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Introduction 

I. Arts Awareness at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

This section briefly introduces Arts Awareness and my overall project. 

 This is Arts Awareness: In the early 1970s, teens played bongo drums among the 

mummies at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Encouraged by their rumpled, denim-clad 

artist instructors, they burned incense, shot video, and performed interpretive dance in the 

museum’s European Sculpture Court – often to the chagrin of the Met’s administrators, 

curators, and security guards. Arts Awareness was a museum education program 

comprised of a series of experiences in art forms such as movement, music, photography, 

and video through which high school students learned the language of art and created 

direct responses to artworks in the museum. Philip Yenawine, a museum educator who 

initiated and supervised Arts Awareness, felt that young people should have the 

opportunity to embody elements of art such as line, texture, tension, focal point, spatial 

relationships, color, and mood. He believed that by engaging with these elements through 

artworks in the museum, and interacting with them through art making, participants 

would likely recognize and respond to the elements upon their next encounters with art 

and museums. 

Through repeated museum visits and sustained contact with artist-educators, 

Yenawine designed Arts Awareness to both drive home these lessons about art and to 

help the students feel comfortable with their personal responses to art and to the museum. 

As one student reflected, “It taught us to really get the taste of art – the feel and smell of 
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it. At the beginning it sounded funny but now it’s something to think about.”1 Many of 

the lessons combined art experiences with inquiry-based tactics such as open-ended 

questioning, storytelling, and group dialogue. For Yenawine, Arts Awareness curriculum 

emphasized cultivating a way of “seeing” over typical training in art-historical 

knowledge. This pedagogy replaced traditional, didactic museum tours led by 

authoritative docents that emphasized factual expertise, which practitioners of Arts 

Awareness viewed as a monologic, hierarchical and passive experience. 

 Arts Awareness was part of an institutional effort to be socially inclusive in 

response to public criticism against the museum’s elitism. The museum’s director, 

Thomas Hoving, wrote: “Speaking for this Museum, we have by and large been 

unresponsive to social and political events. Perhaps, given our own struggle to grow, it 

couldn't have been otherwise. But to continue to do so would be irresponsible.”2 Hoving 

published this statement in 1969 in a special issue of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Bulletin on Black artists in conjunction with the exhibition Harlem on My Mind: Cultural 

Capital of Black America, 1900-1968. This exhibition was one of the most controversial 

exhibitions in American history due to the museum’s decision to omit artwork by 

Harlem’s flourishing artist community, resulting in public protest against the museum led 

by Black artists.3 This was the Met’s first attempt at representing African-Americans 

through exhibition, and it did so clumsily through an ethnographic display of oversized 

photomurals of life in Harlem that omitted Black input and artwork. Harlem on My Mind 

failed due to the Met’s unwillingness to listen to Black Harlem residents as advisers, to 

                                                
1 Bernard Friedberg, Arts Awareness II (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1973), 4. 
2 Thomas Hoving, “Introduction,” Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 27, no. 5 (January 1969): 244. 
3 Bridget R. Cooks, “Black Artists and Activism: Harlem on My Mind (1969),” American Studies 48, no. 1 
(2007): 5. 
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incorporate new voices or narratives onto the walls, or to transform their own 

museological practices. In making this blunder, the Met demonstrated how efforts to 

enact social inclusion in museums dominated by white staff members are at an increased 

risk of failure, and how much further they needed to go. Following the Harlem on My 

Mind controversy, the Met reoriented their social and political responsiveness from 

curatorial to educational. One year later, Black artists made it to the Met’s galleries 

through an alternative path: as artist-educators in the Arts Awareness program, teaching 

students of color from upper Manhattan and the Bronx. 

 Arts Awareness ran in 1972 and 1973 as a series of weekly 90-minute sessions for 

15 weeks. The majority of student participants were lower-income Black and Latinx4 

students who attended alternative programs within New York City public high schools 

and white students from New York City suburbs.5 This program activated the museum’s 

collection in a way that centered the creativity, knowledge and experience that the 

students possessed. 

 My dissertation claims Arts Awareness as a critical, but previously neglected, 

historical turning point in the history of art museum education and identifies it as a 

revolutionary combination of artistic, pedagogical, and political practice. Through Arts 

                                                
4 See Methodology: Language and terminology for information about the critical-race-theory informed 
choices around racialized language. 
5 These schools included Junior High School 123 in the Bronx, the Clinton Program of JHS 17 on the West 
side of Manhattan, Benjamin Franklin High School on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, and Thomas 
Jefferson High School in Brooklyn as well as Mamaroneck High School in suburban Mamaroneck, New 
York. The students were enrolled in smaller, mini-schools within the above schools that engaged in 
alternative education. Though enrollment in such programs was voluntary, many of those students enrolled 
in the New York City schools were assigned there due to “difficulty in the regular classroom learning 
situation” including poor attendance, disruptiveness in class, discipline or learning issues, or boredom. Arts 
Awareness partnered with these schools because the mini-school structure afforded them freedom to 
schedule extensive time in the museum, an interest in supporting alternative education, and a sense that 
Arts Awareness could “turn on” students facing the problems listed above and be more effective with such 
students than with “normal” students. 75 students participated in Arts Awareness in 1972, and 125 students 
in 1973. Bernard Friedberg, Arts Awareness, a Project of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1972), 4. 
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Awareness, for the first time in the Met’s history, working artists—as opposed to docents 

trained by the museum—facilitated gallery teaching. For these young artists, gallery 

teaching became a part of their artistic practices. Yet because they were invited to the 

museum as educators rather than artists, their work is absent from the historical record. 

Thus, I seek to re-insert Arts Awareness into the histories of museum education, socially 

engaged art, and the politics of museums, and to identify Arts Awareness as a formative 

influence on today’s ubiquitous strategic employment of artists as educators and 

participatory education strategies. Ultimately, I argue, Arts Awareness also provides an 

important lesson for contemporary museum education: true inclusivity means attending 

not only to the content of museums or to the demographic makeup of visitors and staff, 

but to the fundamental structures of institutional practice. 

II. Contemporary Art Museum Education 

In this section, I introduce contemporary context, rationale, and stakes for my project. I 

describe the increased interest in participation, social justice, and underserved audiences 

in contemporary art museum education practice and gesture towards the problems and 

potentials I envision in this trend. 

Background: from activism to “diversity,” and back 

Although the contemporary movement for social justice in museums – what 

museum scholar, practitioner, and activist Porchia Moore calls the Inclusive Museum 

Movement6 – represents an important paradigm shift, concern about the broader societal 

value of museums did not begin either with contemporary practices or with Arts 

                                                
6 Porchia Moore, “The Inclusive Museum Movement: Creating a More Inclusive, Equitable, and Culturally 
Responsible Museum Field,” Museum Magazine, December 2016, 18. 
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Awareness. Museum scholar Hilde Hein notes that museums have had an activist agenda 

since the Enlightenment. Museum scholar Richard Sandell identifies the public 

institutions of the Progressive Era, including museums, as activist institutions.7 In 1917, 

Progressive Era museum director and librarian John Cotton Dana expressed the hope that 

“the growing habit of cities to maintain their own museums will surely tend to 

democratize them” and make them “immediately and definitely useful to their founders 

and patrons – the public.”8 Beginning in 1972 at a convening in Santiago, Chile 

organized by the International Council of Museums (ICOM), the new museology 

movement is motivated by a concern for social and cultural change and consists of 

community-oriented museum practices including cultivating cooperation between visitors 

and staff, as well as intercultural collaboration.9 Adopted in 1984 by an international 

coalition of museum leaders known as the International Movement for a new Museology 

(MINOM), convened by ICOM, the Declaration of Quebec – Basic Principles of a New 

Museology states a commitment to museum practice oriented toward “cultural 

intervention” and “humanitarian principles.”10 Another example is the U.S.-based 

community museum movement, beginning in the late 1960s as a proliferation of 

grassroots, neighborhood institutions that collected and exhibited artwork from artists of 

color who were excluded from mainstream museums. Prominent examples of community 

museums in New York City include the Studio Museum in Harlem (founded in 1968) and 

El Museo del Barrio (founded in 1969.) Some community museums expanded on these 

                                                
7 Elena Gonzales, “Museums Working for Social Justice: Resonance and Wonder” (Doctoral dissertation, 
Brown University, 2015), 7; Richard Sandell, “On Ethics, Activism and Human Rights,” in The Routledge 
Companion to Museum Ethics: Redefining Ethics for the Twenty-First Century Museum, ed. Janet C. 
Marstine, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2011), 134. 
8 John Cotton Dana, The Gloom of the Museum (University of Michigan Library, 1917), 9. 
9 “MINOM-ICOM | About Us,” accessed January 5, 2017, http://www.minom-icom.net/about-us. 
10 UNESCO and ICOM, “The Santiago Declaration,” 1972. 
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traditional museum practices by organizing activities for children, bilingual education, 

professional training for nurses, services for elderly people to improve their memory, and 

access to medical tests including mammograms.11 The new museology movement 

acknowledged a need for museum professionals to share power and authority with 

museum visitors. The community museum movement recognized that mainstream 

museums are exclusionary to artists and visitors of color. Arts Awareness was part of this 

broader push to make museums more responsive. 

 As Harlem on My Mind illustrates, larger, more established institutions like the 

Met had also begun to recognize the need for the museum field to engage with more 

diverse audiences and subject matter – even if projects like Harlem on My Mind 

spectacularly failed to do so – in the 1960s. The American Alliance of Museums (AAM) 

also recognized lack of diversity among museum board and staff as a condition that the 

museum field needed to address in an 1984 report called Museums for a New Century: 

“The diversity of the community of museums is not fully representative of the diversity 

of the society it seeks to serve. In their governance and staffing, museums have much to 

gain by making a commitment to greater diversity.”12 Since its Board of Directors 

adopted the report Excellence and Equity: Education and the Public Dimension of 

Museums as policy in 1991, AAM has mandated that every museum’s mission statement 

must clearly express a commitment to education as central to the museum’s public 

                                                
11 Gonzales, “Museums Working for Social Justice: Resonance and Wonder,” 10; Fath Davis Ruffins, 
“Culture Wars Won and Lost: Ethnic Museums on the Mall, Part I: The National Holocaust Museum and 
the National Museum of the American Indian,” Radical History Review 1997, no. 68 (1997): 79–100; Fath 
Davis Ruffins, “Culture Wars Won and Lost, Part II: The National African-American Museum Project,” 
Radical History Review 1998, no. 70 (1998): 78–101. 
12 Wendy Ng and Syrus Marcus Ware, “Excellence and Equity?,” Multiculturalism in Art Museums Today, 
2014, 37; American Association of Museums, “Museums for a New Century: A Report of the Commission 
on Museums for a New Century” (Washington, D.C.: American Association of Museums, 1984), 29. 
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service.13 Excellence and Equity also drew an explicit link between education and 

diversity, challenging museums to pair “intellectual rigor with the inclusion of a broader 

spectrum of our diverse society.”14 Although Excellence and Equity frames education as 

a museum-wide pursuit, education departments are, in practice, the main agents of this 

purported social good.  

 So, although field-wide interest in diversity in museums is not a phenomenon new 

to the 21st century, the prevailing approach to the question has historically been 

characterized mainly by a concern with audience demographics. And much of the 

contemporary conversation around diversity and equity in museums still centers on an 

interest in changing the demographic makeup of museum audiences from an 

overwhelming majority of white visitors to a balance that represents the demographics of 

the nation overall. According to a survey conducted by the National Endowment for the 

Arts, between 2008 and 2012, the percentage of U.S. adults who attended an art museum 

or gallery dropped by 8%. In particular, museum-going rates declined significantly for 

adult between the ages of 18 and 24 and between the ages of 35 and 44.15 Currently, only 

9% of core museum visitors are people of color. In Demographic Transformation and the 

Future of Museums, Farrell and Medvedeva wring their hands over how museums will 

fare in a “majority-minority future”16 in which people of color outnumber white people.  

                                                
13 “Excellence and Equity: Education and the Public Dimension of Museums” (Washington, D.C.: 
American Association of Museums, 1992), 4–5. 
14 Ibid., 6; Wendy Ng and Syrus Marcus Ware, “Excellence and Equity?,” in Multiculturalism in Art 
Museums Today, ed. Joni Boyd Acuff and Laura Evans (Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 37. 
15 Sunil Iyengar, “How a Nation Engages with Art: Highlights from the 2012 Survey of Public Participation 
in the Arts” (Washington, D.C.: National Endowment for the Arts, September 2013), 
https://www.arts.gov/sites/default/files/highlights-from-2012-sppa-revised-oct-2015.pdf. 
16 Betty Farrell and Maria Medvedeva, “Demographic Transformation and the Future of Museums” 
(American Alliance of Museums Press, 2010), 6. 
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It is important to distinguish between these models, in which diversity of audience 

and personnel are ends in themselves, and a more explicitly activist understanding of 

museum practice, in which challenges to entrenched power structures become 

programmatic. For Sandell, an activist museum “does not simply reflect and reinforce 

dominant moralities and widely supported positions on rights issues, but is increasingly 

concerned to actively challenge and reconfigure them.”17 According to Janet Marstine, 

“to be the compassionate and equitable institutions that the new museum ethics imagines, 

institutions must be willing to accept the responsibility of activism.”18 Although MINOM 

and the community museums of the 1960s are important historical precedents for this 

way of thinking, it remained largely outside the mainstream discourse for most of the 20th 

century.  

In recent years, however, museums have begun to articulate their commitment to 

diversity using the vocabulary of activism and social justice. Two of the core professional 

organizations in this field embody this trend. The Journal of Museum Education, 

published by the Museum Education Roundtable, perfectly illustrates this trend: they are 

devoting a special issue to “the ways in which museum educators are actively seeking to 

identify and dismantle racist practices in museums” to be published in Summer 2017.19 

This issue follows up issues titled Museum Education in Times of Radical Social Change 

(Fall 2012) and Shared Authority: The Key to Museum Education as Social Change 

(Summer 2013). The theme for the National Art Education Association’s 2017 

                                                
17 Gonzales, “Museums Working for Social Justice: Resonance and Wonder,” 7; Sandell, “On Ethics, 
Activism and Human Rights,” 136. 
18 Gonzales, “Museums Working for Social Justice: Resonance and Wonder,” 7; Janet C. Marstine, ed., The 
Routledge Companion to Museum Ethics: Redefining Ethics for the Twenty-First Century Museum, 1st ed. 
(Routledge, 2011), 13. 
19 Keonna Hendrick and Marit Dewhurst, “Journal of Museum Education Special Edition on Racism in 
Museum Education,” December 8, 2015. 
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preconference for museum educators was “Diversity & Inclusion: Art Museum Educators 

as Levers of Change.” These resources share a commitment to participatory practice.  

 These efforts underscore a concern across the museum field for attracting more 

diverse audiences, and in particular underscore how this responsibility often falls to 

museum educators. Today, one of the most pressing questions in the museum field is: 

How can museums create social value and cultivate social change? Dr. Johnnetta Cole’s 

keynote at the 2015 American Alliance of Museums (AAM) conference, titled 

“Museums, Diversity, and Social Value” was a call to action:  

“What I have chosen to do in this keynote address is to make the case that our museums can and 

must be of social value by not only inspiring but creating change around one of the most critical 

issues of our time – the issue of diversity. For us in the world of museums that means inspiring 

and creating far greater diversity in our work forces, our exhibitions, our educational programs, 

and among our visitors.”20 

“Colleagues all, I believe that we cannot fully carry out the visions and the missions of our 

museums, and indeed our museum cannot continue to be of social value if we do not do what is 

required to have more diversity in who works at our museums, in the audiences we welcome to 

our museums, and in the philanthropic and board leadership of our museums.”21 

For Cole, museums create social value by both reflecting society -- what she calls “the 

histories and herstories, the cultures, art and science … of the many people who make up 

our nation and our world”22 -- and influencing society. She identifies the 

overrepresentation of white people in museum staffs (and particularly in leadership roles) 

and museum audiences, the underrepresentation of women in director roles and of 

women artists on gallery walls, wage disparity for women museum workers as key 

problems facing the museum field. She challenged museum professionals to “boldly, 

                                                
20 Johnnetta Betsch Cole, “Museums, Diversity, & Social Value” (2015 American Alliance of Museums 
Annual Meeting, Atlanta, Georgia, April 27, 2015), https://aamd.org/our-members/from-the-
field/johnnetta-cole-museums-diversity-social-value. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
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indeed bodaciously commit to rethinking about what takes place at our museums, to 

whom our museums belong, and who the colleagues are who have the privilege of telling 

important stories through the power of science, history, culture, and art.”23 In other 

words, Cole’s call to action is for museums to reflect and, in turn, shape society by 

building equity into exhibitions, education, and programming as well as internal labor 

practices and working conditions. 

 Though there has long been an activist strain in museology, activism is now 

becoming mainstream in the contemporary museum world as narrated by major 

organizations like AAM. This field is vocal about its commitments to social value. 

Previously, social value was understood as expanding museums’ meaningfulness to 

visitors across lines of social difference while maintaining the norms of museum practice. 

Today, social value is increasingly framed in terms of social justice, and how museums 

can practice advocacy and solidarity with marginalized identities and urges systemic, 

transformative change in museum practice. Porchia Moore describes this contemporary 

movement as the Inclusive Museum Movement, characterized by “a call for 

transformative and systemic change in museums” to be implemented through inclusive, 

equitable, culturally responsible, and culturally relevant best practices and built on “the 

principles of social justice, history-based radical traditions, and anti-oppression 

frameworks.”24 In an October 2016 press release, Laura Lott, President and CEO of the 

American Alliance of Museums (AAM) — the organization that oversees the 

accreditation of American museums, and also the major professional organization for 

museum directors, curators, and educators – discussed this commitment: 

                                                
23 Ibid. 
24 Moore, “The Inclusive Museum Movement: Creating a More Inclusive, Equitable, and Culturally 
Responsible Museum Field,” 18. 



 11 

“I think museums are increasingly embracing their roles in social justice. They’re taking more pro-

active positions about the things our country (at least) is facing in a pretty lousy election year with 

a lot of rhetoric and some racial tensions that seem to have gotten a little worse in the last couple 

of years. Museums are not just sitting back and pretending they’re not part of that – they’re 

actually embracing their role to help people understand the history, and what’s going on. I’ve seen 

more museums take what could be perceived as riskier but more deliberate stances in their 

communities. I think that’s good, but I think AAM has a role in helping museums to do that 

carefully, responsibly and productively.”25 

Lott acknowledges the recent proliferation of work by contemporary museum 

professionals who are creating exhibitions, community programs, online resources, and 

other projects that actively confront social injustice by addressing issues of immigration, 

religious expression, sexual orientation, and gender identity and supporting the work of 

activists engaged in struggles against racism, discrimination, and oppression.  

 Museum studies scholarship has long held that, regardless of a museum’s political 

position, museums produce and maintain ideology. Richard Sandell writes: 

“Over the past two decades, the view that museums are socially constitutive and that they 

construct and communicate realities which function to reshape (not simply reflect) social relations, 

moral codes and conventions is one which has gained widespread support, not only within 

museum studies but also in sociology, cultural studies and anthropology.”26 

Lott’s description reflects Sandell’s observation that museums are not neutral or 

apolitical but socially constitutive, and that they have an active role in shaping society. 

Her description reflects how museums realize the significant social implications of 

museum practice, which are inextricable from social justice struggles today. In today’s 

Inclusive Museum Movement, these concerns are a part of mainstream museum 

discourse. 

                                                
25 Laura Lott, AAM President, Laura Lott: Museums Are the Classrooms of the Future, October 17, 2016, 
http://blooloop.com/feature/aam-president-laura-lott-museums-are-the-classrooms-of-the-future/. 
26 Gonzales, “Museums Working for Social Justice: Resonance and Wonder,” 7; Sandell, “On Ethics, 
Activism and Human Rights,” 135. 
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 One example of this kind of work is Devin Allen: Awakenings, In a New Light at 

the Reginald F. Lewis Museum of Maryland African American History and Culture in 

Baltimore, a solo exhibition of photographer Devin Allen’s images of the Baltimore 

Uprising following the death of Freddie Gray in police custody in 2015.27 Allen’s images 

make visible the pain and confusion, and humanity and solidarity within the Baltimore 

Uprising – including, poignantly, a close-up image of a Black police officer with tears 

brimming in his eyes. Another example is a public program offering self-care following 

the deaths of Alton Sterling and Philando Castile at the hands of police officers in July 

2016 at the Rubin Museum of Art in New York City. The program consisted of a 45-

minute meditation session called “Healing Ourselves, Healing Our World” followed by a 

pair of facilitated dialogues – one for visitors of color, and one for white visitors – about 

dismantling structural racism.28 Both of these museum initiatives implicitly endorse the 

#BlackLivesMatter movement and present museums as appropriate spaces for grappling 

with – and acting against – injustice. These programs are emblematic of the movement 

towards social value in museums, in which museums are acknowledging their role as 

storytellers of the historical and the contemporary, documenting and narrating struggles 

for social justice and acting as community spaces where visitors can gather around these 

issues. 

 There is a proliferation of professional efforts to promote social value across the 

museum field. Professional organizations such as the Inclusive Museum and the 

International Coalition of Sites of Conscience are expanding their membership and 

                                                
27 Mary Carole McCauley, “After Time Cover, Devin Allen Opens First Solo Show at Lewis Museum,” 
The Baltimore Sun, July 3, 2015, http://www.baltimoresun.com/entertainment/bs-ae-allen-lewis-20150704-
story.html. 
28 “Mindfulness Meditation | Rubin Museum of Art,” July 13, 2016, 
http://rubinmuseum.org/events/event/mindfulness-meditation-07-13-2016. 
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influence. On social media, passionate advocates for inclusion in museums voice their 

ideas on the Incluseum blog and the #MuseumsRespondToFerguson and 

#MuseumWorkersSpeak tweet chats. Grassroots projects including Brown Girls Museum 

Blog, the Visitors of Color tumblr, Museum Hue, and Museum of Impact emerged to 

create space for new, diverse narratives. Coalitions of museum professionals have 

convened under umbrellas including Museums and Race and Museums as Sites for Social 

Action (MASS Action) to create workshops and publications to address social value.  

 The thought leadership of these grassroots efforts has pushed the American 

Alliance of Museums to center social justice issues. In 2015, AAM organized their 

annual conference around the theme of “The Social Value of Museums: Inspiring 

Change.” In 2016, AAM reinforced its commitment to social value by interrogating how 

museums can better address the issue of social inequality. In the announcement of Annual 

Meeting theme, they asked: “Are museums welcoming and accessible to all audiences? 

Are museums engaging communities to address controversial topics? Are museums 

actively developing an inclusive workplace?”29 In 2017, AAM will delve into these 

questions yet again with a conference theme on “Diversity, Equity, Accessibility and 

Inclusion in Museums” in St. Louis, asking questions including:  

“Who comes to museums? How do we attract and retain diverse audiences across borders and 

categories of sex, race, ethnicity, age, class, ability, language, sexual orientation, and gender roles 

and identity? How can we ensure that all audiences can access our programs, collections, and 

resources? How do we strengthen our museums’ roles as safe environments for cross-cultural 

                                                
29 American Alliance of Museums, “2016 AAM Annual Meeting Theme: Power, Influence and 
Responsibility,” American Alliance of Museums Website, 2016, http://aam-us.org/events/annual-
meeting/2016-annual-meeting-theme. 
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dialogues and interactions? How do we actively deconstruct systemic biases in our field—and how 

will we measure our progress?” 30 

Social justice and participatory practice 

 Alongside the social-justice turn, museum education and artistic production have 

both begun to embrace participation as a central value or objective. Many recent 

formulations draw a close and explicit link between these two commitments. In The 

Participatory Museum published in 2010, Nina Simon articulates a program for a 

participatory cultural institution:  

“I define a participatory cultural institution as a place where visitors can create, share, and connect 

with each other around content. Create means that visitors contribute their own ideas, objects, and 

creative expression to the institution and to each other. Share means that people discuss, take 

home, remix, and redistribute both what they see and what they make during their visit. Connect 

means that visitors socialize with other people – staff and visitors – who share their particular 

interests. Around content means that visitors’ conversations and creations focus on the evidence, 

objects, and ideas most important to the institution in question.”31 

 Simon’s model for the participatory museum centers on the agency of museum 

visitors within the institution. Her text highlights the difference between traditional and 

participatory design: in the traditional model, “the institution provides content for the 

visitors to consume.”32 In the participatory model, “the institution supports multi-

directional content experiences,” serving as “a ‘platform’ that connects different users 

who act as content creators, distributors, consumers, critics, and collaborators.”33 

Though Simon’s book contains participatory strategies for a wide range of museum 

practices – including curation, public programming, and online initiatives – it has become 

                                                
30 American Alliance of Museums, “2017 AAM Annual Meeting Theme: Gateways for Understanding: 
Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, and Inclusion in Museums,” American Alliance of Museums Website, 
2017, http://annualmeeting.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/AAM2017_theme-final_pdf_ACC.pdf. 
31 Nina Simon, The Participatory Museum (Santa Cruz, CA: Museum 2.0 (self-published), 2010), ii–iii. 
32 Ibid., 2. 
33 Ibid. 
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a particularly central text for museum educators, the museum staff members who 

typically have the most direct contact with visitors. For contemporary museum educators 

interested in replacing passive, monologic museum tours with more visitor-centered, 

engaging approaches (like Yenawine had been 40 years previously), The Participatory 

Museum has been a significant resource and inspiration. 

 For Simon, participatory practice can be leveraged for pedagogical and political 

benefits. Regarding the educational benefits that visitors could receive, she writes, 

“participatory activities can provide valuable civic and learning experiences.”34 She also 

sees broader potential for in participatory practice:  

“When people have safe, welcoming places in their local communities to meet new people, engage 

with complex ideas, and be creative, they can make significant civic and cultural impact. The 

cumulative effort of thousands of participatory institutions could change the world.”35  

Through participatory practice, Simon proposes, the museums can become a platform for 

creating social change.  

 The Next Practices publication by the Association of Art Museum Directors – a 

professional organization for directors of major art museums in North America – is full of 

examples of participatory art museum education projects that exemplify the link between 

participation and social justice. Next Practices is comparable to The Art Museum as 

Educator, a 1978 compendium of case studies of art museum education programs. Other 

than Arts Awareness, The Art Museum as Educator contains few examples of 

participatory pedagogy. Yet in Next Practices such models are ubiquitous.36 A 

                                                
34 Ibid., 351. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Barbara Y. Newsom and Adele Z. Silver, eds., The Art Museum as Educator: A Collection of Studies as 
Guides to Practice and Policy (University of California Press, 1978). 
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representative example from Next Practices is the Museum as Sanctuary program at the 

Tucson Museum of Art, intended for refugees: 

“Meetings take place every Tuesday night at the museum and begin with a dynamic, interactive 

gallery tour led by educators specially trained in cultural sensitivity and the unique needs of 

traumatized individuals. These tours are participatory and discussion-based. In order to facilitate 

the diverse group of refugees, discussions of the art are based on both-verbal and non-verbal 

means of communication and questions for both internal examination and post-tour group 

dialogues are given. After the gallery exposure, the refugee individuals are then given 

opportunities to express their reactions and interpretations to their museum experience and what 

they have experienced over the course of the week via the multi-media creation of art.”37 

In the participatory, visitor-centered approach to gallery teaching, tours are dialogic, not 

monologic. In this case, the participants engage in non-verbal responses as well – which 

may include movement activities and other creative responses. This programming is 

specifically tailored around the needs of the audience, in this case refugees. 

 Another example is the Cleveland Museum of Art’s Teen CO-OP program. Teens 

join the staff team for the museum’s new experimental gallery and are “trained to work 

with the public, alongside museum professionals.”38 The teens develop curriculum, create 

programming, and evaluate programming for preschoolers. They also work as docents, 

produce videos for museum audiences, and create content for brochures, the museum’s 

website, and an iPad tour. Though the name CO-OP implies an exchange of labor or 

commodities, and the process for CO-OP membership includes an application, 

recommendations and an interview, this is not a job but a participatory museum 

experience. 

                                                
37 Association of Art Museum Directors, “Next Practices in Art Museum Education” (Association of Art 
Museum Directors, April 28, 2014), 83–84, 
https://aamd.org/sites/default/files/document/AAMD%20Next%20Practices%20in%20Art%20Museum%2
0Education.pdf. 
38 Ibid., 10–11. 
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Critique  

 Contemporary scholars, artists, and educators have played an important role in 

making questions of equity and power dynamics central to the conversation about the 

social role and identity of the contemporary museum. However, many of these projects 

celebrate “participation” as an automatic good in itself, failing to adequately theorize the 

relationship between participation as such and the advancement of their purported social 

justice goals. For example, with the Teen CO-OP program as presented by the 

Association of Art Museum Directors: this work is presented without theoretical or 

methodological basis, and is described in a positive, uplifting mode (“In Teen CO-OP 

each teen develops research and communication skills…”) without critique or 

acknowledgement of flaws or challenges. Like much of the text produced by museums, 

this blurb is presented without authors or named staff members (the players are “teen 

docents” and “the museum” and “the public” and “museum professionals”), which erases 

the museum educators who created this programming and those teens who participated. 

This differs from the treatment of curators, who directly receive credit for their work in 

exhibitions and publications. There is no space for the teens to share their perspectives or 

reflections, which re-inscribes the museum’s authority. Instead, the participants’ work 

products – curriculum, evaluations, videos, etc. – are described in detail, suggesting that 

the creation of content for the museum’s use is prioritized over the participants’ 

experiences. Without a link to the Teen CO-OP website or a contact e-mail, or a venue 

for readers to submit letters or feedback, there is no channel in the field to share critiques 

of this kind of work – it is presented as an automatic, unqualified good. Reports such as 

this document paint an incomplete picture of the program with much necessary 
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information omitted. As evidenced throughout the Next Practices report, this is typical of 

how museums present their participatory programming. 

