the galleries together and have conversations instead of sitting in the Ready Room 
and listening to the curator with his PowerPoint slide[s]….It’s kind of a 
disconnect there between our education and our tours.  
 
Amanda, Manager for Learning and Experience Operations, also registered for the 

2012-2013 training class. Like Samantha, Amanda recalled the multifaceted nature of 

their training: “It was a mixture of information about the collection and then readings 

about educational theory, conversations in the gallery, [and] our own thinking routines.” 

Amanda felt that offering a diversity of resources was Rachel’s way of trying to dissipate 

the docents’ “fear” of not knowing enough about art. 

That you can walk up cold to a work of art that is in an exhibition that you know 
nothing about and you can still think through it with students and that maybe, 
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having some background can be helpful now and then, but it’s not essential. It’s 
all about having tools to think and imagine and question and then answer your 
own questions just based on looking. So, I think that was the major thing, to not 
get hung up…in art historical knowledge….Again, some of that background can 
be helpful for very specific instances or to answer specific questions, but it’s not 
the end goal. If a student leaves knowing those facts, then they know those facts, 
but if a student leaves having been able to look at a work of art and think through 
it and ask questions and answer based on what they’ve seen, it’s the giving 
someone a fish versus teaching them to fish model.  
 
This model of empowerment continued to flourish under Stephanie Samara who 

joined the CMA as the new Docent Programs Manager in 2013, when Rachel was 

promoted to Assistant Education Director for Schools, Teachers and Docents. The 2014 

calendar for docent continuing education revealed an ongoing commitment to practices 

supporting visitor engagement, as well as opportunities for docents to indulge their thirst 

for knowledge about art. The corps met 21 times, with eight additional sessions added on 

Saturdays to accommodate docents from the Evening/Weekend team. Of the 21 regular 

sessions, five were devoted to interactive conversations, three to curatorial lectures, four 

to presentations from the One Work One Hour13 committee, three to “Coffee with the 

Curators,” two to monthly coordinator training, and three to docent team and committee 

meetings. Also listed was an optional training session that discussed strategies for touring 

people with disabilities. The eight Evening/Weekend sessions were of a similar nature.  

THE TOUR: PERSPECTIVES AND PRACTICES OF VISITOR ENGAGEMENT  

Now that I have discussed docent training from an historical vantage-point, I will 

move to an examination of the perspectives and practices that characterize docent-led 
                                                
13 One Work One Hour is a docent-run committee that provides members of the docent corps with an 
opportunity to deeply engage the CMA’s permanent collection one work at a time. Programs consist of an 
hour-long presentation and active discussion of the work under consideration.  
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tours at the CMA as inclusive, non-traditional museum experiences. I draw the evidence 

in this section from docent interviews, field observations, and an online survey, The 

Teaching Perspectives Inventory. Bob, a member of the Evening/Weekend team and a 

25-year veteran of the CMA docent program, currently holds the office of Docent 

Committee Advisor. When I asked him to describe the evolution of his touring style, Bob 

responded with a comment on its discontinuity: “The style of touring has definitely 

changed since I started. [We didn’t] focus on the conversational model….I think it was 

more, I hate to say, lecture oriented.” In contrast, today’s docents strive 

to affect a change in our viewers in the sense that we want them to think about 
their experience at the museum differently than they have in the past. This is your 
museum. It’s not just for stuffy people or people that supposedly know everything 
about art.  
 

The challenge, however, lies in determining how pervasive the change described by Bob 

really is, therefore, I have included The Teaching Perspectives Inventory (TPI) as a 

source of data. The TPI, which I discussed in Chapter 3, is a web-based tool that assesses 

the user’s view of teaching in terms of his or her beliefs, intentions, and actions. Through 

an analysis of the docents’ survey results, I can gain an understanding of where CMA 

docents stand in relation to five different perspectives on “good” teaching. These 

perspectives, described more fully in Chapter 3, are: Transmission, Apprenticeship, 

Developmental, Nurturing, and Social Reform. By knowing which perspectives are 

dominant and which are recessive, I can more accurately assess the statements and TPI 

results of the docents I interviewed, as well as the behaviors I observed in the galleries in 
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terms of their ability to truthfully represent the actions and beliefs of the docent corps as a 

whole.  

 

 Table 1: The Teaching Perspectives Inventory Survey Results  
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I invited each of the 112 active docents to complete the survey; 18 responded 

(Table 1).14 Examining the differentiation among scores revealed that 15 of the 

respondents scored highest in nurturing. However, only 11 of these responses were 

identified by the TPI as dominant. One participant scored highest in the developmental 

perspective. This high score also coincided with the user’s dominant teaching 

perspective. Three users presented no dominant viewpoint; another three demonstrated 

dominance in both the developmental and nurturing perspectives. Nine of the respondents 

scored lowest in social reform; eight scored lowest in transmission. Perspectives that 

were identified as recessive included social reform (7) and transmission (7). One user did 

not exhibit a recessive perspective, while three participants held both social reform and 

transmission as recessive viewpoints. While I am prohibited by the sample size from 

making sweeping generalizations, the data does show a positive correlation between 

docents’ perspectives on teaching and the values communicated during their initial 

training.  

One of the challenges docents reported facing when completing the survey was 

negotiating the situational aspect of touring. Docents interact with a diverse and 

constantly shifting population and, therefore, must adapt each tour to the needs and 

interests of the visitors. Consequently, a docent’s intention for and, at times, actions 

                                                
14 Though “samples for qualitative studies are generally much smaller than those used in quantitative 
studies” (Mason, 2010, para. 1), a sample size that is too small may prove problematic. Some of the 
concerns associated with small sample sizes are limited transferability and bias. However, “because 
qualitative research is concerned with meaning and not making generalized…statements” (Mason, 2010, 
para. 1), even a small sample size can be useful in understanding the population being studied, especially 
when the results are complemented, as it is here, with insights about context and perspective.  
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during a tour may not coincide with his or her beliefs regarding effective teaching. In 

contrast, the TPI requires participants to identify a specific audience, such as elementary 

or general public, forcing CMA docents to generalize the highly specialized nature of 

their practice. In some instances this may have caused respondents to score rather 

consistently across the five possible perspectives. 

During my analysis, I discovered three distinct themes running throughout the 

data concerning touring practices. They are: engaging visitors where they are, setting 

expectations, and finding and supporting the visitor’s voice. In the following sections, 

each theme is introduced by a single interviewee. Their remarks are then supported by the 

results of the TPI and the actions I observed in the galleries. During the summer of 2014, 

I observed ten docent-led tours and joined one docent as she “roamed” the galleries 

engaging visitors along the way. Each tour lasted approximately 50 minutes and followed 

the tour description provided for CMA Sleuths (Appendix G). Participants arrived in the 

care of various summer camps and recreation programs located throughout the greater 

Columbus area. At this time, the CMA was hosting two special exhibitions: Imagine! The 

Art of the Picturebook and Modern Dialect: American Paintings from the John and Susan 

Horseman Collection.15 Selections from the permanent collection were also on view in 

both the upstairs galleries and throughout the Center for Creativity16.  

                                                
15 Imagine! The Art of the Picturebook explored the art of children’s picturebooks through an exhibition of 
illustrations from the collection of Carol and Guy Wolfenbarger. Modern Dialect was an exhibition of 
American Modernist paintings from the 1920s through the 1940s.  
16 The Center for Creativity is an 18,000 square foot “hub” dedicated to the institutional value of creativity. 
Located on the first floor of the CMA; it opened in 2011.  
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Theme 1: Engaging Visitors Where They Are  

For the past 32 years, Harry has been a docent at the Columbus Museum of Art. 

He is a member of the Evening/Weekend team and an ardent advocate of Sparking 

Imaginations, a specialty tour for Alzheimer’s patients and their partners. In addition, he 

served as the Docent Chairperson from 2012-2013. When I asked him to describe his 

current practice in the galleries, Harry shared two key aspects that characterize every one 

of his tours, irrespective of the visitors’ age and limitations. The first is an 

acknowledgement of the visitor’s prior knowledge and the potential this knowledge has 

to impact the group experience:   

I say you’re gonna do a lot of work here, and the cool thing about this is every 
one of you has a whole lifetime behind you of special knowledge that you’re 
bringing to this place to share, and so we have this strength. 
 

