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Abstract 

 

Six Principles for Redesigning Museum Interpretation 

 

Lauren Kelley Smedley, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Co-supervisors: Carma Gorman and Jiwon Park 

 

Many museum visitors rely upon content panels or labels to make meaning of what 

they are looking at, but these labels do not always provide sufficient context for visitors. 

This insufficient context can result in confusion or lack of interest, especially for visitors 

without much prior exposure to art. To assist visitors in making meaning beyond the 

provided label, museum educators sometimes offer audio tours, live programming, and—

on occasion—expensive technological solutions (like the Cooper-Hewitt’s “pen”), but the 

information included on the labels is often too sparse or not what museumgoers need, and 

the technological solutions are often too complex, clunky, distracting, or overwhelming, 

and require a great deal of maintenance. In response to this problem, I have developed a 

set of principles for designing accessible museum interpretation, as well as designed labels, 

digital resources, multi-way communication tools, and an exhibition experience that 

exemplify those principles. 
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Problem Background 

THE MUSEUM CLIMATE 

“Even if I didn’t want to touch the Mona Lisa, I want to have the option to touch it,” 

explained one Chicagoan in 2010. “You go to a museum and you’re just walking around looking 

at everything. And not even that you want to touch anything but it just seems like ‘OK this is the 

museum, and this is me.’ We’re not connecting on any level other than visual.” This response is 

from a focus group conducted by the American Alliance of Museums in 2010 and published in the 

“Demographic Transformation and the Future of Museums” report by the American Association 

of Museums.1 The focus groups were conducted after data revealed that general U.S. museum 

attendance had begun to decline between 1992 and 2008. Not only was general museum attendance 

down, but there was also a growth in the gap between the number of white and non-white 

Americans who visited art museums. The American Association of Museums reviewed case 

studies and interviewed non-museum goers to discover what museums can do better to increase 

visitor attendance and diversity; the most “consistent” and “prominent” solution noted by the AAM 

was a need for interactivity. “I want to be immersed in the culture. And when I say immersed—

when I walk in I want there to be red clay dirt. I want there to be trees and I want to be able to see 

how the food is made and I want to be able to touch the animals that live in this area. I want to 

taste something. I want to be able to smell something,” responded one focus group participant. Not 

one person said they wanted more content panels, more labels, more writing. 

Museums could be institutions built to tell immersive stories; however, current methods of 

communicating that story are often limited to labels, content panels, and other printed matter. 

These approaches are forms of passive learning, which I believe are an ineffective and exclusive 

way of providing context in a museum setting. In order to create effective, inclusive, engaging, 

and even inspiring spaces, museums need to reevaluate their traditional forms of communicating 

with their visitors. In The Love of Art: European Museums and their Public, Pierre Bourdieu 

analyzes what it is that makes people visit art museums, and what about the aesthetic of art 
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museums appeals (or doesn’t appeal) to the public. He goes on to talk about the environment of 

the museum and how things such as wayfinding and graphics should create a space that makes 

visitors feel they have “the right to be uninformed, the right to be there and uninformed,” and that 

supports “the right of uninformed people to be there. . . . ”2 With a visitor-centered (as opposed to 

what I will call a museum-centered) approach to designing museum interpretation, exhibition 

environments could become places that would more effectively foster visitor self-efficacy, 

audience diversity, and dialog. 

MUSEUM LABELS AS A FORM OF COMMUNICATION 

Museum labels are often museum-centered rather than visitor centered. Not only are labels 

lacking in helpful background information due to their limited word count, but they also often 

contain information that isn’t pertinent to the general public. Information such as the acquisition 

number is helpful from an archiving perspective, but irrelevant to visitors. Including information 

on the labels that isn’t targeted to the visitor likely increases many visitors’ impression that the 

information provided (as well as the institution) isn’t for them, but rather for someone with more 

knowledge and more experience who will know what the acquisition numbers mean and who the 

donors were. In fact, research has shown that visitors rarely read labels.3 This means that visitors 

are making meaning from art through prior knowledge or through different means (or not at all). 
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It also points to the fact that labels are not doing enough to assist current visitors in making 

meaning of what they encounter in the museum. 

Illustration 1: Image of a typical gallery label. Author: Marshall Astor, Creative 
Commons Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic License. Source: Wikipedia 

When researching the purpose of the gallery label, I experimented with placing a label next 

to architectural elements commonly found in a gallery space. This satirical study helped me realize 

that the label is used as tool to define art as Art or to add value to an object, but not necessarily to 

assist with interpretation. 
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Illustration 2: Photographs of labels next to architectural elements, or what I referred to as 
“Almost Art.” 

In her 2015 master’s thesis, “Museum Visitors’ Self-Efficacy and Interest in Contemporary 

Art,” Lauren Wilson documented a group of non-regular museumgoers’ reactions to contemporary 

art with and without labels or descriptive text. Her study showed that “When interpretation felt 

obscure or inaccessible, participants reported frustration, anxiousness and irritation with a piece.”4 

When shown art with a label that had more description, some visitors reacted favorably in having 

something that helped them interpret the piece. When the information on the label was minimal, it 

caused negative self-efficacy. “It makes sense to hear it from someone else. But just walking in 

with no art background, it’s hard to interpret,” reported one museumgoer.5 Wilson argues that 

visitors’ self-efficacy is dependent upon providing informative contextual information for 

contemporary art. Many museums provide visitors with context only through a minimalist label or 

a “tombstone” text panel,* but when asked what kind of content they preferred to see on labels, 

viewers’ most popular response was “artist point of view,” which is not usually the kind of content 

                                                
* Oftentimes, museum staff refer to labels with lengthy text descriptions as “tombstones.” 



 5 

museums provide on labels. The lowest ranking answer (besides “no interpretation” or “other”) 

was “expert point of view.”6 

My findings are similar to Wilson’s. When conducting my own set of interviews to better 

understand what potential museum goers would want to know about contemporary art, I asked 

about their prior museum experiences. In one interview, I had an interviewee who recalled a label 

they enjoyed so much they felt compelled to photograph it. I was anxious to learn what about this 

label made it stand out from the rest; as it turned out the label in question wasn’t really a typical 

“expert’s-view” label, but rather a content panel that contained only one piece of text: a lengthy 

quotation from the artist. It’s my understanding that oftentimes visitors with little art history 

background crave hearing the artist’s voice. When visitors can read the artist’s own words and 

learn about their point of view or their aims in creating the work, I believe it can help create 

personal connections or deeper understanding (or greater confidence in opinion) than when 

information about the work is provided by a neutral, anonymous voice. Another interviewee 

mentioned a 2012 exhibition at the RISD Museum in which Spencer Finch curated an exhibition 

from works in museum storage and used the first-person voice.7 The interviewee mentioned they 

were among the most memorable museum labels she had ever seen, because Finch wrote them 

from his perspective, and explained why he chose the works he did. This style of exhibition was 

unusual because the curator’s rationale was apparent on the labels. 

Between Wilson’s and my own research, it’s clear that background information is 

important in a museum setting, especially when it comes to contemporary art museums. However, 

it is also clear that museumgoers (usually) don’t read labels. So either the information needs to be 

better matched to what people want to know (and designed in a way that that makes visitors feel 

welcomed in a museum), or the labels need to be replaced by or augmented with other affordances. 
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EXISTING SOLUTIONS 

A common approach to museum interpretation is supplementing static permanent text and 

labels found in the gallery spaces with audio or group tours, support programming, or accessible 

learning aids (which are usually only provided upon request). While I believe it’s important that 

museums offer different options for viewing their exhibitions, most of these options require a 

significant investment in time, scheduling, and/or funding for both museums and visitors. One of 

the more infamous redesigns of the typical museum labeling experience has been the Cooper 

Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum’s “pen.” The pen was developed as part of the $91 million 

2014 re-opening of the design museum. The Cooper Hewitt (working with design firm Local 

Projects and Diller Scofidio + Renfro) set out to create a device that “would encourage visitors to 

engage with the works on view in the museum, rather than looking at them through the small 

screen of the more traditional approach of a ‘museum App.’”8 

Illustration 3: Image of me using the Cooper Hewitt pen  

The pen is given to a visitor when a ticket is purchased (this ticket also contains a unique 

set of numbers and letters which the user can use later to access the information their pen has 

collected). The pen is a large, black plastic device with a wristband attached. When moving 

through the museum, the user can point their pen at an object’s label (which looks similar to a QR 



 7 

code). When the user returns home, they can visit the Cooper Hewitt’s website, input their unique 

ID number (found on their ticket) and retrieve the list of objects they compiled. The user can then 

read more information about those objects than the original museum label provided. 