 By uncritically conflating participation with equity, even the best-intentioned 

participatory programs risk re-inscribing the very power dynamics they purportedly break 

down. One such example is Nina Simon’s concept of “social bridging.” One of the “core 

programming goals” at the MAH is “social bridging,” which she defines as “build[ing] 

social capital by forging unexpected connections” with “unlikely partners” including 

“opera singers and ukulele players, Guggenheim fellows and amateur artists, history 

buffs and homeless adults.”39 In each case, these pairings are about more than “different 

backgrounds” or “different generations” or “distant disciplines”40 -- it is not just 

difference, but difference in power and privilege. Opera singers and Guggenheim fellows 

and historians have opportunities and resources for training, funding, collaboration, and 

development that are unavailable to ukulele players, amateurs, and the homeless. By 

juxtaposing groups with a gap -- sometimes, in the case of homeless adults, an especially 

significant gap -- in power and privilege and not attending to that gap, “social bridging” 

programming essentially maintains and re-inscribes this disparity. 

 There is a discrepancy, then, between the stated objectives of many recent 

participatory education programs and their actual results. This discrepancy is the 

background for one of the central contentions underlying this project: in order to 

understand and analyze the current moment in service of a methodologically rigorous and 

politically and ethically committed approach to participation, it is critical to understand 

the longer history of participatory engagement in museums. That history is under-

                                                
39 Nina Simon, The Art of Relevance (Museum 2.0 (self-published), 2016), 116. 
40 Ibid. 
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examined and under-theorized – a need this dissertation sets out to address by excavating 

an example of methodological rigor and political imagination unique in the history of 

museums.  

 Arts Awareness is particularly important in this regard, I argue, because it 

developed in response to a specific set of historical conditions that bear unique, 

instructive similarities to those that have driven the recent rise of participatory and social-

justice-oriented museum practices. This dissertation aims to outline those similarities and 

analyze their significance.  

Chapter 1 situates Arts Awareness within the institutional history of the Met as 

well as its broader historical moment, tracing the ways in which Arts Awareness 

diagnosed the museum’s struggles with racial, cultural and economic diversity not simply 

as the result of curatorial or outreach decisions, but of institutional power dynamics 

within the museum itself.  

Chapter 2 argues that Arts Awareness attempted to leverage the unique potential 

of museum education as a site for challenging these power dynamics, positing a 

participatory pedagogy that made critical reflection on the power relations between 

individual and institution a fundamental component of engagement with art, and with the 

museum itself.  

In my final chapter, I compare the motivations, objectives and methods of Arts 

Awareness with those of contemporary practitioners of participatory and social-justice-

oriented pedagogy through the lens of their respective approaches to the question of the 

“outsider.” I argue that Arts Awareness provides a crucially important model of 

educational practice driven by critical reflection on the relationship between pedagogy 
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and institutional power dynamics – a reflection that any museum education program that 

aspires to the mantles of “inclusion” or “social justice” as they are predominantly 

articulated today must undertake. 

III. The Implications of Examining Arts Awareness for Contemporary 

Art Museum Education 

In this section, I discuss what contemporary art museum educators can learn from Arts 

Awareness and argue for the importance of studying the history of art museum education 

for contemporary practitioners. 

What contemporary art museum educators can learn from Arts Awareness 

 A close look at Arts Awareness is an opportunity for contemporary practitioners 

to gain a more critical perspective on their own work, and to ask new and better questions 

of themselves as practitioners. The pedagogical strategies of Arts Awareness can be 

activated towards raising critical consciousness about social justice issues within and 

beyond the museum. I envision a style of museum education that does not shy away from 

politics, which uses the museum itself as a laboratory for cultivating political lucidity and 

participating in the struggle for social change. These strategies can help us take on and 

challenge the systemic social inequalities that manifest in museums. Arts Awareness has 

shown us that if museums want to be progressive and to enact social change—and simply 

to remain relevant—they cannot shy away from addressing their own complicity in 

inequality. They have to address it head on. 

 While Arts Awareness provides an important lesson for contemporary museum 

educators, I’m also interested in the ways in which it can help museums look inward and 
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reflect on internal inequalities. While museums loudly proclaim their commitments to 

social value, many hesitate to take real action to address their own shortcomings, 

including a critical lack of diversity among staff as well as visitors and unjust internal 

labor practices. In this project, I analyze contemporary thought in museum pedagogy, 

paying special attention to the “participatory” trend spearheaded by Nina Simon, 

alongside Arts Awareness. In a time when participatory pedagogy is conflated with social 

value, as social inequality within and outside the museum continues to rise, Arts 

Awareness may provide our current moment with a needed illustration of methodological 

and political imagination. By being more self-critical and self-reflective, museum 

educators can do our best work towards cultivating social justice. 

Arts Awareness is an under-researched and under-theorized precedent to 

contemporary art museum education 

 According to Rika Burnham, “Museum education as a whole is under-studied, 

under-theorized, and under-historicized.”41 Though theorizing about audience-centered 

institutions has a long history – Nina Simon points to the work of John Cotton Dana, 

Elaine Heumann Gurian, and Stephen Weil – the pivot from monologic docent tours to 

dialogic, visitor-centered gallery experiences created by Arts Awareness is an under-

researched facet of that discourse. Arts Awareness is a critical precedent to contemporary 

practice. 

 Arts Awareness came into existence because of internal recognition in the 

Education Department at the Met that their programming was only meeting the needs of 

privileged white visitors. It came about because the museum made an effort to hire new 

                                                
41 Rika Burnham, Interview with Rika Burnham, interview by Alyssa Greenberg, Audio file, October 7, 
2015. 



 22 

staff members – artists, people of color – who could relate to visitors and activate the 

museum’s collection in new ways. Arts Awareness also came into existence for many of 

the same reasons that Harlem on My Mind did – an interest in making the museum 

relevant to visitors of color, to visitors with less economic and class privilege. In making 

the museum not just a space for the elite, but a space where people from all backgrounds 

can come together and enjoy art. In democratizing the museum. And finally, it was an 

opportunity to make up for the shortcomings of the Harlem on My Mind debacle.  

 Arts Awareness was intended to re-imagine the relationship between museum and 

visitors. Arts Awareness was designed to strip away the museum’s privileging of art 

historical knowledge and instead propose pedagogy structured around a universal 

language of art, creating space for museum educators and visitors to co-create 

experiences together. However, in practice, this approach was flawed and actually had 

the effect of re-inscribing the societal inequities and elitism that the program was 

designed to challenge. 

 From the beginning, Arts Awareness challenged the institutional power structures 

of the museum. Curators, security guards, and administrators worried that Arts 

Awareness sessions could damage works of art. Staff members questioned the 

pedagogical value of Arts Awareness. Curators dismissed it as “blarney,” guards 

complained it was “a constant source of annoyance,” and administrators worried about 

students roaming “uncontrollably” in the galleries.42 It was expensive to run, and 

challenged the museum’s norms about how much education programming ought to cost, 

                                                
42 Barbara Y. Newsom, “The Department of High School Programs and an Experiment in ‘Arts Awareness’ 
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art,” in The Art Museum as Educator: A Collection of Studies as Guides to 
Practice and Policy, ed. Barbara Y. Newsom and Adele Z. Silver (University of California Press, 1978), 
453; Howard Conant, “An Evaluation of the 1973 Arts Awareness Program of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art” (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, August 1, 1973). 
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and how much of the museum’s resources should be extended to education. Its 

unconventional strategies disrupted the quiet, contemplative mood of the galleries. This 

history has significant implications for the contemporary conversation on what the social 

role of the contemporary museum – it informs our understanding of how we got here. 

From Arts Awareness to Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) 

 Philip Yenawine’s career trajectory is the through line from Arts Awareness to 

contemporary participatory practice. After departing from the Met in 1974, in the late 

1970s and early 1980s Philip Yenawine taught art at various institutions including the 

South Street Seaport Museum in New York City, the Museum of Contemporary Art in 

Chicago, and the Aspen Art Museum and in 1976-77 was a visiting faculty member in 

Art Education at UIC.43  

 In 1983, he became the Director of Education at the Museum of Modern Art 

(MoMA) in New York City. At MoMA, Yenawine began to develop the pedagogy of 

Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) in response to a challenge from the museum’s Board of 

Trustees.44 Yenawine writes that in 1987, “several trustees challenged my staff and me to 

find out if anyone learned from our many educational options. We were asked to be 

accountable for our teaching: were we effective? Did people learn what we taught?”45 He 

turned to cognitive psychologist Abigail Housen to gather data about whether participants 

in his MoMA programming were retaining what they had been taught. Yenawine wrote 

of Housen’s results:  

                                                
43 Philip Yenawine, “Curriculum Vitae,” May 2008. 
44 Philip Yenawine, Visual Thinking Strategies: Using Art to Deepen Learning across School Disciplines, 
2013, viii. 
45 Ibid., 2. 
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“To our surprise and great dismay, she found they didn't retain what we taught, even immediately 

after an experience. When visitors attending gallery talks, for example, were asked moments later 

to retrace their steps and relate what they remembered from the talk they’d just attended, they 

didn’t even recall all the images examined, much less provide an accurate recounting of what 

they’d been told.”46 

This failure upset Yenawine deeply on a personal level, and he continued to work with 

Housen to study why participants were not retaining what they had learned and to 

develop a new pedagogy that would enable participants to retain knowledge. This was, 

however, also a lesson Yenawine had learned from Arts Awareness: 

“I could have people in the palm of my hand. I could get them so they were really, really enjoying 

it and they all wanted more at the end. But when tested, they wouldn't know what I had said. So I 

was just being a performer. I was a good performer. There were a lot of good performers, and 

there still are a lot of good performers. But that's what they’re doing. They’re performing. They’re 

putting on a show. Because it isn’t possible for people to take in the information at the speed at 

which it comes, given the lack of background people have in the arts.”47 

 For the past fifteen years, Housen studied how people processed art by having 

viewers look at art and speak aloud in an uninterrupted stream of consciousness until they 

had nothing left to say. Housen then transcribed and analyzed this data, through which 

she developed a rubric for classifying art learners’ thinking patterns from beginning 

viewers to experts.48 Housen concluded that most visitors at MoMA were in the early 

viewing stages.49 Yenawine, Housen, and a team of MoMA staff developed a pedagogy 

based on teaching viewing skills called Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS).50 VTS sessions 

focus on interpreting a sole work of art, begin with silent looking at the artwork, followed 

by a facilitator-led collective interpretation of the artwork through dialogue, and closed 

with a concluding remark by the facilitator. The dialogue is anchored by three questions, 
                                                
46 Ibid., 4. 
47 Philip Yenawine, Interview with Philip Yenawine, November 2016, interview by Alyssa Greenberg, 
Audio file, November 1, 2016. 
48 Yenawine, Visual Thinking Strategies, 5. 
49 Ibid., 6. 
50 Ibid., 12. 
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from which the facilitator does not deviate: “What’s going on in this picture? What do 

you see that makes you say that? What more can we find?”51 

 There are many key similarities between Arts Awareness and VTS. Both 

programs model a move from “parades before the pictures”52 gallery talks to participatory 

pedagogy. The “language of art” approach of Arts Awareness resembles the interest in 

“visual literacy” of VTS. In both Arts Awareness and VTS, sessions are structured 

around an activity bookended by opening and closing moments. Yenawine discussed 

these similarities with me: 

“The thing that stands to link the two programs [Arts Awareness and VTS] was that I really, really 

wanted people to engage with art. I wanted them to dig it. I wanted them to get into it. And with 

Arts Awareness, I was doing it one way. I later assessed that it didn't really actually work in the 

sense of giving them something they could continue to use.”53 

 One key difference is the absence of a social rationale for the pedagogy – In his 

publications, Yenawine frames the entire motivation as visitors learning about art. 

Yenawine explained: 

“What I learned in the interim was how developmentally appropriate education is the only kind of 

education that actually works. Teach people at the level they can learn. Arts Awareness was a 

good way of getting people to a level where they could participate and have fun, but not learn. 

Finally I got to VTS which does both, engages people, but it also gives them a structure which 

they can continue to use. And we have the data that says that they do.”54 

However, in conversation with me, Yenawine did share a democratizing impulse behind 

VTS: 

“What links the two programs is really just me and my sense, I suppose. My commitment to trying 

to get people to connect to art. My commitment to teaching people, not just empowered people, 

                                                
51 Ibid., 25. 
52 Philip Yenawine, Interview with Philip Yenawine, March 2016, interview by Alyssa Greenberg, Audio 
file, March 10, 2016. 
53 Yenawine, Interview with Philip Yenawine, November 2016. 
54 Ibid. 
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but everybody. Through line … art-focused … student-centered … wanting the student to be 

active.”55 

 VTS is now the lingua franca among art museum educators in the United States. 

Michael Murawski, Director of Education and Public Programs at the Portland Art 

Museum and editor of the popular blog ArtMuseumTeaching.com, led a panel at the 2009 

American Alliance of Museums (then American Association of Museums) conference on 

the “questions, challenges, and apprehensions that exist regarding this method [VTS].”56 

In preparation for the panel, he interviewed over 30 museum educators from across the 

United States about how VTS informs their practices including “adaptations of the 

original protocol, metacognitive dimensions as part of the VTS experience, pushing the 

boundaries of artwork selection, and alternative applications for docent and teacher 

training.”57 Murawski describes the effects of VTS on the museum education field: “In 

addition to being one of the most commonly used teaching methods in art museums 

today, it is interesting to see how many other ways that VTS and its research has entered 

into museum practice.”58 Murawski makes a critical point: not only is VTS a common 

teaching method in art museums today, but VTS permeates art museum education 

practice in other ways too. VTS is a significant part of the museum education discourse 

and informs the pedagogy and curriculum that practitioners create, even if it is an 

adaptation or response or a critique of VTS.59 If museum education is where the social 

value of the museum is enacted, and VTS is the dominant pedagogy, a closer exploration 

of this key precedent to VTS is necessary. 

                                                
55 Ibid. 
56 Mike Murawski, “OpenThink: Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) & Museums,” Art Museum Teaching, 
April 29, 2014, https://artmuseumteaching.com/2014/04/29/openthink-visual-thinking-strategies-vts-
museums/. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
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Methodology 

Summary 

 The central research question for this dissertation is: What are the implications 

of exploring Arts Awareness for contemporary practitioners? To investigate this 

question, I examined two categories of primary sources: I conducted oral history 

interviews and I performed archival research. This dissertation follows the case study 

model of From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum, in which 

Lisa C. Roberts performs a close, granular study of an exhibition on the naturalist Carolus 

Linnaeus at the Chicago Botanic Garden as a springboard for a discussion of the history 

and philosophy of museum pedagogy.60 Roberts identifies museum educators as agents at 

the forefront of the paradigm shift in museum practice “from knowledge to narrative” 

who “play an important part in adapting the institution to this change.”61 I adapt her 

granular approach to analyzing museum education oriented towards interpreting 

institutional practice writ large.  

 I conducted oral history interviews with Arts Awareness stakeholders. I 

interviewed Philip Yenawine via telephone on 3 occasions, Arts Awareness artist-

educators Randy Williams and Howard Levy in person each on one occasion, and Rika 

Burnham, who facilitated art museum education inspired Arts Awareness pedagogy at the 

Met shortly after Yenawine’s departure in person on one occasion. In total, I recorded 

                                                
60 Lisa C. Roberts, From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum (Smi, 1997). 
61 Ibid., 2–3. 
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and transcribed approximately 7 hours and 30 minutes of interview recordings. This 

research is exempt by the UIC IRB under the Research Protocol Number 2015-0106. 

 Additionally, I performed research at two archives. I examined archival material 

at the Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives including files on the Department of 

Education and the files of Director Thomas Hoving. These materials included two 

brochures and a series of five short films on Arts Awareness. I also examined archival 

material at the Smithsonian Archives of American Art including transcriptions of oral 

history interviews circa 1971 with Philip Yenawine and art educator Marcia Kreitman, 

who worked at the Met as well, and the files of Howard Conant who worked on the 

evaluation of Arts Awareness.  

Starting Point 

 My own way of seeing is inextricable from the process of research. As a 

researcher, I am also a “participant” in what sociologist Donald Comstock calls “the 

socio-historical development of human action and understanding.”62 In other words, I am 

a participant and stakeholder in the social structures and institutions I am researching. I 

endeavor to be a self-reflexive researcher, aware of my own interpretive framework and 

the context of my research.63 For sociologist Sharlene Hesse-Biber, reflexivity entails 

“recogniz[ing], examin[ing], and understand[ing] how [our] social background, location, 

and assumptions affect [our] research practice” and “paying attention to the specific ways 

                                                
62 Donald Comstock, “A Method for Critical Research,” in Knowledge and Values in Social and 
Educational Research, ed. Eric Bredo and Walter Feinberg (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1982), 
377. 
63 Hilary A. Radnor, Researching Your Professional Practice: Doing Interpretive Research (Open 
University Press, 2001), 38. 
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in which our own agendas affect the research at all points in the research process.”64 One 

way this self-reflexivity manifests in this dissertation is writing openly about my personal 

responses to my research: for example, how my findings might have challenged my 

initial expectations or how my professional experience as a museum educator informs my 

interpretation of pedagogy. In this section, I reflect upon how my personal, professional, 

academic, and activist investments influence my research. 

 I have had the great privilege to enroll in three institutions of higher education 

affiliated with a museum or gallery that provided co-curricular opportunities to work as a 

museum educator: Oberlin College and the Allen Memorial Art Museum, the Bard 

Graduate Center and the Bard Graduate Center Gallery, and the University of Illinois at 

Chicago (UIC) and the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum. As an art museum educator, I 

am interested in mining Arts Awareness for takeaways relevant to contemporary museum 

education practice. So many of the questions that Arts Awareness artist-educators 

grappled with are critical for contemporary art museum educators as well. These 

questions include: How can art museum education engage visitors who have traditionally 

lacked access to museums? How can art museum education resist the didacticism and 

oppressiveness of the museum as an institution? This parallel inspires a new set of 

questions for considering Arts Awareness: What were the successes and missteps of Arts 

Awareness? How can I learn from the missteps, in order to not repeat them? How can I 

learn from the successes, and push them further in my own practice today? How does 

Arts Awareness compare to the art museum education strategies that succeeded it, such as 

                                                
64 Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber, “Feminist Research: Exploring, Interrogating, and Transforming the 
Interconnections of Epistemology, Methodology, and Method,” in Handbook of Feminist Research: Theory 
and Praxis, by Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber (Sage Publications, 2012), 17. 
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Discipline-Based Art Education (DBAE) and facilitated dialogue?65 Additionally, as a 

scholar of museum education and a participant in the professional discourse around 

museum education, I am troubled by how this discourse often perpetuates and re-

inscribes inequities in privilege. I am aware of the prevalence of what education scholars 

Daniel G. Solórzano and Tara J. Yosso call “majoritarian” narratives – “that privileges 

Whites, men, the middle and/or upper class, and heterosexuals by naming these social 

locations as natural or normative points of reference” – by perpetuating stories that 

highlight a perceived deficit in a group of marginalized people.66 Because Arts 

Awareness – and thus, this dissertation project –entails representations of publics who 

have traditionally lacked access to museums, I want to explore inclusive approaches to 

this representation. This invites another set of questions still: Is inclusion a sufficient 

goal, or merely a starting point or a detour? What are museums for – is the ultimate goal 

diversity or decolonization? My curiosities and investments as an art museum educator 

inspire me to take a deep dive into the history of Arts Awareness to understand how it 

was created and how it operated, its successes and shortcomings, and its implications for 

the field to inform my practice of art museum curriculum and pedagogy today.  

 I was fortunate to enroll at UIC in Fall 2011 during the inaugural year of the 

Museum and Exhibition Studies (MUSE UIC) program, which afforded me the 

opportunity to pursue coursework in museum studies. As a museum studies scholar, I am 

interested in Arts Awareness as a pivotal historical turning point in museological 
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practice, and a lens for addressing and interrupting histories of colonialism, sexism, 

racism, misogyny, and white supremacy in museums. Arts Awareness was a moment of 

resistance against museum didacticism and oppression, of artist-led experimentation, and 

of extensive community outreach and engagement. Arts Awareness is a reflection of the 

Met’s efforts to be a leader and innovator in art museum education, and was designed to 

be adapted and replicated by other museums nationwide. Through archival research, I 

analyzed how Arts Awareness was constructed as an institutional project. I studied how 

and why Arts Awareness generated such passion in its believers, such distaste in its 

naysayers, and engendered layers of institutional controversy. I learned about this 

historical turning point through the personal stories of Arts Awareness facilitators, 

participants, and stakeholders. I examined archival material and oral history through 

social-justice-oriented lenses including critical race theory and feminist theory to better 

understand how privilege and oppression play out in museums. These narratives and 

analysis will uncover how Arts Awareness has created new understandings of art, 

education, and museums – and the relationships among them. 

 Hesse-Biber points out that feminist researchers often work at the margins of their 

disciplines, and that is a position I occupy as well. Museum studies is not recognized by 

the College Art Association as a subfield within art history, and many of the artists whose 

work I connect with Arts Awareness (and all of the Arts Awareness artist-educators 

themselves) are not recognized within the typical canon of art history.67 Arts Awareness 

represents a doubly marginal topic: as museum studies remain marginal to the larger field 

of art history, education often occupies a marginal position within museums themselves. I 
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am interested in Arts Awareness in part because it is an under-examined example of a 

challenge to institutional power that was mounted from this marginal position, and its 

history has been analogously obscured by the dual hierarchies of disciplinary boundaries 

and institutional prestige. It should be investigated and re-inserted into official histories 

and interpreted as an example of how challenges to institutional power are enacted and 

absorbed.  

 I am privileged to attend a university with a graduate worker union and to be the 

co-founder of an activist movement in the museum field, and to have the time and 

resources to devote to those activities. Because of my own privilege – for example, my 

financial security allows me to not need to work a second job, and I have no dependents – 

I can devote considerable time and energy to the union as a Steering Committee member. 

As a Steering Committee member of the UIC Graduate Employees Organization I have 

experienced firsthand how an institution’s working conditions and its relationship with its 

workers affect its capacity as a pedagogical institution. The strong contracts we negotiate, 

which guarantee a living wage and tuition waiver and benefits/protections for all graduate 

workers, is what allows graduate education to be more accessible. I have also been 

influenced to put labor at the forefront of my research by the recent scandals surrounding 

the University of Illinois’ mistreatment of professors Steven Salaita, Pietro Bortone and 

Seung-Whan Choi,68 reinforcing my belief that labor justice is central to an institution’s 

capacity to promote social value.  
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 As a founding member of Museum Workers Speak, a collective of activist 

museum workers who interrogate the relationship between museums’ stated 

commitments to social value and their internal labor practices, I examine the case study 

of Arts Awareness as one museum’s very public attempt to put its ideals into action. As a 

museum activist, I am attentive to and inspired by art museum education strategies that 

challenge the status quo of the museum field, call attention to the museum as a site of 

social inequality, create space for institutional critique, and take action to democratize the 

museum. I am interested in efforts to diversify museum publics -- both the staff and the 

visitors. I am interested in initiatives that leverage the museum as an agent of social 

justice – such as addressing the disparity in access to art education among different 

populations. Arts Awareness intersects with these motivations, and is thus a compelling 

object of study for me as a museum activist. 

 I recognize that I am leveraging my scholarship to seek social change and social 

transformation,69 and to challenge dominant ideology.70 I am a former fellow and current 

co-director of the Publicly Active Graduate Education (PAGE) program of Imagining 

America, an organization that connects publicly-engaged scholars and cultural 

institutions. Imagining America defines engaged scholarship or public scholarship as 

“scholarly or creative activity that joins serious intellectual endeavor with a commitment 

to public practice and public consequence.”71 One such example is Mounting Frustration: 

the Art Museum in the Age of Black Power by Susan E. Cahan, which builds from case 
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studies of museum practice in the 1960s and 1970s in New York City towards a critique 

of the contemporary art museum that exposes complicity in white supremacy. Cahan 

develops historical analysis into a contemporary call to action. 

 Reflecting on my values and investments as a museum educator, museum studies 

scholar, art historian, and activist, I can articulate the agenda that I am using my research 

to further. That agenda begins in the discourse around museums in academia and the 

professional discourse in the museum field. Through my writing, I amplify the voices and 

experiences of those traditionally excluded from the art historical canon (such as women 

artists and artists of color) and from the discourses of museum education and museum 

studies (such as rank-and-file museum educators and visitors, who are not typically 

represented).72 I add to the museum field’s conversation on democratizing the museum, 

participation, and shared authority – which often manifests through anecdotal rhetoric at 

museum conferences and on museum blogs – through a rigorous case study. I view Arts 

Awareness as an effort to challenge institutional power to envision a better, more 

inclusive future. 

 I am wary of museums’ claims to advance social justice, knowing that their 

actions can belie their commitments. Museum practice is inextricable from social justice 

struggles. As of 2010, 34% of the United States population was people of color – yet only 

20% of museum staff was people of color.73 The prevalence of unpaid internships and 

low-wage, part-time, or temporary employment benefits applicants with economic 
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privilege.74 Nina Simon describes homeless shelters75 and court-ordered community 

service programs76 as pipelines for museum volunteers, raising questions about the ethics 

and power dynamics of volunteer programs. 

 My engagement with Museum Workers Speak reinforces this wariness. As the 

network has grown I have come to understand that labor practices have serious impact on 

who works in museums, who stays working in museums, and who is excluded from 

working in museums. These conditions disproportionately affect people of color and 

those from working-class backgrounds. Building on the history of labor activism in the 

museum field including unionization efforts, since the first Museum Workers Speak 

action in April 2015, we have advocated for museum professionals to “turn the social 

lens inward” and address internal labor practices. I believe the first step in addressing 

these inconsistencies is an unflinching, critical look inwards. I want to inspire self-

reflection and self-criticality on the internal inequalities and inconsistencies that manifest 

within museums. And I believe that through this project, and its close examination of the 

relationship between museum workers and social value, I can add depth to this discourse. 

 I am committed to a vision of museums that educate and inspire. But I have 

concerns about the status quo in art museum education – I think it can be so much more, 

and I am invested in imagining new possibilities for the field. I want to discover: Can 

museum education be a space for challenging and critiquing the norms of the museum as 

an institution? I want to discover: can museum education take on and challenge the 
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systemic social inequalities that manifest in museums? I want to discover: How can 

museum education challenge institutional power, using the museum itself as a laboratory 

for cultivating political lucidity and participating in the struggle for social change? 

 I envision my project as a challenge to the art museum education community – 

and for the entire community of museum scholars and practitioners – to be more self-

critical, to apply a political lens to our work, to understand the internal politics of the 

museum as part of our work. For me, Arts Awareness is situated at the core of the most 

critical issue in the museum field today: the inconsistency between their stated 

commitments to social value and their internal practices. Thus, I want to mine Arts 

Awareness for insights to apply in my own career as a museum change-maker, and for 

other museum change-makers to utilize as well.  

Research Problem 

 The mission of an institution cannot be neatly separated from the realities of its 

day-to-day functioning: institutions like museums must be understood within the social, 

economic and political contexts in which they operate.  

 The economic, racial, and gender inequities that are playing out worldwide are 

pervasive in museums. Museums’ stated claims to social value are often undermined by 

their internal labor practices, which reveal serious inequities along lines of race and 

gender. 84% of museum staff members with positions most closely associated with the 

intellectual and educational work of museums – including curators, conservators, 

educators, and leadership – are white.77 Among museum curators, conservators, educators 

                                                
77 Roger Schonfeld and Mariët Westermann, “The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Art Museum Staff 
Demographic Survey” (The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, July 28, 2015), 3, 



 38 

and leaders, only 4% are African-American and 3% are Latinx.78 Women make up two-

thirds of full-time museum staff but are still routinely paid less for their work than male 

peers; on average, women museum directors earn 71 cents for every dollar earned by 

male directors.79  

 What are the implications of these inequities for art museum education? At “How 

to Make a Smart Museum: Arts, Agency, and Creativity,” an all-day art museum 

education workshop at the Smart Museum of Art in December 2014, artist Caroline 

Woolard of BFAMAPhD, an arts collective interested in alternative economies and 

economic justice, argued that payment and compensation is a form of pedagogy.80 

Woolard contended that by learning what things cost, we learn what our society values. 

This argument enables us to interpret a museum’s spending habits – and, by extension, its 

labor practices and the racial and gender bias therein – as an expression of the 

institution’s values. Interpreting and understanding art museum pedagogy is as much 

about the content as it is about who has – and who lacks – access to the content. Further, 

that hidden curriculum81 82 extends to teaching styles, the program’s procedures and 

rules, the museum’s and the program’s institutional structures and priorities, the social 

dynamics and relationships among facilitators and students, the teacher’s exercise of 

authority, activities and exercises, the facilitators’ and students’ use of language, use of 
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artworks and props, the setup and norms of the museum galleries as learning spaces, class 

schedules, and more. All of these factors that comprise hidden curriculum must be 

considered and interpreted as forms of pedagogy when interpreting art museum 

education. At the workshop, Woolard asked the following questions: “How might art 

education support the political economics of cooperation?” and “How can we radicalize 

the institution?” and “What is a radical institution? Who is it accountable to?” Woolard’s 

questions point to the inextricable relationship between a museum’s internal practices and 

its pedagogy, and the necessity of interpreting the former to understand the latter. 