Next, Harry makes sure that his visitors know that questions are welcome. This simple 

gesture, according to Harry, is the first step of creating a truly inclusive experience. 

“There’s this whole dynamic,” Harry said,  

of what’s going on here, who’s leading who and who’s pushing who and you can 
put all these little vectors about which way things are going, but the idea is, [and] 
it’s just shifted; you as a visitor are way more in charge than you’ve ever been 
before. 
 

He summarized this shift in power by saying, “We go where the visitor is.” Because 

docents no longer “pitch” themselves “as a knowledge source,” Harry continued, the 

museum has been able to welcome a more diverse audience into the galleries. For 

example, he said, “the tours I give to the Alzheimer’s patients are exactly the same as the 

ones that I give to everybody else. It’s not an accommodation.” By “doing it the 
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experiential way, creating an experience for the people who are the visitor” the museum 

can adequately serve this population. In contrast, Harry added, “if I were just lecturing, 

[I] couldn’t do that;” meaning that he couldn’t create that type of experience because, in 

order to do so successfully he has to be immediately responsive to the visitor’s needs. 

Harry’s scores on the TPI support the self-reported beliefs and actions that characterize 

his tours. He scored high in the developmental (37), nurturing (37), and social reform 

(37) perspectives, and low in transmission (24)17.  

In addition to what Harry represented about his tours, the practice of engaging the 

visitor on his or her terms was clearly demonstrated in two of the tours I observed. 

During one tour, I watched as a docent literally knelt to be at eye level with the children 

in his group. I joined another docent on her tour as a Roaming Docent. During a shift as a 

roaming docent, CMA docents progress throughout the galleries answering questions and 

engaging visitors in conversation. They have no specific agenda other than to make 

themselves available to the public. I found the docent’s manner akin to that of a “familiar 

friend” accompanying one through the galleries. As we walked, she offered me some 

insight into her views on visitor engagement. She strongly believes in connecting with 

people on their own terms, and thought that the most interesting way to engage someone 

in a discussion of art is to encourage them to develop a story, informed by their own 

experience, about what they saw. Most of our time together was spent in the five galleries 

dedicated to Modern Dialect. It was in this exhibition that I observed as the docent 

engaged a husband and wife duo that appeared to be of her own age. By appealing to a 

                                                
17 On the TPI, results can vary from 9 to 45, with an average score of 34 (Collins & Pratt, 2010).  
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shared generational background, she was able to engage the couple in a dialogue that 

went beyond the information and critical interpretation offered in the exhibition catalog.  

Theme 2: Setting Expectations  

Samantha (Sam) is the youngest docent at the CMA, as well as one of the corps 

newest members. In 2014, she served as the team leader for the Evening/Weekend cohort. 

One of the most critical elements of Sam’s tours is the establishment of expectations:  

I think setting expectations is really important at the beginning, and by that I 
mean physical expectations. I’ll ask them [visitors] if they need to take the 
elevator…or I’ll make sure they know where the restroom is and the gift shop and 
kind of orient them in the museum as far as physical space goes. 
 

She also spoke about addressing the expectations visitors might have regarding her role 

as a docent (“I’m a volunteer, I’m not an expert.”), as well as the expectations visitors 

might have for their time at the museum. Sam believes that if a visitor comes with a 

specific intention in mind, it is important to discover that “because if you don’t know that 

going in they’ll leave and be disappointed.” The reason Sam believes in the importance 

of establishing expectations, especially at the beginning of a tour, is because it impacts 

the comfort of the visitor. “I like people to feel really comfortable in the museum,” she 

said,  

especially with me and especially talking….If people aren’t comfortable at the 
beginning talking with you, asking you questions, making sure that they know 
what is allowed in the museum, then they’re not going to ask you anything or 
engage at all with each other or with you and the tour will fall flat. 
 

Humor is one way she clues in her visitors to the casual nature of their experience and, 

again, her role in the encounter. During our interview, Sam shared some of the advice 
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given by one of her mentors in the docent program: “We are not the sage on the stage.  

We are the guide on the side.” She continued,  

That really stuck with me as almost like a motto for the docent program right now 
because we are not here to preach at people from this pulpit on high. We’re 
literally walking next to them…what they have to say is just as important as what 
we have to say. That’s one of the things that I’ve tried to keep in mind during my 
tours.  
 

On the TPI, Sam scored low in transmission (20). “I knew that this [transmission] wasn’t 

my goal,” she said. And, although she also scored high in both apprenticeship (36) and 

developmental (36) perspectives, nurturing (37) was calculated by the TPI algorithm as 

her dominant viewpoint.  

Theme 3: Finding and Supporting the Visitor’s Voice  

Sheryl currently holds the office of Docent Chairperson. As a member of the class 

of 2010, Sheryl’s touring practice has always been intimately tied to the museum visitor. 

During our interview I challenged her to name the three most salient characteristics of her 

tours. First, she said, “I really try to be cognizant of my students, my visitors. Who are 

they?” and, “How can I help them connect to the museum?” Second, Sheryl strives to 

help “every person in that group make a little bit of a connection. I want them to leave 

having found something, no matter what it is,” she added. Finally, Sheryl makes every 

effort to help her visitors “find their voice or be comfortable speaking about their ideas 

especially if they’re pushing to get to that critical thinking spot, which is what we really 

like to see, making that leap and making a connection.” According to Sheryl, facilitating 

these connections can be as simple as “supporting a student who hasn’t said much by 
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giving them positive feedback about what they’re saying….Supporting their knowledge 

is the best thing we can do when they’re here.” Challenging “learners to move from 

relatively simple to more complex forms of thinking” (Pratt, Collins, & Selinger, 2001, p. 

3) is a defining characteristic of the developmental teaching perspective, a perspective 

that was Sheryl’s highest score (36) on the TPI. It is a perspective, she said, that “suits the 

way Rachel taught us to tour.” In contrast, she scored lowest in transmission (20) and 

social reform (19).  

Carole, a member of the 1998 docent class, also highlighted the importance of 

supporting a visitor’s thinking. “I like to ask lots of questions. I like to see what they 

come up with,” Carole said, because that is “what makes it all interesting, how we all 

look at things and see something new.” And, even when a visitor “has something totally 

wrong,” Carole gives them the opportunity to defend their interpretation. “Well now,” 

she rejoins, “that is very interesting. Tell me, I’d love to know why you think about it in 

this way.” Carole’s emphasis on reasoning, on understanding the how, what, and why of 

her visitors’ thinking, would appear to align with a view on teaching that is 

developmental in nature. However, despite receiving the same score (41) on the TPI for 

both the developmental and nurturing perspectives, the TPI algorithm designated 

nurturing as Carole’s dominant perspective. And, while she scored higher in transmission 

(32) than she expected, the curricular focus of her initial training may explain the 

discrepancy. Her lowest score was in social reform (25).  

During my field observations, I noticed several docents encourage and support a 

visitor’s perspective. One of the things I heard a docent share with her group was, 
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“Sometimes we all see the same things, sometimes we all see different things and that’s 

okay.” Throughout her tour, she continued to encourage her visitors to explore these 

similarities and differences in perspective using thinking routines like ODIP. She also 

introduced new vocabulary as a way to clarify visitors’ observations.  

Two weeks later I observed another tour in which the docent was similarly keen 

on developing students’ observation and description skills through questioning strategies 

and thinking routines, such as VTS and 10x2.18 I frequently heard her ask students, 

“What do you see?” and “What is the story?” In one gallery, several campers worked 

together to complete a task. As the children worked, the docent asked them to describe 

their strategy for solving the puzzle; when the group was done she drew their attention to 

the fact that the subject of the puzzle, Portrait of Andries Stilte II, 2006 by Kehinde 

Wiley, was in the very same room! Together, docent and visitors stood before the original 

painting and reflected on the differences expressed in representation.  