There is much to be admired about this approach to gathering information about an artifact. 

One of my favorite aspects of this pen is the confidence it instills in the visitor to make judgments 

about the objects on display. It almost begs the visitor to ask themselves what they find appealing, 

as opposed to someone telling them why something is appealing. It’s akin to going window 

shopping and allowing a user to choose items based on aesthetic only: price (or in this case, 

information) can come later. 

When I used the pen for the first time in 2018, I was conscious of the object list I was 

building. I started heightening my threshold for selection because I was wary of generating a long 

list of objects that I would never spend time reviewing. When I returned home to see my list, I 

realized that I had only selected 15 objects total. Many object images were broken on the website, 

so I had no recollection of which objects I had chosen. 

Illustration 4: Screenshot of the artifacts I had selected with the pen, only to arrive home and find 
that the images were broken and no additional information was supplied. 
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A friend of mine who works as a curator found she had the opposite problem. She was so 

interested in learning about everything that she ended up selecting almost every object in the 

museum, which generated an overwhelming resource that no one but a determined archivist could 

tackle in one sitting. 

The disconnect between the information a visitor is collecting and simultaneously 

exploring seems problematic. The point of seeing an object in a museum space is to make meaning 

from it beyond what a 2D image and description can offer. By deferring the visitor’s quest for 

knowledge ‘til they are at home, rather than allowing them to easily to explore additional 

information about the object while still standing in front of it, prevents the visitor from making 

deeper connections. This is also an additional expenditure of time, which only committed visitors 

will utilize. The upside to this is that it could potentially increase repeat visits. However, the desire 

for repeat visits is a museum-centered way of thinking about interpretation, and instead the 

museum should be focused on providing the visitor with the information they want, when they 

want it. 

The other problem I find with the Cooper Hewitt pen is that it still leaves the label as the 

label. The pen feels like an expensive, interactive band-aid to the problem of the object label. The 

object labels at the Cooper Hewitt all use a standardized template with title, artist, year it the work 

was made, etc. 

The Cleveland Museum of Art, in contrast, created a way for visitors to explore their 

collection and engage with the art in a more personal manner with the creation of the ArtLens 

Wall. On the Cleveland Museum of Art’s website, they describe the ArtLens Wall as “a 40-foot 

interactive, multi-touch, MicroTile wall,” which “displays in real time all works of art from the 

permanent collection currently on view in the galleries—between 4,200 and 4,500 artworks at any 

given time.” The Cleveland Museum claims that “The ArtLens Wall facilitates discovery and 

dialogue with other visitors and can serve as an orientation experience, allowing visitors to 

download existing visitor-created tours or create their own on their iOS or Android device. The 

largest such screen in the United States, the ArtLens Wall enables visitors to connect with objects 
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in the collection in a playful and original way, making their visit a more powerful personal 

experience.”9 

Illustration 5: Visitors interacting with the ArtLens wall. Source: Cleveland Museum of Art. 
Creative Commons Zero. Accessed on 01 May 2019. 
http://www.clevelandart.org/artlens-gallery/artlens-wall 

While I haven’t had the opportunity to experience the wall in person, the photos and videos 

of the wall on the Cleveland Museum of Art’s website make it look like an incredibly powerful 

and engaging experience. I can imagine that it would be hard to resist playing with a giant wall of 

art and using it as a way to explore and learn more about the pieces. If you download the ArtLens 

App onto your personal device, you’re able to select and save artwork on the wall to your app. 

Like the Cooper Hewitt Pen, this allows for the visitor to continue their museum experience beyond 

the walls of the building. However, in a review of ArtLens, art critic Steven Litt discusses an 

experience where he became distracted by the wall and the app, forgetting about the actual art in 

the gallery: “ArtLens could enhance appreciation by spreading deep layers of information 

throughout the museum. It could also become an attraction in itself that fails to encourage the kind 

of close looking that's central to the experience of art.”10 ArtLens is removed from the actual art, 

which means that visitors are meant to make meaning of the art from a digital reproduction. Steven 

Litt also goes on to mention some technical snafus that occurred during his visit, mainly screen 

lagging or freezing. Technical glitches are a common problem when the museum building isn’t 
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made to support the energy needed for a 40-foot LED wall and hundreds of users trying to 

download hi-resolution files on the network’s Wi-Fi. But technical problems aside, the other 

glaring issue I see with this solution is the difficulty in scaling this down to a real world, affordable 

application for other, smaller museums. The ArtLens, while an attempt to create a better museum 

experience, feels like a flashy new toy, meant to attract new visitors or stand out from other art 

institutions, rather than an ultimate solution to the problem of art interpretation. 

One of my favorite label interventions is the guerilla approach to labeling from the 

Worcester Museum of Art in Massachusetts. In order to address the issue of colonialism in the 

museum (a topic that is often white-washed or ignored by most western museums), the Worcester 

created labels that were posted adjacent to the pre-existing labels in their American portrait gallery, 

pointing out how the subject in each portrait profited from slavery. Elizabeth Athens, the 

Worcester Art Museum’s former curator of American Art who installed the labels, says that “we 

tend to think of New England and Massachusetts in particular as an abolitionist state, which it was, 

of course, but there's this kind of flattening of the discussion of slavery and its history in the 

states—that the North was not at all complicit and it was a Southern enterprise.”11 The Worcester 

Art Museum’s labels make the point that that commonly held belief is not in fact true. 
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Illustration 6: The portrait of Russell Sturgis at the Worcester Art Museum with a label next to it 
with information about his connections to slavery. Author: Robin 
Lubbock/WBUR. Accessed on 02 May 2019. 
https://www.wbur.org/artery/2018/06/08/worcester-art-museum-colonial-
america-slavery 

I was incredibly drawn to this tactical approach to labeling. With virtually no additional 

cost, the Worcester was able to use labeling as a method of reframing the art. By taking what 

visitors are familiar with in a museum (a classic American portrait, with a classic museum label 

set to the right of it) and distorting that format ever so slightly, the Worcester was able to assist 

visitors in making new, de-colonized meaning from this art. This approach greatly inspired my 

own explorations, with the recognition that it’s possible to redesign interpretation in a way that 

isn’t dependent on trendy or expensive devices. 
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Museum Interpretation Explorations 

To begin figuring out how to address the problems with current museum interpretation 

tactics and methods, I prototyped some ideas to find out what other sorts of interventions could 

help create inclusive, inviting, and interactive exhibits. 

CREATE ACCESS 

In 1990 the Americans with Disabilities Act was signed into law, which legally “prohibits 

discrimination and guarantees that people with disabilities have the same opportunities as everyone 

else to participate in the mainstream of American life.”12 This extensive document included 

architectural and building requirements that ensured any person has equal access to public spaces. 

This means that exhibit designers have the responsibility to uphold these regulations to ensure a 

space is accessible to the general public. The Smithsonian created an incredibly useful document 

which translated the lengthy legal document into a more digestible 111-page pdf. I was intimately 

familiar with this document when I worked as a museum designer and kept a large 11x17” print 

out at my desk with some of the more pertinent pieces of information (case heights, text size, 

average eye sight etc.). However, from my experience working with these regulations I also knew 

that these guides were often considered a design constraint and (in my experience) were tacked on 

to the end of the design process as opposed to the beginning. In order to create an accessible 

museum, I wondered if the exhibit accessibility guidelines themselves could become more 

accessible. I began to scan through the document and quickly realized how outdated the 

illustrations were and how dense the text was. The document, while invaluable, hadn’t been 

updated in over a decade and the entire PDF reeked of a 1990s text book. 
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Illustration 7: Screenshot of the cover and an interior page of the Smithsonian Guidelines for 
Accessible Exhibition Design.  