 But I am also interested in the implications of Arts Awareness as pedagogy. 

Though contemporary museums emphasize their claims for social value and public good, 

there has been little theorizing of how museum education contributes to this process. As a 

case study of an influential, yet forgotten, social-justice-oriented art museum education 

program – examined from multiple lenses and perspectives – this project will contribute 

to the discourse of how museums can cultivate social value through art museum 

education.  

 If we care about museums, we need to ask critical questions about who is working 

in museums, who is visiting museums, and to what extent museums’ internal practices 

are upholding museums’ stated commitments to social value. How did museums come to 

be this way? How can they be improved? What interventions are possible on the levels of 

internal museum practices including working conditions, and external public-facing 

museum practices including pedagogy and curriculum? 
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Parameters 

 According to the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS), an 

independent government agency, as of 2014 there were over 35,000 museums in the 

United States.83 The America Alliance of Museums (AAM) identifies the following 

museum types: “Aquarium, Anthropology, Arboretum/Botanic Garden, Art, Children’s, 

Culturally Specific, Hall of Fame, Historic House, Historic Site, History, Historical 

Society, Military/Battlefield, Nature Center, Natural History, Planetarium, Presidential 

Library, Science/Technology, Specialized, Transportation, Visitor Center, and Zoo.”84 An 

institution might inhabit several of these categories (for example, the Museum of African 

American Art in Los Angeles is both an Art Museum and a Culturally Specific Museum) 

or not fit easily in any of the above categories, such as the Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian 

Design Museum whose collection encompasses historic and contemporary design. 

Museums can be defined by the contents of their collection, by their practices (including 

serving as soup kitchens, loaning items in their collection to visitors, or housing graduate 

programs), or by the significance of their site.  

 Considering the diversity and breadth of the category of the museum, this 

dissertation focuses on the sub-category of Art Museums. In my analysis of Arts 

Awareness, I focus on the positioning of artists as museum educators, the experience of 

interpreting artworks, and the particular institutional politics of this genre of museum. 

Though I will refer to research on other genres of museums including Lisa C. Roberts’ 
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study of the Chicago Botanic Gardens, the majority of this project will be centered on Art 

Museums.  

Research Question 

 My research question is: What are the implications of exploring Arts 

Awareness for contemporary practitioners? 

 This question allows me to, as Hesse-Biber puts it, “challenge knowledge that 

excludes, while seeming to include.” Arts Awareness was a highly developed, 

experimental program that has been influential in the field of art museum education, but 

its influence has gone largely unrecognized. A deeper, more nuanced understanding of 

Arts Awareness is necessary.85 

 This question also allows me to “ask ‘new’ questions that place women’s lives 

and those of ‘other’ marginalized groups at the center of social inquiry.”86 Arts 

Awareness contains tensions around issues of museum visitor and staff diversity and the 

relationship between museums’ commitment to social value and their museological 

practices embedded within it. These questions can “get at subjugated knowledge” that 

takes into account issues of race, class, and gender.87 Most importantly, it can inform 

contemporary debates about the possibilities for art museum education cultivating social 

value. 

 This question foregrounds the implications that Arts Awareness might have for 

contemporary practitioners – that is, art museum educators, other museum staff members, 

artists, scholars, and activists. This approach structures my analysis of Arts Awareness in 
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such a way that my dissertation will have the potential to become a useful resource for a 

wide array of practitioners at the intersection of art, education, and politics. Using 

extremely focused methods of oral history and archival research, I will draw out practical 

conclusions about how social-justice-oriented museum practices can be theorized, 

understood, and improved. 

 By focusing on practitioners, this question allows me to orient my project towards 

cultivating change in the museum field. Comstock is critical of research that is “far 

removed from the people and class it purports to enlighten and is of very little use to 

those engaged in concrete struggles for progressive change.”88 By framing my project as 

a resource for practitioners, I am creating work that extends beyond the Ivory Tower. The 

aim of Comstock’s “critical method of research” is “to explicate the immanent tendencies 

in the historical development of a social formation so that the participants may create 

social change.”89 These methods are designed for the subjects to understand themselves 

as social actors with agency over their social, political, and economic institutions.90 My 

approach is a modification of Comstock’s approach. Instead of creating conditions for the 

subjects of my research to create social change, I am using the evidence from the subjects 

of my research to build analysis and interpretation for the application by a different set of 

subjects – contemporary practitioners.  

Notes on Case Study Approach 

 I elected to pursue a single case study of a program as opposed to a comparative 

analysis of multiple case studies for several reasons. First, limiting my area of research to 
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a single case study would help keep the focus of my project within a reasonable scope for 

a dissertation. Second, pursuing a single case study will allow me to explore Arts 

Awareness in greater depth. As a case study, this project’s boundaries are the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in the years immediately before, during, and after Arts 

Awareness – from the late 1960s to the late 1970s. 

Organizing Data 

 The majority of material I analyzed for this project comes from two collections. 

The first collection was a binder of photocopied materials including internal documents 

such as reports and memos as well as newspaper and magazine clippings from the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art archives. The second collection was a series of oral history 

interviews I conducted with Arts Awareness stakeholders and later transcribed. 

 For each of these collections, I organized the data by coding it in three different 

colors of highlighter that corresponded to the three themes of pedagogy, art, and politics. 

After the coding process, I examined each of the three areas in isolation and analyzed the 

themes that emerged in each area. I allowed my analysis to emerge from close reading of 

the organized data – as opposed to manipulating the data to bolster a predetermined 

theory or argument. I have checked my analysis by sharing it with the Arts Awareness 

stakeholders to verify that their constructed realities are appropriately represented. This 

approach reflects an interest in sharing power and authority with Arts Awareness 

stakeholders. In sifting through this data, I drew connections between the data and 

previous readings including secondary sources and archival material. Finally, I added 

relevant insights from my own professional and personal experiences. After compiling, 
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examining and analyzing these bodies of information, this analysis became the core of 

each of the three chapters.91 

Validity 

 Educational researcher Hilary A. Radnor describes a set of steps to minimize 

threats to trustworthiness, which fortify analysis to increase the validity of interpretation. 

I use several of these approaches in my own research. First, I collect data through various 

techniques (mainly, archival research and oral history) to ensure data-source and 

technique triangulation. Next, I employ an interactive and iterative approach to data 

collection and interpretation – by switching back and forth between 

researching/interviewing and writing, and rereading source material and following up 

with sources to clarify or verify information. Finally, I engage in respondent verification 

or member verification to enhance accuracy.92 

Ethics 

 In this section, I examine my approaches to grappling with power and authority in 

my relationships with my interviewees within my research project. Sociologists Andrea 

Doucet and Natasha Mauthner suggest, “The focus of much current feminist scholarship 

has moved on from the question of whether there are power inequalities between 

researchers and respondents, to consider how power influences knowledge production 
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and construction processes.”93 My interviews cover events over forty years in the past – 

the power dynamics and relationships among the participants have faded.  

 One question that emerged for me was: What are the implications of my 

critiquing the artist-educators’ work in my project? My thinking on this question was 

influenced by one of my interviewees, Rika Burnham: 

“Museum education is really bad at self-critiquing itself. In all the years that I’ve been in museum 

education, going all the way back to Arts Awareness, I don’t remember us ever critiquing ourselves. 

And that's something -- if we want to move forward as a field -- we are really going to have to 

address. With this whole idea that we don’t offend anybody, that we are warm and fuzzy, welcoming 

and forgiving, that we’re all things to all people, I think has prevented us from … serious standards in 

ourselves. … Institutions have cultures that last a long time. Far beyond the people that pass through. 

Museum education has had a culture that has lasted far too long [without critique]. Museum education 

is critiqued from the outside but not from within. 

 

Every other field has critique built into it. Look at artists. They do studio critiques all the time. Studio 

visits. There’s open discussion. … What could be more personal than putting your artwork out there? 

It’s more personal than your teaching out there, I would think. Where would we be if doctors didn’t 

do critiques? Where would we be if architects didn’t have critiques? … Theater people, dancers, 

actors – they’re pretty hard on each other. Why should we not have an ethic for that? Suddenly it’s 

really a glaring, glaring thing.”94 

As Burnham illustrates, critique is not inherently part of the museum education discourse. 

Thus, it is an intervention in the field to institute this kind of critique. As long as I focus 

my critique on the practitioners’ work – the teaching work they have put out into the 

world – and not critiquing the practitioners as people, I am practicing ethically sound 

critique. I will use the same framework of critique that an art historian might use for 

interpreting artworks. 
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 Doucet and Mauthner describe “the dangers of presuming to know, speak for, or 

advocate for others.”95 Even though I come from a similar cultural and educational 

background, and share experiences and understandings with my subjects, I am careful to 

not speak for them. I will quote my respondents’ own words directly – by transcribing the 

recordings of our conversations – rather than summarize them whenever possible. Using 

quotes will also help clarify and distinguish my subjects’ contributions from my own 

analysis. Comstock writes that “a consistent critical method which treats society as a 

human construction and people as the active subjects of that construction would be based 

on a dialogue with its subjects rather than the observation or experimental manipulation 

of people.”96 By creating space for my interviewees’ own words, my project will be more 

dialogic.  

 To ensure that these quotes are accurate, I have performed member checks. I 

adhere to the member check practice outlined by Radnor: “key informants were asked to 

read transcripts and their own case interpretation for ‘respondent verification.’ They had 

to pay attention to the accuracy of the interpretations and to make comments.”97 Doing 

member checks helps confirm the data as trustworthy foundations on which to base my 

own interpretations.98 

Notes on Archival Research 

 I accessed the archival materials I examine for this dissertation from the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. These materials include two publications and 

three films about Arts Awareness published by the Met. They also include internal 
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memos, letters, reports, budgets, grant paperwork, training manuals, press releases, 

newspaper and magazine clippings, project proposals, meeting minutes, attendance 

statistics, and interview transcripts. Additional archival materials from outside the Met 

include oral history transcripts from the 1970s, housed at the Smithsonian Archives of 

American Art, from interviews with Arts Awareness stakeholders including Philip 

Yenawine, Marcia Kreitman, and Allon Schoener and a report on Arts Awareness written 

by Barbara Newsom and published as part of a compendium on the state of art museum 

education in 1978. I also viewed a video recording of Untitled (The Alps), a performance 

art piece created by Arts Awareness artist-educators Rika Burnham, Howard Levy, and 

Randy Williams, at the Performing Arts Library in New York City. 

 Archival resources help me to address my research question – What are the 

implications of exploring Arts Awareness for contemporary practitioners? – because 

they enable me to explore Arts Awareness through its details. Through examining and 

interpreting archival materials, I can piece together details about Arts Awareness and its 

context that would be otherwise unavailable to me. This information includes the 

logistical, such as the names and roles of key stakeholders in Arts Awareness, which 

helped me locate subjects to interview. The archive also provides contextual information 

such as the stated goals and measurements of success for education at the Met. I use these 

materials as a source for interpretation: for example, I can interpret how a budget and 

expenditures reflect a hierarchy of institutional priorities. These materials also indicate 

the connections between Arts Awareness and art, pedagogy, and politics. 

 That said, I am also aware of the limits and shortcomings of archival research. 

The archive tells an incomplete story: missing from the archive are ephemera such as 
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attendance sheets and contracts, correspondence from artist-educators and teachers, 

lesson plans, student artwork, props, and interview and survey records from the Arts 

Awareness evaluation process. Additionally, I am aware that the archival material is 

largely filtered through the experiences of privileged white men, namely Director 

Thomas Hoving and Philip Yenawine. I located little material in the archive authored by 

women or people of color. These absences are what archivist Rodney G.S. Carter refers 

to as “silences” in the archive.99 Rather than re-inscribe these silences by building my 

analysis from the archive alone, I combine my archival research with oral history 

research – including subjects who are women and people of color – to create new 

knowledge built from incorporating multiple voices and perspectives. 

Notes on Oral History 

 Through oral history, I can collect details and memories – stories that the archive 

cannot tell. Best of all, when conducting interviews, I can ask my own questions directly. 

Through my interviews, I have heard stories about how the artist-educators came to be 

part of Arts Awareness, descriptions of individual Arts Awareness sessions, how Arts 

Awareness intersects with their own artistic practices and their later careers, and how 

their relationships with other Arts Awareness artist-educators and with their students 

continued after the program ended. These stories all help me to understand how Arts 

Awareness intersected with art, pedagogy, and politics. 

 I hoped to interview as many people involved with Arts Awareness as I could: 

staff members at the Met, students, and classroom teachers. I followed every lead. To 

arrange my interviews, first I compiled a list of Arts Awareness stakeholders through 
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names I found in the archival material. Then I found some of their contact information 

through Internet searches and reached out. Several of my interviewees shared names and 

contact information with me, and I was able to repeat the outreach process with them. I 

arranged one-on-one conversations in-person or via telephone. I opted for one-on-one 

rather than group conversations in order to establish trust and rapport with my 

interviewees, so that they could feel comfortable in my presence and feel heard. 

Notes on Analysis 

 
 From Comstock’s method for critical research, I borrow the intention to “develop 

an interpretive understanding of the intersubjective meanings, values, and motives held 

by all groups of actors in the subjects’ milieu.”100 In other words, I will pay close 

attention to my subjects’ understanding of Arts Awareness and its context, rather than my 

own suppositions as an investigator. 

 To this understanding of the context of Arts Awareness I have applied an analytic 

lens that is specifically oriented towards evaluating activist art pedagogy. In Marit 

Dewhurst’s book Social Justice Art: A Framework for Activist Art Pedagogy, she 

presents three lenses for analysis: Context, Intention, and Process. Who is making the 

work (context)? For what purpose (intention)? And how does the artist approach the 

creation of the artwork (process)? These three lenses allow researchers to effectively 

evaluate the educational and social significance of activist art, and I have applied this 

approach to interpreting the data I have collected about Arts Awareness.101 
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 Comstock describes how an “emancipatory interest” can direct research practice 

towards critiquing ideology and cultivating “knowledge that informs fundamental social 

change.”102 In other words, my analysis can be activated towards an emancipatory agenda 

that resists problematic ideology and cultivates social change. In this project, the 

problematic ideologies I resist include histories of colonialism, sexism, racism, 

androcentrism, and white supremacy in museums. My agenda entails resisting oppression 

and highlighting art museum education practices that can cultivate social change. I will 

apply Solórzano and Yosso’s practice of “counter-stories” to challenge these dominant 

narratives by privileging the stories of Arts Awareness artist-educators whose narratives 

counteract problematic ideologies.103 Dominant narratives are maintained through 

collection and publication of documents – for example, museum director Thomas 

Hoving’s papers are preserved at the Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives and his 

autobiography is published and widely available. By documenting and interpreting the 

narratives of the Arts Awareness artist-educators, whose papers were nor archived by the 

museum and about whom no books have been written, this project provides counter-

narratives. 

 To guide my emancipatory approach, I apply critical race theory. For Solórzano 

and Yosso, critical race theory contains an inherent commitment to social justice through 

a research agenda that leads towards “the elimination of racism, sexism, and poverty” and 

“the empowering of subordinated minority groups.”104 I am interpreting and evaluating 

Arts Awareness with the intention of sharing insights that contemporary practitioners can 

use to facilitate social-justice-oriented art museum education programming today. This 
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intention aligns with what Comstock presents as the practical intent of critical research – 

to help develop strategies for change.105 

 My approach to interpreting data centers on intersectionality, an emphasis on “the 

interlocking effects of race, class, gender, and sexuality, highlighting the ways in which 

categories of identity and structures of inequality are mutually constituted and defy 

separation into discrete categories of analysis.”106 An intersectional approach is critical 

for this particular project, because Arts Awareness contains fraught dynamics on the level 

of class, gender, and race – and my approach must be one that can account for a complex 

understanding of oppression.107  

Language and terminology 

 I use the term Latinx, which is the gender-neutral alternative to Latino, Latina, 

and even Latin@. In an interview with Public Radio International, queer, non-binary 

femme writer Jack Qu’emi Gutiérrez explains:  

“In Spanish, the masculinized version of words is considered gender neutral. But that obviously 

doesn’t work for some of us because I don’t think it’s appropriate to assign masculinity as gender 

neutral when it isn’t … The ‘x,’ in a lot of ways, is a way of rejecting the gendering of words to 

begin with, especially since Spanish is such a gendered language.”108  

Latinx, which is increasingly used by scholars, activists, and journalists, reflects an effort 

to practice intersectionality through language: to resist the gender binary and create space 

for trans, queer, agender, non-binary, gender non-conforming or gender fluid identities, to 
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resist the patriarchal implication that what is masculine is neutral, and to be inclusive of 

the intersecting identities of Latin American descendants.  

 When referring to people of the African Diaspora, I capitalize the B in Black as a 

sign of respect for a group of people long relegated to lowercase in the United States 

since slavery. As Lori L. Tharps writes: 

“This is one of my greatest frustrations as a writer and a Black woman living in the United States. 

When speaking of a culture, ethnicity or group of people, the name should be capitalized. Black 

with a capital B refers to people of the African diaspora. Lowercase black is simply a color.”109 

However, I do not capitalize the w in white when referring to people of European 

descent, because I believe that the sign of respect of capitalizing the w would reinforce 

white supremacy – whiteness is an umbrella category of ethnic groups, not an ethnic 

group itself. As a white person, I claim my racial identity as white. However, I do not 

claim my ethnicity as white, but I do claim Jewish as my ethnicity. 

 Race is a critical element to my analysis of Arts Awareness, and I argue that Arts 

Awareness is ground-breaking in that it was intentionally designed not with white 

students in mind, but with white students and students of color in mind. In a report on 

Arts Awareness, Bernard Friedberg claims that 70% of participants were “Black or 

Puerto Rican.”110 Because I do not have access to records of the race and ethnicity of Arts 

Awareness participants, and because I know that Arts Awareness students came from 

schools located in El Barrio/East Harlem (known for Puerto Rican residents) as well as 

the Bronx (known for Dominican residents), I will exercise the benefit of the doubt and 

refer to the students of color in Arts Awareness as students of color, and when writing 

specifically, as Black and Latinx. 
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Note 

 The methodology articulated in this section has informed my research from the 

beginning, but as a scholar, my own approach to my object of study has grown and 

changed significantly. When I began my research, I intended to present a case for 

interpreting Arts Awareness as a pedagogical, artistic, and political practice. As I 

developed my methodology further, it became clear that that approach would be flawed – 

that I would be researching towards validating a set of preconceived notions. So I 

reconsidered my approach to be oriented towards researching the implications of looking 

at Arts Awareness. This approach allowed me to let the data shape my analysis. And, in 

fact, when I began to look at Arts Awareness this way, I became able to see just how 

flawed my previous approach was. For example, allowing myself to look at the 

implications of interpreting Arts Awareness as art led me to a much more nuanced 

understanding of the relationship between the artist-educators’ own artistic practices and 

their work in Arts Awareness. However, the rubric of the pedagogical, artistic and 

political continued to guide the development of my argument in its initial form.  

As evident from the structure articulated in this introduction, that rubric no longer 

holds. As a scholar attuned to pedagogy and educational processes, this result makes 

sense: I began to see that, for Arts Awareness, pedagogy, performance and activism are 

not neatly separable as modes of practice, and one of the reasons Arts Awareness is worth 

examining is that it is acutely attuned to this entanglement. That is to say: I have allowed 

myself to be open to changes. Through the process of writing the following sections, I 

have learned about Arts Awareness and about myself. It is not surprising that a museum 



 54 

educator would have been changed by the process of education research. The body of this 

dissertation represents the results of my inquiry.  

 I also began this project with an interest in re-inserting Arts Awareness into 

canonical narratives of art history from which it has been excluded. These narratives 

include Institutional Critique (Arts Awareness was concurrent with and in dialogue with 

Institutional Critique projects by artists including Hans Haacke and Daniel Buren), 

museum interventions (Arts Awareness shares key themes and tactics with museum 

interventions by artists and collectives including Andrea Fraser, Fred Wilson, the 

Guerrilla Girls, and Occupy Museums), and art protest (Arts Awareness overlaps with the  

Art Workers Coalition and the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition). As a social-justice-

oriented art historian, the potential for these projects and Arts Awareness to mutually 

illuminate one another remains of the utmost significance, because of considerations of 

race, gender, and labor. My focus on close analysis of Arts Awareness pedagogy and 

immediate historical context has, unfortunately, rendered those questions – along with 

my original, programmatic focus on labor – outside this particular project’s scope, but 

they remain worthy topics for further inquiry. Additionally, the data I have collected 

indicates other ways that Arts Awareness has had a lasting impact, such as on 

participating students. In future projects, I intend to explore the impact of Arts Awareness 

further, beginning with incorporating the perspectives of Arts Awareness alumni 

including Fred Wilson.
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Chapter 1 

“If the structure does not permit dialogue the structure must be changed.” 

-- Paulo Freire 

Introduction 

Harlem on My Mind was a response to the tumultuous social climate of the late 

1960s; as Bridget R. Cooks notes, it took place against the backdrop of the Vietnam War, 

the recent assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, and protests 

and riots in major American cities.111 Interestingly, Cooks notes how this exhibition 

defied public expectations for the museum: “The Met had established an identity as a 

cultural stronghold of artifacts and artistic knowledge. There were no practical, social, or 

professional expectations that the museum would take on an active role in the social 

politics of the day, particularly in 1969.”112  

Even though Harlem on My Mind had, for the Met, relatively progressive 

intentions, it immediately drew criticism due to the museum’s decision to omit artwork 

by Harlem’s flourishing artist community, and was viewed within the Met as a failure. 

Looking back in 2016, Rika Burnham noted that though she started working at the Met 

several years after Harlem on My Mind, the exhibition and the ensuing scandal were very 

salient in the minds of the Met’s staff – in fact, it was a taboo topic.113 For the Met, the 

controversy incited internal reflection about how the museum could more effectively 

address contemporary social issues, and one result of that reflection was Arts Awareness. 
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Because the Met launched Arts Awareness in the hope that this new education 

initiative could accomplish what Harlem on My Mind failed to, an examination of the 

institutional culture that shaped Harlem on My Mind is essential for understanding the 

genesis of Arts Awareness. This chapter argues that Arts Awareness diagnosed Harlem 

on My Mind’s failure as the result of institutional power dynamics within the museum 

itself – and, critically, the ways in which those power dynamics informed the implicit 

pedagogies of the Harlem on My Mind exhibition. Arts Awareness was driven by the 

recognition that, in order for the Met to accomplish its stated social objectives (which I 

will discuss in more detail momentarily) the Met would not only need to democratize its 

curatorial and programming decisions, but also fundamentally transform the hierarchy of 

knowledge production within the museum. 

The origins of Harlem on My Mind 

 Although they differed drastically in their analysis and implementation, Arts 

Awareness and Harlem on My Mind began with the same intention: democratizing the 

museum. According to Cooks, the museum’s new leadership, including recently hired 

director of the Met Thomas Hoving and Allon Schoener, curator of Harlem on My Mind, 

“hoped to mix current cultural issues with the traditions of the prestigious institution.”114 

With a background in both museum work (trained as an art historian, he was previously a 

curator at the Cloisters) and public service, Hoving had a reputation for blending the 

traditional with the contemporary. As the Parks Commissioner as well as Administrator 

of Recreation and Cultural Affairs for New York City under Mayor Lindsay, he 

organized a portfolio of non-traditional programs including “be-ins, love-ins, traffic-free 
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bike ridings, Puerto Rican folk festivals, and happenings.”115 In his autobiography, 

Hoving wrote that he was “inspired by the creativity of downtrodden blacks [sic]” and 

hoped to “encourage them to come to the museum.” He “expected the show to become a 

symbol of my fighting to persuade the museum world to get into the swim.”116 Reflecting 

on the controversy, he wrote that he was “a member of the white, liberal establishment, 

one who had emerged from the optimistic and naïve Lindsay administration” who had not 

heeded the warning signs: “A series of fires were burning. I had seen the smoke and 

foolishly had ignored the signs of conflagration. I had dismissed the growing trouble as 

simply ‘community fuss.’”117 Hoving intended for Harlem on My Mind to cultivate 

dialogue and build understanding between Black and white communities. He wrote: 

“To me Harlem on My Mind is a discussion. It is a confrontation. It is education. It is a dialogue. 

And today we better have these things. Today there is a growing gap between people, and 

particularly between black [sic] people and white people. And this despite the efforts to do 

otherwise. There is little communication. Harlem on My Mind will change that.”118 

Harlem on My Mind’s creators aimed to accomplish these objectives through the 

exhibition’s choice of medium: photography. Creating a photography-centered exhibition 

was a major shift for the Met, and indicates Schoener’s intention to radically shift 

museum practice towards a more democratic, inclusive approach. Using photography also 

signaled a social history approach, a departure from art exhibitions based on art-historical 

canon. As the artist Romare Bearden wrote to Schoener in a letter dated June 6, 1968, 

“As I see it, the sort of show you are putting together should be in the Museum of the 
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City of New York, the New-York Historical Society, or some similar place.”119 Though 

the Met would not formally accept photography as an art medium until the establishment 

of the photography department in 1992, photographic reproductions were the main 

medium in Harlem on My Mind. The majority of photographs were sourced from highly 

esteemed Harlem photographers Gordon Parks and James VanDerZee, who were not 

credited as artists.120 For Schoener, photography was an inherently democratic medium, 

and utilizing it would sidestep the cultural hierarchy implicit within an art exhibition.121 

In the Harlem on My Mind catalogue, he writes, “Images and sounds – documentary in 

character – have been organized into a pattern of experiences re-creating the history of 

Harlem as it happened.”122 For Schoener, photographs were documents with inherent 

veracity and objectivity, and his usage of them reflected his desire to convey truth.123 

Although the inclusion of photography did represent a new direction for the Met, 

activist groups quickly identified the more glaring problem with this supposedly more 

inclusive exhibition: it did not include works by Black artists or incorporate the 

perspectives of the Black community it documented. In the summer of 1967, Schoener 

assembled a three-person advisory committee of political and cultural leaders Jean 

Blackwell Huston, Regina Andrews, and John Henrik Clarke – all three were Harlem 

residents.124 On November 22, 1968, this committee (as well as the Harlem Cultural 
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Council) withdrew their support for the exhibition citing their lack of influence. In a letter 

to artist Romare Bearden, Clarke wrote:  

“Right now I don’t know where the project, “Harlem on My Mind” is going and I am not 

encouraged by some of the late developments relative to it. The basis of the trouble with this 

project is that it never belonged to us and while alot [sic] of people listened to our suggestions 

about the project. Very few of these suggestions were put into use.”125 

The Black Emergency Cultural Coalition (BECC) formed for the purpose of 

protesting against Harlem on My Mind.126 They sought changes on an institutional level 

including planning a supplementary exhibition to Harlem on My Mind with members of 

the Research Committee of African American Art at the Met, consulting with Hoving on 

the exhibition, formal meetings with museum administrators, and public 

demonstrations.127 Their demands included an increase in Black staff members at the 

museum including “on a curatorial level and in all other policy-making areas of the 

museum” and challenged the museum “to seek a more viable relationship with the Total 

Black Community.”128 These demands identified the need for change at the level of 

institutional practice. They directly address the lack of representation of Black artists and 

the absence of Black stakeholders in Harlem on My Mind. Their vision of institutional 

change also includes establishing a fund to collect works of art by Black artists – 

transforming institutional priorities by changing how money is spent and which artworks 

are deemed valuable enough to collect. These institutional changes were what 

representatives of the Black art community wanted of the Met and similar institutions – 

not the insufficient changes brought forth by Schoener in Harlem on My Mind. 
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 Pulitzer Prize winning novelist Junot Diaz describes how white supremacy 

operates in museums. He delivered this persuasive statement as an audience member at 

“Kimono Wednesdays: A Conversation,” a panel co-organized by the Boston Museum of 

Fine Arts (MFA) and the activist collective Decolonize our Museums (then known as 

Stand Against Yellow Face) in 2016. The panel was created in response to Decolonize 

Our Museums’ claims that the museum perpetuated racism and cultural appropriation 

through an education program called “Kimono Wednesdays:” “A docent spoke on 

[Claude] Monet’s La Japonaise, which features his wife Camille Monet wearing a red 

uchikake and a blond wig to ‘emphasize her Western identity.’ Attendees were 

encouraged to wear a replica of the uchikake, take photos, and share them on social 

media.”129 According to the museum, “The framing of the event through a Western lens 

sparked protest, counter-protest and much conversation and debate about issues including 

Orientalism, racialized iconography, institutional racism, representation of minority 

groups, and cultural appropriation.”130 The second-to-last audience member to participate 

in the Q&A, Diaz shared his perspective on how white supremacy manifests in museums: 

“I wanted to hone in on ... the term ‘white supremacy.’ It would be probably useful if we … 

understood that there is a folkloric definition for the term, which is perhaps what people tend to 

know, which is the idea that white supremacy is guys with hoods and folks burning crosses. And 

then there is the technical description, which I think a lot of people are not as aware of. And I 

think part of what perhaps is happening in the audience is that folks are deploying the technical 

description and so they want to be sure that someone who is the head of an institution like this is 

actually aware that there is a commonly accepted description of the racial system in which we are 

all a part of. Which we all participate in. Which has us all in its grip. And it is very uncomfortable 

because most of the time I think the shorthand that we’re taught, what we see in media, what we 

see in conversations, is the shorthand ‘race.’ Folks will say ‘Oh, we’re talking about race.’ But 
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that’s actually a component of this larger system which is technically and widely accepted as 

white supremacy. Now this is why I think it’s super important to be able to, you know, withstand 

that. Because even though ‘white supremacy’ has the term ‘white’ in it, white supremacy in fact 

involves all of us. You can be in a country, say, I’m from the Dominican Republic, let’s say, 

there’s no white people, for the sake of this thought experiment, there’s no white people in the 

Dominican Republic. It doesn’t make any difference. White supremacy still functions at full 

power. And I think that why, perhaps, some people are getting kind of up … because many of us 

who have spent a lot of time studying this or participating in the critical language that helps us 

understand this system, we want folks to be able to hold that description and to hold that technical 

term and to understand that even though there is this generic, folkloric term ‘white supremacy’ it 

doesn’t get rid of this very important, technical definition -- sociological and political -- that is 

perhaps the only accurate description we have for our racial system. And I think that that’s why I 

would argue that … if you’re at school or if you’re not familiar with the term, or you’re the head 

of a major institution, I think it’s really, really important for us to get all on the same page with 

this. Because white supremacy isn’t only about white folks. Yeah, like you could get rid of -- I’ve 

said this a number of times to my students -- you could get rid of every white person on the planet 

and white supremacy wouldn’t have lessened in power one inch. It lives in every single person 

whether they know it or they wish to admit it or not. It is the first truly global hegemonic system 

and I think that part of the reason we say an institution like this is engaged in white supremacy is 

because of our technical and critical understanding of the term. Now, a lot of folks aren’t really 

comfortable with it because the thing is, is that the very term that we most need to address is the 

one that is invisible and erased and occluded. It’s not an accident that the very hegemonic racial 

system that grips us -- it’s not an accident that we don’t know the term. And if we hear the term, 

we’re deeply uncomfortable with it.” 