REFLECTING ON CHANGE  

 Change is a process and, as a process, it takes time. However, I often find change 

described as an event, a single pivotal moment upon which the direction of all future 

actions is predicated. For the Columbus Museum of Art’s docent program that moment of 

change coincided with the arrival of Cindy Foley, Director of Learning and Experience. It 

“was like a revolution,” CMA docent Harry recalled, Cindy “just turned things upside 

down as far as what we’re doing.” Then, in 2008, Rachel Trinkley joined Foley’s team as 

                                                
18 10x2 is a thinking routine in which students are directed to observe something for 30 seconds before 
listing 10 words or phrases describing aspects of what they see. The routine is then repeated.  



 83 

the new Manager of Docent Programs. The duo would usher in a new era of visitor-

centered policies and practices that soon permeated all aspects of the former Education 

Department. From visitor services to student and teacher programming to the recruitment 

and subsequent education of the docent corps, change was pervasive. It is a period that 

veteran CMA docent Carole referred to as “the golden time….The blinds went up [and] 

the doors were open.” In the following section, I tell how this change was framed and 

facilitated within the docent program according to those who experienced the transition.  

In an article for the Journal of Museum Education, Cindy Foley (2014) attributed 

the impetus for change to a question posed by Nannette Maciejunes, Executive Director 

at the Columbus Museum of Art: What makes our museum matter?  For the CMA the 

answer was community. CMA docent Anne remembered that,   

We heard from Nannette and Cindy and, of course, Rachel, and they were very 
explicit about it. We’re a regional museum. We’re not a must see Metropolitan 
Museum of Art or Chicago Art Institute. We have to have a group of people in the 
community supporting us, feeling comfortable here, wanting to be a part of this 
and so we were to make ourselves accessible, to make the kinds of tours we 
offered interesting [and] engaging for people of all ages.  
 

Though the importance of community to the institution had long been acknowledged, it 

had also been largely disregarded.  

 When I interviewed Rachel Trinkley, I asked her to discuss in detail the transition 

from the lecture model to a visitor-centered touring experience. “It was basically a 

campaign,” she recalled.   

We built a case and we also read things together and debated things together. We 
found resources [and research] about being visitor-centered. The docents were 
curious about ODIP and kind of got it, but didn’t really understand the why and 
didn’t really see how it would work in practice. So, that’s really what we focused 
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on for a long time, is talking about that thinking routine, figuring out what visitor- 
centered meant and how we could practice it in the galleries. I think too, when the 
museum initially reinstalled after we reopened the galleries, I know they’re not 
this way now…but the galleries were thematic in installation. So one gallery was 
about love and war, another was about traditions, and the docents were thrilled by 
that because that’s how they give tours, thematically. So they saw that we were, 
as an institution, becoming committed to it in a way that we hadn’t before and I 
think that that got them excited. So it was a mix of passion and enthusiasm and 
the campaigning, but also we had the research to back it up and the way to say, 
“Look I’ve done this and it works.” And, we have the visitors and the experiences 
to show them as well….It wasn’t perfect. There…were a number of people who 
didn’t agree with the direction we were going and weren’t fully on board. For the 
people who were kind of like in the middle, it was a campaign. It was taking 
every moment and every opportunity when we would see someone in the hallway 
to be personal and personable, but also talk a little about a philosophy and how 
excited we were about it. I think having that passion and having that trust and that 
vulnerability…was so critical, and because Nannette was there. I can’t 
underestimate that. Nannette fully supported us all along the way. When there 
were people who weren’t buying it, she came into docent training and she said, 
“The train has left the station. We are going in this direction. If you don’t want to 
be a part of this that’s okay, we’re not forcing you to, but this is where the 
program is going and you need to be a part of it or you need to get off the train.” 
You can’t be visitor-centered without having the director understand that and 
support you. 
 

 Amanda, Manager for Learning and Experience Operations, cited the Framework 

for 21st Century Learning (Figure 4) as another of the resources utilized by the education 

staff to build their case: 

That was right in line with what we were already thinking and [where we were] 
already going, so when Ohio adopted that it was just like, “Hey schools are going 
in this direction, we are too. Let’s all go there together.” So that kind of gave us 
just the right backing I think we needed to give the initial push.19 
 

 The Framework for 21st Century Learning values thinking over knowing and identifies 

critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and communication as important 21st Century 

skills. Creativity is also one the museum’s institutional values.  

                                                
19 Ohio adopted the Framework for 21st Century Learning in 2010.  
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Figure 4: P21 Framework for 21st Century Learning (2007)  

 

Another tool used to frame the transition from a lecture-based to a visitor-centered 

style of touring was modeling: “It seems to me,” Harry reflected, “that you model what 

you’re trying to teach…you’re modeling in front of them [the docents] what you want 

them to do and how you want them to do [it].” This observation was reiterated by CMA 

Docent Carol: “I would say that that [the change in touring style] came about by example 

from Cindy and Rachel, [in] the way they approached us, the way they conducted 



 86 

training, the idea that we started having interactive conversations.” Before the institution 

of interactive conversations, lectures were simply followed by a second lecture, rather 

than reflection. According to Carol, interactive conversations are designed to mirror those 

which  

we hope docents will have with the visitors….[Interactive conversations] can be 
about works of art…offering information that the docent has acquired someplace 
else, or just touring techniques. You know, how do you approach visitors? How 
do you involve kids that seem completely detached or unwilling to participate?  
 
Reflecting on the changes wrought by this transition, CMA docent Harry 

remarked, “Things are fitting together better now than they were. Instead of just getting 

knowledge dumped on you, you know facts and so forth, you’re getting to participate.” 

Sheryl, a member of the 2010 docent class, also commented on the impact this change 

had on the corps’ relationship with touring. 

When I started five years ago, it was a change and there was a little bit of 
resistance, but I feel now the docents who are here, who have stayed…are all on 
board. I feel like they’re supporting each other and they’re trying to learn from 
each other and really give the best tour possible. I haven’t seen…or heard a 
docent say anything in a really long time about not having a good tour….When I 
first started, you could come back into this room and have a docent say, “Oh, my 
group was awful” and “I couldn’t keep it together,” but I feel like we have gotten 
ourselves into this style now and we have practiced it enough that if you have a 
group that maybe isn’t as interested as you might want them to be, you have the 
tools now to try and pull them in. I feel like docents are doing that because now, 
like I said, more often than not I hear, “Wow, that was a really good group” and “I 
had this student that said something really awesome”…and so I feel like it’s 
happening. I think Rachel Trinkley would say “Yay, finally!” because she really 
struggled to make this change. I feel like it’s here. I feel like it’s been enough time 
that if this wasn’t something you could buy into, you’ve decided to retire or to do 
something else….That’s the other thing I think that’s been great about this 
program, [that] in the last couple years we’ve been able to change the way we 
sign up for tours….People are signing up for tours they like to give so, one, 
there’s a positive right, you’re not trying to do something you really dislike, and if 
you feel like maybe you’re not giving a good tour or you can’t deal with students 
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in the way you’re supposed to, then you can come in in the afternoon and be a 
roaming docent and deal with adults and have a different kind of interaction. I 
think this program has changed in that docents are finding their niche…so I think 
you have happier docents and you have people giving tours who are the right 
people giving them and they want to be giving them and so I think that’s helped. 
When I first started you got put on a tour and it was like “Here’s what you’re 
doing today. It’s an art and poetry tour” and if you hate art and poetry, sorry, but 
this is what you got and so I feel like going to VolunteerSpot20 and allowing 
people to choose has also given docents freedom to go and do things they 
want….The nice benefit to that is you have docents touring who really want to be 
doing it and they start with a positive attitude.  

GUIDING PRINCIPLES  

The movement towards a more visitor-centered approach to education at the 

CMA took a big leap towards institutionalization when Irvin Lippman was hired as the 

museum’s executive director in 1994. During his tenure, Lippman initiated a reevaluation 

of the museum’s mission, resulting in the inclusion of education as a driving principle of 

the institution (Sweney, 2003). The new mission statement, adopted in 1995, declared 

that: “The Columbus Museum of Art is an educational and cultural center for the people 

of central Ohio, dedicated to the pursuit of excellence in art through education, 

collections and exhibitions” (Columbus Museum of Art). Prior to Lippman’s initiative, 

the museum’s mission prioritized acquisition, preservation, and interpretation:   

In recent years, the museum has reasserted its mission to acquire, to preserve, to 
study, and to interpret its collections, and to stimulate public interest in art 
through special exhibitions and education programs. That mission takes shape 
today in the following assumptions:  
• As a fine arts museum, the Columbus Museum of Art stresses artistic quality, 

program excellence, and the highest standards of professional practice in all 
audiences of the city.  