Illustration 8: Images of my redesign, Create Access. 
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I decided to rethink the format of the PDF and sketched the idea for Create Access. Create 

Access was an idea for a responsive website, which will work across multiple devices and contain 

all the information found in the Smithsonian’s Accessibility Guidelines, but organized and easily 

searchable with an updated, clean design. Exhibit designers had the option of creating an account 

where they could save their most frequented regulations. This would allow for a quick and easy 

reference when going on a site check or sketching out an exhibit idea. 

The current illustrations in the guideline are outdated and appear to be poorly scanned 

images. In the redesign the illustrations are modernized, with gender- and race-neutral figures and 

easy-to-read numbers. 

Illustration 9: Original illustrations from the guidelines on top and my updated designs on the 
bottom. 
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I also took time to consider an identity and accessible brand. I began by researching current 

accessibility icons and noticed that most of them were figure-focused (or wheelchair focused). 

Disability means so much more than using a wheelchair. I wanted to create a universal icon, so I 

started taking the current accessibility icon and pulling apart. 

Illustration 10: Initial computer sketches of the logo on the left, the final logo lockup on the 
right. 

The turning wheel not only felt like a representation of moving forward, or an open circle, 

but for me it also resembled two people huddled together.13 

The next step was to learn how to ensure the website and brand would be accessible. I 

researched accessible fonts and colors by using Google Fonts and utilized the free Accessible 

Color Matrix website to build out the style guide. 
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Illustration 11: Screenshot of the color palette I built using the Accessible Color Matrix website: 
https://toolness.github.io/accessible-color-matrix/ 

While this project was a wonderful and direct way of redesigning something in desperate 

need of a redesign, it was still focused on the back-of-house experience without giving me the 

opportunity to learn about visitor attendance or needs. I wanted to spend my time researching and 

learning from people what makes (or doesn’t make) a museum accessible. I quickly realized that 

beyond physical accessibility (which is still a hugely important part to making museums inclusive), 

there was an emotional barrier between a community and a museum. 

TACTILE ALPHABET 

In order to begin my research into accessible learning spaces, I wanted to educate myself 

about specific learning needs for different disabilities. By researching what educational tools 

currently exist (or don’t exist), I could be better equipped to create educational spaces for a diverse 

audience. I also wanted to focus my research in language and content, considering my interest in 

effective methods of interpretation. Coming from a family of teachers, I knew first-hand the 
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creative approaches grade school instructors often use in order to assist their classroom in learning. 

I began searching the web for information about different learning tactics and discovered a plethora 

of online forums and communities for educators supplying open source educational tools and 

resources. I was inspired by teachers’ willingness to publish and share ideas, templates, methods 

for learning, so that other teachers may take their ideas and build upon them. One of the more 

common DIY or templated projects were “sandpaper” letters. Utilizing a texture such as sandpaper, 

allows for low-vision students to feel the shape of the letterform in order to assist in learning. I 

loved the idea of using tactile flashcards as a learning tool but felt the design of the cards could be 

improved. I began to develop my own alphabet deck, but one which included visual images to 

represent each letter. I felt that this could be a beneficial learning tool for those trying to sound out 

various letters or needing visual clues in order to help with the alphabet.  

Illustration 12: A screenshot of a tutorial for sandpaper letters on the left, and my attempt at 
recreating my own version of it on the right. 
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I also wanted to incorporate play into the deck, so I made each set of letters and images 

into a puzzle piece.   

Illustration 13: Image of the “F” pair, front and back. 

Overall, I felt this project taught me about specific educational tools for various learning 

disabilities (as well as educating myself about different types of learning disabilities that I was 

previously unfamiliar with). It also helped me realize how important it is to consider materiality 

and interactivity when building an inclusive exhibition space. The open-source nature of this 

project also inspired me to continue to not shy away from sharing my ideas, thoughts, and 

prototypes with the public as I continued my research. However, I was missing the opportunity to 

bring this into an exhibit space. I wanted to take this interactivity and tactile aspect into a gallery 

space. 

ACTIVE LEARNING WALL 

After researching methods of learning in a classroom, I wanted to apply my knowledge to 

an exhibit space. At the same time as I worked on tactile alphabet, I was reading the Educational 

Role of the Museum, which talked greatly about the need for feedback loops. Its author, Eilean 

Hooper-Greenhill, is the director of Museum Studies at University of Leicester and writes about 

feedback in her chapter, “Communication in Theory and Practice.” “Once a feedback loop is 
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introduced into the [communication] process,” she argues, the message of the sender “is likely to 

change….The meaning of the message is no longer defined only by the sender, but also by the 

receiver. The work of meaning-making begins to be shared between the two parties. The greater 

this sharing process, the more likely effective communication is to take place. The logical outcome 

of this process is to consult the receiver before any messages are sent, to try out a variety of 

messages to see which are appropriate and interesting.”14 This concept of the “receiver” (i.e., the 

museum goer) being part of the meaning-making process was completely unfamiliar and 

fascinating to me. Of course, it makes complete sense that a visitor or receiver should be able to 

question, discuss, and think aloud the opinions of the gallery. In order to effectively teach or 

communicate with someone, there must be a dialogue. Museums should not feel that they can only 

inform, but they should also listen and learn. 

I wanted to pursue this idea of feedback loops and participation within a gallery space, but 

also include the tactile immersive strategies I had learned about from my Tactile Alphabet 

experiment. As a result, I began sketching storyboards. I created an imaginary gallery hall that had 

a “passive” learning wall as well as an “active” learning wall.  

When a visitor entered a gallery, they would see a more traditional gallery space on the 

wall to their left; original artworks hung on white walls, well-lit and spaced far apart from one 

another. However, there would be no introduction panel or labels next to any of the art. On the 

opposite side of the wall would be large, scaled-up reproductions of the art, which visitors could 

paint, write, and interact with. There would also be books, videos and other learning tools in the 

space to help provide context, as well as places to sit and read, sketch, think, and write. My hope 

is that this “active” learning space would turn into a conversational, participatory experience 

between curator and visitor, meaning a curator could respond to questions or clarify thoughts/ideas 

that a visitor left on the wall. 

I decided to test this idea on a small scale within one of the galleries at the University of 

Texas’s College of Fine Arts building. This gallery is technically a hallway between classrooms, 
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and has somewhat high traffic, so I hoped that I would be able to get a strong number of responses 

from students for my active/passive learning experiment. 

I ended up choosing two pieces for this experiment, both of which would be unfamiliar to 

the students. The first one, Filigree Drawing with Pen and Ink, is by Consuelo Gonzàlez. The 

second piece I found at a thrift store and signed (I believe) “K. Faoro,” but other than that the artist 

is virtually unknown. 

Illustration 14: Anonymous painting by “K. Faoro” on the left and Filigree Drawing with Pen 
and Ink by Consuelo Gonzàlez on the right.  

I wanted to purposely pick works that would be unfamiliar to participants so they wouldn’t 

have pre-conceived opinions. I also wanted to choose one figural piece and one abstract, to see if 

I received more comments about one over the other and what sort of comments I would receive. 

This experiment had to be very low-fidelity due to timing and lack of budget. I also only had the 

gallery space reserved for two total weeks. 

From reading Nina Simon’s book The Participatory Museum, I knew I needed to “scaffold” 

the experience15—meaning, I needed to write my own responses, to model for participants the kind 

of interactions I was inviting, as well as to start the dialogue. I set up the art on one side of the 

hallway, the large reproductions on the other, placed a stack of Post-Its as well as a few Sharpies 
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nearby, and generated five responses about the art on both pieces to get the conversation started. 

After the first week, there were only 15 additional responses added to the art. 

Illustration 15: Close up of Active Learning Wall during the first week of testing. 