This definition is particularly relevant to this project because it is addressed primarily to a 

museum director and museum visitors, and considers how white supremacy operates on 

an institutional level in museums. Specifically, he urges then-incoming MFA director 

Matthew Teitelbaum to pay serious consideration to white supremacy as a part of his 

responsibility as head of a major institution. He encouraged the audience to look beyond 

overt manifestations of racism – the folkloric definition – towards a technical 

understanding. Diaz’s explanation emphasizes the way that white supremacy operates: it 

is invisible, erased, occluded – and pervasive.  
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 Staff within the museum articulated similar concerns. Harry S. Parker III, who 

was working in Hoving’s office at the time and later as Vice Director of Education from 

1971-1973, recalled,  

“Here it was [an exhibition] at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, but it ignored African American 

art. Which was amazing … I remember thinking how stupid we were to ignore art when, here, 

that’s the medium we’re theoretically the most interested in. When the show started to come 

together why weren’t any of us out there saying, ‘Well, aren’t you going to include some art, 

Allon? This is an art museum.’”131 

Read with Diaz’s call to action for self-reflexivity about white supremacy in museum 

practice, Parker’s concerns about the exclusion of Black art reflects white supremacy. 

 By concentrating decision-making among Schoener’s staff and selected staff 

members that did not reflect Harlem’s residents (what Sara Ahmed, who researches the 

effects of race in institutions, might have called “being appointed by whiteness”132) and 

denying Black representation by excluding artwork by Harlem artists, Harlem on My 

Mind created conditions under which its intended dialogue, communication, and 

discussion would be impossible. Thus, in spite of its lofty goals, the Met leveraged its 

institutional expertise to perpetuate a narrative of white supremacy. Though Hoving 

intended to break down barriers between Black and white communities, he reinforced 

them.  

 Like the BECC and Parker, Philip Yenawine was attuned to the need for change 

in the distribution of authority in the Met. But, I argue, Arts Awareness began from a 

particular set of insights that, though it may seem like a truism to contemporary readers, 

was a major departure for the museum that produced Harlem on My Mind: institutional 
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power dynamics inform the pedagogical implications of a museum exhibition, and 

pedagogy, in turn, is always a site at which those institutional power dynamics are 

reinforced or challenged. In the following section, I examine the institutional structure 

and culture to which Arts Awareness responded. Drawing on Cooks, Susan Cahan, and 

other scholars who have analyzed Harlem on My Mind, I identify a discrepancy between 

the pedagogical intentions behind Harlem on My Mind and the actual pedagogical 

relations it implicitly created between museum and visitor – what Philip Jackson would 

call its “hidden curriculum.”133 I conclude by arguing that Arts Awareness forwarded an 

alternative vision of the relationship between pedagogy and institutional authority – a 

vision which I will examine in detail in the following chapter.    

Arts Awareness as an institutional intervention 

To fully understand the significance of Arts Awareness as an institutional 

intervention, it is important to consider the internal context at the Met in which Arts 

Awareness developed. According to artist-educators working at the Met at the time of 

Harlem on My Mind, the exhibition’s exclusion of Black perspectives was symptomatic 

of a more systematic tendency to marginalize artists of color: Randy Williams, a Black 

painter and one of the Arts Awareness artist-educators, shared with me the effects that 

Harlem on My Mind had on his career at the Met. Williams told me, “I think Harlem on 

My Mind was a horrible, horrible, horrible, horrible idea.” He described one element of 

the aftermath, which was particularly relevant to his own career as an artist: “I remember 

getting a phone call because they were looking for Black artists to see if they could 
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mount a show. An exhibition which never came home. I had a painting that was picked 

up and taken to the museum and then delivered [back to him] because nothing ever came 

of the show.”134 The exhibition of Black artists never came to fruition at the Met during 

the era of Yenawine and Arts Awareness. Instead, Williams observed an increase of 

funding to culturally specific organizations and community museums like the Studio 

Museum in Harlem, the Jamaica Arts Center, and the Storefront Museum, allowing them 

to gain visibility.135 Rika Burnham, too, pointed out that Randy Williams had never had 

his artwork exhibited at the Met or collected by the Met.136 This detail is as critical as it is 

poignant – what are the implications of Williams being recognized as an artist-educator 

at the Met, but not an artist? This dynamic reveals a devaluing of Williams’ work – that 

he was deemed fit to teach about other artists’ works in the collection and to engage with 

the public, but not to be recognized as an artist by having his work join the collection or 

be exhibited in the museum. And this dynamic has a racial dimension, because Williams 

is a Black artist whose one chance at being exhibited at the Met was for a Black art show 

that ultimately never took place. And the public that he was engaging at the Met were 

high school students, many of whom were students of color. His role was to engage other 

people who looked like him as visitors. It also reveals the elevated status of curation over 

education in the museum. There are racial implications to that, too – curation becomes a 

practice of maintaining white supremacy through collection and exhibition, and education 

becomes the practice of outreach towards diversity. 
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 Before Harlem on My Mind, in the mid-1960s, Yenawine and Schoener had 

previously clashed at the New York State Council on the Arts over the question of how 

authority should be distributed. Examining this conflict reveals the differences in their 

approaches to community engagement. Yenawine was assistant to the Director and then 

interim Director of the organization until Schoener took over the helm as Director. For 

Yenawine, Schoener was an aggressive leader, who imposed his taste onto the upstate 

museums that were their constituents – such as replacing a humble mimeograph 

catalogue with “Madison Avenue graphics.”137 Yenawine perceived Schoener’s tactics as 

“interference,” saying, “You can show people your own publications and maybe up-grade 

their tastes, you don’t tell people what to do. … Allon [Schoener] really didn’t like to ask 

museum directors what kind of programs the Council should be running; he wanted to 

decide what they were and then announce it. ”138 In other words, Yenawine explained, 

“Allon felt that he didn’t need to consult. … The Council used up a whole lot of money 

on programs that its staff devised, rather than giving it to programs that other people 

devised.”139 Yenawine objected to the autonomy Schoener exerted by imposing his tastes 

on groups with a different set of values from his own and by creating programming 

without consulting stakeholders. 

 Instead, Yenawine’s approach was defined by what he called “community 

control:” “That they truly share the power and the decision of what the programs are.”140 

Of course, this dynamic of community control – or at least community co-creation – was 

what activists had demanded, and been denied, with Harlem on My Mind. Unlike the 
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creators of Harlem, Yenawine recognized the significance of institutional power 

structures – whose voices are considered when decisions about content and programming 

are made. 

An examination of Schoener’s remarks in the “Editor’s Foreword” to the Harlem 

on My Mind exhibition catalogue illustrates how the difference between his approach and 

Yenawine’s would play out at the level of pedagogy. There were, in fact, explicit 

pedagogical purposes behind Schoener’s curatorial choices in Harlem on My Mind: 

“Didactic educational methods – based on the principle that one source of information transmits 

its output to a recipient – have dominated our thinking for centuries. In our present world of 

overloaded stimuli, such techniques no longer have continuing validity. We don’t respond, as we 

once did, to an orderly progression of facts thrust at us in a fixed order. Because we are 

surrounded by a bewildering variety of choices, each individual assumes a unique role. He is not 

compelled to respond to information emanating from one source, nor is he a captive of the person 

who organizes the patterns of data directed to him. From all of the information available from a 

variety of sources, each person selects what he wants for himself and reacts to it. He tunes in on 

what he wants to and tunes out on what he doesn't care about. Instead of being a passive recipient 

who digests what is directed to him, the individual becomes an active participant by making his 

own choices. As a result of his unique reactions, the individual who responds to an experience 

becomes as important in the communication process as the one who organizes it. In other words, 

the audience itself becomes a creative force. Participation implies more effective 

communication.”141 

On its face, Schoener’s emphasis on engaging museum visitors as active 

participants seems to have a democratizing bent. Schoener’s rejection of “didactic 

educational methods” based on “an orderly progression of facts thrust at us in a fixed 

order” would seem to resonate with Yenawine’s rejection of “parades before the 

pictures”142 pedagogy. But Schoener’s approach to engagement is fundamentally 

monologic: it entails presenting the visitor with photographs, who then exercises agency 
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by only communing with the photographs that the visitor finds absorbing. For Schoener, 

the visitor exercises agency by selecting which images to tune into, or tune out from. 

Through this agency, according to Schoener, the visitor assumes a role as integral as the 

curator’s. Though the visitors are selecting the images that interest them most, they are 

still selecting from an array determined by the curator himself – not just which 

photographs, but that there are photographs at all (as opposed to artworks.) Though 

Schoener imagines this relationship as an equitable power dynamic, it is not. Though the 

visitor can choose which photographs to make meaning from to shape their own 

experience, the curator still exerts ultimate control.  

 Schoener’s description of the museum visitor inadvertently reveals the problem 

itself: “he is not … a captive of the person who organizes the patterns of data directed to 

him.”143 Schoener’s unfortunate use of the word captive aside (which, to me, evokes the 

trans-Atlantic slave trade), he minimizes his role in curator as shaping the information 

available to museum visitors. Due to his conviction that photographs are objective, 

documentary images, he downplays how salient his own point of view is in Harlem on 

My Mind. Cooks writes: 

“Schoener chose instead to construct an atmosphere that would re-create the way that he 

experienced Harlem from his position of privilege. The exclusion of art was Schoener’s strategy to 

re-create the experience of Harlem on his mind.”144 

“Schoener takes his place as the author who speaks the exhibition’s title. It is Harlem on 

Schoener’s mind that was displayed in the galleries.”145 

By not creating space for Harlem residents in shaping the exhibition, by denying Harlem 

artists representation, the visitors to this exhibition were captive to his point of view. 
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Again, Sara Ahmed’s writing on race in institutions is relevant. She writes, “whiteness 

tends to be visible to those who do not inhabit it.”146 In other words, it was not visible to 

Schoener to what extent Harlem on My Mind was shaped by his own perspective. 

In this way, Cooks suggests a link between the problematic distribution of power 

in the creation of the exhibition and the monologic flow of knowledge. Cooks also points 

out this linkage with respect to the exhibition’s attitude toward photography, describing 

Harlem on My Mind as a “popular humanistic project” rather than “engaging in a 

reflective examination and understanding of the diversity of the community that 

[Schoener] chose to represent.”147 By focusing on photography and treating it as an 

objective, authoritative representation of reality, Schoener created conditions in which a 

“reflective examination” that incorporated multiple perspectives would be impossible. 

For Cooks, this approach failed “to go beyond the limits of humanism to understand the 

specific attributes of cultural struggle, values, and politics.”148 By making the 

photography speak for itself, that is, Harlem on My Mind repeats its foundational erasure 

of the knowledge of Black stakeholders at the level of medium.  

Public curriculum and hidden curriculum 

The concepts of public curriculum and hidden curriculum help illustrate the 

reason for the discrepancy between Schoener’s stated pedagogical intentions and the 

actual pedagogical effects Cook identifies. Typically, art museum education is 

understood as a practice through which traditional values are upheld – which can be 

understood through the theory of public curriculum put forth by Elizabeth Vallance. For 
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Vallance, “there is a public curriculum inherent in the orderly images, and in the order in 

which these images are presented and seen, in art museums.”149 The categorization and 

organization of the artworks in a museum facilitate the construction of meaning around 

the collection as a whole—that is, they facilitate the production of certain narratives of 

the history of art.  

 For Vallance, any venue or interaction that influences the way individuals 

construct meaningful narratives about the world—such as the media, politics, or 

conversations with friends and family—comprises public curriculum.150 However, the art 

museum’s public curriculum is distinctive in several key ways: it is “an informal, 

randomly accessed structure of knowledge, expressed in visual images and available … 

to all who enter the building,” and its students are a particular self-selected subset of the 

general public.151 Visitors absorb the rules and norms inscribed into the public 

curriculum, which then influence their understandings of and responses to art and thus 

their “receptiveness to innovation and to change.”152 This curriculum is not neutral: “The 

museum staff, advertently or inadvertently, by definition exert some control over the 

curriculum available to the visitor.”153 And visitors do not experience the elements of 

public curriculum equally: Vallance is concerned with the “problem of the inaccessibility 

of difficult art” that “reflects a tacit awareness that not everyone is equally part of the 

culture that we represent at museums.”154 The term public curriculum makes visible that 

museum education comprises both art historical content and tacit social messages.  
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 Carol Duncan indicates how these messages are absorbed in Civilizing Rituals: 

Inside Public Art Museums, arguing that “the organization of the museum setting” 

constructs “a kind of script or scenario which visitors perform.”155 This script includes 

visitors performing “museum manners” such as speaking quietly, muting mobile phones, 

disabling flash photography, walking and not running, and not touching the artwork. It 

also includes social divisions such as placards thanking major donors and trustees, 

exclusive perks for museum members, and museum identification badges, which imply 

that museum professionals such as curators and museum educators possess specialized 

expertise and status that is unavailable to the public. By performing this script or 

scenario, museum visitors internalize all of the rules, norms, and messages inscribed 

within it—messages about who belongs and who does not. 

 For Vallance, museum educators are the mediators between the public curriculum 

of the museum and visitors’ personal experiences: “We must encourage [visitors] to enter 

a foreign world, make it fun, and help these listeners to derive meaning from the stories 

that can be put together from the works of art before them.”156 For Vallance, the museum 

educator’s task is “not further to control what people learn but to provide as many 

avenues to approaching the largely foreign language of art as we can, to guide them to 

make their own connections and to form their own rewarding categories.”157 Though the 

public curriculum of the museum is extensive and coherent, Vallance argues that 

“hearing, or seeing, its coherence requires … an active, willing effort and the application 

of interpretive skills” that can be engendered by a museum educator.158 The fact that 
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mediation by a museum educator is emphasized suggests that coherence is not an 

inherent feature of public curriculum itself, but is imposed on it from the museum’s 

perspective. In this way, traditional art museum education upholds societal norms. 

 Conceptualized by Philip Jackson159 and referenced by Henry Giroux, “hidden 

curriculum” points more explicitly to the connection between the museum’s interest in 

inculcating the norms of behavior that Vallance and Duncan identify and the maintenance 

of power. The conceptual tool of hidden curriculum makes visible the objections that 

Yenawine had to traditional gallery teaching pedagogy, and how he sought to address 

these flaws in Arts Awareness pedagogy. Giroux defines hidden curriculum as “the 

ideologies and interests embedded in the message systems, codes, and routines that 

characterize daily classroom life”160 and Peter McLaren explains,  

“…hidden curriculum deals with the tacit ways in which knowledge and behavior get constructed, 

outside the usual course materials and formally scheduled lessons … by which students are 

induced to comply with the dominant ideologies and social practices related to authority, behavior 

and morality.”161 

Applied to museum education, hidden curriculum makes visible what kinds of learning 

are happening in museums beyond art-historical content. In the Encyclopedia of 

Curriculum Studies, scholar Robert Boostrom explains that for Jackson, hidden 

curriculum could indicate reasons for student success or failure in school – that the 

inability to master hidden curriculum may have more serious consequences than the 

inability to master official curriculum.162 
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 This is why it is critical to understand that Yenawine’s commitment to 

“community control” was more than just an organizational management preference. Like 

Cooks, Yenawine recognized that institutional power dynamics necessarily imprint 

themselves on pedagogy through hidden curriculum. An anecdote Yenawine shared about 

the tension between the curatorial and education departments at the Met illustrates his 

sense of the way institutional power dynamics influence pedagogy: he described a lunch 

meeting with “a tremendously intelligent, lovely curator” who thought Arts Awareness 

was “terrific” and supported it despite its disruptions to the gallery space. Yet, as the 

curator told Yenawine, “it [Arts Awareness pedagogy] essentially works at cross-

purposes with what we’re trying to do.”163 Yenawine explains that “her mandate in the 

Museum is to continue to create galleries which are more and more better suited [sic] to 

essentially an educated public.”164 For Yenawine, this looks like more didactic material 

(both wall text and video), more densely curated galleries with less open space, dramatic 

lighting, and more immersive period rooms.165 This approach is different than a museum 

Yenawine would design:  

“In my museum we’d have lots of space, variable lighting; we could move things around and 

touch them. I want a whole different kind of environment in which to work, where we could 

participate. I want a museum where people expect there to be noise and loud sounds, where they’d 

be expecting people to move, where you’d walk into a gallery and, instead of expecting quiet and 

hush and a guide book or an acoustic-guide stuck in your ear, you’d expect to put on a period 

costume and move in a way you can’t move now.”166 

For Yenawine, these two approaches – curatorial and educational – were incompatible. 

Though they currently co-exist, and the curator has validated and accepted the disruption 
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of Arts Awareness in her galleries, it is still understood (by both the curator and 

Yenawine) as just that – a disruption. And this imbalance has pedagogical implications: 

for Yenawine, the curator’s mandate privileges the monologic transfer of knowledge 

from museum to visitor – a mode of learning that Yenawine saw as favoring an elite, 

educated public – whereas his approach activates the individual’s experience as a source 

of knowledge in its own right. One strategy maintains traditional power dynamics and 

elitism, and the other re-imagines museum practice. Yenawine describes the museum’s 

philosophies as “schizophrenic:” “So they have educational goals that coincide with 

mine, and curatorial goals which coincide with hers. So they can say yes to everybody, 

making it impossible for any of us to function well.”167 This is Yenawine’s critical 

departure from the logic of Harlem on My Mind: he recognized that power relations 

within the institution cannot be quarantined from the experience of museum learning, that 

they will also situate the museum and the visitor in a particular set of epistemological 

power relations. Riffing on Freire’s dictum that pedagogy is inherently political, we 

might say that, for Arts Awareness as well as for Cooks, institutional politics are also 

inherently pedagogical: The pedagogical orientation of the museum experience is shaped 

by institutional power structures, and that pedagogical orientation, in turn, sets up 

relations of power between museum and visitor. But for Arts Awareness, if pedagogy 

was central to the problem, it was also central to the solution.  

Arts Awareness and race 

 The motivation – and justification – behind Arts Awareness pedagogy was to 

address racial and class inequity. This motivation was based on a critique of the 
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inadequacy of art education in schools, particularly the inequity of access to quality art 

education in the segregated school system of New York City. The second evaluation 

report of Arts Awareness states, “Schools have done even less than museums with the 

history of art, and painfully little with studio art.”168 They dismissed schools on the levels 

of both quantity and quality: for the limited instruction in these areas, and for deficient 

instruction that inhibited a “real relationship with visual art” emphasizing perception and 

response to art, which is “not a skill our society values.”169 The report states,  

“Relevance” and “community” remain ephemeral terms. The bureaucracies in public schools and 

cultural institutions are generally conservative and tend to limit new approaches rather than 

encourage them. The desire to serve the inner-city child remains a desire, the potential still only 

hinted at; culture for the masses is still a dream.170 

Arts Awareness was envisioned by its creators as a corrective to the low quality of art 

education in public schools. By referring to the dearth of art education for the “inner-city 

child” and “the masses,” they are underscoring their view that the group with the least 

access to quality art education are students from poor and marginalized communities. 

That said, their language does contain deficit-based thinking, including the mandate to 

“serve” inner-city youth and the dream of “culture for the masses” that erases the cultural 

forms that marginalized communities create. 

 This motivation was also often framed around references to elite culture and its 

lack of relevance to “community” audiences. The report also states, 

“It is now a cliché to say that educational institutions must enter the mainstream of American life 

with new curricula of great relevance to the rich, the poor, the minorities, and the majorities from 

kindergarten through graduate school. It is equally a cliché to say that museums and other cultural 

institutions with education programs must enter this mainstream of relevance not only by updating 
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those services available in the museum itself but by expanding and decentralizing services outside 

museum walls into the ‘community.’”171 

Arts Awareness was motivated by a recognition that the museum was an elite institution 

only accessible by, and relevant to, the experiences of a privileged few. They frame the 

gap in relevance by emphasizing the disparity between rich and poor, between (racial) 

majorities and minorities. Significantly, their call to action entails transforming 

institutional practice: not only by changing how programming such as education operates 

in the museum, but also through community engagement.  

 Arts Awareness was designed for, and tested on, high school students with 

marginalized identities. As I have discussed elsewhere in this dissertation, Arts 

Awareness was the product of institutional self-reflection in which the Met’s Department 

of Education realized that its programming was created by and for elite white audiences. 

As concluded in the Newsom Report, its programming had “a more natural affinity with 

suburban and private schools than with those in the urban ghettos.”172 Arts Awareness 

was an attempt to engage with the latter group: 70% of the participants were Black or 

Puerto Rican.173 The critical intervention of Arts Awareness was to create art museum 

education curriculum and pedagogy that would be relevant for all students across lines of 

race, class, and cultural background– that did not uphold traditional, elite value systems 

of studying art and of art history. The report stated, “Class activities described in this 

report have all been used successfully with a variety of age, racial, and economic groups, 

but primarily with urban high school students.”174  
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 Arts Awareness was not always able to put its theoretical aims into practice 

evenly. Perhaps Arts Awareness’ most critical shortcoming was the gap between its 

stated commitments in theory and its results in practice. One such example of a practical 

shortcoming is how Arts Awareness approached the relationship between art-historical 

training and racism. Rika Burnham, an art educator who began working at the Met 

shortly after Arts Awareness ended, shared the following reflection with me: 

“When I look at the Arts Awareness film – and again, I wasn’t there – but it strikes me as being 

rather racist … With no intention of that whatsoever … But the idea you’re going to give a 

nonverbal language… strikes me now as… without any intention… only good intentions… that 

you’re disempowering students of color to participate in the intellectual life of the museum. You 

were actually marginalizing them.”175 

In other words, Burnham suggests that by jettisoning art-historical content in a museum 

education program designed for students of color, Arts Awareness was implicitly – yet 

unintentionally – barring students of color from participating in the intellectual life of the 

museum. 

 In my next chapter, I will suggest that Arts Awareness did not dismiss art-

historical content entirely, but rather positioned it in dialogue with other forms of 

knowledge – at least at the level of its pedagogical theory.  However, Burnham’s critique 

points to the potential for a disconnect between Arts Awareness’ theoretical aspirations 

and the ways in which its pedagogy was actually put into practice: in practice, the 

pedagogy was shaped by teachers’ implicit biases and the variance among the artist-

educators’ skill sets. For example, in my next chapter I discuss a vignette from an Arts 

Awareness film in which artist-educator Jennifer Muller darts out her tongue when 

prompting the students to describe the atmosphere of the museum, sending a visual signal 
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of solidarity to her students -- a gesture that reveals her implicit bias of how she perceives 

the museum’s stuffiness, and leads the students towards following suit in their responses. 

The ability to enact Arts Awareness pedagogy varied widely across the cohort of artist-

educators: Randy Williams noted that Frances Cole did not return to the Met for the 

second year of the Arts Awareness program. He explained to me, “It was just too much 

for her. She was really sweet but she couldn’t manage those kids. She did the same thing 

over and over again in every gallery.”176 Yenawine, too, noted that Cole was the “least 

successful” because she “couldn’t get out of the classical music thing.”177 The variance 

between artist-educators like Williams, who was determined by Yenawine to be “what I 

call a good Arts Awareness teacher,”178 and those like Cole who was not, reflects the 

existence of a gap between Arts Awareness theory and practice. Arts Awareness did not 

adequately address that gap. 

Arts Awareness and institutional power 

To fulfill Harlem on My Mind’s unmet mandate of creating more inclusive 

dialogue with diverse audiences through participation, it would be essential to transform 

the structure of institutional practice, and Arts Awareness did this by locating pedagogy 

as a site for making visible and interrogating the structures of institutional power. The 

most radical element of Arts Awareness was the way that it critiqued the museum as an 

institution, modeled an approach to museum pedagogy with institutional critique built in, 

and engaged visitors in institutional critique as well.  
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Arts Awareness claimed pedagogy as the site of this challenge, and did so by 

foregrounding the institutionality of the museum – making visible the implicit power 

structures the museum encodes. As Yenawine said, “I just want to get [Arts Awareness 

participants] to be aware that there is an environment.”179 In my next chapter, I examine 

Arts Awareness’ pedagogical plan of attack. 
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Chapter 2: “Let’s construct our own space:” Arts Awareness 

as Pedagogical Practice 

Arts Awareness advanced a participatory pedagogy in which critiquing the power 

dynamics of the relationship between individual and institution – and re-imagining and 

transforming that relationship – is inherent to engagement with art, and with the museum 

itself. 

Introduction 

 Arts Awareness pedagogy was a radical departure from previous art museum 

education at the Met and other museums, which was typically didactic docent-led lecture 

tours emphasizing art-historical expertise that Yenawine nicknamed “parades before the 

pictures.”180 Because of that, working in this new, experimental way required a leap of 

faith. True belief in the Arts Awareness method was central: For Yenawine, what is 

“quite critical in Arts Awareness teaching is that you’ve got to have confidence in what 

you’re doing; you’ve got to believe it, or it can fall apart.”181 At the core of Arts 

Awareness philosophy is the premise that, through close looking at artworks and by 

responding to elements of art (such as line, texture, tension, focal point, spatial 

relationships, color, and mood) through artistic experiences/art-making, students would 

recognize and recall the elements of art and respond to them upon future encounters.182 
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 Critics of Arts Awareness questioned the program’s capacity for cultivating 

learning in the museum. In an interview with researchers on art museum educations from 

the Council on Museums and Education in the Visual Arts (CMEVA) on August 1, 1974, 

Henry Geldzahler, then curator of twentieth-century art at the Met, said:  

“I’m from another school, another time. You don’t go to eight years post-high school art historical 

training without being hurt by it and touched by it. I still see it in the old-fashioned way. And I 

still think that pushing blue things around the gallery is not the answer. Like there’d be a squared-

off arch, which one person has. Another would have a column. Then you’d go into the Blumenthal 

Patio and move the column through the arch. I couldn’t believe my eyes.”183 

Geldzahler’s statement illustrates his investment in traditional art historical training for 

museum professionals and traditional art historical knowledge as the kind of knowledge 

that museums should teach to visitors. Continuing Geldzahler’s line of critique: What 

kind of learning was happening in Arts Awareness, if not traditional art historical 

education? How was “pushing blue things around the gallery” radical? Was Arts 

Awareness frivolous?    

 The CMEVA report summarized Arts Awareness artist-educator Howard Levy’s 

response to Geldzahler’s critique:  

“To hear from the other side, the author of the arches exercise, Howard Levy, remembers the 

episode as a moment of significant psychological growth in his students: they learned by opposing 

arches of various sizes that smaller arches could neutralize larger ones and thus, according to 

Levy, that apparently overwhelming authority figures could be neutralized by the alliance of lesser 

figures. The demonstration, set in a museum space containing several arches, was meant to be a 

visual experience that dramatized a point (admittedly political as well as aesthetic) the Arts 

Awareness staff wanted to make.”184 
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For Levy, this exercise approached art-historical knowledge in a novel way – through 

deconstructing the geometry of arches – towards cultivating both aesthetic and political 

insights. 

 Arts Awareness was a nexus of the aesthetic and the political. Arts Awareness 

was part of an institution-wide initiative for addressing broader social problems in New 

York City. In an interview with me, Levy was clear that Arts Awareness was understood 

as a social justice project:  

“It was very clear the impetus was … we have these kids … this is early seventies now… cultural 

outreach is absolutely the order of the day. Hoving is the director. The Met had all this conflict 

about building into Central Park, and all that stuff, and this was part and parcel. They did Harlem 

on My Mind. So it was an outgrowth of all that.”185 

In a moment when the Met was generating unfavorable newspaper headlines and a 

growing reputation as an elitist institution for a proposal to build an extension on public 

land in Central Park and for the Harlem on my Mind scandal that galvanized protesters, 

the Met sought to repair their image through “cultural outreach” programs like Arts 

Awareness that could build positive relationships with people of color from upper 

Manhattan and the Bronx.  