                                                
20 VolunteerSpot is an online scheduling and management service available to organizers and volunteers. 
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• As the major art museum in Columbus, the Columbus Museum of Art 
embraces its public responsibility to reach and to involve the diverse 
audiences of the city.  

• As the major art museum in Central Ohio, the Columbus Museum of Art 
intends that its collections and programs will try to represent the broad history 
of art and reflect the varied interests of the region.  

• As the oldest and most solidly established arts institution in Columbus, the 
Columbus Museum of Art will seek to play a major role in the increasing 
urbanity and sophistication of the city.  

• We believe that the future of the Columbus Museum of Art is tied to its 
relationship to a community and a society that is plural and culturally diverse 
in nature. Therefore, it is our belief and stated goal to seek a level of 
inclusiveness at all institutional levels that adequately and accurately reflect 
the diversity and plurality of the world in which we live. (Columbus Museum 
of Art, 1992, pp. 1-2) 
 

In 2004, the museum’s mission was once again reevaluated and a new mission 

statement, “Great Experiences with Great Art for Everyone,” was adopted. It is a 

statement that, according to CMA Docent Programs Manager Stephanie Samara, means 

“we don’t choose between the art and the people, it’s both.”  This interpretation is 

supported by the language found in the CMA’s mission statement: “We are guided by a 

vision to connect people and art. CMA nurtures that connection and removes barriers 

between our community and our collection” (Columbus Museum of Art, 2016). The main 

way that the museum breaks down these “barriers” is through a commitment to creativity, 

which was adopted as an institutional value in 2011. The statement continues: 

There’s a willingness at CMA to try new things. We encourage curiosity about 
art, conversations about creativity, and connections with cultures. A community 
hub where ideas can be exchanged and different voices heard, the Museum 
nurtures creativity through building relationships with diverse partners and 
designing engaging experiences.  
 
CMA is where creativity and the daily life of our community intersect and thrive, 
as we champion new and different ways of thinking and doing. We celebrate the 
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creative process and provide opportunities for people to cultivate and discover the 
value of creativity in their own lives. (Columbus Museum of Art, 2016) 
 
The values articulated here, are supported by the principles that guide the actions 

(practices) and educational policies of the CMA (Figure 5). These principles include a 

commitment to “lifelong learning opportunities for people of all ages” and a “visitor-

centered approach to museum learning”; a belief that “artists are models for creative 

thinking...museums have the capacity for transformative experiences...[and], being 

intentional and developing measurable outcomes is essential for accountability” 

(Columbus Museum of Art – Guiding Principles, 2014).    
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 Figure 5: Guiding Principles, Columbus Museum of Art, 2014  
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In 2011, the CMA docents also adopted a new mission statement: “Columbus 

Museum of Art Docents strive to engage the community in meaningful dialogue that 

fosters learning and personal growth through connections to art” (Columbus Museum of 

Art Docent Policy Statement, 2013). Though, purpose-wise it does not present a striking 

departure from the corps’ previous statement,  

The Docents of the CMA, as trained professional volunteers act as an extension of 
the Museum’s education department. As museum educators, Docents provide 
welcoming, optimal learning opportunities for all visitors, further the educational 
goals of the schools, and function as advocates for the Museum throughout the 
community. (Columbus Museum of Art Docent Policy Statement, 2001)  
 

The new mission statement, however, situates the docent as a more active, yet informal 

player, in the museum experience.  

RECRUITMENT: ART EXPERIENCE NOT REQUIRED  

The evidence presented in this final section explores docent recruitment at the 

Columbus Museum of Art and includes data from multiple sources. Because position 

descriptions and the strategies employed to recruit volunteers impact the type of 

applicants an organization receives, it is important to examine how the CMA approaches 

this critical process. The first of the documents I discuss in this section are recruitment 

announcements from 2002, 2005, and 2014.  

In the spring of 2002 and 2005, Barbara Sweney, former Educator for School and 

Docent Programs, posted an advertisement for “enthusiastic people who enjoy learning 

and would enjoy assisting students and adults in discovering more about art.” Apart from 

a change in date, the wording of both announcements is identical. The notice begins with 
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a recognition of the docents’ “integral role in carrying out the Museum’s educational 

mission,” followed by information on training, course fees, and the benefits to and 

commitments of active docents. “Applicants,” Sweney wrote, “do not have to have a 

degree in an art field,” as the museum would provide successful candidates with “in-

depth training” concerning “the cultural and stylistic background of visual art focusing on 

the CMA collection, critical writing and talking about art, and training in interactive 

teaching techniques.”   

This emphasis, that applicants need not be trained in an art related field, also is 

found in a recruitment announcement from 2014: 

The process of becoming a docent includes a rigorous nine-month training 
process where candidates research and study art in the Museum’s collection, learn 
touring strategies to match various age groups, and explore educational 
philosophies. No previous art knowledge is necessary, but curiosity and 
commitment is required [emphasis added]. (Columbus Museum of Art)  
 

And, in the data I obtained during docent interviews and field observations. Recalling her 

pre-training interview, Sheryl, a docent from the class of 2010, remembered that “Rachel 

talked about giving you the tools you needed to be able to conduct a discussion in the 

museum. You didn’t need to be an art history major [and] you didn’t need to lecture.” 

Rachel reaffirmed this sentiment at the first of two open houses held at the end of July 

2014 in anticipation of the 2014-2015 new docent training class. As the docent programs 

intern, I attended both sessions. In response to a prospective applicant’s concern that, 

“I’ve never taken an art history course. Should I leave now?” Rachel noted that, “We are 

training conversationalists.” Those looking for an art history class would be disappointed. 
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Both sessions took place in the Ready Room21, which had been outfitted with a banquet 

table full of refreshments, chairs, a podium, and a projection screen. Rachel began the 

first session with a general introduction to the program. She listed several of the qualities 

that make the CMA docent program unique. These included small group numbers, the 

alignment of the museum’s and the corps’ mission statements, and the frequency with 

which docents buy into and become fervent supporters of the institution’s vision.  

The second open house, on July 31st, was opened by Stephanie Samara, Docent 

Programs Manager. Stephanie also noted the alignment of the museum’s and docent 

corps’ mission statements in which, she emphasized, the art and the visitor are equally 

important. She also discussed the institution’s commitment to creativity and experiential 

learning. During these presentations members of the docent council joined Rachel and 

Stephanie. Bob, the 2013-2014 Docent Chairperson, described the program as both 

“challenging and rewarding.” Successful applicants, he continued, “join a culture” 

characterized by “constant learning.”  

A general question and answer period ended each open house. The most common 

question visitors asked had to do with what candidates learn in the initial training course. 

In addition to those answers provided by the panel, attendees also could reference the 

handout provided at the start of the session. The handout addressed logistical concerns, as 

well as the expectations the museum holds for its volunteers. According to this source, 

during training candidates could expect to learn: “visitor-centered touring techniques and 

                                                
21 The Ready Room is a multi-purpose space located near the 9th street group entrance. Often utilized by 
the docents as a staging area for school tours, it is also available for rent.  
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ways to engage in conversation; museum education philosophies”; philosophies of 

learning; the “cultural, social, [and] stylistic backgrounds of visual art,” with an emphasis 

on the institution’s collection; and methods of “cultivating and celebrating creativity, 

critical thinking, and imagination” (Columbus Museum of Art – 2014-2015 New Docent 

Training Class Information, 2014). Candidates could also “expect to participate in group 

discussion and personal reflection,” in addition to periodic evaluations of their progress 

(Columbus Museum of Art – 2014-2015 New Docent Training Class Information, 2014).  