I was slightly disappointed in this result, so I wondered what would happen if I “rewarded” 

the participants by turning their responses into something else. I ended up laser-cutting wooden 

post-its and etching the responses into wood then re-hung them on the art. Thus, making their 

feedback become part of the art. 

Illustration 16: Image of the Active Learning Wall after the second week of the exhibition.  
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Illustration 17: Closeup of Active Learning Wall with wood and paper comments. 

After this experiment, the number of new responses and dialog greatly increased. There 

were 26 new responses added to the art after the second week, none of which were mine.  

Even though I supplied a post-it with the name of the artist (or “artist unknown” in the case 

of the abstract piece), some comments felt as though they were supplying tips for the artist or 

words of encouragement. I wondered if that was because it was placed in a student art building 

and critique is a common occurrence in these gallery spaces. However, I was satisfied that the 

comments were varied, people participated, and no one took this opportunity to vandalize or write 

anything hateful on the wall. 

My takeaway from this experiment was that visitors need to feel that their voice is being 

heard by the museum. If they are inputting comments or generating responses into a void, then 

their interest in participating is low. If there is the potential for it to feel as someone is listening 

and doing something with their feedback, the feedback increases, as when I laser-cut some of the 

responses. I also think that the creative element of feeling that they are in some ways adding to the 

art helped generate responses. While this was a helpful study in participatory methods, I now 

wanted to further analyze the conversation surrounding the art. What is it that people want to know 

about a work of art and how can museums help create dialogue around those responses? 
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MUSEUM OF AN ART 

In order to get a better understanding of what potential museum-goers would want to know 

about a work of art, I wanted to create a portable exhibit that I could take to different neighborhoods 

and invite a participant to step inside this space, view a piece of art, and answer the simple question: 

“What do you want to know about this art?” It was important for me to recreate the feeling of a 

museum space as much as I could—I wanted to capture that moment when you’re standing in an 

empty gallery, looking at a contemporary piece of art, and trying to make meaning from it. I also 

wanted a way in which I could ask the viewer what they wanted to know about the art without 

feeling as though they were being judged or analyzed.  

The first step to this was figuring out how to build a portable structure. After lots of 

sketching and brainstorming, I decided the most efficient thing I could do would be to purchase a 

portable walk-in wardrobe and reconfigure it. The portable wardrobe is lightweight, breaks down 

easily, and (most importantly) cheap. I purchased one online, gutted the interior and hung a work 

of art inside. 

Illustration 18: Left: The wardrobe converted into Museum of An Art. Right: What a visitor sees 
when they step inside the museum. 
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I wanted to rapidly prototype this idea, so I brought Museum of An Art out into the streets. 

I carried it across to the College of Fine Arts building, near the football stadium, and asked 

passersby to step inside. After conducting roughly ten interviews asking visitors: “what do you 

want to know about this art?”, I found that the most popular response was “what is the meaning?” 

or “who is she?” No one asked what the title of the piece was and only one respondent asked who 

made it. From this quick prototype, it seems that visitors (especially those with little-to-no art 

history background) want to know the story behind a piece of art, not just who made it, but also 

why they made it. Not just the title of the piece, but also the story of who the figure in the piece is. 

The varying questions about the artwork made me want to learn more about potential visitors’ 

perspectives on art, and while a pop-up museum allows for atypical museum goers to respond to 

this topic, the physicality of the space is still limiting for a large audience. I decided to try and take 

this experiment online. 

OBJECTIFY THIS ART 

The aspect of Museum of an Art that I wanted to explore further was what people wanted 

to know when they were not presented with any information about the piece of art. I would 

essentially build an empty gallery space, place a piece of art inside it, and ask visitors (via a web 

form) what they wanted to know about this art. However, for the web version I had to digitize the 

visitor journey, essentially recreating the experience of entering an unfamiliar gallery. I also knew 

from my Active Learning Wall experiment that visitors would be prone to provide input if they felt 

their input was being aggregated in some way. This meant I needed to publish the visitor feedback 

somewhere. I was also interested in returning to the physical gallery label and the problems I saw 

with the content it provided. Returning to the gallery label inspired me to reframe my “what do 

you want to know about this art?” to “what if you wrote the label for this art?” The concept of 

having visitors write their own labels sparked the idea of a narrative for the website. 

ObjectifyThisArt.com could be the product of an imaginary museum that is trying to crowdsource 

their label content. Participants would arrive at a landing page, which would be written from the 
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perspective of a museum director asking for visitors to help provide content. When the participant 

“enters” the gallery, a randomly generated piece of art appears with an input form which suggests 

content for the label (artist, title, year, description etc.). 

Illustration 19: Left is the landing page for Objectify This Art. Right is a screenshot of a random 
piece of art.  

The digital aspect of Objectify This Art also allowed me the opportunity to use different 

pieces of art—paintings, sculptures, photographs, or artifacts could all be randomly generated. I 

used the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s open access collection to randomly pull actual artwork 

from their database.16 Including artifacts was especially interesting, since it allowed for a designed 

artifact (such as an umbrella) to become a piece of contemporary art outside the context of a 

gallery. Once a participant wrote a description, an email of the description would be sent to me 

and I would “hang” the work of art along with their label in the gallery (in this case, an Instagram 

page). Publishing the label to social media could entice the participant to fill out the feedback, so 

they can see their label created on Instagram. Using Instagram also allows for a participant to like, 

share, or have others comment on the label. 
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Illustration 20 Left: Screenshot of Instagram.com/ObjectifyThisArt 

Illustration 21: Screenshots of a user-generated label with its “hung” artwork. 
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Illustration 22: Closeup of user-generated labels. 

The labels generated using Objectify This Art were interesting. By forcing participants to 

guess at the label instead of asking questions, it revealed how people view contemporary art or 

museum label copy. The answers I received were often pompous, mimicking the elitist language 

sometimes used in an art museum. These results perpetuated the idea that museums are exclusive, 

not inclusive spaces. 
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Label Re-Design Prototypes 

After the results of Objectify This Art, I wondered how could museums create interpretation 

that is inclusive, helpful, experiential, and clear. The next set of experiments moves from research 

testing to various methods used to redesign the museum label. 

SIT: EAMES EXHIBITION 

I first wanted to know if it would be possible to take away all labels and introductory text 

from a gallery space to provide background information in a purely visual way. In the fall of 2018, 

I had the opportunity to help curate and design a Charles and Ray Eames exhibit titled Sit with 

Assistant Professor of Practice Alyson Beaton. 

The exhibition featured a variety of Eames chairs that represented different modes of 

sitting: lounge, perch, and work. Professor Beaton and I invited visitors to ponder how chairs affect 

them in their everyday lives, while also considering how chairs help us create conversation, relax, 

make and daydream. In order to do this, we broke the exhibit into three main areas: historical 

context, display, and production. 

Illustration 23: Initial concept sketches for the Sit exhibit, showcasing the three sections and how 
the visitors would flow through the space. 
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The historical context wall displayed large photographs of the featured Eames chairs in 

household environments, offices, studios etc. The wall also included advertisements and designed 

promotional material featuring the chairs. On the opposite wall was information about how the 

chairs were made. This was displayed with large photographs of the Eames working, reproductions 

of their sketches, as well as photographs of the chairs being produced in the factory. I also wanted 

to include samples of materials used in fabricating these chairs, not only because it was such an 

important factor in their construction and form, but also to include an interactive element that 

visitors were welcome to touch. I hoped this could allow visitors to imagine what these pieces of 

furniture could look like in a different fabric or pattern and place them in the role of designer. Sit 

was meant to be a place of inspiration and reflection for visitors: an opportunity to learn about the 

history of design and explore the elaborate process of executing a design, even when the design is 

as seemingly simple as a chair. 