 Considering the critiques of Arts Awareness as ahistorical and frivolous and its 

context as a “cultural outreach” program during a moment in which the Met was in the 

hot seat as an elitist institution, this chapter investigates the extent to which Arts 

Awareness can be understood as a social-justice-oriented pedagogy. 
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Curriculum theory and social justice pedagogy 

 Yenawine did not design Arts Awareness with theory in mind, though he did 

retroactively apply theories of “structural psychologists, Piaget-type people” and discuss 

the project with researchers including David Perkins, then the director of Project Zero at 

Harvard.186 Today, the discourse of curriculum theory contains a rigorous framework for 

social justice pedagogy. Because this research was unavailable to the Arts Awareness 

practitioners at the time, I, too, am applying this framework retroactively. I apply 

curriculum theory frameworks by Pauline Lipman, Sonia Nieto and Patty Bode, Therese 

Quinn, and Olivia Gude towards investigating how Arts Awareness can be understood as 

a social-justice-oriented pedagogy. What new insights does social justice education 

theory reveal about Arts Awareness, and what new insights does Arts Awareness offer to 

the discourse of social justice education theory? Though Arts Awareness is aligned with 

this theory, it is not a textbook example of social justice pedagogy. Elsewhere in the 

dissertation, I consider Arts Awareness through other theoretical frameworks from the 

arts and critical race theory. 

 For example, theories of social justice pedagogy emphasize cultivating agency in 

students. Yenawine said of his students: 

“…We found that quite often [they were] expressing themselves by Arts Awareness activities, and 

they were getting confidence in their own ability to deduce something through the encouragement 

we gave them by saying, ‘You’re right. That’s terrific.’ And if they were just telling how they felt, 

and moving how they felt, they were exhibiting a whole lot: they were breaking down barriers 

they had put between themselves and other people. 

For example, most of them wore coats and hats and had transistor radios when we’d start 

programs, and we couldn’t get them to take them off. [But finally] we got them over their fear of 
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being ripped off, which was one of their basic fears. We could also get them to … take off this 

armor they always wore … They were letting defenses fall.”187 

Although Arts Awareness did not – and could not have – addressed the cultivation of 

agency in a specific, programmatic way using the language of contemporary theories of 

social justice pedagogy, that theory nevertheless provides a useful vocabulary for 

understanding the extent to which critique and transformation of injustice were, as I will 

argue, intertwined with Arts Awareness’ approach to pedagogy. Applying this theory 

allows me to analyze Arts Awareness not only at the levels of content, pedagogy, and 

curriculum but on a programmatic level as well – to analyze Arts Awareness within the 

context of the Met, New York City, and society. I hope contemporary practitioners can 

utilize this analysis to consider the possibilities for art museum education pedagogy as 

social-justice-oriented pedagogy. 

 First, I apply Pauline Lipman’s four “social justice imperatives” – equity, agency, 

cultural relevance, and critical literacy – which she uses as a lens through which to 

interpret the implications of education policies – to Arts Awareness.188 Below, I highlight 

elements from Lipman’s definitions that particularly pertain to Arts Awareness. 

“Equity – all children should have an intellectually challenging education … [emphasis on] 

redressing the effects of historical and embedded inequalities and injustice (Tate, 1997) … special 

efforts must be made to overcome past injustice and historically sedimented inequalities of race, 

gender, and class. … Policies and programs perpetuate social inequality and injustice when they 

prepare students of specific racial or ethnic, class, or gender groups for different life choices … 

and when they perpetuate knowledge that excludes the perspectives, experiences, and 

contributions of marginalized groups. 

Agency – education should support students’ ability to act on and change personal conditions and 

social injustice. It should prepare young people to participate actively and critically in public life, 
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support a sense of possibility, and arm young people with tools to survive and thrive in the face of 

multiple forms of oppression and marginalization (Giroux, 1988). 

Cultural relevance – educators should use students’ cultures to support academic success, help 

students create meaning, develop sociopolitical consciousness, and challenge unjust social 

conditions (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Cultural relevance operates within a context of critical 

examination of difference, power, and the multiple histories and experiences of people in the 

United States and globally (Sleeter & McLaren, 1995). 

Critical literacy – students need tools to examine knowledge and their own experience critically 

and to analyze relationships between ideas and social-historical contexts, or in Freire’s words, 

“Read the world” (Freire & Macedo, 1987). This includes grounding curriculum in students’ 

experiences and challenging official knowledge that erases and distorts the histories and interests 

of subordinated social groups (Macedo, 1994).189” 

The four imperatives in Lipman’s framework are broad enough to create space for 

interpreting Arts Awareness on multiple levels. It suggests questions on a content level 

such as: does Arts Awareness curriculum focusing on personal responses to art rather 

than traditional art-historical themes necessarily amplify “the histories and interests of 

subordinated social groups” in a way that a more “official” curriculum does not? It also 

invites questions on a programmatic level, such as: by recruiting Black and Latinx 

students in alternative high school programs, does Arts Awareness take a stance on 

programs that “prepare students of specific racial or ethnic, class, or gender groups for 

different life choices”? 

  Next, I apply Sonia Nieto and Patty Bode’s definition of social justice education. 

Again, I highlight elements from Nieto and Bode’s definitions that particularly pertain to 

Arts Awareness: 

“First, it challenges, confronts, and disrupts misconceptions, untruths, and stereotypes that lead to 

structural inequality and discrimination based on race, social class, gender, and other social and 

human differences. 

Second, a social justice perspective means providing all students with the resources necessary to 

learn to their full potential … [including] emotional resources such as a belief in students’ ability 
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and worth; care for them as individuals and learners; high expectations and rigorous demands on 

them; and the necessary social and cultural capital to negotiate the world. 

A third component of a social justice perspective is drawing on the talents and strengths that 

students bring to their education. This requires a rejection of the deficit perspective that has 

characterized much of the education of marginalized students, to a shift that views all students—

not just those from privileged backgrounds—as having resources that can be a foundation for their 

learning. 

A fourth essential component of social justice is creating a learning environment that promotes 

critical thinking and supports agency for social change.”190 

Though Nieto and Bode’s model parallels Lipman’s in several areas including addressing 

structural inequality and cultivating social change, its student-centered perspective is an 

additional valuable angle for investigating Arts Awareness. Their discussion of emotion, 

too, is aligned with Arts Awareness’ attention to personal responses to art. Their rejection 

of the “deficit perspective” is especially pertinent to considering Arts Awareness, one of 

the first museum education programs to acknowledge and address how students from 

privileged and marginalized backgrounds experience art museums differently. 

 For Therese Quinn, “social justice art education is utopian and practical; it looks 

ahead to the more democratic society we can dream up and create in our classrooms, and 

at the same time it is grounded in the lives and concerns of our students.”191 As a small 

(and costly) pilot program that would face significant barriers to scale up and make 

accessible to all, Arts Awareness itself occupies this paradoxical position. Quinn writes, 

“working for social justice through teaching requires practicing and fostering attention to 

the complexities and deep structures of daily life, and then, developing and implementing 
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engaged responses aimed at change.”192 This framing resonates with Arts Awareness, in 

which students and artist-educators collectively grapple with “the complexities and deep 

structures of daily life” through the lenses of artworks and the museum. Yet there were 

never any products of Arts Awareness targeted at social change. In fact, Quinn and 

William Ayers account for this shortcoming: they write that social justice education is 

“always more possibility than accomplishment.”193 That said, Arts Awareness’ existence 

itself was a pointed call for cultural change in museums and in society. Finally, Therese 

Quinn identifies eight “social justice themes and practices” in education: self-awareness, 

democracy, collectivity, activism, public space, history, social literacy, and 

imagination.194 Again, though several of these themes emerge in Lipman’s and Nieto and 

Bode’s models, Quinn’s model adds additional depth by considering collectivity, public 

space, and imagination – all of which are central features of Arts Awareness. 

Social justice pedagogy in Arts Awareness 

 Applying these frameworks of social justice pedagogy from the discourse of 

curriculum theory, this chapter traces the ways in which key characteristics of social 

justice pedagogy emerge in Arts Awareness. I argue that Arts Awareness advanced a 

participatory pedagogy in which critiquing the power dynamics of the relationship 

between individual and institution – and re-imagining and transforming that relationship 

– is inherent to engagement with art, and with the museum itself. In the first section, I 
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introduce “nonverbal learning,” the key to Arts Awareness pedagogy. Next, I identify and 

analyze two closely related subsets of nonverbal learning: 

1. Embodied learning – pedagogy that cultivates reflection on embodiment in space, 

to give individuals tools for critical engagement with the institution 

2. Affective learning – pedagogy that uses individual aesthetic experience and the 

effect of emotion on the body as a way to put learners’ lived experience in a 

dialogic relationship with established art-historical narratives 

Critically, my discussion of affective learning includes a corrective to critiques of Arts 

Awareness as ahistorical or not pedagogically rigorous: I argue that Arts Awareness 

reconfigured the hierarchy of knowledge in order to leverage the unique potential of the 

museum as a social laboratory. Finally, I argue that these pedagogical strategies extend 

beyond the museum’s walls, using the museum as a laboratory for considering 

institutions and power dynamics writ large. 

I. Nonverbal learning 

Yenawine’s definition of nonverbal learning 

 The key critical concept behind Arts Awareness is the theory of nonverbal 

learning, a term used by Yenawine and fellow members of his department as a theoretical 

rationale for Arts Awareness. With nonverbal learning, rather than relying on words to 

convey ideas, ideas are experienced through multiple senses and exchanged through 

multiple art forms -- all of which is geared towards eliciting personal reactions to art. For 

Yenawine, the Arts Awareness system “does not put down [verbal] information; it simply 
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doesn’t rely on it. It does not tell me back what I told you.”195 The theory of nonverbal 

learning relies on an interdisciplinary approach -- engaging multiple media, multiple 

senses -- and posits that the process and language of each art form can inform the 

understanding of others. Yenawine highlighted how information can be conveyed 

through multiple senses and multiple forms and posited that the impact of nonverbal 

information is lasting.196 

 In a 1971 oral history interview, Yenawine describes an Arts Awareness session 

that embodies nonverbal learning. 

“The dance artist and the musician artist were working together in the Armor Gallery. They had a 

thing where the kids put corrugated cardboard around their joints in order to make it difficult to 

move, to get the sense of what it would be like to move in armor. Then they did a series of 

movement exercises having to do with things like passing a roll, and trying to accomplish what 

you’d have to accomplish with armor, what movements are suggested. Then after they took off the 

cardboard, they continued to try to move in these very awkward, jerky kinds of motions. The 

music guy set up a thing where, using their own props like the jewelry they were wearing or their 

own mouths, they could create a battle through sound – riding on horseback, with the clanging and 

all. We made a tape, and it sounded like the soundtrack from Ivanhoe. Anyway, they were 

contemplating what it would be like to wear armor, and then looking at it more seriously because 

of that. Also, they were dealing with an environment that wasn’t their own environment, but 

something they were able to create.”197 

This session challenged participants to engage with the armor collection through 

nonverbal means. The participants’ exploration and experimentation involved sound, 

costumes, movement, and imagination – not words. They responded to implicit questions 

– What does it feel like to wear armor? What was the environment like for which this 

armor was intended? – through close looking, creative problem-solving, and 

experimentation with movement and sound. 
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 Not all nonverbal learning (and teaching) looks the same--the Arts Awareness 

method of nonverbal learning is adaptable to multiple teaching styles and strengths. Not 

all teaching styles must, for example, privilege movement as a form of nonverbal 

learning. Yenawine said,  

“Randy [Williams, a member of the staff who was a cornerstone of the program] is what I call a 

good Arts Awareness teacher, and he almost never uses movement. It’s not required. The thing 

that’s his strength is his studio activity. But what he’s trying to do is get kids to be aware of the 

fact that information comes into their eyes and that they have a response to it.”198  

Williams’ approach privileges students attending to their own personal responses to 

artwork through studio activities. His success as an Arts Awareness artist-instructor relies 

upon his unique teaching persona and style. 

 Because nonverbal learning is interdisciplinary and does not rely exclusively on 

language, Arts Awareness staff were challenged to describe this kind of learning and to 

evaluate Arts Awareness on measures beyond questionnaires or oral interviews. For that 

reason, the Arts Awareness staff looked to behavior-based evidence to better understand 

the impact of Arts Awareness. This kind of evidence includes comfort in the museum -- 

for instance, students’ willingness to let go of their belongings including coats and radios 

-- and students’ engagement with one another and with the artist-instructors. Yenawine 

draws on Piaget’s method of observation to make this point. Yenawine said,  

“The best commentary, the most coherent, the most intelligent, the most objective commentary 

I’ve heard on this kind of teaching has come from structural psychologists, Piaget-type people 

who are aware that in order to study what’s going on in education you’ve got to do a lot of 

observation of people, that seeing the patterns [of behavior] is as important as any information you 

might get from any kind of question or test.”199 
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Piaget’s methodology actually was a hybrid of both observation and testing, which Piaget 

theorized would combine the best qualities of these two methods while avoiding their 

limitations.200 That said, Yenawine would have agreed with Piaget that “Observation 

must be at once the starting point of all research dealing with child thought and also the 

final control on the experiments it has inspired.”201 

 Yenawine did not design Arts Awareness with learning theory in mind. Rather, he 

created a program and then analyzed it with education researchers afterwards. Arts 

Awareness, in other words, had its genesis in the same understanding of non-linguistic 

knowledge that it attempted to practice pedagogically. He continued,  

“In discussing the … project with people like David Perkins [director of Project Zero at Harvard] 

I’ve gotten as far as I ever have in understanding what cognitive education goes on in essentially 

nonverbal situations--and there’s a whole load of it. People don’t really want to take that into 

account. If you can’t add it up in the end, if you can’t write it down, if it doesn’t become a 

sentence--which of course it can in some kids and can’t in others, shouldn’t, doesn’t need to--[it 

doesn’t count.]”202 

Yenawine was not working from an established theoretical model or set of best practices 

– but rather, from his intuition that traditional “parades before the pictures”203 pedagogy 

was flawed and observations about how artists solve aesthetic problems. As Howard 

Levy explained to me,  

“[Yenawine’s] realization … that you can’t just bring them in and talk about … what this lady in 

an Ingres portrait might be like. Because they don't know and they don't care. Quite rightly. You 

had to do something else, and it had to be something that was really methodological.”204 
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That methodology became Yenawine’s approach of nonverbal learning. 

 Nonverbal learning is inherently challenging to describe, quantify, and evaluate. 

Evaluating Arts Awareness as a form of learning was required to defend Arts Awareness 

against skeptics, to secure support from within the Met and grant funding from outside 

organizations, and to persuade practitioners to adapt Arts Awareness in other museums 

and schools. This circumstance impacted the design of the Arts Awareness evaluation, 

which included observations of the sessions as well as oral interviews with participants. 

 Although the term “nonverbal learning” importantly conveys an understanding of 

knowledge as something that can be developed non-linguistically, it risks obscuring that 

Arts Awareness actually has a significant verbal component. Yenawine uses the term 

“words-oriented experience” to describe typical “parades before the pictures”205 gallery 

teaching in contrast to Arts Awareness. However, Arts Awareness pedagogy often uses 

words – though in ways that differ substantially from typical gallery teaching. Yenawine 

describes one such session: 

“Yesterday, a marvelous thing happened. We had tape recorders, and we asked the kids to go to 

another room with them – we asked them to choose a picture, to describe it, describe the people 

who were in the picture, and then talk like that person would, and say something that person might 

say. Then they brought the tape recorders back. We played the tapes and we tried to figure out 

who it was they were talking about, and discuss the whole way the kids had come up with what 

they ‘interpreted.’ What happens with this is that, first of all, the kids look at things, and then, 

secondly, they look with insight. And whatever they think is just fine, is dead right. There’s no 

way you can say it’s wrong.”206 

In a typical gallery teaching scenario, educators and students would use words to convey 

descriptions of an artwork – much as they do in this session. The difference is that in the 

Arts Awareness session, the students are then positioned in a role of creative agency by 
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interpreting the artwork through recording imagined dialogue. Just as movement or 

painting or photography are used in Arts Awareness pedagogy, words are used as a 

creative, expressive medium as well.  

II. Embodied learning and space 

Embodied learning 

 Embodied learning is a key subtype of nonverbal learning for Arts Awareness. In 

Complete Engagement: Embodied Response in Art Museum Education, Olga M. Hubard 

applies the concept of embodied learning to art museum education. Hubard writes, 

“learners are whole beings, creatures that make sense of the world through bodily 

sensations and feelings as well as through rational processes.”207 Embodied learning 

refers to this experience of making sense of the world through bodily sensations and 

feelings. For Hubard, embodied learning is particularly relevant in art education because 

of aesthetic experience: “unlike the contents of written texts, artworks present themselves 

as visual (or virtual) entities that exist in the same space we do.”208 Expanding on that, I 

suggest that embodied learning is particularly relevant in art museum education because 

participants are responding to (the aesthetic experience of) the museum itself as well as 

the artworks. 

 Hubard identifies two approaches for facilitating embodied responses to artworks: 

a discursive approach and a non-discursive approach. Arts Awareness pedagogy contains 

both approaches. In this section, I focus on a particular example of an Arts Awareness 

session in which participants explore their unique personal, physical reactions to space 
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before applying those understandings to interpreting architecture. This example models 

both a discursive and a non-discursive approach. Marcia Kreitman describes, 

“So, we don’t start with the idea of learning about Rome or Greece and then get into their architecture. 

We start by saying, ‘Okay, let’s deal with space.’ Let’s try to experience space ourselves. Let’s turn on 

to the fact that there is space. Let’s become aware of our own reactions. Let’s become aware of how 

we feel in space. How do certain spaces make us feel[?] Would we like, for example, to be curled up in 

a corner? Because each one of us react[s] to a space differently, we might create a space where some of 

us might feel lost while others of us might feel free and secure. Let’s begin to examine the ki[n]ds of 

space we like and don’t like. Let’s construct our own space. And then say ‘Okay, now let’s take a look 

at the kind of space that the Roman civilization built for themselves. Or that the Greeks built. Or that 

were built in the Middle Ages. Let’s look at the way they dealt with space.’ And with our own 

reactions, we can begin to understand other civilizations on a different level. Then we can look at the 

architecture of different times and begin to study the ways they organized and controlled their spaces, 

and the meanings behind them. So we start from there and then deal with other people on a personal 

level.”209 

In the discursive approach, facilitators ask students questions about what it might feel like 

to inhabit a given artwork.210 In this example, Kreitman asks students to imagine how 

they would feel in spaces built by the Greeks or Romans, eliciting verbal responses. 

Hubard notes that though words can describe embodied response – and are the preferred 

medium of art historians – words have a limited capacity to represent embodied 

experience.211 

 The non-discursive approach is the approach Arts Awareness is best known for – 

eliciting participants to respond to artwork through movement, sound, poetry, 

photography, and painting. In the session described by Kreitman, she challenges 

participants to create artistic responses to the artwork: “Let’s construct our own space.”212 

On one level, Kreitman’s challenge models Hubard’s non-discursive approach by 
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eliciting creative, embodied responses to artwork. For Hubard, the non-discursive 

approach enables visitors to access “the embodied ways of knowing that are so essential 

to aesthetic experience” by responding to artwork through their bodies and emotions, by 

accessing elements of the artwork that might elude discourse, and by responding through 

processes other than rational thought.213 On another level, Kreitman is challenging 

participants to respond not just to the architecture of the Greeks or Romans but to the 

architecture – and environment – of the museum itself. In Arts Awareness, embodied 

learning is leveraged to rethink individuals’ relationship to the space of the institution, 

and to exert agency over that space. 

Embodied learning and an experience 

 Howard Levy described three interwoven intentions for Arts Awareness 

participants: “To understand art, to feel included in the museum, and to make art.”214 

Embodied learning connects the artwork, the museum, and the individual’s creative 

agency. Arts Awareness focuses on the physical space of the institution and how that 

shapes individuals’ experiences – allowing for the rethinking of individuals’ relationships 

to the space of the institution to feel comfortable and included in the museum – thereby 

creating ownership of the space.  

 Arts Awareness reflects embodied learning in its holistic approach to learning that 

emphasized wholeness and flow, and physical, personal, and interpersonal responses to 

space and to the museum itself. Rika Burnham and Elliott Kai-Kee use John Dewey’s 

philosophy of experience as the theoretical groundwork for their art museum education 

practice, a philosophy that reflects Arts Awareness’ holistic approach to learning as well. 
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In Art as Experience, Dewey makes a distinction between ordinary experience and “an 

experience.” An experience is characterized by a feeling of wholeness and unity, and 

concludes with senses of enjoyment and fulfillment.215 An experience is cohesive and 

contains a flow, including “a movement of anticipation and culmination, one that finally 

comes to completion.”216 For Dewey, the experience that best demonstrates an 

experience is experience with art.217 For Burnham and Kai Kee, they aspire for visitors to 

leave the museum having “felt engaged and focused by ‘an experience’ of an artwork that 

took them out of their ordinary lives.”218 Arts Awareness curriculum exemplifies 

Dewey’s philosophy of an experience – which is perhaps unsurprising considering that 

Burnham herself was a practitioner of Arts Awareness pedagogy at the Met. The Arts 

Awareness booklet describes an Arts Awareness session structure in this way:  

“Some kind of appropriate, relaxing warm-up is a good first step, followed by several activities 

that build on each other and introduce the visual ideas to be dealt with. Next, relate the visual 

activities to works of art. Close with a summation, questions, and discussion or concluding 

activity, perhaps suggested by the group. The last sequence is necessary to ensure the experiences 

make sense to the students and to provide clarification if necessary.”219 

The flow of Arts Awareness curriculum – starting with a warm-up, beginning with 

personal experience, interpreting artwork, and culminating in a creative response to 

artwork – resembles the cohesiveness with a satisfying conclusion that Dewey describes. 

This holistic approach can be traced back to influences on Arts Awareness including 

Stanislavsky’s Method, T-groups, and Isadora Duncan’s dancing in museums. 
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Influences on Arts Awareness 

 Arts Awareness pedagogy was influenced by Russian actor and producer 

Konstantin Stanislavsky’s Method.220 In this system, actors activate their emotional 

memories – in other words, their recollections of past experiences and feelings – on stage, 

cultivating a genuinely emotional experience that would be impossible using actors’ 

conventional tips and tricks for representing emotion.221 Kreitman’s Arts Awareness 

session relies on the same sense of emotional memory: “Let’s become aware of our own 

reactions … Would we like, for example, to be curled up in a corner?”222 In Kreitman’s 

exercise, participants draw from their emotional memories to interpret works of art. By 

activating emotions as a source of knowledge, this work reflects Nieto and Bode’s 

attention to emotional resources. 

 In addition, Stanislavsky’s dismissal of actors’ usage tricks or shortcuts to convey 

emotions as clichés or inauthentic resonates with Yenawine’s critiques of the shallowness 

of “parades before the pictures”223 gallery teaching. Stanislavsky’s connection of 

creativity to emotion would likely have resonated with Yenawine: at the moment of 

creativity, Stanislavsky writes, “there develops an interaction of body and soul, of actions 

and emotions, thanks to which the external helps the internal, and the internal evokes the 

external.”224 By emphasizing personal responses to artwork and valuing participants’ 

emotional knowledge and experiences, Arts Awareness builds on Stanislavsky’s linking 

of emotions and creativity. The interplay between internal and external Stanislavsky 
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describes is mirrored in Arts Awareness through the interplay among artworks, students’ 

personal responses to the artworks, and participants’ creative responses to the artworks – 

in this case, from the emotional reflections to the personal responses to the interpretation 

of art. The intense fusion and communion of emotion and art described by Stanislavsky, 

and mirrored in Kreitman’s description (“And with our own reactions, we can begin to 

understand other civilizations on a different level”), resonates with understanding Arts 

Awareness as an experience. 

 Known as encounter groups, sensitivity training, or T-groups (T for training), this 

phenomenon was a major influence for Arts Awareness.225 Major American companies 

such as American Airlines and General Mills established T-groups in the late 1940s, 

developed from group therapy for World War II veterans who returned with “battle 

fatigue,” now known as post-traumatic stress disorder. A form of group therapy, T-

groups were part of the human potential movement that derived from humanistic 

psychology.226 By the mid-1960s, T-groups were a major cultural phenomenon. An 

article from the journal Sociological Inquiry in 1971 describes T-groups in this way: “In 

short, sensitivity training has become something to be talked about, something which 

certain types of people engage in, an integral part of popular culture.”227 The 

phenomenon of sensitivity training may be most recognizable to contemporary audiences 

from the retreat that Don Draper visits in the series finale of the television show Mad 

Men, set in 1970, which was a reference to the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California. 
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The Esalen Institute was best known for intensive small group experiences. The structure 

and experience of Arts Awareness borrows heavily from T-groups: the emphasis on 

small-group interaction, emotional connection (Don reminds his companion Stephanie of 

the mantra “be open”), and creative and embodied activities (like Kreitman’s space 

exercise above, or in Mad Men, Don and his fellow participants participate in a typical 

exercise “us[ing] non-verbal gestures to communicate feelings to one another” which 

happens to also be an Arts Awareness warm-up).228 The emotionally intense small group 

experiences that T-group participants sought, the collective exploration of space that 

Kreitman facilitated, and the momentary escapes from ordinary life of Burnham and Kai-

Kee’s visitors all reflect collective versions of an experience. These small-group 

experiences oriented toward emotional knowledge also reflect two of Quinn’s social 

justice themes and practices – collectivity and self-awareness.  

 Finally, Arts Awareness pedagogy is influenced by Isadora Duncan's dancing in 

museum galleries in the twenties.229 In her autobiography, Duncan describes visiting the 

British Museum: “Raymond made sketches of all the Greek vases and bas-reliefs, and I 

tried to express them to whatever music seemed to me to be in harmony with the rhythms 

of the feet and Dionysiac set of the head, and the tossing of the thyrsis.”230 By close 

looking at artworks and interpreting them through the medium of dance, Duncan’s 

description reads like the curriculum of Arts Awareness. For Duncan, too, her dancing at 

the British Museum represented an escape from ordinary life – an experience. 
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 For Arts Awareness, the key to creating this special kind of experience was 

getting participants to think about, and inhabit, their embodied relationship to the space 

of the museum. The example of Kreitman’s session well demonstrates the cohesiveness 

and flow of an Arts Awareness session – each moment builds on the one before it. Each 

beat of the session is centered on the participant’s physical relationship to the space. This 

description embodies how Arts Awareness was an experience, and how Arts Awareness 

relied on its participants’ personal experiences in the space of the museum. 

Institutional space 

 Arts Awareness pedagogy is oriented towards cultivating agency in institutional 

space. In a space permeated by institutional power dynamics, embodied experience 

becomes a tool to rethink the relationship between visitor and institution. Embodiment in 

institutional space is specifically about foregrounding the institutionality of the museum 

– how the physical site shapes experience, encoding specific relationships and behaviors. 

 In Arts Awareness, this emphasis on individuals’ embodied relationships to the 

space of the museum is oriented towards cultivating agency. Embodied learning is 

leveraged towards re-thinking the relationship between individual and institution in a 

space that is loaded with institutional power dynamics. Because this embodied experience 

occurs in institutional space, it is specifically about foregrounding the institutionality of 

the museum. And how physical space shapes experience and encodes specific 

relationships and behaviors. 

 In Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums, Carol Duncan indicates how 

museums shape experience through tacit social messages that visitors absorb. Duncan 

argues that “the organization of the museum setting” constructs “a kind of script or 
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scenario which visitors perform.”231 This script or scenario includes visitors performing 

“museum manners” such as speaking quietly, muting mobile phones, disabling flash 

photography, walking and not running, and not touching the artwork. This script or 

scenario also includes social divisions such as placards thanking major donors and 

trustees, exclusive perks for museum members, and museum identification badges that 

declaim that museum professionals such as curators and museum educators possess 

specialized expertise and status that is unavailable to the public. By performing this script 

or scenario, museum visitors internalize all of the rules, norms, and messages inscribed 

within this script or scenario — messages about who belongs and who does not, and how 

to perform belonging. 

 Arts Awareness disrupts the prescriptive norms of the institutional space by 

positioning students not as art appreciators, but as artists. Their experience with the 

artwork in the Met's galleries is not passive but active. Yenawine said, “What we try to 

do with various activities is to get the kids to simulate — not imitate, but simulate — the 

creative process, so that they do what artists do: they participate, for example, in choice-

making. They are aware that there are choices to be made.”232 His distinction between 

simulate and imitate is key. Imitation is a passive experience, in which the student repeats 

the aesthetic choices of an artist. In simulation, the student is positioned as an artist 

responding to an artwork, making their own aesthetic choices. Yenawine explains,  

“Say, for instance, that you’re working from a painting … to translate the colors to lines. There’s a 

process that you’re going to go through that has … to do with figuring out what both [colors and 

lines] mean (whatever ‘mean’ means.) You can’t define it very well, but there is an impact.”233  
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Arts Awareness participants use simulation of artworks to create meanings for 

themselves, reflecting the orientation towards agency that Lipman and Bode and Nieto 

promote. 

Cultivating agency and ownership 

 Though Arts Awareness did not explicitly make the connection between 

embodied learning and re-imagining the relationship between individual and institution, I 

argue that applying the concept of hidden curriculum indicates how Arts Awareness was 

using embodied experience to leverage a critique of the institution, or to imagine a new 

way of being inside the institution. 

 Howard Levy shared the following description of a session he led at the MoMA – 

but that is emblematic of Arts Awareness pedagogy nonetheless – to convey to me how 

embodied learning conveys agency and ownership. He described an encounter with a 

painting by Kazimir Malevich, an artist known for abstract compositions with geometric 

shapes: 

“So we sat in front of Malevich and I read them a quote from Malevich which says his work is ‘Very 

realistic and very emotional.’ … And I say, ‘So this is what he said about it. What do you think?’ They 

said, ‘He’s fucking crazy. There’s nothing realistic about this. And there’s nothing emotional about 

this.’ So we went upstairs to the classroom. I put a slide big up of one of the big pictures we had 

looked at. Let’s say there were six objects – six shapes. I’d pick six kids and I’d lay them on the floor. 