On the back of the handout is a list of the expectations the CMA has for its 

docents. Because, Stephanie wrote, “CMA Docents have one of the most important and 

difficult jobs in the Museum—helping visitors to make meaning during their visit,” 

docents are expected to: 

• Convey enthusiasm, passion, and positive energy to visitors  
• Facilitate interactive conversations with visitors and handle unexpected 

comments or events with grace and ease 
• Actively listen and respond to visitors 
• Provide space for all visitors to observe, think, and to share their thoughts 
• Develop and engage visitors through both directed and open-ended 

questions 
• Respect and welcome all people, perspectives, and points of view 
• Adjust touring approaches according to the composition of the group and 

individual visitor expectations 
• Take responsibility to continue their education about CMA’s collections 

and exhibitions in order to be a valuable resource to visitors 
• Strive to fulfill the mission and vision of the CMA (Columbus Museum of 

Art – 2014-2015 New Docent Training Class Information, 2014). 
 
Reading these expectations, one may gather a sense of the values guiding the CMA’s 

Department of Learning and Understanding. Characteristics of this credo, explained more 

fully in the previous section, include: a visitor-centered approach to learning in which 
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active listening, inquiry, and dialogue are valued; an enthusiasm for continuing 

education; and a commitment to the museum’s vision.  

SUMMARY  

This chapter provided a description of the interviews and observations I 

conducted, the documents I collected, and the survey administered during the course of 

my research. Grouped into five overarching categories—training, touring, reflecting on 

change, guiding principles, and recruitment—the data revealed several instances in which 

docent practice and institutional values aligned. The docents and staff of the CMA cited 

modeling, and the creation and implementation of strategies, such as ODIP, as important 

resources in creating docent buy-in. Prior to this, docent training at the CMA emphasized 

transmission rather than engagement. In the next chapter I interpret these findings and 

propose recommendations concerning their use in the field of museum education.  
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Chapter 5:  Reflections 

 
 The purpose of this study was to examine the ways in which the CMA nurtures a 

docent corps whose touring practice is rooted in audience engagement. However, in order 

to do so, I first had to understand how the CMA docent program successfully transitioned 

from a lecture-based to a visitor-centered touring model when so many others continue to 

struggle to effect this change.  I suspected that this success was due in large part to the 

museum’s unique institutional culture, a culture in which learning is supported and 

encouraged through modeling and critical inquiry. In this chapter, I interpret the data 

presented in Chapter 4. I then discuss the implications these conclusions have for the 

field of museum education and end with some recommendations for future study.  

GUIDING QUESTION  
 

The following question guided and directed this research: How do the 

organizational policies and practices at the Columbus Museum of Art (CMA) nurture a 

docent corps whose practice, through collaborative dialogues and inquiry-based methods, 

is rooted in audience engagement?  

THE JOURNEY THUS FAR 
 

In my search to answer this guiding question, I began my research during the 

summer of 2014, when I interned under the CMA Docent Programs Manager, Stephanie 

Samara. That summer I mined her files for documents that would contribute to my 

understanding of CMA docent training, past and present. I also observed docent-led tours 
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in order to more thoroughly understand the connection between training and touring, as 

well as to observe the specific ways in which docents engage visitors in the museum 

experience. In the fall of 2014, I then invited the docent corps to complete an online 

survey, the Teaching Perspectives Inventory, the results of which, again, contributed to 

my understanding the connection between touring and training. Finally, I obtained the 

perspectives of the staff and docents involved in and affected by the transition through a 

series of semi-structured interviews. The information I obtained from these 

complementary sources and methods of data collection helped to create a more holistic 

depiction of the complex relationships and processes that define the CMA docent 

program. 

KEY FINDINGS  
 

In analyzing this data, I came to several conclusions regarding the CMA docent 

program and the forces that enable it to sustain a practice that engages the visitor as an 

equal participant in the museum experience. One of the most distinctive conclusions I 

drew from this investigation concerns the relationship between a docent’s initial training 

and subsequent gallery practice. At the CMA, docent training models the types of 

thinking and learning educators wish visitors to experience in the galleries. It is a type of 

thinking and learning that requires the learner to connect her current experience to prior 

knowledge through inquiry and dialogic exchanges. These are connections that build self-

confidence and empower the visitor to create meaning. The data I collected also revealed 

that docents at the CMA buy into and actively cultivate a visitor-centered approach to 
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museum learning. Finally, the practices and policies I describe in Chapter 4 suggest that 

the CMA is a learning organization. I used Senge’s (1990a) and Fullan’s (1993) research 

on change theory as a contextual framework to demonstrate how the CMA, as a learning 

organization, was able to sustain change within its docent program.  

Practice as a Product of Training  
 

It is no surprise that training affects how docents conduct tours. However, what 

may be overlooked is the fact that it is not only what docents learn during training, but 

also how they learn it, which determines the types of interactions they have while in the 

galleries. Both the literature on docenting and the data collected during the course of my 

study support this finding. 

While examining the literature concerning docents in the art museum, I found two 

recurring motifs. First, docents have always straddled the divide, serving as 

intermediaries between the institutions they serve and the public that patronizes those 

institutions (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). Second, in learning to bridge that divide, 

docents have been (and continue to be) trained in a manner that privileges the voice of art 

historical inquiry and understanding: the curator (Lee in Newsom & Silver, 1978; 

Williams, 1988).  Therefore, docent training courses have traditionally followed a 

curricular model based on lectures, exams, research papers, and assigned readings 

(Beitler, 1995/96; Beech in Newsom & Silver, 1978). It is not a model conducive to 

conversation. And, even when the theory behind touring began to change in the 1970s, to 

favor a more visitor-centered exchange, practice did not follow suit (Gough-DiJulio, 
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1994; Beech in Newsom & Silver, 1978). Curatorial lectures and an emphasis on 

elocution proceeded to dominate training. Therefore, docent-led tours continued to mirror 

the ways in which docents were trained and docents persisted in lecturing to the public. 

The Columbus Museum of Art was no exception.  

The data I collected and analyzed revealed that prior to 2009, docent training at 

the CMA followed this traditional trajectory: lectures by “experts in the field” (often 

graduate students or faculty from The Ohio State University), followed by reading 

assignments, research papers, and exams. This type of learning fostered interactions that 

one docent described as “lecture-oriented.” Then, in 2009, the emphasis of docent 

training at the CMA shifted. Curator-led lectures no longer dominated the curriculum. 

Instead, talking was paramount:  

talking about talking, talking about thinking, talking about how to get people to 
feel comfortable in the galleries, how to get them to talk and interact with each 
other and us, how to get them to engage with the art on the walls, and how to get 
them to think critically.  

This conversational approach taught and modeled by Rachel Trinkley during 

training succeeded in becoming the basis for the docents’ visitor-centered touring 

practice. Change came about by example, by modeling the types of interactions staff 

desired docents to have in the galleries. These interactions teach visitors a way of 

learning that makes their thinking visible and encourages them to reflect on both their 

beliefs and ways of knowing. According to the CMA, “helping visitors make these 

connections assures that they leave with a sense of understanding, recognition and 

connection that will empower them to return to the Museum” (Columbus Museum of Art, 
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2002, p. 1). It is also a type of interaction that the museum encourages its staff and 

volunteers to engage in on a regular basis, as well as a practice characteristic of 

organizations that learn. Senge (1990a) defines a learning organization as a place “where 

people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new 

and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, 

and where people are continually learning how to learn together” (p. 1).  

The CMA as a Learning Organization  
 

Find an organization poised to meet change and you will find an organization that 

learns. In order to demonstrate how the CMA embodies the qualities of a learning 

organization, I return to Senge’s (1990a) explanation of change and the skills required to 

meet it successfully. Each of the five components, or disciplines, that Senge (1990a) 

describes in The Fifth Discipline, represent a set of competencies geared towards 

overcoming obstacles to both individual and organizational growth. They are: personal 

mastery, mental models, building shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking. The 

last of which, systems thinking, is a framework that integrates all the disciplines into a 

model capable of producing change.  

The first of the five disciplines is personal mastery. Senge (1990a) defines 

personal mastery as “the discipline of continually clarifying and deepening our personal 

vision, of focusing our energies, of developing patience, and of seeing reality 

objectively” (p. 7). Personal vision requires individuals to concretize their picture of the 

future; this is a picture that is, by its very nature, idiosyncratic and, therefore, subject to 
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continual evaluation. Evaluation causes one to discern the distance between one’s 

personal vision and current reality, a gap Senge (1990a) identifies as “creative tension” 

(Figure 6).  