Illustration 24: Photos of Sit at the openings. Photos courtesy of Alyson Beaton (left) and Sandy 
Carson (right) 

Sit had an incredibly quick turnaround time and incredibly small budget. Professor Beaton 

and I were the sole producers of the show, which meant we were responsible for curation, design, 
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and even installation. Another professor, Kate Catterall (Associate Professor of Design at UT 

Austin), knew my desire for feedback about the lack of text in the show and offered an extra credit 

assignment in which students could submit feedback about the exhibit. One visitor remarked on 

the materiality, photographs, and production wall saying, “I really appreciate how the curators 

included these parts, it really adds a cool perspective when seeing the final product.” However, 

another student commented directly on the lack of text saying, “I think what bothered me the most 

was the lack of signage and context for everything there,” adding that “I was also bothered by the 

lack of labels to describe or at least name the things I was seeing.” The student didn’t elaborate on 

why they desired a name for the chairs or what they felt signage would provide them in this setting, 

but I understood the need for some guidance. Especially for visitors who do not frequent gallery 

spaces or were unfamiliar with the work of the Eameses, having a space that provides no text could 

come off as confusing or overwhelming. This need for guidance or clarity in a museum space made 

me wonder what would happen if I combined wayfinding and labels. 

MUSEUM VIEW FINDER 

In order to redesign museum interpretation to be visitor-centered as opposed to museum-

centered, I wanted to research the reasons why visitors attend museums in the first place. What 

influences someone to visit an art museum? Maybe if I had a better understanding of the visitor’s 

intention for visiting a museum, I could redesign interpretation to complement these intentions.  

I quickly discovered the writings of Dr. John Falk, who studies free-choice learning in 

museum settings.17 Falk identifies five different reasons why people visit a museum: 

- “Explorers: Visitors who are curiosity-driven with a generic interest in the 

content of the museum. They expect to find something that will grab their 

attention and fuel their learning. 

- Facilitators: Visitors who are socially motivated. Their visit is focused on 

primarily enabling the experience and learning of others in their accompanying 

social group. 
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- Professional/Hobbyists: Visitors who feel a close tie between the museum 

content and their professional or hobbyist passions. Their visits are typically 

motivated by a desire to satisfy a specific content-related objective.  

- Experience-Seekers: Visitors who are motivated to visit because they perceive 

the museum as an important destination. Their satisfaction primarily derives 

from the mere fact of having ‘been there and done that’.  

- Recharges: Visitors who are primarily seeking to have a contemplative, 

spiritual and/or restorative experience. They see the museum as a refuge from 

the work-a-day world or as a confirmation of their religious beliefs.”18 

I found this way of thinking about moving through a museum incredibly fascinating and 

began to wonder what pieces of art each of these museum-goers would visit depending on their 

motivation. I went to the Blanton Museum of Art and explored their collection, imagining how 

people from each category would move through the collection. I wondered if the “recharger” 

would be drawn to a small room off the Latin American Art wing which is quiet, hidden from the 

other main galleries, with a solitary bench in the center of the space. I wondered if the “facilitator” 

would be interested in Cildo Meireles’s sculpture Missão/Missões (How to Build Cathedrals), a 

piece that invites visitors to step through a transparent black veil to reveal bones hanging above a 

pool of pennies. This made me wonder if it would be possible to create a label that provided 

information in a way that would assist visitors in identifying their motivation and seeking out 

museum experiences that would best match with it. I took inspiration from Falk’s categories and 

altered them slightly, in order to create more general groups for visitors. I turned “recharger” into 

“relaxation” because I believed that “relaxation” was a more appropriate term than “recharge,” 

since many people visit museums in order to a peaceful, contemplative experience, “facilitator” 

into “socialization” because I believed the word “facilitator” sounded as if the visitor was leading 

a group of people, where I believe visitors can come to the museum alone but still enjoy it for the 

socialization opportunity it provides, and combined “explorers” with “professional/hobbyists” into 

“inspiration” since I believe the goal of each of these visitors is to feel inspired. 
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My vision was that a visitor could enter a museum and have the option to do a self-guided 

tour of the museum space based upon a chosen pathway. This would allow visitors who came to 

the museum with an intention to have the best experience possible based upon a guide that helps 

match their purpose with a pathway. This would also allow visitors who felt unsure where to begin 

or lost in a museum space to have an opportunity for guidance (without the need to pre-plan or pay 

for a guided tour). 

Illustration 25: Example of the four pathways I created. 

The new categories I created were inspired by Falk’s research but more generalized for a 

wider museum audience. “Inspiration” is for visitors coming to a museum looking to feel inspired 

either in their own work or life. “Education” is for visitors who are looking to explore the museum 

from an education perspective—they’re interested in understanding facts, history, and production 
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through the lens of art. “Relaxation” is for visitors who come to the museum space to meditate or 

be calmed. And “Socialization” is for visitors who come to the museum to be around people and 

hopefully have a new interaction. 

I developed a color palette and icon set for each of these pathways. Visitors can pick up a 

brochure at the entrance of the museum and view each of the suggested pathways through a map 

on the inside. 

Illustration 26: Image of the inside map containing the different pathways. 

While the visitor follows their path, they’ll arrive at different viewfinders placed near 

artwork that matches their chosen pathway. These viewfinders are an alternative to the museum 

label. While it provides the basic information that a label provides (artist, title of the piece, 

material, year it was made). The visitor can open the viewfinder up and see prompts that help the 

visitor guide their understanding of the work. These prompts could be questions a visitor may have 

about the art, information about the piece, or general feelings the art may provoke. 
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By having a viewfinder, as opposed to a label that is separate from the art, the visitor can 

look at the art and content at the same moment. The viewfinder may help the visitor literally 

reframe their perspective about the art or call attention to new details they would otherwise miss. 

Illustration 27: Visitor holding a viewfinder up to a piece of artwork. 

Overall, my intention with the viewfinder was to foster a more sociable, engaging, and 

participatory museum experience. The questions and ideas the viewfinders pose allow 

museumgoers to discuss answers with their companions or answer for themselves, as opposed to 

passively reading the information labels the museum provides. While this method of interpretation 

was presumably responding to visitors’ needs or desires when they are in a museum, I was 

concerned about the accessibility aspect. Would different pathways be confusing to some visitors? 

Does it force some visitors into a scavenger hunt, which could lead to traffic or overcrowding in 

some parts of the museum but not others? Does it discourage self-exploration in a museum? It also 

has a space limit when it comes to content (similar to that of a wall label). However, one aspect of 
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the viewfinder that I really enjoyed was the ability to view the information around the artwork. 

Were there other ways of providing this information, more cohesively throughout the museum, but 

still spatially? 

AUGMENTED REALITY (AR) LABEL REDESIGN 

One of the aspects of the viewfinder project that resonated with me was the ability to see 

information about a work of art around the piece itself. It made me wonder if it was possible to 

utilize the spatial aspect of the museum and have information appear to a visitor dependent on their 

proximity to the piece. Using augmented reality as a way to provide information could also allow 

visitors to choose preferences before entering the museum; such as language, font size, or types of 

information. My first step was to storyboard this idea, from the moment the visitor enters the 

building to how they view a piece of art. 

Illustration 28: Storyboard of the user journey for the AR Label 
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Illustration 29: Digital mockup of what the information would look like in space. 

In my original storyboard, I sketched out a device that would project the information in 

front of the viewer. Of course, this type of technology doesn’t exist yet, so I wanted to quickly 

prototype a practical version of this idea using AR on a visitor’s phone. This would still allow for 

visitors to change things such as language, text size, or types of information, but be limited to the 

size of their device. I took a visit to the Blanton Museum of art and filmed two pieces (one two-

dimensional painting and one sculptural piece) to see how this experiment would work. 

Illustration 30: Photographs of me using a prototype of the AR label in space. 

One thing I liked about this strategy is that it could become a game for the viewer. The 

visitor stumbles upon these pieces of information depending on their location, so finding 

information could become like a treasure hunt. However, the screen size of my phone made the 

text appear fairly small. I also found that I was looking at my screen more than the actual piece of 
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art. And I can’t imagine how a museum would feel from a conservation standpoint if all of their 

visitors started meandering through the galleries like zombies, blindly following their phone.  