I said, ‘You’re the black rectangle, you’re the red triangle, dadadada. And I asked the other kids to 

associate – just associate, quickly – two nouns, two verbs, two adjectives. They did that. I then took 

one of the kids and said ‘Okay, you’re outta here, go sit with the other kids. And now, guys, look at the 

five instead of the six – two nouns, two adjectives, two verbs.’ I took another one out. Basically, I was 

reducing. And what they began to see was, as you got smaller, as you got less objects, the tension 

between the objects was greater. The words began to be much more highly charged. They began to be 

more narrative, which led to the realism. They wanted to say ‘okay, that's a mother and child.’ 

Something like that. And then we looked back at the picture and for the first time one of them 

recognized no shape was touching the edge of the canvas, and that all pieces were holding each other 
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in place, as if gravity, and they understood the physical, the tension which they had just done. They 

had just done a reduction exercise. Pure reduction leads to tension.”234 

Interestingly, in this example, the participants are creating embodied responses 

collectively – both the participants participating in the tableau (embodying Hubard’s non-

discursive approach) and the participants contributing words (reflecting Hubard’s 

discursive approach) played necessary roles in the exercise, collectively creating 

knowledge that they applied to the painting at the culmination of the session.  

 Levy emphasized how critical the participants’ embodied experiences were to this 

exercise, within the context of the museum: “The museum says it’s important for you to 

say what you did, who you are. Covertly, obviously. To use that horrible phrase of 

‘ownership.’ They take a momentary bit of ownership of themselves inside this big white 

building.”235 By referring to the covert messages of the museum – in this case, that it is 

valuable and worthy of space for individuals to announce their identities and their 

accomplishments – Levy is referencing the hidden curriculum of the museum, enacted by 

the rituals performed by museum visitors that Duncan describes. In this session, Levy 

subverts this messaging of the museum – that an artist like Malevich should be 

prominent, and that his identity and artwork be studied and circulated – towards 

amplifying the identities and experiences of the participants themselves. Thus, this 

exercise critiques the institution while emphasizing and amplifying the participants’ 

agency. 
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Hidden curriculum 

 The concept of hidden curriculum reveals how, in Arts Awareness, thinking about 

being in the institution was actually always about power. Scholar Robert Boostrom writes 

in the Encyclopedia of Curriculum Studies that hidden curriculum is used as “an 

explanatory mechanism for the reproduction of social inequality.”236 Boostrom explains 

that scholars including Jean Anyon, Michael Apple, and Henry Giroux identify hidden 

curriculum as a means by which dominant groups uphold their social privilege, through 

messages of inequities along lines of race and class being implicitly taught to students 

through their experiences in the classroom and school – messages which undermine overt 

curriculum about democracy and equity.237 Hidden curriculum manifested within Arts 

Awareness itself, for example in the moment when artist-educator Jennifer Muller darts 

her tongue. 

 Yenawine opposed the power dynamics he observed between museums and 

visitors. He explained,  

“There was no way we could have taken a class of tough girls from the Bronx to a Degas painting 

and explained movement. We would have been put down right away. But with Arts Awareness, 

we could do a true movement thing, and they loved it. They really looked at the paintings, and 

they couldn’t stop talking about what they meant.”238 

In other words, the hidden curriculum of the museum – an unfamiliar, imposing 

environment that lacked other people who looked or behaved like them – inhibited 

students from having a positive experience. In designing Arts Awareness, Yenawine 

created programming that would allow the students to develop a close relationship with 

the museum and a deep understanding of the objects and experiences there. Through Arts 
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Awareness, the artist-educators could help students become accustomed to the museum 

environment and able to interpret it – and, even, re-imagine it. Multiple-visit 

programming allowed for Arts Awareness to expand students’ relationships with public 

space and with history – both practices outlined by Quinn.  

Social justice implications 

 This attention to cultivating students’ ownership and agency resembles social 

justice education as Nieto and Bode describe it, and an internal document at the Met 

specifically discusses the potential for cultivating agency through art museum education 

to have broader social impact. 

 In November 1970, the Met published an internal report called “The Metropolitan 

Museum as an Educational Institution” written by Barbara Newsom. Published the same 

year that Yenawine was hired as Associate Museum Educator-in-Charge, Department of 

High School Programs, the “Newsom Report” indicates the prevailing perspective, 

priorities, and concerns of the department at the time of his appointment. I interpret this 

document, in particular Newsom’s recommendations, as an indication of the direction in 

which Yenawine was charged to steer the department. Newsom’s report articulated the 

shortcomings of the Met’s current gallery teaching pedagogy for high school students. 

“Less reliance on the verbal, more on the visual. If it is to make a more lasting impression with its 

subject matter, the Museum must work harder on the student’s eyes and less on his ears, both to 

capitalize on what the Museum uniquely has to offer and to avoid in every possible way turning 

the Museum back into a school. The lecture has undoubtedly outlived its usefulness.”239 

Newsom’s recommendation encourages practitioners to abandon the traditional gallery 

lecture format, arguing that it inhibits students from retaining content, makes insufficient 
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use of a student’s encounter with an artwork and the museum, and re-inscribes the 

restrictiveness of the classroom experience from which gallery teaching was intended to 

be a respite. Newsom’s juxtaposition between museums and schools reflects her criticism 

of the school environment, that its “rigid and compartmentalized” schedule that 

prioritizes college entrance exams and leaves “school-leavers” unprepared, and 

marginalizes the study of art as a “fringe activity.”240 She goes on to claim that with the 

current school system, “We box our young men and women off into cells where we have 

no contact with them or they with us” and compares schools to jails and insane asylums, 

that isolates youth from adult culture and from society.241 For Newsom, the museum 

environment has the capacity to be an escape from the pressures and restrictions of 

schools, where youth can have the freedom to experiment creatively, interact with adults 

in a less hierarchical atmosphere, and participate in civic life. Newsom advocates for a 

new, re-imagined kind of gallery teaching in which students have a visual experience in 

the museum, a meaningful primary encounter with works of art and with the museum 

itself. This re-imagined vision of gallery teaching reflects Quinn’s value of education that 

engages students with public space and democracy. 

 Newsom also advocates for an attitude shift within the museum, to create 

opportunities for overlooked students. Another of her recommendations states: 

“Maintaining a willing attitude at the Museum and an openness to all students. The vital ingredient 

… is the attitude of the Metropolitan itself. What is required of members of the Metropolitan staff 

– and to an encouraging degree, many meet the requirement well – is that they be willing to join 

the society of unconventional thinkers who will ultimately break the mold of formal education for 

teenagers and draw these young adults into their own interesting and productive lives.”242 
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She recognizes that a barrier to re-imagining art museum education is the attitudes within 

the museum staff itself. If the staff adheres to traditional notions of what how museum 

pedagogy is structured, and who traditional audiences are, change will not be possible. 

Changing staff attitudes – joining “the society of unconventional thinkers” – is necessary 

to re-imagine the possibilities for educational experiences in museums. This re-imagined 

attitude reflects Lipman, Nieto and Bode’s call to address structural inequality through 

pedagogy and to create opportunities for students’ agency. 

 Newsom is particularly attentive to how museums can be a nurturing environment 

for youth to have creative experiences beyond the norms of their classroom education. 

Though Newsom envisions the museum as a valuable learning environment from 

students from all backgrounds, she advocates for the museum as a beneficial environment 

for students with marginalized identities in particular. She writes, 

“There is also a corollary to this requirement of the staff. This is that they be willing to bring in 

not just well behaved, quite [sic] young people, who will do what they are told and disappear. 

Many of those worth saving are not always well behaved, and some of them may even be 

“troublesome,” as any young people who have any spirit are.”243 

Newsom is particularly attentive to the positive effects that the museum can have on 

youth with marginalized identities, who tend to be written off by museum staff as either 

unsuitable or too much trouble to work with. This motivation reflects Nieto and Bode’s 

calls to reject discrimination and the “deficit perspective” that is used to characterize 

marginalized students. Newsom makes a distinction between audiences who are “an elite 

prepared by education and breeding to apprehend [art]” and those who are not.244 For 

Newsom, cherry-picking high school students whose behavior reflects their elite status is 

insufficient. She envisions the museum as a valuable space for learning for students not 
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just from elite backgrounds, but from marginalized backgrounds as well. Her choice 

reflects Lipman’s calls for equity and – through recognizing the unique needs and 

experiences of students with marginalized identities – attention to cultural relevance. She 

raises the “very uncomfortable question” of whether the museum is doing enough to 

cultivate a love of art in all segments of society.245 For Newsom, for the museum to 

uphold its mission that art is valuable for all (and not only the elite) and that the museum 

is an important educational resource in society, the museum needs to push farther to 

make have positive impact on youth with marginalized identities. 

 In summary, through Arts Awareness’ emphasis on embodied learning in the 

institutionalized space of the museum, participants re-imagined their individual 

relationships to the institution. By re-thinking the relationship between individual and 

institution, Arts Awareness participants re-negotiated power dynamics. In the following 

section, I discuss how affective learning in Arts Awareness made considering power 

dynamics an even more explicit part of its program than embodied learning did. The 

following section also contains a critical intervention, offering a corrective to the critique 

that Arts Awareness was ahistorical. 

III. Affective learning, aesthetic experience, and historical knowledge  

Criticisms of Arts Awareness 

 In the beginning of this chapter, I presented the critique of Henry Geldzahler that 

Arts Awareness was ahistorical – that it devalues traditional art-historical training and 

knowledge. Jane Norman, who was a senior Rockefeller fellow at the Met from 1974-75, 

asserted that “[Arts Awareness] is not museum education. It uses art as a backdrop. You 
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can only dance in front of a Jackson Pollock, not a Chinese landscape or a Renaissance 

madonna.”246 Yenawine refuted Norman’s statement, arguing that artworks are not used 

as a background and that Arts Awareness can be effective with Renaissance art.247 For 

Norman, Arts Awareness was an inadequate vehicle for conveying art-historical content. 

By separating Arts Awareness from her notion of museum education, Norman implies 

that Arts Awareness has defined itself in opposition to traditional museum education. In 

Experience and Education, Dewey warns that “For in spite of itself any movement that 

thinks and acts in terms of an ‘ism becomes so involved in reaction against other ‘isms 

that it is unwittingly controlled by them.”248 Does Arts Awareness, by self-defining in 

reaction to traditional museum education, become unwittingly controlled by the norms of 

traditional museum education? Though Arts Awareness is positioned in opposition of and 

in reaction to methods of traditional art-historical training, it does not reject art-historical 

knowledge outright.  

 I argue that Arts Awareness was not ahistorical: rather, it posited a model in 

which aesthetic experience – an individual’s personal, emotional response to an artwork – 

provides a new way of thinking about individuals’ lived experiences. In other words, 

individual experience is a kind of historical context in itself. Arts Awareness puts 

individual-experience-as-historical knowledge in dialogue with art-historical knowledge.  

 Geldzahler’s critique of Arts Awareness being ahistorical dovetails with other 

critiques about programs like Arts Awareness. Arts Awareness reflects a broader 

movement in art museum education in the 1970s – what Kai-Kee has called the 
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‘sensitivity’ movement in museum education.249 Kai-Kee compiled quotes from museum 

leaders to elaborate on this trend. Museum educator and fine arts professor John T. 

Murphey argued, “The only correct use of a museum education department is as a 

catalyst to experience … the amplification of a visitor’s feeling rather than his 

knowledge.”250 Harry S. Parker III, who was the Vice Director for Education at the Met 

from 1971-73, vowed that museums would “ride the wave of feeling over thought which 

seems to be mounting today.”251 Finally, George Heard Hamilton, director of the Sterling 

and Francine Clark Institute, claimed that museums were responsible for providing “the 

most fundamental aesthetic experiences within its power, rather than exercises in 

historical retrospection.”252 Taken together, these quotes are suggestive of Kai-Kee’s 

critiques of this trend – the privileging of aesthetic formalism over historical context.253 

Murphey, Parker, and Hamilton’s descriptions well illustrate how Arts Awareness 

reflects a broader movement both within museum education and on a social/cultural level 

-- a turn towards sensitivity. Next, these critiques all contain an implicit bias – by 

privileging “knowledge” or “thought” over “feeling,” or “historical retrospection” over 

“aesthetic experience” – which suggests that these critics still subscribe to traditional 

values of art museum pedagogy that privilege certain kinds of knowledge or experience – 

namely, traditional art-historical content. All of these critiques suggest that the emphasis 
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on feeling is at odds with art-historical knowledge. Instead, Arts Awareness is an 

experimental art museum pedagogy that dismisses this understanding of feeling and art-

historical knowledge as incompatible. As Yenawine narrates in an Arts Awareness film, 

“Art history was not the best handle by which to reach a kid … There is a gap between 

him and the art object. How do you best cross that barrier?”254 Instead, the Arts 

Awareness program experimentally privileges feeling, personal response, and lived 

experience as valued ways of knowing and puts that way of knowing in dialogue with art-

historical knowledge. The basis of this creative curriculum choice was to re-imagine the 

museum as an authoritative knowledge producer, to re-imagine the museum as a space 

where diverse ways of knowing are valued – in short, to democratize the museum. This 

effort to interrupt the traditional hierarchies and power dynamics of the museum is 

significant. 

 This criticism of curriculum as ahistorical was echoed by criticism of this type of 

pedagogy – with its emphasis on improvisation and formalism – as frivolous or shallow, 

lacking in pedagogical rigor. Susan Mayer, lecturer of art education and coordinator of 

museum education at the University of Texas at Austin questioned: “We could see that 

children were enjoying dancing in the gallery – but were they learning anything?”255 

Additionally, Laura Chapman prompted educators to “consider when and where and why 

you might ask children to lie down on a cold slab floor and try to become purple 

triangles.”256 Olivia Gude maintains a similar critique of K-12 school art programs: “I 
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rarely see meaningful connections being made between these formal descriptors and 

understanding works of art or analyzing the quality of everyday design. I ponder the piles 

of exercises on line, shape, or color harmonies left behind by hundreds and hundreds of 

students each year.”257 These critics may dismiss Arts Awareness as insufficiently 

rigorous on the basis of the playfulness of creative responses to artworks in the gallery, 

and alongside that its interest in formal aesthetic experience. However, the attention to 

improvisation and formalism in Arts Awareness is the connective tissue between 

affective knowledge and art-historical knowledge enabling participants to, as Yenawine 

said above, “cross that barrier.” 

Lived experience as historical knowledge 

 The criticisms that Arts Awareness was ahistorical and lacked pedagogical rigor 

failed to understand what Arts Awareness was actually about: rethinking what counts as 

historical knowledge, and what the relationship is between different kinds of historical 

knowledge (specifically, including both individuals’ lived experience as well as art-

historical knowledge.) 

 Arts Awareness treated lived experience as a meaningful kind of historical 

context in its own right for engaging with art. Arts Awareness was an experiment in 

emphasizing visual experience alongside art historical information, and in taking 

advantages of the museum’s less restrictive environment. Arts Awareness was an 

experiment in creating a gallery teaching experience that was inclusive and meaningful to 

youth from all backgrounds, not just the elite. This excerpt from Newsom’s 
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recommendations well illustrates this change in technique from information-based to 

valuing lived experience: 

“It is not good enough to point something out and to tell the student what it means, or even to ask the 

question and have someone deliver the answer. Each student should have the chance to make the 

discovery for himself. He can be guided by the structure of the activity and the nature of the questions 

it is meant to answer, but he should be able to create his own response, and he cannot do this in a 

crowd of people in which answers are popping up before he has had time to think them through.”258 

The didactic, information-based techniques Newsom describes echo the classroom 

dynamic that she hopes to interrupt. Instead, Newsom advocates for creating space for 

individual students to respond to artworks and make interpretations on their own, 

individual terms. By considering the experience of individual students, choice enacts 

Lipman’s principles of agency. Yenawine explains, “Planning an Arts Awareness class is 

much the same as planning any other educational experience. A structure is required, 

although one based on self-expression rather than absorption of information.”259 In other 

words, this change is a change of mindset as much as technique. 

 In terms of technique, Newsom recommends: 

“A lecturer (if she must continue to be called that) would do far better to spend her preparation 

time devising activities that would help students, and their teachers with them, observe the work of 

art for themselves – sketching, taking notes or pictures, or even writing poems, as one lecturer has 

encouraged her students to do.”260 

It is easy to envision how Arts Awareness developed from Newsom’s recommendations. 

Even the gesture of removing the facilitator’s title as lecturer reveals the transformation 

Newsom has in mind – lecturing, and the implicit didacticism of the lecture format, 

disappears. The lecture is replaced by an emphasis on visual encounters to art and 
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creative responses. These activities activate the emotional, social, and cultural resources 

that Nieto and Bode indicate students possess. 

 Arts Awareness represents a rejection of the traditional gallery teaching as at best, 

inhibiting learning and underutilizing the artwork and the museum, and at worst, 

restrictive, hierarchical and boring. Arts Awareness utilizes the unique capacity of 

artwork to “incite, excite, and irritate” to cultivate learning experiences inside the 

museum.261 By focusing on visual encounters and creative responses to art, Arts 

Awareness activates the individual knowledge and lived experiences of participants. In so 

doing, Arts Awareness aligns with a second strategy of social justice education Quinn 

indicates – namely, “building in students’ expertise and rich knowledge.”262 

Affective learning as a way to bridge lived experiences to art-historical knowledge 

 Though there is a significant body of literature in the field of Affect Studies, little 

has been published on affect in museums. For this dissertation, I will focus on Lisa C. 

Roberts’ research on affect and museum learning. Roberts describes affective learning as 

“experience-based” in contrast to “information-based.”263 She describes the influence of 

affective learning on museum visitors’ motivation to engage with museum content, 

receptivity to museum content, and influence of museum content on their values.264 

Critically, Roberts notes that affective learning “has never fit easily into museums’ 
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dominant epistemology.”265 She claims the museum field’s “neglect of affective learning 

is rooted in the system of values that dominate the institution” and is reflective of 

educators’ low status on the institutional hierarchy of museums. Arts Awareness 

pedagogy used affective learning as the connective tissue between participants’ lived 

experiences and art, and the museum itself. For example, in one activity featured in the 

Arts Awareness film, the camera follows each student in a circle as they respond to the 

prompt “I want to go ‘round and I want everyone to give a word, the first word that 

comes to mind, that relates to the height.” Responses ranged from the serious (“dead,” 

“lonely,” “forever,” “huge,”) to the humorous (“Wilt Chamberlain.”) Yet in this activity, 

dialogue is only one part of the session, one way of engaging with students' personal 

reactions to artwork -- further in the session, the students go on to use movement.266 

Dialogue is not the end in and of itself, but rather a part of a larger experience that 

combines dialogue with -- and in service to -- other ways of knowing.  

Watching the Arts Awareness films, the pedagogy reminds me of the International 

Coalition of Sites of Conscience’s facilitated dialogue pedagogy. Flowing from 

experience questions to connection questions to exploratory questions to action-oriented 

questions, this dialogue is a Freirean process that begins with the lived realities and 

experiential knowledge of individuals and builds towards imagining a liberating future. In 

a scene interrogating the museum, an artist-educator uses each of these type of questions. 

“Why would you want to come to a museum?” is an experience question, which activates 

the participant’s knowledge through lived experience. “Why would you tell someone to 

visit?” and “What would you tell somebody about the museum?” are both connection 
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questions, tying lived experience and museum experience together. Referring to the 

figures on a television screen in the gallery, the artist-educator asks “Is that in the past? 

The people out there in the television?” These are exploratory questions, drawing on both 

lived experience and museum experience to come to new conclusions. Finally, “Will you 

come here when you don’t have a class?” is an action-oriented question, geared towards 

uncovering what effects the museum experience might have on participants’ future 

choices.267 These strategies reflect Nieto and Bode’s call to draw on students’ strengths 

and knowledge, and Quinn’s consideration of the complexities of daily life as a social 

justice theme. The theory of non-verbal learning does not address how dialogue was an 

essential tool for communication and learning utilized by Arts Awareness.  

Activating affective knowledge and art-historical knowledge towards critique of the 

institution  

 Arts Awareness used this pedagogy to call attention to the hidden curriculum of 

the museum as an institution, specifically its messaging of what kinds of knowledge 

matter. This new understanding – bolstered by affective knowledge – was used to 

leverage a critique of the museum as an institution, specifically the power dynamics 

therein.  

 Allon Schoener, the curator of the controversial Harlem on My Mind exhibition, 

and Yenawine worked together – and skirmished – at the New York State Council for the 

Arts (NYSCA) prior to their appointments at the Met. The dynamic of Schoener’s 

autonomous decision-making style and Yenawine’s unease with it – “You don’t tell 
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people what to do”268 – would re-emerge later in their careers at the Met, where only one 

of these two men appears to have learned from the experience. Yenawine created a form 

of pedagogy that emphasized coparticipation and – as he would repeat with Harlem on 

my Mind -- Schoener chose not to take stakeholders’ perspectives into account, resulting 

in a disastrous controversy, which I discussed in the previous chapter. When Yenawine 

began working the Met, “It was exciting to think about the challenge to make a place like 

this relate to individual people as distinguished from just faces.”269 For him, the Met’s 

elitism manifested through a lack of connection to individuals. He derided how the Met 

staff referred to the regular lecture attendees as “the blue haired ladies,” and did not 

recognize their names or faces. For Yenawine, this disconnect with individual visitors 

impacted pedagogy – “the programs were not very personal.”270 Engagement on an 

individual lesson is critical for Yenawine: his approach is to “involve people in an 

experience that makes them relate to what they’re looking at.”271 His ideal museum 

experience is one that engages a museum visitor’s lived experiences and personal 

responses to art.272 The theory of coparticipation centers around an experience co-created 

by facilitators and participants, that engages museum visitors as autonomous individuals. 

Yenawine incorporated his particular personal and political values into his work at 

NYSCA and the Met – a set of values that are counter to most typical institutional 

structures, which tend to be disinterested in sharing power. 

 The philosophy of Arts Awareness entailed jettisoning “information-based” 

pedagogy to re-imagine what kinds of knowledges matter. Yenawine criticized the Met’s 
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previous practices of “one-shot deal” school group visits because they lacked opportunity 

for connecting with students on an individual level.273 He describes a typical visit in this 

way: 

“[School group visits] operate on this basis of accepting appointments made by teachers for kids to see 

a particular part of the collection. These more or less relate to what’s going on in the classroom and it’s 

essentially a program where a guide, who is very skillful, takes the kids into the galleries and tries to 

get them to raise questions. And they do – they’ve got a million of them – and then they discuss the 

answers. But there’s a right and a wrong, information-based idea behind this.”274 

Yenawine opposes what he calls “information-based” pedagogy, which contains implicit 

right and wrong ideas and therefore privileges certain kinds of art-historical knowledge. 

In these programs, the overt or planned curriculum is about art-historical content, and the 

hidden curriculum is that the white, female, highly educated docent is the holder of 

knowledge that enables her to interpret art, and that the students are unequipped to 

perform interpretation themselves. Because this pedagogy is designed to align with 

classroom learning, it feeds into the conventional curriculum presented in schools.  

 Yenawine elaborates on the two typical strategies for information-based art 

museum pedagogy: art appreciation and studio. He describes:  

“Mostly art is taught either from an ‘appreciation,’ that is from a historical standpoint, which is 

usually learning artists’ names and periods – to recognize a Greek column and differentiate 

between a Doric and an Ionic column – or it is taught as a process and an activity, and usually 

taught pretty badly.”275 

These two approaches both exemplify “information-based” pedagogy, with the content 

areas being “tombstone” art-historical content (names, dates, etc.) and studio technique. 

Both approaches reinforce a dynamic in which the educator contains the knowledge – 

about how to distinguish between Doric and Ionic columns, or how to paint “well” – and 

                                                
273 Yenawine, Oral history interview with Philip Yenawine, [ca. 1971.], 3. 
274 Ibid., 4. 
275 Ibid., 14. 



 118 

the students as blank slates. In developing a new kind of art museum pedagogy, 

Yenawine was responding to these two approaches as models of what not to do, and 

devised strategies that did not reply on “information-based” teaching. By promoting this 

theory and practice of nonverbal learning, the Arts Awareness staff is positioning their 

work in contrast to the traditional understanding of gallery teaching as a monologic 

lecture that was prevalent at the Met and other museums. 

 Though Yenawine acknowledged that some students may learn through this 

information-based model, he asserted that most will not. First, information-based 

pedagogy simply will not hold most students’ attention. In other words, it was boring. 

Second, because of the social dynamics inherent in information-based teaching: As 

Yenawine puts it, “It’s a matter of stance on behalf of most high school kids: ‘You’re just 

not going to treat me like that and expect me to learn something. Offer me something 

real, not just words.’”276 The pedagogy of information-based pedagogy conveyed the 

message to students that the facilitator had all of the right answers, and that they as 

learners were blank slates. It invalidates the lived experience and knowledge that students 

already possess. Worse, even, than boring: Yenawine interpreted this dynamic as 

patronizing and hierarchical – thwarting the agency described by Lipman, Nieto, and 

Bode. 

Affective learning with art: framing individuals’ lived experience as historical 

knowledge 

 Arts Awareness used affective engagement with art to frame individuals’ lived 

experiences as a legitimate form of knowledge, a historical context in and of itself. 
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Through Arts Awareness, Yenawine created opportunities for students to bring their own 

histories into the museum. For Yenawine, a “real” experience for high school students is 

one that grows out of their personal experiences and lived realities.277 This consideration 

reflects Lipman’s discussion of cultural relevance and lived experience. Yenawine 

explains: 

“An information-based program does not take into account that a kid knows that he could turn off 

the television and turn it back on tomorrow night, and Walter Cronkite will still be there and the 

information will not have changed that much.”278 

I interpret Yenawine’s Walter Cronkite anecdote to mean that much of what students 

learn they learn outside of school walls – for example, through watching the evening 

news. They internalize information – for example, about current events – and perhaps 

also messages about social dynamics – for example, that white men are authoritative 

possessors of knowledge. 

 The anecdote also suggests that while learning new information may not be life-

changing, learning a new way of seeing might be. 

“If you offer them an experience with something like dancing in a gallery, like moving to works of 

art, or an experiment with color that creates an environment, they don’t want to go back to an 

information-based approach to the Museum. And I’ve worked both ways with kids. When I started 

teaching, essentially all I had to go on was that information kind of thing. And although I didn’t 

have that much information to give out, and I knew that, I had feelings, and we could discuss those 

as the starting point for discussing somebody else’s.”279 

For Yenawine, structuring pedagogy around feelings and experiences made more sense 

than buying into the elitist ideology of information – no one’s feelings or experiences are 

privileged above anyone else’s. Feelings and experiences were shared common ground 

among all participants. For the Arts Awareness educators, feelings became the starting 
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point for developing new ways of looking at art – by putting those feelings in dialogue 

with art-historical knowledge.  

Affective knowledge and art-historical knowledge in dialogue 

 It is important to note that, for Arts Awareness, considering individuals’ lived 

experiences as a form of historical knowledge did not simply mean rejecting art-historical 

knowledge out of hand, but rather, situating art-historical knowledge as one kind of 

knowledge in a dialogic relationship with the other forms of knowledge that individuals 

bring into the museum. In this way, through Arts Awareness, critique of the institution 

emerges through art-historical learning.  

 Participants did absorb art-historical content through Arts Awareness. Though 

absorbing art historical content was not a stated goal of Arts Awareness, the staff 

members recognized that that kind of learning was happening. For artist-instructor Randy 

Williams, his goal was to incite students’ curiosity in the artwork that they saw and for 

the students to absorb art historical information unintentionally. He positioned his 

teaching approach in contrast to traditional art history gallery teaching: “Never say 

artworks are great. Don’t try to work on appreciation.”280 He noticed his students were 

familiar with all of the paintings in the twentieth-century gallery, and had absorbed 

information about artists and artistic movements, and how certain artworks were created, 

after ten Arts Awareness sessions. None of this information had been taught directly. 

Instead, the students were learning in response to their own questions about the 
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artworks.281 In so doing, this strategy adheres to Lipman’s theorization of cultural 

relevance and critical literacy. 

Affective learning and challenging hidden curriculum 

 Arts Awareness leveraged the learning of art-historical knowledge to challenge 

the hidden curriculum of the museum as an institution by positing a decentralized notion 

of connoisseurship. In Arts Awareness, feelings are the mechanism for connecting with a 

work of art. Yenawine explain that the key to his pedagogy is having students be “able to 

dig what somebody else has done.”282 He wants his students to connect on an emotional 

level with artworks that are not part of their everyday visual culture – such as a fresco, 

tapestry, or period room. In so doing, students engage directly with history – a practice 

that Quinn advocates for. 

 Yenawine recognizes that in order for his students to “dig” artworks, they must 

develop their ability to look critically at artwork (artwork in the museum as well as their 

own creations) and their sensibility of design. He bemoans the absence of this skill set in 

society: “America is being destroyed by the inability of anybody on a large scale to look 

critically at what they see and respond to it.”283 Perhaps ironically, part of this process of 

critical looking reflects a very traditional concept in art history: connoisseurship. 