 

 

 Figure 6: The Principle of Creative Tension (Senge, 1990b, p. 9) 

 

Cultivating personal mastery, however, depends on an individual’s ability to 

recognize the assumptions and generalizations, or (mental) models, that influence his or 

her understanding and subsequent interactions with the world. “Mental models” is the 

second of the five disciplines required for creating a learning organization. Mental 

models are active. They are able to affect what we do because, as Senge (1990a) notes, 

they affect what we see. One model of thinking that docents had to evaluate concerned 

their role in the museum. Docents at the CMA no longer pitch themselves as experts, 

rather they are facilitators of an experience that speaks to the connection between art and 



 102 

life. In a course evaluation for the 2012-2013 new docent training class, one docent 

wrote: “On being a docent I used to think ‘it was about imparting knowledge to visitors 

about the collection.’ Now I think ‘it is about experiencing the collection on a personal 

level with the museum visitors.’”  

Practicing “openness” is one way to combat unproductive and, at times negative, 

mental models. Openness requires both individuals and institutions to be transparent; to 

make their thinking visible and require that others do the same through the practice of 

“reflective inquiry” (Senge, 1990a). Reflective inquiry creates an atmosphere of genuine 

vulnerability, a key component to trust because it forces participants to uncover the biases 

and beliefs that inform their thinking. As demonstrated by the 2012-2013 Introduction to 

Docent Training syllabus, opportunities for docents to engage in reflective inquiry 

abound. For example, in the October 13th session, docents were directed to question the 

purpose and expediency of their training: “Why and how does this matter to our practice 

as docents?” Training also provided docents with tools, in the form of thinking routines 

such as ODIP, to facilitate both museum visitors’ and their own practice of critical 

inquiry. Many of these models evolved as a response to the education department’s 

campaign to build and cultivate a shared vision.  

The third of Senge’s (1990a) five disciplines is shared vision. A shared vision is 

not simply an idea, but a force that, at its best, is capable of binding “people together 

around a common identity and sense of destiny” (Senge, 1990a, p. 9). Furthermore, a 

shared vision is able to foster genuine commitment, rather than compliance. It helps to 

keep learning on course by providing a focus and energy, and promotes an atmosphere of 
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risk taking and experimentation. However, for these benefits to occur, people must feel 

that they understand and own the vision. At the CMA, this vision rests on the belief that 

“talking and thinking about art speaks to the human experience and has the power to 

transform lives” (Introduction to Docent Training, 2012-2013). Based on the data I 

collected during docent interviews, tour observations, and from the TPI, it is a vision that 

docents buy into and actively support.  

When docents spoke about their touring practice they discussed the importance of 

engaging and empowering visitors in ways that speak to the diversity of the human 

experience. These statements are corroborated by the docents’ TPI scores, which I 

discussed in detail in Chapter 4. Users scored highest in the Nurturing and 

Developmental teaching perspectives, and low in Transmission and Social Reform. The 

scores substantiate both the actions I observed and the beliefs and practices docents 

described during the interviews I conducted. Institutionally, this commitment is reflected 

in the museum’s mission statement, as well as in the values articulated and, after 2009, 

the practices modeled during docent training.  

Cultivating and extending a shared vision is the most important element of a 

leader’s work.  She or he must talk about it daily as a shared vision takes time to emerge 

and grows as a byproduct of individual interactions and ongoing conversation; a lesson 

the staff of the CMA’s Department of Learning and Experience discovered firsthand. 

Reflecting on the transition from a lecture-based to a more visitor-centered model of 

touring, Rachel recalled that 
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it was a campaign. It was taking every moment and every opportunity when we 
would see someone in the hallway to be personal and personable, but also talk a 
little about a philosophy and how excited we were about it. I think having that 
passion and having that trust and that vulnerability…was so critical.  

Comfort, as a byproduct of trust, is something CMA docent Sam cited as an essential 

aspect of her touring practice:  

If people aren’t comfortable at the beginning talking with you, asking you 
questions, making sure that they know what is allowed in the museum, then 
they’re not going to ask you anything or engage at all with each other or with you 
and the tour will fall flat.  
 
The counterpart to personal mastery is team learning, the fourth of the five core 

disciplines. According to Senge (1990a), teams are an organization’s basic learning unit. 

As such, teams that learn become a microcosm for the kind of learning that occurs 

throughout an organization. For the docents at the Columbus Museum of Art, teams are, 

in practice, the heart of the program. Dialogue, or the practice of “thinking together,” is 

the key to team learning. In dialogue, individuals are encouraged to become observers of 

their own thoughts and recognize the patterns, such as defensiveness, that undermine 

learning.  In The Fifth Discipline, Senge (1990a) notes that three basic conditions must be 

met for dialogue to be effective. They are:  

1. all participants must ‘suspend’ their assumptions...; 
2. all participants must regard one another as colleagues; 
3. there must be a ‘facilitator’ who ‘holds the context’ of dialogue.  (Senge, 

1990a, p. 243) 

Facilitators must keep the dialogue moving while simultaneously maintaining a manner 

that is knowledgeable and helpful, rather than assuming the mantle of the expert. CMA 

docent Sheryl cited interactive conversations, as well as the docent mentorship program, 
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as the biggest sites of “docent-to-docent learning.” These models are then carried into the 

galleries and encourage a museum experience in which the docent becomes responsible 

for facilitating a visitor’s learning.  

Leadership at the CMA  
 

In a companion article to The Fifth Discipline, The Leader’s New Work, Senge 

(1990b) looks more closely at the role leadership plays in the change process. Leaders 

assume many guises in a learning organization. As designers, teachers, and stewards of 

both the people they lead and the mission underlying their enterprise, leaders must have 

the ability to build a shared vision and to “foster more systemic patterns of thinking” that 

uncover and “challenge prevailing mental models” (Senge, 1990b, p. 9). The CMA met 

this condition by diversifying its definition of leadership and empowering its staff (and 

volunteers) to become agents of change.  

As a designer, a leader is not only responsible for articulating the institution’s 

mission and core values, but also and perhaps more importantly, for translating those 

values into policies, strategies, and structures that illustrate how change will take place. 

Early in her career at the CMA, Cindy Foley (2014) realized that it was her job to step 

into this role, becoming, as she noted in an article for the Journal of Museum Education, 

the museum’s “visionary leader.”  In addition to “imagining what the museum could be, 

and developing a case and a team to implement change,” Cindy (2014) wrote that her role 

was “to model and create a culture that would embody questioning, idea generation, risk 

taking, and play” (pp. 141, 146). For both Foley and Senge, the idea of play is essential to 
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learning and fundamental to the creative process. Senge (1990a) exhorts readers to 

approach life as an artist would their craft: to question and investigate, to explore 

alternative points of view, to observe and describe, and make connections. One of the 

CMA’s guiding principles is the belief that “artists are models for creative thinking” 

(CMA Guiding Principle, 2014).   

Another layer of leadership at the CMA is what Cindy Foley (2014) described as 

the “practical visionary” or person “responsible for implementing the work” (p. 150). In 

Senge’s (1990b) nomenclature of change, these leaders are known as teachers. As a 

teacher, a leader empowers “people to restructure their views of reality to see beyond the 

superficial conditions and events into the underlying causes of the problem—and 

therefore to see new possibilities for shaping the future” (Senge, 1990b, p. 12). 

According to Senge (1990b), the skills associated with this role include being able to see 

leaps of abstraction in one’s thinking, balancing inquiry and advocacy, distinguishing 

between espoused theories and theories-in-use, and recognizing and defusing defensive 

routines. At the CMA, Rachel Trinkley was the practical visionary for the institution’s 

docent program. In both my interview with her and in the article she wrote for The 

Journal of Museum Education, Rachel described how CMA “staff worked to gain docent 

support and advocacy for a new educational vision” (Trinkley, 2014, p. 187). In addition 

to “campaigning,” Rachel also worked tirelessly to “build a docent culture that values 

thinking” (Trinkley, 2014, p. 187). By developing “a culture of openness and trust,” (R. 

Trinkley, personal communication, May 14, 2015) building upon an already “solid 

theoretical foundation,” (R. Trinkley, personal communication, May 14, 2015) and 
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cultivating systems of support within the institution, Rachel succeeded in opening and 

sustaining a dialogue that aligned practice with intention.   