The use of augmented reality as a label as posed another issue: budget. A museum would 

need to spend a lot of time and money implementing and maintaining a digital device as extensive 

as this. This also assumes that visitors all have smartphones, which may not be the case (and could 

create an exclusive method of delivering content). I wanted to try and redesign a label practically, 

without relying on expensive tech-heavy tools. What would happen if I took the current template 

of a print label and redesigned that? 

PHYSICAL LABEL REDESIGN 

My goal for this project was to synthesize my research findings and attempt to redesign the 

label as simply as possible. Information is layered atop a small reproduction of the art, and a QR 

code is provided to link to additional information. The format of the label should fit on a standard 

8.5ʺx11ʺ sheet of paper. The text size is larger than current label standards and the content is in 

response to my research findings on what visitors most often want to know about the art. 

Illustration 31: Original label for Oil Field Girls on the left, my label redesign on the right. 
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During my research and interviews, I noticed that one of the main reasons people take 

pictures of labels is from a desire to remember information about the art so they can look up the 

piece when they return home. However, from interviews (as well as personal experiences), visitors 

complained that sometimes they forget which label matched with which art. This is due the fact of 

the label being so small and so removed from the artwork that it’s impossible to get them both in 

the same shot. I thought that by including a reproduction of the artwork on the actual label, it would 

assist visitors in recalling information about the piece. 

Basic information is also provided on each piece, which would allow visitors to look up 

information about the work or the artist when they leave the museum. 

IS TEMPLATING THE PROBLEM? 

While the redesign of the physical label may be a step in the right direction, there are still 

issues that this redesign isn’t addressing, the major two issues being the lack of interactivity with 

the art as well as the lack of visitor input. The printed label also continues the neutral, authoritative 

voice that occurs with museums. However, the other thing I recognized in these prototypes, 

interviews, and research was how dependent what visitors want to know about art is on what kind 

of artwork it is. If the piece of art is an illustration of a woman (such as the one in Filigree), people 

often asked “who is she?” If the piece of art is non-figural (such as the unknown piece used in the 

Active Learning Wall), people often asked “why did the artist paint this?” If the piece of art is a 

chair, people often asked “how was it made?” All these questions could lead to unique solutions 

of providing information, which begs the question: is the problem that we use a standardized 

approach for our label design? And if that is true, then simply redesigning the label is not enough. 

There needs to be a structure or a set of guidelines museums can follow in order to create different 

kinds of interpretation for different kinds of works. 
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Six Principles for Redesigning Museum Communication 

Considering that every museum has a unique mission and ecosystem, I created a set of 

design principles to help museums rethink their current methods of visitor communication and 

develop inclusive, approachable ways of designing interpretation. The principles are not meant to 

be ranked or ordered in any particular way. I imagine that every museum that works to implement 

these principles will need prioritize them differently, depending on their needs or their constraints. 

 
THE MUSEUM NEEDS TO PROVIDE INFORMATION ABOUT THE COLLECTION IN DIFFERENT 
MEDIUMS AND FORMATS. 

This principle stems from my original goal of creating accessible interpretation spaces and 

the research that came from projects such as the Tactile Alphabet and Create Access. If you want 

interpretation to be accessible, then there must be options that satisfy every visitor’s unique desire 

and comfort level for making meaning in museum spaces, not just approaches that assist only 

visitors who already have a familiarity or background in the subject matter. 

THE MUSEUM NEEDS TO PROVIDE INFORMATION ABOUT ACCESSIBILITY AFFORDANCES BEFORE 
THE VISITOR ENTERS THE BUILDING. 

When speaking to Chase Bearden, the director of advocacy and community organizing for 

the Coalition of Texans with Disabilities, he emphasized the importance in creating space that feels 

welcoming for people with varying abilities. “It goes beyond just making the museum physically 

accessible, that it’s a social issue. It’s the uncertainty of how people will react and what things will 

be accessible before you even enter the museum. There needs to be options and those options need 

to be known before you even enter the building.” 

One day of diversity training isn’t enough to ensure visitors feel welcome in the space. 

Affordances must be made clear on the museums website or understood by every staff member 

who may need to answer phone calls about the museum’s accessibility. When affordances are 
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clearly spelled out on a website, it instills confidence in a visitor that they will feel welcome and 

comfortable in a space. 

It’s also important who is writing these accessibility affordances internally. Having a 

diverse staff will generate an inclusive audience. Liz Jackson, the creator of the Disabled List (a 

curated list of creative disabled people who are available to consult), says that many current 

approaches to accessibility are done by designers or design thinkers without a disability. “Empathy 

allows designers to assume that they have a certain level of expertise about our situation, and that’s 

a false presumption. They lack the true, gut knowledge that a disabled person has.”19 

WHEN POSSIBLE, THE CREATOR OR INTERPRETER’S POINT OF VIEW NEEDS TO BE MADE 
PRESENT. IF IT’S NOT POSSIBLE, THE MUSEUM SHOULD EXPLAIN WHY. 

When conducting interviews with different types of potential museum visitors, one of the 

most common pieces of feedback was the desire to know the artist’s intention—especially when it 

came to contemporary art. Why did the artist paint this specific piece? Why did they choose this 

specific material? People were far less interested in reading an anonymous museum voice that 

speaks generally of the time period or the artist’s background. If the artist’s voice cannot be made 

present, I think it is important to make known the interpreter or curator. When you read a biography 

of an artist, for example, you always know the name of the author. However, when you walk 

through a museum the author of the labels is unknown. The people employed by the museum 

should take ownership of their curation, research, and opinions by authoring the information they 

are providing in a museum (or at least make this ownership more widely known to the every-day 

museum goer). 

VISITORS NEED TO PROVIDE FEEDBACK, SO THE MUSEUM MUST OFFER OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
VISITOR FEEDBACK IN DIFFERENT MEDIUMS AND FORMATS, WITH CONSIDERED FEEDBACK 
PROMPTS. 

As I discussed earlier with the Active Learning Wall and Museum of an Art, a museum 

should be able to maintain a running dialog with its visitors, not only for the benefit of the museum 

to learn and adapt to its audience, but also to improve the visitor’s learning experience. 



 41 

This is a subject which I explored at length during my first year of grad school. Inspired 

by Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s research on the museum feedback loop, I believe strongly in having 

the visitor’s voice heard. This can keep museums in check as well as encourage inclusivity, 

community, and dialogue.  

THE MUSEUM MUST HAVE A SYSTEM IN PLACE THAT ALLOWS FOR THE FEEDBACK TO BE 
IMPLEMENTED AND FOR THE VISITOR TO FEEL THAT THEIR FEEDBACK WAS HEARD. 

It’s one thing to put up a survey or a suggestion box at the end of the experience, but it’s 

an entirely different thing to do something about it. Museums must set aside funding and time to 

create and monitor these feedback loops, and be willing to act on the feedback they receive. There 

must be a clear system in place that allows museum interpreters to aggregate and collect data and 

the museum must be flexible enough to allow for change (without putting stress on specific 

members of staff). 

This issue was confirmed to me when I spoke with the Director of Interpretation at the 

Dallas Museum of Art, who has an entire set up for feedback but no way to implement it. The 

Dallas Museum of Art has a small, rotating exhibit that asks visitors about different ideas the 

museum is implementing within their gallery space. I was so excited about this approach to 

gathering visitor input, but when I asked how they were able to collect and aggregate the feedback 

they admitted that they had no staff assigned to reading or receiving the visitor feedback. Due to 

time constraints, budget, the museum struggled to figure out a way to utilize that important piece 

of data. Besides this being an unfortunate thing to hear, it also made me wonder what impact that 

would have from the visitor’s perspective. So often visitors are asked to give feedback and submit 

it in the form a question box, text, email form, but so rarely do visitors actually receive a 

response—or (and especially in the case of the Dallas Museum of Art), see their ideas 

implemented. Could this hinder visitors from spending the time to provide valuable feedback in 

other places? 
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THE SOLUTION NEEDS TO BE AFFORDABLE. 