Yenawine explains, “although number painting has somewhat gone out of style, a lot of 

people still think like that they did something and therefore it’s good. They did something 

and the process was good, but it doesn’t mean that the product was good or that it had 
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any kind of creative effect.”284 Though Yenawine is interested in democratizing the art 

museum through expanded audience, he still upholds the notion that not all artwork is 

“good” or belongs in a museum.285   

Decentralized connoisseurship 

 Kreitman’s session on Greek and Roman architecture exemplifies a dialogue 

between individuals’ lived experience as historical knowledge – in other words, 

participants’ embodied responses to the artworks as a form of knowledge – and art-

historical knowledge. Her approach was not ahistorical; her intention was to “begin to 

understand other civilizations.”286 Rather, her objective was to circulate art-historical 

knowledge in a new and different way. Namely, by contextualizing it within participants’ 

embodied responses.  

 Howard Levy shared with me another example of circulating art-historical 

knowledge contextualized within participants’ embodied responses: 

“There were three consecutive galleries in the old days: the little Romanesque chapel, the big 

Gothic court, and then behind the Gothic court was the Neoclassic sculpture [court]. … I asked the 

kids to come in. … I asked them to write a paragraph on what they did before they got to the 

museum that day. And we read a couple of them. ‘Gone to class.’ And then I said ‘Okay, there are 

no more words in the English language. That’s it. Now let’s look at what you see in Romanesque 

art. Tell me some of the words you associate as you look at these sculptures and icons. I said 

‘Okay, I want you to try to – only using those words – create a Romanesque paragraph. So what is 

it that you really want to choose here? If you want to repeat words, you can, dadadada, if you 

think grammar is important to you, dadadada.’ And then they did that. And then we moved to 

Gothic. And so they looked at the Gothic. And then I said ‘Okay, same thing, now make this into a 

Gothic paragraph. And then make this into a Neoclassic paragraph.’ And the words began to 

reflect the move from this to this to this. And they could essentially – what I realized certainly in 
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the words section – and I think Rika in the movement section – was that you ask the students to 

solve the same problems that the artist is trying to solve.”287 

This session clearly builds on and reinforces the art historical narrative maintained by the 

institution – the narrative of progress through time enacted through the ritual of walking 

through enfiladed galleries (in this case, from Romanesque to Gothic to Neoclassical) 

described by Duncan in Civilizing Rituals.288 The rupture between the institution’s art 

historical narrative and Arts Awareness occurs here: Critically, the students used their 

own words – the paragraph they had written about their day – as the materials for their 

creative responses through poetry to the Romanesque, Gothic, and Neoclassical artworks. 

Their own words and their own embodied responses become a necessary tool for 

interpreting the artworks, and are positioned in dialogue with art-historical knowledge. 

The pedagogy emphasizes and leverages the visitors’ agency in two ways: first, by 

centering their own words and embodied and responses, and second, by positioning the 

visitor as an artist who is solving the same projects as the artist – reified by the museum – 

is solving. Through this pedagogical approach, Arts Awareness does not frame art-

historical knowledge as obsolete or irrelevant. Instead, it challenges the museum’s 

privileging of art-historical knowledge over other ways of knowing. Arts Awareness 

proposes a museum pedagogy in which art-historical knowledge and embodied response 

are in dialogue.  

Learning outside museums 

 The museum experience is not hermetically sealed – museum visitors’ 

experiences of museums are informed and shaped by their personal learning experiences. 

Arts Awareness’ holistic approach to individuals’ experiences in the museum reflects 
                                                
287 Levy, Interview with Howard Levy. 
288 Duncan, Civilizing Rituals, 104. 



 124 

how learning occurs outside the museum as well – both in schools and in everyday life. 

Arts Awareness points towards how museum learning is unlike classroom learning, and 

thus should not be understood in the same ways as classroom learning. This framework 

of how different learning environments cultivate different kinds of knowledge is not new 

-- consider the distinction between “book smarts” and “street smarts.” For Yenawine, the 

nonverbal learning of Arts Awareness resembles the learning that transpires outside of 

the classroom, in the “real world” -- learning that derives from (inter)personal, emotional, 

and social experiences. Yenawine said,  

“It’s always so irritating to me that when you ask someone what the most important learning 

events are in their lives, basically they don’t talk about school situations. They might mention 

something that is close to a classic learning experience, like walking into a space and being aware 

for the first time of … what Byzantine art was all about [for instance]. … Usually it’s not the 

lecture on Byzantine art that they remember, [even though that might have been] critically 

important in bringing them to the point of being able to walk into a Byzantine church and getting a 

sense of what it was like in that part of the world in the early Christian era. A lot of people learned 

the most from the divorce they had or the child they birthed.”289 

Because Yenawine finds the classroom experiences of his Arts Awareness students so 

lacking, he is irritated by the pervasive myth that the most important learning experiences 

happen inside schools. Yenawine recognizes that moments of learning can – and, most 

often, do – occur outside of classrooms. He presents museums as one such environment 

for learning. And a museum can be a place not just to learn about art, but to learn about 

society. This strategy reflects Lipman’s attention to critical literacy, to strengthen 

students’ awareness of personal conditions and social injustice.  

Museum as a social laboratory 
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 If life outside the museum necessarily informs the museum experience, Arts 

Awareness was also designed for experiential knowledge to flow in the other direction. 

For Arts Awareness, the museum has a unique potential as a social laboratory – in part 

because of the relevance of art-historical knowledge. In the vignette above, Yenawine 

clarifies his understanding of traditional museum learning and proposes an additional 

framework for theorizing museum learning. He explains that museum learning comes 

from the museum environment – such as, in the example above, the experience of 

walking into a gallery of Byzantine art for the first time. Yenawine suggests that any kind 

of content knowledge a museum visitor may absorb is comprised of both the content of 

the docent’s lecture as well as the embodied experience of responding to the artwork in 

the gallery. But Yenawine also proposes something further: that museum learning can be 

a form of learning through lived experience, just like divorce or childbirth. That the 

museum can be a space for learning through lived experience about social inequality. 

Leveraging the unique potential of art-historical knowledge 

 By using affective engagement to situate individual experience in dialogic relation 

with art-historical knowledge, Arts Awareness sought to leverage that unique potential. 

Arts Awareness provided students with the tools to grapple with the manifestations of 

social inequality within the museum itself. Learning about the museum itself opens the 

door to learning about the manifestations of social inequality within their schools, and in 

society at large. Through Arts Awareness, students engage deeply with a new learning 

environment and discover what kind of an institution the museum is. Kreitman discusses 

an example of this in a session she facilitated in a French eighteenth century gallery: 

“Much to my surprise, the students chose the French eighteenth century room. And we did whole 

lots of things – from exploring and talking about history, getting their reactions, to the way the 
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richer people lived, and how the poor people lived, the social and political aspects, to questions 

dealing with the Museum itself, like how the objects got here, how they were chosen and who 

takes care of them.”290 

Through this session, the Museum itself becomes an object of study – the students 

grapple with the issues of acquisition, curation, and preservation that museum 

professionals grapple with, and these issues’ connections to colonialism and elitism. The 

students also investigated the environment through their personal responses to the 

museum, as demonstrated in one of the Arts Awareness films. In this scene, Jennifer 

Muller, the movement and dance instructor, calls attention to the physical discomfort of 

being present in the museum. She asks students to observe the feeling of the room – and 

then widens her eyes, and darts her tongue out mischievously. She is indicating the 

stuffiness and exclusivity of the museum. She prompts that the Great Hall might feel 

different from outside, the subway, their home, their bedroom, their shower. She suggests 

that it’s a “very different feeling to be here.” The students respond with restricted, stilted 

movement – many even create their own straitjackets by flattening their arms into their 

clothing. By prioritizing the lived experience of students as a form of knowledge, Arts 

Awareness becomes what Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant calls “politically relevant 

teaching” that is “relevant” to the political experiences of inequity and 

disenfranchisement of their students.291  

Challenging power dynamics 

 Central to Arts Awareness’ challenge to the hidden curriculum of the museum as 

an institution was how the power dynamics external to the museum informed experience 
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inside the museum, and vice versa. That is, the museum can be a social laboratory for 

challenging social power dynamics writ large. The hidden curriculum of museums 

includes elitist ideals about who is (and is not) knowledgeable or authoritative in 

museums, what kinds of knowledge are (and are not) valuable in museums, and what 

kinds of personal responses to art are (and are not) appropriate in museums. 

Manifestations of hidden curriculum in museums that Arts Awareness facilitators 

grappled with include the prevalence of white women with extensive educational 

pedigrees positioned as docents, the prevalence of white and privileged students on 

school tours, and the overrepresentation of artworks by white male artists in the Met’s 

galleries. This hidden curriculum sends the message that museums are institutions created 

by and for privileged white people – and that the youth of color in Arts Awareness did 

not belong, and that their insights or personal responses to art were unwelcome. This shift 

reflects a disruption of structural inequality indicated by Lipman, Nieto, and Bode. 

 In summary, Arts Awareness was not ahistorical. Rather, through embodied and 

affective learning, Arts Awareness posited a model in which individuals’ personal 

responses to artwork were contextualized as a form of historical knowledge, and put into 

a dialogic relationship with art-historical knowledge. This re-imagining of what kinds of 

knowledge are valued and perpetuated in museums shifted the hidden curriculum of the 

museum as an institution, positioning the museum as a social laboratory. 

IV. Outside the institution 

 Arts Awareness was about more than just personal and creative responses to 

artworks – it was about responses to the museum itself. This turn to interpret the museum 

itself is one of the most significant – and underexamined – elements of Arts Awareness 
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pedagogy. That Arts Awareness was about not just interpreting but critiquing the 

museum and using the museum as a lens through which to grapple with social inequality, 

even more so. This practice reflects Lipman’s call for education that challenges structural 

inequality and helps students develop sociopolitical consciousness. 

 These political intentions were minimized within the written documentation of 

Arts Awareness, but can be brought to the surface. In the booklet for Arts Awareness, the 

stated intentions for the program included to “break down barriers between high school 

students and art objects and the institutions which house these objects.”292 This statement 

acknowledges that there are barriers not just between students and artworks, but between 

students and the museum itself. And it positions museum education as a practice that can 

investigate and address those barriers, cultivating positive relationships between youth 

and artworks and youth and museums. This barrier is also mentioned internally, David 

Kusin refers to goals of Arts Awareness including “the lessening of hostility towards 

‘education’ generally, and of possible intimidation by this large institution more 

specifically.”293 The learning goals of Arts Awareness include learning about the museum 

itself, and changing students’ response from intimidation to something more positive. 

Creating the conditions for students to learn about the museum as an institution primes 

them for grappling with the problems in museums, schools, and the world at large 

through the lens of societal inequality. This practice reflects Nieto and Bode’s interest in 

critical thinking towards social change. 

 Through interpreting art, they interpret museums. As John Dewey wrote, “the first 

stirrings of dissatisfaction and the first intimations of a better future are always found in 
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works of art.”294 Arts Awareness exposes the museum as both a space for exploring the 

liberatory capacity of art and for conducting creative experiments, and as an institution 

that reinforces and perpetuates social exclusion.  

 Similarly, responses to the museum itself were also always responses to more 

than just the museum, they were responses to the larger social and political world. 

Maxine Greene connects the arts to the cultivation of “social imagination: the capacity to 

invent visions of what should be and what might be in our deficient society, on the streets 

where we live, and in our schools.”295 In Arts Awareness, politics – an awareness of the 

heterogeneity of learning environments in New York City, of how social inequality 

operates – was built into the pedagogy itself.  

 Yenawine presents the museum as a component of the students’ environment, and 

positions the museum itself not only as the site of study, but as an object of study as well. 

For Yenawine, the museum is “a creative part of their environment” in contrast to 

negative elements such as the banal spaces of their neighborhood architecture (he 

mentions Co-Op City, a housing development in the Bronx where many Arts Awareness 

students likely lived, in particular) and their school buildings.296 He explains, 

“I think people only learn to appreciate that banality when they can contrast it to something. If 

their whole world is dirty streets, a general kind of visual pollution, sign blight, where it’s school 

and television, where the best things they see are graphics that come in magazines, what do they 

have to compare it to? I don’t think very much. So, in a sense, I say, ‘Take people to a special 

place.’”297 

For Yenawine, the banality is perceptible not only through objects such as signs and 

televisions but through environments such as streets and school buildings. This banality 
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of everyday life reinforces the specialness of the museum itself. In the same way, it is not 

just the artworks within it, but the museum itself as an environment, that becomes an 

object of study. 

 The museum experience becomes a lens through which societal inequalities 

become visible. For Yenawine, the way of looking – the awareness – that Arts Awareness 

pedagogy cultivates can be extended from the museum environment to applications in all 

other environments. He explains, “An expanded awareness makes [students] much more 

capable of dealing with the environment in which they live, much more critical of its 

negative aspects, much more attentive to its positive aspects.”298 This point is a crucial 

element of Arts Awareness pedagogy, and one that I believe is under-discussed in the 

existing narratives of Arts Awareness, which tend to focus on the eye-catching visuals of 

interpretive dance and bongo drums in the galleries and downplay the political 

implications of this pedagogy. Arts Awareness pedagogy was designed to give students 

the skill set of critical consciousness – a new awareness of their lived realities. Kreitman 

underscores this intention: “One of the major goals is to develop different ways of 

experiencing, of becoming aware. And hopefully they can apply this to all aspects of their 

lives, not just in the Museum. They’re learning to see in a new way.”299  

Conclusion 

 As I argued in the introduction to this project, the contemporary museum field’s 

emphasis on participation, and the movement of the field towards social justice, have 

been collapsed together without sufficient analysis about the implications of this 

conflation. Arts Awareness is an example of social justice pedagogy in which critique 
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and transformation are baked into the pedagogy itself. But this element is unique to Arts 

Awareness: the same cannot be said of participatory pedagogy post-Arts Awareness, 

including VTS, in which critique has been scrubbed out. However, because this critique 

is essential to the pedagogy’s social-justice orientation, I question how effective post-Arts 

Awareness participatory art museum education can be as a social-justice-oriented 

pedagogy. 
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Chapter 3 

In this chapter, I situate Arts Awareness pedagogy alongside contemporary 

participatory and social-justice-oriented museum education initiatives. I illustrate their 

differences in approach, and the pedagogical implications of those differences, through a 

study of how Arts Awareness and more recent initiatives approach a central question: the 

role of the “outsider.” I argue that Arts Awareness’ deployment of “outsiders” proceeds 

from the recognition that a truly inclusive museum pedagogy must incorporate space for 

the destabilization of power dynamics within the museum, and that contemporary 

practitioners of participatory and social-justice museum education must contend more 

fully with the implications of this lesson from Arts Awareness if they are to realize the 

objectives of social justice and “relevance” that frame the current discourse. 

Arts Awareness’ outsiders: use of artists as educators 

As one of the first programs to position artists as museum educators, it is 

plausible to imagine that the practitioners considered teaching as a component of their 

artistic practice. However, their perspectives complicate this idea. Burnham challenged 

this notion the most succinctly: “All of us had a feeling that our high art, our real art, was 

other.”300 For the Arts Awareness artist-educators, they felt there was a distinction 

between their Arts Awareness practice and their “high” art. 

 By positioning artists as museum educators, Arts Awareness enlisted practitioners 

with a desired characteristic: fluency in the language of art. Ironically, though the booklet 
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on Arts Awareness published by the Met emphasized the “non-verbal techniques”301 of 

Arts Awareness pedagogy, the metaphor of language permeated Arts Awareness 

discourse.302 It explained that all instructors were conversant in “certain aesthetic 

qualities” including “texture, line, space, structure, color and mood” that are “common to 

all the arts and are translatable from one art form to another.”303 This reference to 

translation is an entry point to understanding the philosophy behind Arts Awareness: they 

sought teachers who understood how these aesthetic qualities could be communicated 

and translated among art forms including dance, music, painting, photography, video, 

acting, and writing. The intention of Arts Awareness was not to cultivate fluency in an art 

form, but rather, to cultivate fluency in these aesthetic qualities. The skill of fluency in 

these aesthetic qualities – also described as “the language of art”304 – is, within the Arts 

Awareness philosophy, the sensibility that artists bring to art museum education.  

 However, for Burnham, Levy, and Williams, their practices as educators did 

infiltrate their practices as artists. As Burnham phrased it, it was “Arts Awareness 

morphing into our work.”305 Together, they created Untitled (The Alps), an eighteen-

minute performance choreographed by Rika Burnham, original word score written and 

read by Howard Levy, and fluorescent light sculpture created by Randy Williams. The 

piece was danced by Rika Burnham, Shawn Hiers, Verne Hunt, and Dale Orrin. A 

surviving video recording preserves a performance of the work filmed on June 9, 1981 at 

the American Theatre Laboratory in New York City.306 For Burnham, the inspiration for 
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this work “was all based on triangles.”307 Predictably, the artists created triangles with 

words (“A for altitude, L for length, P for periphery”), with an asymmetrically placed 

light fixture that shone a triangle onto the stage, and with the dancers’ bodies twisted into 

triangles. Triangles also emerged as a conduit connecting lived experience to art 

museums. Levy’s score referenced a trio of late medieval painters -- Giotto, Duccio, and 

Cimabue -- depicting the holy trinity and a triptych by the Flemish painter Hugo Van Der 

Goes (“its very own triangle.”) Through the image of triangles, the score connects the 

audience (“you walk into the first gallery … there are three paintings”) and the 

protagonist (“Here I am in Florence … it feels like it’s still the Renaissance … it is our 

triangle”) to the world of art and museums. Through studying the triangle imagery in 

painting (“I have looked at so many paintings … so many exercises in perspective, 

vanishing points … everything leads back to that point”), the protagonist comes to better 

understand their own personal relationships (“so subtly almost unconsciously I think I 

began to acknowledge our single point … our vanishing point.”) I interpret this 

performance as a representation of the intentions and implications of Arts Awareness – a 

representation of how a visual theme such as triangles can be a mechanism for using art 

and museums to interpret lived experience. The artists model how to experience art not to 

better understand art history, but to better understand our own lives. Untitled (The Alps) 

is the ultimate creative response to works of art – a more fully realized, polished version 

of the activities and creative responses to art in Arts Awareness sessions. In this 

performance, Burnham, Levy, and Williams demonstrate how to connect responses to art 

and art museums to personal, lived experience.  
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 Before Arts Awareness, the Met’s education staff had valued art-historical 

knowledge in their hiring selections. By hiring artists instead, the department loosened 

ties with the conventions/values/forms of knowledge implicitly upheld by art historians – 

both what they know and how they come to know it. This shift created space for 

experimentation in art museum education. As dancers, photographers, painters, 

musicians, and more, and not art historians, the new cohort of educators were less 

influenced by conscious and unconscious norms and traditions of art museum education. 

In fact, being artists gave them license to experiment. 

A New Kind of Art Museum Education: Art Museum Education as Participatory 

Practice 

 By replacing traditional docents with artists and allowing them creative freedom, 

Arts Awareness swapped traditional art historical content and didactic, “parades before 

the pictures”308 pedagogy with a new kind of content – what they called “the language of 

art”309 – and a new kind of pedagogy that focused on participatory experiences. To 

illustrate this new approach to art museum education, I will focus my analysis on a 

particular Arts Awareness session, a representative example.  

 The instructions from an Arts Awareness session on drapery in sculpture 

demonstrate the participatory approach to art museum education. These instructions come 

from a collection of Arts Awareness curricula published by the Met. The session begins, 

“Set the mood with a discussion of today’s clothing, what it does for the wearer, and what 
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it indicates to other people.”310 This focus on drapery centers a discourse that the students 

are already participating in: we all express ourselves through what we choose to wear, 

and we “read” others based on what they are wearing.  

 Next, “Using Greek or Roman statues as models, have the students divide into 

groups of two or three and drape each other in the same manner as the sculpture. Do the 

same thing with sculpture of another period.”311 This activity is designed to apply close 

looking and visual analysis – what Yenawine describes as a way of seeing – to the 

artwork. Drapery becomes an inroad to make distinctions and comparisons among 

sculptures, to make emotional and psychological connections to the artwork, and to 

interpret the artwork. 

 Next, “Have them make their own Greek or medieval sculpture, using subject and 

composition appropriate to the period. Encourage the students to evaluate their creations 

by comparing them to ‘real sculpture.’ … Move to another gallery and repeat the 

process.”312 The lesson pivots from positioning the participants as observers and 

interpreters to positioning them as creators. At this point, they are both artists and 

artworks themselves within the gallery. In this step, participants combine critical looking 

skills with lived experience to create art, as artists do. This activity reflects embodied 

learning – an opportunity to learn not just by observing and discussing, but by physically 

relating to the concept of drapery through draping themselves. Multiple ways of learning 

are incorporated into each session. 
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 Finally, “Discuss what you can and cannot learn about a society from observing 

art in this way.”313 The culminating discussion shifts to a more philosophical approach -- 

what can and can’t we learn from the gallery? This move destabilizes the museum’s 

position as the authoritative knowledge producer and disseminator. This prompt opens 

the door to a conversation about how the museum’s way of looking, way of storytelling, 

is only one way of doing so. This step is a form of self-critique—a reflexive and 

transparent question about the limits of pedagogy as it is being practiced, inviting 

students to evaluate the learning process themselves. This Arts Awareness is emblematic 

of participatory practice, in which students are engaging with the museum as observers, 

interpreters, critics, and artists.  

 The artist-educators of Arts Awareness were outsiders to the pedagogical norms 

of the museum. But Arts Awareness’ real departure was not the hiring of artists as 

educators per se, but the fact that the artists were given the freedom to incorporate their 

perspectives and expertise into their pedagogy with the knowledge that their choices may 

actively challenge the norms and power relations of the museum. Giving artists the 

degree of autonomy in the galleries that Arts Awareness did was not only an affront to 

the norms of museum learning, but had the potential to cultivate new and subversive 

ways of relating to the museum itself.   

Outsiders in contemporary participatory practice 

Nina Simon and The Art of Relevance 

 Contemporary practitioners of participatory pedagogy often claim a social 

mission, but their approach to the role of outsiders – in other words, museum 
                                                
313 Ibid. 



 138 

practitioners without past experience in museum work or education in museum studies – 

often reinscribes the power dynamics they claim to be challenging. This is evidenced by 

the example of Nina Simon’s concept of social bridging, discussed in the introduction to 

this dissertation.  

 In this section, I explore how Simon articulates social value in her book The Art of 

Relevance, going into particular depth because she does not define social value outright. 

Considering Simon’s insufficient acknowledgement of how white supremacy and social 

power dynamics manifest in museums, I argue that Arts Awareness demonstrates how 

truly transformative participatory pedagogy cannot exist without attention to how 

structural power dynamics condition pedagogy. 

 In The Art of Relevance, Nina Simon expands on the claim for the social value of 

museums that she introduced in The Participatory Museum. Her original claim was that 

participatory projects in museums can “make significant civic and cultural impact” and 

that “the cumulative effort of thousands of participatory institutions could change the 

world.”314 If participation is a “design technique,” then relevance is the preparation for 

enacting that method.315 Simon defines relevance as a key that “unlocks new ways to 

build deep connections with people who don’t immediately self-identify with our 

work.”316 For Simon, relevance is a means, not an end: “Relevance is just a start. It is a 

key. You’ve got to get people in the door. But what matters most is the glorious 

experience they’re moving towards, on the other side.”317 For Simon, relevance is the 

                                                
314 Simon, The Participatory Museum, 351. 
315 Ibid., 6. 
316 Simon, The Art of Relevance, 23. 
317 Ibid., 31. 



 139 

factor that primes visitors to pay attention, to visit, and to engage with museums – the 

foundation on which museums can build effective, meaningful programming.318 

 Though not mentioned explicitly, The Art of Relevance is fundamentally about 

social value. Simon, and Jon Moscone, the author of the preface, both dance around the 

core problem that the book endeavors to address. Moscone writes, “Let’s face it: we have 

a problem. It’s not that we don’t see the numbers declining, or the funding priorities 

shifting, or the world passing us by. The problem is: what do we do?”319 Here, Moscone 

is describing symptoms of a lack of social value. Specifically, he writes that the 

California Shakespeare Theater was “relevant to our culturally upbeat, politically 

engaged and mostly white audience”320 but “we had almost zero relevance to 

communities of color. Individuals, yes, but communities, no.”321 Moscone was not simply 

interested in expanding his theater’s audience to be more demographically diverse – he 

was genuinely interested in creating theater “that mattered to more people.”322 Moscone’s 

desire is a reflection of the movement towards social value in the museum field described 

by Laura Lott, quoted in the introduction of this dissertation. Moscone’s response to a 

racial divide – as well as to a social climate and funding climate shifting away from his 

institution’s priorities and demographics – was to take action to be more relevant to 

people of color. And his experience also reflects the risks Lott describes – he described 
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the “risk” of losing relevance to his white audience: “for some, I broke a promise I didn’t 

even know I made.”323 

 Simon dances around the issue of social value, too. Her first anecdote describes a 

collection of museum artifacts that was relevant to a museum professional and a family 

with personal ties to the artifact, yet “to nearly everyone else, they weren’t relevant at all. 

And ‘everyone else’ often includes the people making decisions about funding and 

societal value.”324 Significantly, Simon notes that social value is not determined or 

negotiated by museum professionals or individual visitors. Later, Simon refers to targeted 

marketing as “antithetical to the public mandate that so many organizations strive to 

fulfill.”325 This reference to a ‘public mandate’ is one of Simon’s few direct references to 

social value in the entire book – one of the few acknowledgements that institutions like 

museums have public missions (and are often subsidized by taxpayers’ money), and 

references to the problem of social value that the book dances around. 

 Simon never explicitly names that the movement towards social value in museum 

work is the momentum behind her project. Rather than address social value explicitly, 

she leans heavily on the term community to define groups of people based on categories 

including race, class, geographical location, disability status, and more – such as 

“community of Oaxacan culture-bearers”326 or the “tight-knit community” of “families” 

with “both hearing and hearing-impaired family members.”327 Significantly, she does not 

reference the white community. Community typically denotes other for Simon (with few 

exceptions, such as positioning herself as part of the Santa Cruz community.) Typically, 
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community denotes other to the norm of the privileged – white, cisgendered, able-bodied, 

class-privileged. Her use of the term community is closely linked to her usage of the 

terms insider and outsider. Her use of community and outsider (and, implicitly, white and 

insider) are often, in effect, interchangeable – such as her section on “outsider guides” in 

which she recommends that “the most productive way for insiders to learn more about 

new communities is to engage a guide.”328 The binary of insiders and outsiders is a 

euphemism that obscures that Simon’s intended audience is white-privileged museum 

professionals, and the underlying assumption is that museum professionals are reading 

her text because they desire for their work to be relevant to outsiders/community – the 

other.  

 Nowhere is this dynamic clearer than in the section where Simon speaks directly 

to privileged, white people (confusingly, by interchangeably referring to privileged, white 

people as “us” and “they” and “you”):  

“Professionals often ignore the role that the people in the room play in the reception of the 

experience. We focus on the content: the art, the story, the park. We do that because we ARE the 

people in the room. They look like us. White museum professionals don’t think of a museum as a 

‘white’ place, because they don’t experience whiteness overtly. They think of a museum as a place 

for art, or history, or science. Not for whiteness. But if you walk into a museum for the first time, 

and everyone you see is white, and you are not white, you will notice.”329 

This section is the clearest articulation of the problem that The Art of Relevance sets out 

to address – that privileged, white museum professionals desire to address the barriers 

inhibiting marginalized people including people of color, people with disabilities, and 

poor people from engaging with museums. Relevance is defined by an inherent value for 

white, privileged people and, in the same way, lack of relevance is relative to people with 
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marginalized identities. For example, Simon notes in her description of the Laundromat 

Project – a nonprofit organization that hosts artist residencies and art workshops in New 

York City laundromats – that laundromats are “ripe for artistic intervention” because 

“they attract diverse, local people, many of whom are lower-income.”330 That view erases 

the art and culture that already exist in the neighborhoods in which the Laundromat 

Project operates, demonstrating a deficit perspective. Like in Moscone’s preface, 

relevance is specifically a project for connecting with people with marginalized identities 

– which defines social value. 

 However, I lay this all out not to critique Simon for euphemistic language or for 

not naming social value explicitly. Rather, by defining The Art of Relevance as a text 

fundamentally about social value, I can interpret her analysis of institutional change in 

terms of social value. 

 Simon’s discussion of institutional change in The Art of Relevance is inhibited by 

her insufficient acknowledgement of how white supremacy and power dynamics manifest 

in museums. Her definition of relevance – social value through connecting with people 

with marginalized identities – fundamentally preserves and maintains white supremacy 

and privilege. She accuses museums that equivocate on issues of relevance: “Many 

institutions take a schizophrenic middle ground on relevance. They swing between 

issuing press releases about change while reassuring insiders that none of the good stuff 

will be impacted.”331 However, I believe Simon enacts a similar style of equivocation in 

terms of social value. Her keynote at the 2015 MuseumNext conference in Indianapolis 

was called “Fighting for Inclusion” and included a slide with Latinx museum visitors 
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captioned “your museum. tu museo.” and an image of an Occupy Museums projection of 

“1% MUSEUM” onto the Guggenheim Museum facade.  

Simon’s use of imagery of people of color and activist rhetoric appears to suggest 

a substantive view of inclusion, but contrasts with her actual practice. Her discussion of 

homeless volunteers at the Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History in her 2015 “State of 

the MAH” letter states:  

“We matchmake these 2,000 unlikely partners from across the County year-round: folkloric 

dancers and engineers presenting at monthly 3rd Friday Festivals. Artists and activists exhibiting 

their work. Homeless adults and history buffs cleaning up Evergreen Cemetery. Business leaders 

and street performers designing a new community plaza in Abbott Square.”332  

 
Simon justifies the use of the unwaged labor of homeless adults to clean up the Evergreen 

Cemetery—which is owned by the MAH—as “fulfilling volunteer requirements as part 

of their residency at a local shelter.”333 Although there is nothing inherently undignified 

about the manual labor these volunteers performed, they are clearly in a position of 

subservience to the institution here: while “business leaders and street performers” are 

given creative agency in the design of a new community plaza, the homeless volunteers 

merely serve to maintain a pre-existing institutional space they had no role in shaping. By 

laying claim to the cultural capital of participation while simultaneously benefiting from 

the unpaid labor of a less-privileged group and failing to make them genuine 

stakeholders, the museum only reinforces the power differential between its paid staff 

and its community “partners.” This program does precisely what Simon claims not to do 

in The Art of Relevance: “Splashing a superficial coat of paint over museum traditions to 
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motivate people to attend.”334 She promises change – but her prescription for change falls 

short of shifting museums away from power dynamics that maintain privilege. 