Individual and Institutional Relationships to Change  
 

One of the main hindrances to educational reform is the fact that museum 

educators, such as Rachel Trinkley, are dealing with a deeply conservative organization 

in which change traditionally flows from the top down. Therefore, in order for change to 

be productive, a fundamental shift must first occur in the way individuals (and 

organizations) think about their relationship to change. According to Michael Fullan 

(1993), everybody has the potential to be an agent of change. The challenge, however, 

lies in unlocking and nurturing this potential. To this end, Fullan discusses four 

competencies he believes are requisite to building an individual’s capacity for change. 

These are: personal vision building, inquiry, mastery, and collaboration; each of these 

competencies has an institutional counterpart in the framework developed by Senge 

(1990a). For the CMA it was a dual approach. In addition to evaluating the museum’s 

relationship to change, museum educators also encouraged their staff and volunteers to 

re-imagine their role in the organization.  

Fullan (1993) writes that personal vision arises when we push ourselves to 

articulate our values. This exercise forces us to take a stand for the future by expressing 

our disappointment with the present (Fullan, 1993). This, again, results in what Senge 

(1990a) refers to as creative tension. Inquiry, on the other hand, is described as a 

mechanism by which an individual can update and question the paradigms (mental 
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models) that inform his or her actions and beliefs. Based on the article written by Rachel 

for the Journal of Museum Education, as well as the data I collected during my research, 

it is evident that critical inquiry is embedded in many of the CMA’s policies and 

practices regarding its docent program. Interactive conversations, evaluation, and 

reflection are ways in which the CMA docents challenge and develop the models that 

inform their practice in the galleries.  

The third competency discussed by Fullan (1993) is mastery: “People must 

behave their way into new ideas and skills, not just think their way into them” (p. 15). In 

many ways, mastery is equivalent to modeling. Both strive to create a “learning habit” in 

which individuals are not only exposed to new ideas, but also become skilled in 

integrating them into their daily practice (Fullan, 1993). Furthermore, a strong initial 

education and continuous development fuel their effectiveness. One result of mastery is 

increased confidence on the part of the practitioner. This confidence is reflected in the 

words of CMA docent Samantha, who noted that, “we don’t need to depend on the 

curator to come and lecture at us because that’s not what we’re doing anyway.”  

 The final competency, collaboration, extends an individual’s ability to learn. As 

Fullan (1993) points out, there is a limit to how much we can learn on our own. 

Therefore, the capacity to build relationships is essential to change. Fullan’s (1993) idea 

of collaboration aligns with the discipline Senge (1990a) describes as team learning.  

Fullan (1993), furthermore, believes that organizations have a moral obligation to 

support these competencies on an institutional level by: facilitating critical enculturation, 

or cultivating a culture of thinking; providing access to knowledge; building effective 
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relationships; and practicing good stewardship, thereby, linking the individual to a 

broader moral purpose. The literature (Beitler, 1995/96; Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011; 

Grinder & McCoy, 1985; Keller & Kramer, 2001; Newsom & Silver, 1978) has revealed 

again and again that in matters of educational reform, action and belief rarely align. 

However, at the CMA, enculturation (of which the access to knowledge is critical), 

relationship building, and good stewardship are strengths of both the institution and its 

docent program.  

Within the CMA’s Department of Learning and Experience, staff members model 

many of their practices on the framework developed by Ron Ritchhart, a Senior Research 

Associate for Harvard Project Zero, regarding the cultural forces that shape learning. 

According to Ritchhart (2007), there are eight cultural forces that have the power to 

promote and support thinking. These are:  expectations, opportunities, time, modeling, 

routines and structures, language and conversation, environment, and interactions and 

relationships. These forces are explicitly addressed in both the 2012-2013 Introduction to 

Docent Training syllabus and in the docents’ statements concerning their practice. By 

understanding these forces, Ritchhart believes that museums can more consistently 

connect with their audiences by developing a culture of thinking. Ritchhart (2007) 

defines a culture of thinking as “a place where the group’s collective as well as individual 

thinking is valued, made visible, and actively promoted as part of the ongoing experience 

of all group members” (p. 137).  
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Room for Growth  
 

Throughout this discussion, leadership, and its role in a learning organization, has 

emerged as a critical element in initiating change. However, once the desired change has 

occurred it must be maintained. A large part of being a docent coordinator is about 

stewardship, about cultivating relationships, developing trust, and nurturing the people 

and practices entrusted to one’s care. In 2013, stewardship of the CMA docents passed 

from Rachel Trinkley (who was promoted to the position of Assistant Director of 

Education for Schools, Teachers and Docents) to Stephanie Samara, a graduate of the 

Bank Street College of Education. Samara has a Masters in Leadership in Museum 

Education. According to the college’s website, Bank Street programs in leadership “focus 

on creating a school vision; the complexities and dynamics of creating needed, effective 

change; supervision for positive results; and leadership for collaboration” (Bank Street 

College of Education, 2011). Combined with her previous experiences in visitor service 

at the Museum of Modern Art, Stephanie’s education prepared her, both philosophically 

and practically, for the CMA’s unique institutional culture. However, after only two 

years, Stephanie is leaving the CMA. She accepted a position as Senior Museum 

Educator at the Seattle Museum of Art in the winter of 2015. In the field of museum 

education, this type of “advancement” is natural. The position of docent 

coordinator/manager is, after all, an entry level position. But, I wonder, should it be? In a 

museum less committed to the learning of its staff and community partners, I fear the 

impact that this kind of turnover has on museums, their departments of educations, and 

their docents. Because, docents have little to no power over new hires they are often, 
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understandably, wary when someone new assumes the reins of a program that they 

cherish. This suspicion leaves the incoming coordinator time to do little more than build a 

relationship with the people they are charged to oversee; to simply maintain the status 

quo, rather than to grow.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FIELD  
 

What can museum educators learn from an institution that has successfully 

instituted a visitor-centered, inquiry-based teaching practice amongst its docents? By 

exploring the policies and practices at play in the Columbus Museum of Art docent 

program, this thesis is a potentially valuable resource for educators struggling to 

transition from a lecture-based to a visitor-centered model of gallery practice. The 

implications of my findings are two-fold. First, because touring practices are influenced 

by content, as well as context, docent educators need to be aware of the models they 

promote. They may ask themselves: During training, whose perspective is being heard? 

And, am I providing opportunities for docents to engage in the same type of learning I 

want them to foster in the galleries? By recognizing and reflecting on the various forces 

that shape their own practice, educators may help docents to do the same. Additionally, 

this research will bring awareness to the dual nature of a docent’s role in museum 

education: colleague and audience. Museum educators must not only work alongside of, 

but also for, the volunteers in their care by providing opportunities for growth. Again, 

educators may ask themselves: Am I honoring the experience and responding to the 
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needs of my volunteers while still challenging them to engage in new ways of thinking 

and doing?  

The second aspect of my findings concerns the relationship between change and 

learning. Institutions need to reevaluate their understanding of how change occurs and 

where it comes from. According to Senge (1990a), “structure influences behavior” (p. 

43). Therefore, institutions must look into the underlying structures, such as the rigid 

internal boundaries between divisions that shape the actions and attitudes of their staff. 

One of the hindrances to this necessary shift in thinking is that people often see 

themselves as their position, or the tasks that they perform, leaving them with little sense 

of how their actions extend beyond their position to impact the larger institutional 

mission. This perspective creates individuals who are perhaps compliant but not 

committed to the museum’s vision.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  
 

Throughout this research process, several questions have emerged. These are 

questions that, because of the limited nature of a master’s thesis, lie beyond the scope of 

this particular study. While I have identified a correlation between touring and the models 

employed during docent training at the CMA, it would be valuable to evaluate other 

institutions in a similar manner. To ask, how do the policies and practices of other 

institutions affect the ways in which their docents interact with the public? Or, what is the 

relationship between an institution’s mission and its actions regarding public 
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engagement? I believe that while models of training may be at odds with an educator’s 

intentions, they may not necessarily be at odds with an institution’s values.  