The solution should not be so tech-heavy that only big-budget museums have the funds to 

implement it. The ideal solution is low-fidelity and within the means for a small-scale museum or 

gallery space. That’s not to say that these low-budget ideas cannot inspire new large scale 

solutions, but the starting point should be low-cost, not the other way around. If it is the other way 

around, change won’t occur. 
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The Six Principles in Action 

As part of our master’s degree, it is required to exhibit a candidate’s final thesis in an MFA 

Design show. I took this opportunity to test my six design principles in the design of an actual 

exhibition—the 2019 MFA thesis exhibition Work For Progress—as well as test three different 

low-cost feedback loops for exhibit environments. 

WORK FOR PROGRESS 

Typically, the MFA Design show consists of each design student devoting a small gallery 

space to displaying their final project. Together the group of design students not only develop the 

design of their individual space, but also collaborate to design an exhibit theme and identity for 

the annual show. This often leads to a mis-matched gallery space, with a multitude of varying 

thesis projects (each project having a unique brand and extensive explanation of the project). The 

overall theme is sometimes lost in the chaos of the smaller spaces, which are the prioritized focus 

for each of the students. The expectation (which is an official mandate from NASAD20) to cram 

two years of research, iterations, and process, into a neatly packaged artifact felt slightly 

disingenuous to the degree and design process. The true intention of all our final designs is not to 

exist in a gallery space, but to interact with the public in response to each of our areas of focus. In 

my graduating year, one student developed a mobile banking app which assisted those with low 

digital literacy in India, another developed a toolkit for micro-mobility interventions at a local 

level, and another used satire to address personalized data and privacy. The one thing we all had 

in common was that our thesis projects were the culmination of passion projects and the work we 

began in graduate school would likely continue long after we graduated. The gallery was a space 

to show our work and ideas in progress, before we graduate and are able to test these ideas beyond 

our classroom.  
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Of course, the meta-challenge for myself was the need to create an exhibition about 

exhibition design. How could I prove my point about the challenges with museum communication 

in an empty gallery? If I created a mini art gallery, similar to Museum of an Art, what impact would 

that have on the role of the student’s design pieces (or the role of design versus art)? If I built a 

participatory experience, what would the content be based upon? If I walked visitors through each 

of my six design principles, would I essentially be creating six content panels (which is the exact 

opposite of what my thesis research is intending for museums to do)? Instead, I decided to use the 

entire show as an opportunity to test my principles. I asked my three other fellow design graduates 

if they would be willing to let me take the reins of the show and conceptualize and design the 

overall concept under the guise of my research. I am incredibly grateful to them for allowing me 

the freedom to use this opportunity and while it wasn’t always easy to persuade them, overall, the 

process was smooth, and I was able to “live up to” my six principles in the exhibition. 

The solution needs to be affordable. This principle wasn’t hard to follow as we had a strict 

budget for the exhibit. Each of the students (four total) received $275 for their individual exhibit 

and we had $300 for the group. This included the cost of advertising, printing, and painting 

(including the cost to have the gallery painted back to its typical white wall interior once our show 

was taken down). In total my exhibit only cost $47 to produce and the rest of the funds went to 

group budget. 
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  Illustration 32: Screenshot of the budget. 

The museum needs to provide information about accessibility affordances before the visitor 

enters the building. We did this by ensuring accessibility was clearly stated on our website. We 

also made sure that our exhibit met ADA requirements and we provided ample seating throughout 

the gallery space. 

Illustration 33: Screenshot of Work For Progress’ website. 
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The museum needs to provide information about the collection in different mediums and 

formats. I met this principle by creating highly interactive spaces. Information about the collection 

could be accessed through our website, on the walls, by exploring our desks, or (maybe most 

importantly) by simply asking us. Because the show was meant to reveal the design process (not 

just finished product), I moved our studio space into the gallery for the two weeks the show was 

open. This allowed us to continue working near or on our thesis, and also allowed visitors an 

insight into the design process. Having ourselves physically in the space also gave visitors a unique 

opportunity to ask the “artist” directly what they wanted to know about the art (or in this case, the 

design). 

Illustration 34: Image of my classmate, Jacob DeGeal, working at his desk in the studio space. 
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When possible, the creator or interpreter’s point of view needs to be made present. If it’s 

not possible, the museum should explain why. Our voice is not only apparent through the 

personality of our individual desks, biographies at the entrance of the gallery, the fact that each of 

us wrote our own content, but also in the smaller details of the exhibition. In our advertising and 

exhibit wayfinding, I chose to use an informal, conversational voice. I also used humor and satire 

throughout the exhibit and promotional materials in order to make it more inviting and inclusive 

for a general audience. “Free cheese!” was used as a promotional tagline for our gallery opening 

night. I also hid special moments throughout the gallery for visitors to stumble upon: a checklist 

that bulleted the final steps before graduation, a wall where we marked in pencil our heights, fake 

reviews of our exhibition, and exhibit labels on the gallery outlets.  

Illustration 35: Sample of our wayfinding on the left, image of the promotion of our opening 
night (by way of free cheese) on the right. Photos courtesy of Sandy Carson. 
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Illustration 36: Photos of our checklist, reviews, and heights. 

I also introduced the idea of participation and open dialog right at the entrance of our 

exhibit, by allowing visitors to play with the title of our show. 

Illustration 37: Image of entry sign. Photo courtesy of Sandy Carson. 
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Illustration 38: Visitor playing with our sign which originally said “Work For Progress.” Photo 
courtesy of Sandy Carson. 

My intention with all of these things was to build a level of trust with the visitor, and to 

design a space that feels playful and funny. My hope was that by building that sort of environment, 

it would allow visitors to feel more comfortable to interact and contribute their honest thoughts. 
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FEEDBACK LOOPS 

The final two principles, Visitors need to provide feedback, so the museum must offer 

opportunities for visitor feedback in different mediums, formats, with considered feedback prompts 

and The museum must have a system in place that allows for the feedback to be implemented and 

for the visitor to feel that their feedback was heard were met through the use of three different 

feedback loops. 

Illustration 39: The three feedback loops installed in the MFA exhibit, Work For Progress. Photo 
courtesy of Sandy Carson. 

The first experiment that a visitor would encounter when walking into the exhibit is the 

framed picture of Filigree. Next to the artwork is a small label, which at first glance appears to be 

a typical, standard approach to labeling. However, the copy of the label asks the visitor “What do 

you want to know about this art? Text your response to 512.256.3439.” The number was one I 
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generated using Google Voice, so as soon as a visitor texted their question about the art, I would 

receive a notification and could respond through Google with the answer.  

Illustration 40: A closeup of Filigree with its label. Photo courtesy of Sandy Carson. 
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Illustration 41: Screenshot of the texts I received during the two weeks the exhibit was open. 

I imagine that the visitors who used this feedback loop where ones who were not only 

genuinely interested in knowing more about the art, but ones who are potentially a little more shy 

when it comes to exhibit participation. This would allow for a visitor to contribute their thoughts 

without anyone knowing they are publicly doing so. This feedback also meets the requirement of 

one of my principles, which is to ensure visitors are being listened to. I was able to respond to 

visitor questions almost immediately with either a response to their question or an admittance of 

ignorance. Half of the time I received an enthusiastic “Thanks!” back after the text, clearly showing 

that visitors appreciated that there was a human at the other end of the void.  

The second feedback loop I created was based upon a more traditional approach to 

participatory interactives. I wanted to see if visitors would be more encouraged to provide their 

feedback if their feedback would assist in creating something else. 
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Illustration 42: Closeup images of this feedback loop. Visitors were asked to contribute a 
response on the pieces of paper (shown on the left) and then roll up and insert 
the paper into the structure on the wall (shown on the right). Photos courtesy of 
Sandy Carson. 

I encouraged visitors to participate in this feedback loop by asking them to “complete the 

art” by answering a question on a piece of paper, rolling it up, and placing it into the structure on 

the wall. The structure was made out of found chicken wire which I spray painted white. I 

scaffolded the participatory experience by placing roughly 100 rolled pieces of paper into the wire. 