Another look could also be taken at the CMA docent corps. Had every one of the 

112 active docents completed the TPI, what would it have revealed? A small sample size 

meant that I was limited in both the conclusions and generalizations I could draw from 

my results. Obtaining a more nuanced picture of where the corps lies in relation to 

educational perspectives would: (a) provide a statistical measure by which to assess the 

impact of docent training on gallery practice, (b) provide a statistical measure by which 

to assess the impact of prior experience on gallery practice, and (c) aid museum educators 

in understanding and approaching this unique demographic in a way that honors their 

dual role as both volunteer and audience. Additionally, one could also revisit the CMA 

docents in another three to five years to examine how the program continues or evolves 

over time.   

Finally, a researcher may wish to look at the docent programs at both the Seattle 

Art Museum (SAM), as well as the National Children’s Museum (NCM) in Washington, 

DC, to determine the impact two former CMA staff members may have on their 

programming. Employed since January 2016 as the Senior Museum Educator at SAM, 

and since May 2015 as the Director of Education at the NCM, respectively, Stephanie 

and Rachel will undoubtedly make a mark on the educational practices and policies that 

inform docent practice and, therefore, visitor engagement at their new institutions.  
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FINAL THOUGHTS  
 
 Docents are an integral and, yes, sometimes exasperating element of museum 

education. However, I believe that docents are still a museum’s best resource in creating 

an experience—rich in conversation—that connects people and art. Art has the power to 

help individuals make meaning out of their experiences, as well as to place those 

experiences into a larger social context. As facilitators of these encounters, docents are 

responsible for building a relationship between the community and the museum, making 

them a valuable asset. Their passion, diverse life experiences and, at the CMA, 

commitment to learning, bring vibrancy and cultural currency to institutions that many 

individuals find intimidating and staid.  

Personally, this journey has taught me that the opportunity for museums to enact a 

positive change institutionally and in society at large is dependent on relationships, on 

building and transforming relationships between staff, volunteers, an institution and its 

community, as well as relationship to learning, and change itself. I have also learned that 

an educator’s practices must align with his or her intentions and beliefs. Why? Because, 

when an educator’s actions, intentions, and beliefs are inconsistent, the discrepancy 

manifests in what they model and teach docents and, thereby, what docents then 

communicate to visitors. At the CMA, museum staff solved this problem by being 

intentional. They question and reflect on their systems of thinking, they articulate their 

intentions and engage in continuous evaluation of the efficacy of their actions in relation 

to their desired outcomes in public programming, as well as guiding principles, principles 

that originated in the CMA’s Department of Learning and Experience. So, be intentional, 
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be intellectually and emotionally honest, be direct, be exacting, be mindful. For, as I have 

learned, intentionality is the key to creating a socially and personally relevant museum 

experience for visitors. 
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Appendix A: Site Approval Letter 
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Appendix B: Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 
• Tell me a little about yourself. When did you become a docent/museum educator? 

What prompted you to follow this path? 
 

• Please describe the training you underwent to become a docent/museum educator. 
 

• What kind of gallery experience does the CMA strive to cultivate?  
 

• When did the museum move to a visitor-centered approach? How was this change 
framed to the docents? What were the biggest obstacles? How were they 
confronted? 
 

• As a learner, do you feel supported by the CMA? In what ways?  

• How would you describe your touring practice? 
 

• What are the three most salient characteristics of your tours?  
 

• Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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Appendix C: Invitation to Participate in the TPI 

Hello Docents, 
  
I am writing to enlist your help in gathering data for my thesis. As you can probably 
surmise from my request, you and your activities at the CMA are a crucial part of my 
research! 
  
Through an online survey – The Teaching Perspectives Inventory (TPI) – I am interested 
in learning about your touring practice as it exists in the museum. The TPI measures your 
orientation to teaching through a series of rated statements. The survey takes 
approximately ten (10) minutes to complete and results are anonymous. While 
participation is voluntary, I believe that you will find the TPI both interesting and useful 
in understanding your own beliefs about gallery teaching. 
  
Should you wish to participate please click on the following link 
http://www.teachingperspectives.com/tpi/  and "log-in" with the following information:  
  
First Name: Docent  
Last Name: CMA   
Your email: rachel.m.vogt@gmail.com  
Your Group: "No, I am not a member of any of these groups." 
The specific learners I am focusing on are: (Please select the group you interact with 
most frequently)  
The specific context that I teach them is: Museum Education   
The teaching setting where we generally meet is: Face-to-Face (Please select the size of 
group you tour most frequently)  
  
Some of the statements you will respond to may seem odd. My best advice is to answer in 
terms of the statement’s applicability to gallery teaching and the specific learners you 
engage. Don’t over think the prompt; go with your gut! 
  
Completion of this questionnaire demonstrates your consent to participate in this study. If 
you wish to retain a copy for your records please print your results before closing your 
internet browser. The deadline for participating in this survey is April 1, 2015. If you 
have any questions or concerns regarding this project please email me 
at: rachel.m.vogt@gmail.com  
                                                       
Thank you in advance for your time! 
  
Cheers, 
Rachel Vogt  
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Appendix D: Consent for Participation in Research Form 

IRB USE ONLY 
Study Number: 

     

 
Approval Date: 

     

 
Expires: 

     

 
Name of Funding Agency (if applicable): 

     

 
 

Consent for Participation in Research 
 
Title:	  Leaving the Lecture Model Behind: Docent Education at the Columbus Museum of 

Art  

Introduction 
The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your decision as to 
whether or not to participate in this research study.  The person performing the research will 
answer any of your questions.  Read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. If you decide to be involved in this study, 
this form will be used to record your consent. 

 
Purpose of the Study 

You have been asked to participate in a research study that seeks to understand how the 
organizational policies and practices at the Columbus Museum of Art (CMA) nurture 
a docent corps whose practice, through collaborative dialogues and inquiry-based 
methods, is rooted in audience engagement. 
 

What will you be asked to do? 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to take part in an audio recorded 
interview.  This interview will seek to learn about your perceptions regarding the 
CMA docent program, with a focus on how it supports docents in sustaining an 
interactive touring practice. The interview will last approximately 60 minutes.  

 
What are the risks involved in this study? 

There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 
 
What are the possible benefits of this study? 

You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, your 
participation may help inform museum educators’ future practice in the realm of docent 
education. 

 
Do you have to participate? 

No, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if you start the 
study, you may withdraw at any time.  Withdrawal or refusing to participate will not affect 
your relationship with The University of Texas at Austin (University) in anyway.  
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If you would like to participate in this study sign and return this form to the principal 
investigator.  You will receive a copy of this form. 

  
Will there be any compensation? 

You will not receive any type of payment participating in this study.  
 

How will your privacy and confidentiality be protected if you participate in this research 
study? 

Identifying information will be used unless you request that a pseudonym be assigned. Do 
you wish to be assigned a pseudonym? ___ (Yes) ___ (No)  

If it becomes necessary for the Institutional Review Board to review the study records, 
information that can be linked to you will be protected to the extent permitted by law. Your 
research records will not be released without your consent unless required by law or a court 
order. The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers 
in the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the 
data will contain no identifying information that could associate it with you, or with your 
participation in any study. 

 
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be audio recorded.  Any audio recordings 
will be stored securely and only the research team will have access to the recordings.  
Recordings will be kept for no longer than two years after the date of collection.   
 

 
Whom to contact with questions about the study?   

Prior, during or after your participation you can contact the researcher, Rachel Vogt, at 505-363-
6218 or send an email to rachel.m.vogt@gmail.com for any questions or if you feel that you 
have been harmed.   

 
Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you can contact, 
anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 or email at 
orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  

 
Participation 
 If you agree to participate sign and return this form to the principal investigator.  
 
Signature   

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and risks, and 
you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the opportunity to ask questions 
before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other questions at any time. You 
voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By signing this form, you are not waiving any of 
your legal rights. 
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_________________________________ 
Printed Name  
 
_________________________________    _________________ 
Signature Date 
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and the risks 
involved in this research study. 
 
_________________________________      
Print Name of Person obtaining consent      
 
 
_________________________________    _________________  
Signature of Person obtaining consent     Date 
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Appendix E: CMA Docent Tour Workbook Introductions (2000-2004) 
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Appendix F: Observation Rubric 

 



 126 
 



 127 

Appendix G: CMA Sleuths Tour Description 
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