I chose the questions for the feedback loop based on some weekly reading questions I was being 

asked in a “Problems with College Teaching and Learning,” taught by learning experience 

designer Dr. Julie Schell. In the class, she works with students (mostly from the School of 

Education) to develop methods of university teaching that assist students in learning. One of the 

methods she uses is by asking three standard questions after every weekly reading assignment; 

“What did you find surprising or interesting about what you read?”, “What did you wonder about 

what you read, or find difficult or confusing?”, and finally, “What is one thing that you learned in 

this reading that you want to remember throughout the semester?” I revised these questions slightly 

to work within the exhibit setting to be, “What is one thing you found interesting or inspiring about 
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this exhibit?”, “What is one thing you found confusing about this exhibit?”, and “What is one thing 

you will remember about this exhibit?” In total, I received 197 responses in the 10 days which the 

exhibit was open. The most popular response was “what is one thing you will remember about this 

exhibit”, with a 44% response rate, the second most popular was “what is one thing you found 

interesting or inspiring about this exhibit?” with a 40% response rate, and lastly “what is one thing 

you found confusing about this exhibit?” with a 16% response rate. 

Illustration 43: Samples of feedback I received in the second feedback loop. 

This feedback loop was the most popular and had the most interaction, I believe this was 

because it not only was the most visually appealing but it required the least level of commitment 

to interpreting the art. The one with the least amount of interaction was the final feedback loop, a 

Google Document containing my Six Principles. I invited visitors to change, ask, and comment on 

the Six Principles, hoping that this would appeal to visitors who enjoyed interacting with other 

visitors’ thoughts and ideas. However, this device ended up creating the most juvenile or unhelpful 

responses. I think instead of appealing to visitors who enjoyed engaging in a dialog, it worked 

similar to a message board on a website, where users had the opportunity to say something out-of-

place or uncouth because of the anonymity. However, no one did anything egregious such as delete 

the document (or delete other messages), open up a new website or close this one.  



 55 

Illustration 44: Screenshot of the google document with alterations and edits. 

Illustration 45: Screenshot of the google document with alterations and edits. 
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The feedback I received from all three interactions was incredibly helpful, not just from 

insights I gathered from the visitors but also in understanding what conditions encourage visitors 

to confidently share their thoughts in a gallery space. Apparently it’s not so much the means as it 

is the method that can encourage productive feedback. Whether it’s texting versus a keyboard or 

physical versus digital, perhaps doesn’t matter as much as how it’s framed. I think visitors like to 

supply helpful input when there is a clear goal and they feel their voice is being heard. It also helps 

when the method is done in a creative way that they haven’t maybe seen before. 
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Conclusion 

Anthropologist Jane Goodall once said that when she meets someone who doesn’t believe 

in climate change, she doesn’t try to convince them otherwise through direct confrontation, she 

“always does it through stories.”21 I believe museums can be the vessel to spark inclusive, diverse 

stories about art, science, and history. However, the current approaches to telling these stories 

sometimes rely too heavily on outdated methods (such as traditional museum labels), which in turn 

exclude a large part of the population from understanding and engaging with these stories. I believe 

it’s possible for museums to incorporate new methods of interpretation in a gallery that can foster 

visitor self-efficacy. I also believe that these methods should vary depending on the type of art and 

the mission of the museum, and should be adaptable to change. While doing small things to an 

exhibit label (such as including new pieces of information, increasing text size, and including a 

reproduction of the art), are certainly a step in the right direction, museums should stop relying on 

templated designs to solve interpretation problems. By dedicating time and effort early in the 

exhibition conceptualization process to accessibility and thoughtful methods of interpretation 

design, new approaches can emerge which will break the cycle of museum-centered rather than 

visitor-centered labels. 

 
  



 58 

References 

1 Betty Farrell PhD, Maria Medvedeva, Cultural Policy Center, NORC and the Harris School of Public Policy at the 
University of Chicago. “Demographic Transformation and the Future of Museums.” American Association of 
Museums, by the AAM Press. 2010.  
 
2 P. Bourdieu, A. and Darbel. (1969) Cultural Works and Cultivated Disposition. In The Love of Art: European Art 
Museums and their public. Cambridge: Polity Press. p. 49. 
 
3 G. Hein. (1998). Learning in the Museum. London: Routledge. 
 
4 Lauren Wilson. Museum Visitors’ Self-Efficacy and Interest in Contemporary Art MA Thesis, the University of 
Texas at Austin, 2015. p. 48. 
 
5 Lauren Wilson. Museum Visitors’ Self-Efficacy and Interest in Contemporary Art MA Thesis, the University of 
Texas at Austin, 2015. p. 51.  
 
6 Lauren Wilson. Museum Visitors’ Self-Efficacy and Interest in Contemporary Art MA Thesis, the University of 
Texas at Austin, 2015. p. 58. 
 
7 “RISD Museum presents Spencer Finch: Painting Air.” Art & Education, 22 Feb 2012. 
https://www.artandeducation.net/announcements/109567/risd-museum-presents-spencer-finch-painting-air 
 Accessed on 7, May 2019. 
 
8 “Designing the Pen.” Cooper Hewitt, 2019. https://www.cooperhewitt.org/new-experience/designing-pen/ 
Accessed on 30, April 2019. 
 
9 “Art Lens Wall.” The Cleveland Museum of Art, 2019. http://www.clevelandart.org/artlens-gallery/artlens-wall 
Accessed on 30, April 2019. 
 
10 Steven Litt. “ArtLens app at the Cleveland Museum of Art is impressive, but it has a few glitches.” The 
Cleveland, 20 Jan 2013. https://www.cleveland.com/arts/2013/01/artlens_app_at_the_cleveland_m.html Accessed 
on 30, April 2019. 
 
11 Maria Garcia. “At The Worcester Art Museum, New Signs Tell Visitors Which Early American Subjects 
Benefited From Slavery.” The ARTery. 08 June, 2018. https://www.wbur.org/artery/2018/06/08/worcester-art-
museum-colonial-america-slavery Accessed on 30, April 2019. 
  
12 “Introduction to the ADA.” ADA.gov, 2019. https://www.ada.gov/ada_intro.htm Accessed on 30, April 2019. 
 
13 Elizabeth Guffey. Designing Disability: Symbols, Space, and Society. Bloomsbury Academic, 2017. 
 
14 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill. The Educational Role of the Museum. London and New York, 1999. Print. p. 35. 
 
15 Nina Simon. The Participatory Museum. San Francisco: Museum 2.0, 2010. The Participatory Museum. 
TheParticipatoryMuseum.org. 01 May 2019. 
 
16 “Open Access at the Met.” The Met, 2000-2019. https://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-met/policies-and-
documents/open-access Accessed on 30, April 2019. 
 
17 Falk, John. “Understanding Museum Visitor’s Motivation and Learning.” Motivation and Learning Styles. 
https://slks.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/dokumenter/KS/institutioner/museer/Indsatsomraader/Brugerundersoegelse/Ar
tikler/John_Falk_Understanding_museum_visitors__motivations_and_learning.pdf. P. 116 Accessed on 30, April 
2019. 

                                                



 59 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
18 John Falk. “Understanding Museum Visitor’s Motivation and Learning.” Motivation and Learning Styles. 
https://slks.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/dokumenter/KS/institutioner/museer/Indsatsomraader/Brugerundersoegelse/Ar
tikler/John_Falk_Understanding_museum_visitors__motivations_and_learning.pdf. P. 116 Accessed on 30, April 
2019. 
 
19 Liz Jackson. Interview by the Adobe Blog Team. Adobe Blog, 09 September 2018. https://theblog.adobe.com/liz-
jackson-accessibility-inclusive-design/ Accessed on 30, April 2019. 
 
20 National Association for the Schools of Art and Design. National Association for the Schools of Art and Design 
Handbook 2018-2019. 2018. 
 
21 Jane Goodall. “How to Convince People Climate Change Is Real, According to Jane Goodall.” Now This, 28 
April 2019. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wTmNE4br8TY Accessed on 30, April 2019. 
 