 However, privilege is exactly what must be dismantled – what museums most 

need to change. Her section on whiteness, from which I quoted above, ends with a series 

of questions: “When we enter these spaces, we have to decide: is this relevant to me? Do 

I see people like me here? Do I see myself here? And if not, is it worth the effort to make 

a place for myself here?”335 Here, Simon misses something critical about white 

supremacy: it is far more than optics (i.e. how many white people are in the room) but 

about unequal institutional power dynamics reinforcing disparity in privilege. Crucially, 

unlike what Simon implies here, undoing the effect of whiteness – in other words, 

dismantling white supremacy – requires much more than deciding to do so and individual 

effort. 

 Throughout The Art of Relevance, Simon pays insufficient attention to power 

dynamics between museum staff and visitors. She introduces Sangye Hawke, a museum 

visitor at the MAH. Simon explains: 

“Sangye first came to the MAH as a visitor through the front door. She added a personal memory 

to a participatory exhibit, and it unlocked a slice of meaning for her. Next, she visited the 

historical archive to make a research inquiry about genealogy. Our archivist, Marla Novo, invited 

Sangye in deeper. Marla invited her to participate in local research projects. To join a committee. 

To become a volunteer. Sangye has become one of our most valued participants at the museum 

and at a historical cemetery we manage. She donates time. She donates money. She donates 

snacks. She got her whole family involved as volunteers.”336 

This anecdote makes visible how participatory museum projects maintain and reinforce 

the separation between museum staff and visitors. Though Sangye performs labor for the 
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museum – research, committee work, outreach work – Simon does not present her as a 

skilled worker, as she does for Marla Novo, the archivist. Simon does not describe 

Sangye in terms of the knowledge she possesses, but in terms of the unwaged labor she 

performs. This distancing, this clear division of roles, between Sangye and museum staff 

re-inscribes the insider and outsider dynamic Simon describes. 

 Though Simon recommends an asset-based approach, she consistently employs a 

deficit mindset – which also traces back to the insider and outsider dynamic. She is lucid 

about the pitfalls of a deficit mindset:  

“While addressing needs is important, this service model can sometimes be demeaning and 

disempowering. It implies that the institution has all the answers. It suggests that the people served 

are passive consumers. It doesn’t invite participants to be active agents in their own 

experience.”337 

Her definition of the deficit mindset coherently outlines how museum power dynamics 

can demean and disempower visitors. Instead, Simon recommends an asset-based 

approach:  

“Instead of emphasizing deficits – lack of education, culture, artistic ability – asset-based 

programs emphasize the cultural and creative skills that make people proud. These assets may be 

the languages people speak, the stories they know, the art they create.”338 

Ironically, the deficits Simon mentions – “lack of education, culture, artistic ability” – are 

commonly held biases that museum professionals use to exert authority over visitors. 

And the assets that Simon identifies can also be read as forms of unwaged labor -- 

translation, storytelling, art-making -- performed by community members that museums 

like the MAH benefit from. Museums’ reliance on unwaged labor of community 

members does not destabilize the unequal power dynamics, but rather reinforces them. 
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The remedy for the deficit mindset is not to value community members’ labor but to 

value community members’ knowledge. 

 Many instances in Simon’s writing on relevance belie an inattention to power 

dynamics and an undervaluing of community members’ knowledge. Early in the book, in 

describing how she arrived at her beliefs on relevance, she asks, “Were we pandering at 

my museum when we offered people content related to their own experiences?”339 Her 

use of the term “pandering” is telling. If “to pander” is to gratify or indulge an immoral or 

distasteful desire or taste, by buying into the idea of the existence of pandering, she is 

implicitly endorsing the idea that certain kinds of content do not belong in museums -- 

buying into a hierarchy of knowledge that favors white privileged ways of knowing.  

 The concept of tokenism helps illuminate this distinction. Tokenism, a symbolic 

effort to be inclusive and appear to be diverse by hiring a small number of people with 

marginalized identities, is a widespread practice in the museum field. Simon defines 

“inside-outsiders” this way: “Inside every room, there are outsiders who have found their 

way in the door. They may not look like the others in the room, but they are often just as 

passionate about what it offers as everyone else.”340 She continues,  

“Insiders often look to inside-outsiders to be representatives of their communities. If you’re the 

only Asian person on the committee or the only teenager in the room, people expect you to speak 

up for your experience. You may be asked to be an ambassador for the room, forging new doors 

for more people like you. … Frequently, inside-outsiders are alone. The only person of color on 

the board, the only conservative on the liberal staff, the only artist in the room. They may be 

tokenized or marginalized, intentionally or unintentionally.”341  

However, Simon’s definition of “inside-outsiders” is not potentially tokenizing, but is the 

very definition of tokenizing. This power dynamic between “insiders” and “inside-
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outsiders” essentially maintains the power of insiders over outsiders. This approach puts 

the onus on the “inside-outsiders” to do the work of creating social value, and takes the 

pressure and expectation off the white privileged staff. The “inside-outsiders” on museum 

staffs should have the agency to change the status quo, and not be made to feel as the 

other or as a threat to the status quo. Instead, the “inside-outsiders” and “insiders” should 

be replaced with a heterogeneous staff, where all members have agency and carry the 

responsibility for creating change. 

 Despite her claims of adopting an asset-based mindset, Simon unintentionally 

employs a deficit-based mindset, revealing a lack of awareness of white supremacy and 

power dynamics. In an anecdote about Betty Reid Soskin, an “inside-outsider” who 

encounters a fellow grocery store customer who mistakes her National Park Service 

uniform for that of a prison guard, Simon -- through Soskin’s voice -- bemoans a missed 

opportunity for the customer to engage with history and nature. Yet Simon does not 

consider or value the knowledge possessed by the customer, unknown to herself or to 

Soskin. This approach is emblematic of the deficit-based mindset. 

 Homelessness emerges again towards the end of Simon’s book, in a case study of 

a theater company called Ten Thousand Things that performs in prisons, homeless 

shelters, and soup kitchens.342 Simon explained that through watching a fairy tale play 

performed at a women’s shelter, audience members could “explore their feelings around 

loss, protected by the distancing strangeness of the world and words.”343 Simon’s book 

does not address whether these performances were requested by the residents of shelters 

or prisons, and she does not include quotes from any of the audience members about what 

                                                
342 Ibid., 144. 
343 Ibid., 145. 



 148 

the performances mean to them. This case study raises questions of power and of ethics. 

To what extent does this project serve to support marginalized people through theater, or 

to make white, privileged people feel good-hearted and charitable? Supporting 

marginalized people through theater is commendable, but doing so without challenging 

institutionalized racism serves to maintain the power dynamics that create incarceration 

and homelessness. These performances do nothing to undermine the structural racism that 

creates mass incarceration and homelessness. White, privileged people are happy to 

support this work. And in so doing, they maintain power structures from which they 

benefit. This light activism benefits marginalized people enough for white, privileged 

people to feel good, but maintains the status quo enough not to threaten them.  

 Simon does urge her readers towards institutional transformational change – what 

she calls “transformative relevance”344 – but not necessarily motivated by social justice 

concerns. She does not advocate for destabilizing entrenched power dynamics and white 

supremacy, which are critically missing. Rather, she advocates for change for reasons 

that are self-serving to the museum field, but not for social good. In the most extensive 

case study of her book, Simon addresses the repatriation of sacred medicine bundles from 

the Glenbow Museum in Alberta, Canada to the Blackfoot people of the First Nations. 

She describes a multi-year process beginning with museums’ acquisitions of sacred 

medicine bundles in the 1960s, attempts by the Blackfoot to reclaim the bundles in the 

1970s and 1980s, museum-led initiatives to negotiate loans in the 1990s, and ultimately a 

meeting between a partnership of museum and Blackfoot leaders with the premier of 
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Alberta resulting in the passing of the First Nations Sacred Ceremonial Objects 

Repatriation Act in 2000.345 In her analysis, Simon explains:  

“At its heart, the story of the Blackfoot repatriation is the story of two communities—that of the 

Blackfoot people and that of the Glenbow Museum—becoming deeply relevant to each other. … 

As the museum staff understood more about what mattered to their Blackfoot partners, it came to 

matter to them too.”346 

Simon frames the stakes of this repatriation project in terms of the museum – how the 

museum changed, how repatriating the sacred medicine bundles came to matter to the 

museum staff as well as to the Blackfoot people. However, repatriating the bundles 

mattered to the Blackfoot people mattered before it mattered to the museum staff. Action 

only happened once the museum staff decided it mattered to them, too. Simon frames 

these results not as justice for the Blackfoot people, but as a museum’s successful effort 

for relevance.  

“But the conviction to change was just the beginning of the repatriation process. The museum had 

to change long-held perceptions of what the bundles were, who they belonged to, and how and 

why they should be used. This was a broad institutional learning effort in building cultural 

competency.”347 

In other words, she frames the goals of repatriation as institutional-change-as-cultural-

competency, the museum shifting its priorities to care about this cause. I argue that this 

framing illustrates how, for Simon, “transformative relevance” is oriented towards 

museums’ self-serving goals rather than towards social change.  

 However, in her book, Simon does describe a model of “transformative 

relevance” oriented towards social change – but she misses the chance to name it as such. 

She shares the example of The Dream Unfinished, an activist orchestra that joined the 

#BlackLivesMatter movement by performing a concert series combining speeches 
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against racial violence with classical music (mostly by composers of color) performed by 

diverse musicians.348 According to Simon, “The Dream Unfinished challenged the 

hypocrisy they perceived in mainstream classical music institutions which invite urban 

people of color to buy tickets but ignore their greater community interests.”349 For Simon, 

The Dream Unfinished is a lesson in being relevant not on their own institutional terms, 

but on those of their “chosen community.”350 However, I argue that that assessment 

undersells the impact of The Dream Unfinished. This project is not exemplary because it 

represents a classical institution shifting its institutional status quo towards the interests 

of Black audiences, but because it’s shifting towards supporting social change by 

standing up against police violence against Black people. Again, like the difference 

Simon describes in terms of social difference, there are power dynamics implicit within 

difference. Black people do not choose to be targeted by police violence, 

#BlackLivesMatter is not a matter of taste but literally a matter of life and death. The 

#BlackLivesMatter movement does not only benefit Black people – eradicating police 

violence against Black people would benefit our entire society. Simon concludes,  

“Perhaps when it is politically expedient or attractive to funders or plays well to their market, 

those traditional orchestras will wave the flag of civil rights. But that’s not what relevance 

requires. Relevance means waving the flag when it is needed, not when it is convenient.”351 

For Simon, “needed” refers not to the urgency of civil rights but to the meaningfulness of 

racial justice for people of color. However, the significance of The Dream Unfinished is 

that it is “transformative relevance” oriented not towards self-serving institutional goals 

but towards social change.  
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 Attending to how structural power dynamics shape pedagogy is critical for 

transformative participatory pedagogy – an ingredient that is missing from Simon’s 

recipe for institutional practice that cultivates social value. For Arts Awareness, drawing 

attention to structural power dynamics was an essential component of its pedagogy. 

Simon’s book documents museum practices that perpetuate and re-inscribe institutional 

hidden curriculum and social hierarchies – such as giving creative agency to business 

leaders and street performers but not homeless volunteers, or placing the expectation to 

create social value on tokenized “inside-outsiders” on staff but not white-privileged 

museum workers. In contrast, Arts Awareness directly challenges and re-negotiates these 

dynamics by leveraging embodied learning and affective experience towards re-thinking 

the relationship between individual and institution. Arts Awareness treated participants’ 

lived experiences as a meaningful kind of historical context, whereas the knowledge held 

by grocery store customer in Simon’s vignette was not valued. The museum as an 

institution can be a laboratory for challenging social power dynamics, but only if white 

supremacy, colonialism, and other forms of oppression are directly confronted. 

Museum Hack 

 Museum Hack, founded by Nick Gray, is a company of museum outsiders who 

have re-imagined contemporary museum education. Their “outsider status” is a key 

element of their brand.352 As a for-profit business separate from any museum, they offer 

“highly interactive, subversive, fun, non-traditional museum tours” at museums in New 

York City, Washington D.C., San Francisco, and Chicago. Titles of their tours at the Met 
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include the “Un-Highlights Tour,” “Badass Bitches Tour of the Met,” and “Big Gay Met” 

– all of which are steeply priced at $59.00 and up per visitor. 

 On a blog post written by museum educator and (then) Museum Hack staff 

member Jen Olenziak in 2013, Rachel Ropiek, a New York City-based museum educator, 

commented: 

“I think one of the risks Museum Hack runs is defensive museums and defensive educators. Jen, 

your comments above are spot on about how many museums’ adult tour experiences are some of 

their least creative offerings. However, that’s definitely not true for all institutions, and it 

definitely leaves a bad taste in museum education staff mouths to admit to it. No one wants to 

admit that what they do isn’t terribly interesting, and I imagine a lot of institutions and 

educators/programmers might not be best pleased at the idea of someone independent and 

unaffiliated coming in and doing something new and more exciting.”353 

Ropiek summarized a concern shared by many museum educators: they are 

uncomfortable with Museum Hack because its significant popularity among visitors 

indicates that traditional museum educators’ offerings are falling short in comparison. 

Visitors who might have signed up for a traditional museum education experience in the 

past are opting for Museum Hack tours instead, and Museum Hack is also attracting new 

visitors. For traditional museum educators, Museum Hack may indicate that their work 

lacks relevance, and even that their employment may be jeopardized. As an employer, 

Museum Hack is emblematic of the contemporary gig economy, in which short-term 

contracts and freelance work replace permanent employment. Just as ride-sharing apps 

like Uber and Lyft have shifted the taxi industry and Airbnb has impacted the hotel 

business, the rise of Museum Hack threatens the existence of steady, full-time 

employment of museum educators. 
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 Museum educators should scrutinize Museum Hack – to learn from its successes, 

and its shortcomings as well. Like This Progress and Arts Awareness, Museum Hack 

experiments with who performs gallery teaching. Most of its museum educators fit the 

mold of the typical museum educator today – white, privileged, millennial, with an 

extroverted, charismatic personality. Philip Yenawine spoke of museum visitors’ distrust 

of museum educators who they stereotyped as “whitey” and similarly, this persona may 

be appealing to a particular set of white, privileged museum visitors but alienating to 

non-traditional museum audiences. 

This Progress (2010) by Tino Sehgal 

 In Berlin-based artist Tino Sehgal’s 2010 socially-engaged artwork This Progress, 

trained interpreters facilitate inquiry-based dialogue with visitors while ascending the 

Guggenheim’s iconic ramps. This project demonstrates the phenomenon of positioning 

“outsiders” as art museum educators as a socially-engaged art project. Critic Lauren 

Collins described the selection process for interpreters: 

“Sehgal had spent months recruiting the interpreters. A producer found one in the locker room of 

the Midtown Tennis Center. Another was chosen after being overheard talking on the Hampton 

Jitney. The kids were selected largely on the basis of their ability to carry out instructions. But for 

the adults the criterion was more of a je-ne-sais-quoi thing—interestingness, basically, as defined 

by Sehgal. At the party, the interpreters included a translator of Herodotus, a discoverer of plate 

tectonics, and an upper-middle-aged couple with matching tattoos, on their wrists, of cells 

undergoing meiosis. They were alike in their fluency, forming a sort of superclass of articulates. It 

might have been nice to have some truckers in the mix. But the same can be said of New York.”354 

Significantly, Sehgal was not selecting for a cross-section of New Yorkers – “it might 

have been nice to have some truckers in the mix” hints at the class privilege from which 

the interpreters benefit – but for educational attainment and “interestingness.” On the 

                                                
354 Lauren Collins, “Primal Schmooze,” The New Yorker, March 22, 2010, 
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surface, it may seem that Sehgal’s selection criteria resemble those for the docents that 

predated the Arts Awareness artist-educators at the Met – educational attainment in the 

form of art-historical content knowledge. Instead, I suggest that Sehgal’s criteria more 

closely resemble Yenawine’s – hiring for attainment in other areas (artists, in the case of 

Arts Awareness) and for personality fit. In both This Progress and Arts Awareness, 

hiring outside of the typical pool had a transformative effect on the museum facilitation 

experience. 

 Both This Progress and Arts Awareness indicate the transformative possibilities 

of broadening the hiring pipeline of art museum educators. Shifting who occupies the role 

of art museum educator shifts what art museum education can be. 

 Institutional critique is implicit within This Progress. Pablo Helguera, artist and 

Director of Adult and Academic Programs at MoMA, describes a backlash to the 

educational turn in reference to This Progress. He writes, “Can you keep a secret? … the 

work is not really a performance art piece, and not so much of an artwork either: it is an 

education program … but to say something is educational is the kiss of death in art.”355 

By dismissing the Guggenheim’s entire existing educational apparatus – its museum 

educators, its curriculum – and replacing it with Sehgal’s trained interpreters, This 

Progress is a re-imagining of museum education. The practice codified by This Progress 

would be unrecognizable within the framing of an education program, requiring the 

framework of a socially-engaged art project to be intelligible to participants. Thus, This 

Progress is simultaneously a critique of the constraints within the field of museum 

education, and of the highbrow norms of the art world in which the educational is taboo. 
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Conclusion 

In this final chapter, I compare the motivations, objectives and methods of Arts 

Awareness with those of contemporary practitioners of participatory and social-justice-

oriented pedagogy through the lens of their respective approaches to the question of the 

“outsider.” Despite its brief lifespan at the Met, I argue that Arts Awareness provides a 

crucially important model of educational practice driven by critical reflection on the 

relationship between pedagogy and institutional power dynamics – a reflection that any 

museum education program that aspires to the mantles of “inclusion” or “social justice” 

as they are predominantly articulated today must undertake. In Arts Awareness, hiring 

artists as museum educators had the effect of destabilizing the institutional status quo of 

the museum. However, hiring outsiders as museum educators in and of itself does not 

produce this destabilizing effect – it is why the outsiders are hired, and what they do in 

the museum, that matters. Museum Hack and Tino Sehgal’s This Progress positioning 

outsiders as museum educators may be interpreted as institutional critique, but this work 

does not destabilize the institutional status quo of museums. Jettisoning the conventions 

of museum education does not necessarily constitute an improvement in pedagogy. By 

contrasting Arts Awareness against Museum Hack or Tino Sehgal’s This Progress, the 

difference between institutional critique leveraged towards social justice versus 

institutional critique oriented towards art world navel-gazing.  
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Conclusion 

Summary 

 An earlier quotation from Rika Burnham bears repeating here: “Museum 

education as a whole is under-studied, under-theorized, and under-historicized.”356 The 

low rate of research, the relative lack of theory, and the dearth of publications on the 

history of this field are all serious detriments to the field of museum education. 

Unfortunately, this context results in only a small body of knowledge that is shared 

among practitioners and scholars of museum education. VTS and participatory practice 

are at the forefront of this shared body of knowledge. Additionally, the gap in scholarship 

and theory creates conditions under which new practices are created and implemented 

without sufficient research and rigor. As a result, for example, within the practice of 

participatory pedagogy in museums there often lies a discrepancy between social-justice-

oriented stated objectives and the programs’ actual results. The contemporary museum 

field’s emphasis on participation, and the movement of the field towards social justice, 

have been collapsed together without sufficient analysis about the implications of this 

conflation. In order to understand and analyze the current moment in service of a 

methodologically rigorous and politically and ethically committed approach to 

participation, it is critical to understand the longer history of participatory engagement in 

museums. This dissertation represents one step towards narrowing this gap, by 

contributing research, theory, and historical analysis to the field of art museum education. 

                                                
356 Burnham, Interview with Rika Burnham, October 7, 2015. 
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This dissertation project is a close analysis of Arts Awareness, considering the program’s 

historical and cultural context, analyzing its pedagogy, and interpreting the perspectives 

of Yenawine and several artist-educators. However, I have aimed to make the case that a 

study of Arts Awareness is valuable not merely as a historical excavation, but as an 

example of participatory pedagogy that provides important lessons for the contemporary 

moment. In particular, the interest in participatory pedagogy as the site of social justice 

work in museums links Arts Awareness with today’s practitioners.  

 In this final section, I share questions and recommendations for contemporary 

practitioners that critically consider the relationship between pedagogy and institutional 

power dynamics, inspired by both Arts Awareness as well as contemporary practitioners 

who are leaders in social-justice-oriented museum practice. As Porchia Moore wrote in 

her definition of the Inclusive Museum Movement, these best practices are rooted in “the 

principles of social justice, history-based radical traditions, and anti-oppression 

frameworks.”357  

Questions for contemporary practitioners 

 In their article “Multicultural Critical Reflective Practice and Contemporary Art,” 

scholars and museum educators Melissa Crum and Keonna Hendrick share an analytical 

approach to art museum pedagogy that centers critical consciousness, creating 

opportunities for critical thinking and challenging unequal power relationships rooted in 

race, class and gender. Crum and Hendrick’s four-part Multicultural Critical Reflective 

Practice (MCRP) contains four approaches: 

• “Forming an educators’ critical self-assessment. 
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• Forming a critical reflective practice with peers. 

• Forming a critical reflective practice in teaching. 

• Forming a critical reflective practice on teaching.”358 

Crum and Hendrick walk art museum educators through these four approaches, using the 

artwork of Mickalene Thomas as a case study alongside reflections from Hendrick’s 

museum education practice and detailed sample exercises for students and educators. For 

art museum educators interested in advancing their social-justice-oriented pedagogy, 

Crum and Hendrick’s text is an incomparable resource. Here, I have developed a set of 

reflection questions for art museum educators that attend to the facilitator’s identity as 

well as institutional power dynamics, influenced by Arts Awareness and Crum and 

Hendrick: 

• Are there connections between the type of art I select (or do not select) for 

facilitating museum education experiences and my personal culture or identity 

markers?359 If so, what are they? 

• When selecting artworks to juxtapose, what criteria do I use to determine a 

relevant comparison? What am I attempting to highlight in each artwork? What 

might I be implying about race, gender, or class through this comparison? 

• What values or assumptions underlie my descriptions of the artist, the artist’s 

purpose of the work, or the artwork’s subject? What are those values or 

assumptions? 

• How might my racial, gender, and sexual identity and authority impact students’ 

perceptions of the artwork and the museum?  
                                                
358 Keonna Hendrick and Melissa Crum, “Multicultural Critical Reflective Practice and Contemporary Art,” 
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• How might the museum’s institutional hidden curriculum impact students’ 

perceptions of the artwork and the museum? 

• Do elements of this museum education experience challenge or subvert the 

museum’s institutional hidden curriculum? 

• In what ways did students demonstrate that the museum experience was 

personally relevant to their lives? In what ways did students demonstrate critical 

thinking? 

• What forms of knowledge does this museum experience value? Who possesses 

authority and knowledge? 

• What are my goals for this museum education experience? On whose interests 

were these goals based? Were these goals met? 

• Even after an intersectional analysis of your pedagogy, what can you, as a 

practitioner, still not yet see? 

Recommendations for contemporary practitioners 

 Today, over 45 years after the initiation of Arts Awareness, museum audiences 

are still predominantly white. According to a 2010 study commissioned by AAM, only 

9% of core museum visitors are people of color.360 Though Arts Awareness had an 

impact on students of color who participated, it did not diversify museum audiences on 

an institutional or field-wide level.  

 Museum practitioners are still grappling with the question of how to expand 

audiences in museums today.361 In this final section, I draw out insights from Arts 

Awareness that I believe contemporary museum practitioners can use to work towards 
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democratizing the museum. Many of these strategies align with initiatives created by 

contemporary museum activists, and I incorporate examples of these when possible. 

These strategies include embedding institutional critique into museum work, responding 

to current events, cultivating agency of visitors of color, attending to working conditions 

in museums, attending to power dynamics in community engagement, and listening to 

artists and activists. 

Embedding institutional critique into museum work  

 The most radical element of Arts Awareness was the way that it critiques the 

museum as an institution, models an approach to museum pedagogy with institutional 

critique built in, and engages visitors in institutional critique as well. As Rika Burnham 

said in a 2011 interview,  

“There was an extremely radical edge to [Arts Awareness]. While Victor D’Amico at MoMA was 

part of the institution ... Philip Yenawine took the attitude that The People were going to take over 

the fucking museum, an attitude of entitlement within the institution that would never happen 

today.”362  

Understanding the critique embedded within Arts Awareness is fundamental to 

understanding Arts Awareness. By contrasting Yenawine against Victor D’Amico at 

MoMA, whose art museum education was in line with the museum’s identity, 

Yenawine’s pedagogy was a conscious effort to change the museum’s identity. Implicit 

within his vision of “The People tak[ing] over the fucking museum” is a criticism of the 

museum as space in which The People do not exert any agency. Yenawine’s strategy was 

not aligned with the museum’s overall identity – it was a challenge to it. 

 The artist Andrea Fraser’s reflections on institutional critique adds nuance to 

Burnham’s distinction. She writes, “Every time we speak of the ‘institution’ as other than 
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‘us’ we disavow our role in the creation and perpetuation of its conditions … It’s not a 

question of being against the institution: We are the institution. It’s a question of what 

kind of institution we are.”363 So even though D’Amico acts in line with his institution, 

Yenawine too is acting as part of an institution. But for Yenawine, he is enacting critique 

and changing the institution from within. For Fraser, museum professionals are in a 

position to perform institutional critique. She continues, “Because the institution of art is 

internalized, embodied, and performed by individuals, these are the questions that 

institutional critique demands we ask, above all, of ourselves.”364 

 Cooks argues that by “push[ing] for the acknowledgement of Black artists, their 

visibility within White [sic] mainstream museums, and the accessibility of artwork by 

Black artists within Black communities,” the BECC “provid[ed] a model for institutional 

critique and activism in the American art world.”365 Similarly, Arts Awareness modeled 

institutional critique by counteracting the white supremacy embedded within the Met’s 

curriculum and pedagogy with re-imagined curriculum and pedagogy. They did so by 

making visible these inherent problems within the museum: as Yenawine said, “I just 

want to get [Arts Awareness participants] to be aware that there is an environment.”366 

The first step was to make students aware that there was an institution as a potential 

object of critique, and the next step was to do the critiquing. 

 Looking back at Arts Awareness, Burnham pointed out to me the flaws – and 

potential – of this approach. When I asked her about her “The People were going to take 

over the fucking museum” quote, she said that “everybody had that idea” and that though 
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there was a shared “political consciousness that it was time for the old guard to yield to 

the new,” “nowhere did it really happen.”367 What is salient here is that this particular 

critique of the museum – that the public is not represented at the museum, that the public 

must exert agency over the museum – was a shared mindset behind the Arts Awareness 

pedagogy and curriculum.  

 Though this effort was unsuccessful in Arts Awareness – the people did not take 

over the museum, and Arts Awareness lasted only a few years in its original form and 

ceased once Yenawine left the Met – I argue that this mindset can, and should, be re-

applied in museum practice today. Burnham agrees: “We were so profoundly convinced 

that museums were for the people. I still feel that way although we’re not doing a good 

job taking them back.”368 Holding on to this conviction is an important step in cultivating 

social-justice-oriented museum education practice. 

Responding to current events 

 Cooks has pointed out that producing a socio-documentary exhibition about 

Harlem was an unexpected move – because of the Met’s reputation as a fine arts 

institution, and because taking an active role in contemporary social politics was 

unprecedented.369 In a similar way, Arts Awareness leveraged the artwork on display in 

the galleries to take an active role in contemporary social politics. Arts Awareness did so 

through pedagogy and curriculum that engaged students of color as well as white 

students, that challenged traditional hierarchies of knowledge by privileging students’ 

own interpretations and lived experiences above traditional art history. 
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 Today, activist museum professionals are advocating for museums to 

institutionalize the practice of being responsive to pressing social issues. The 

#MuseumsRespondToFerguson movement, co-created by activist museum professionals 

Aleia Brown and Adrianne Russell, claims that “any movement toward greater cultural 

and racial understanding must be supported by our country’s cultural and educational 

infrastructure. Museums are a part of this educational and cultural network.”370 They ask, 

“What should be our role(s)?”371 A collective of activist museum professionals called the 

Empathetic Museum, led by museum leader Gretchen Jennings, developed a resource 

called “The Empathetic Museum Maturity Model: A Metric for Institutional 

Transformation in Museums,” which was a rubric for museum workers to use to self-

assess their institutions. Their intention is to guide museums towards being more 

empathetic institutions: “Just as empathetic individuals must have a clear sense of their 

own identities in order to perceive and respond effectively to the experience of others, the 

empathetic museum must have a clear vision of its role as a public institution within its 

community.”372 They developed a list of five characteristics of an Empathetic Museum: 

two of which are Community Resonance (“an empathetic museum is so connected with 

its community that it is keenly aware of its values, needs, and challenges”) and 

Timeliness and Sustainability (“it is able to assess and respond to particular events or 

crises that affect its community (and beyond) in a timely and sustainable way”).373 For 

#MuseumsRespondToFerguson and the Empathetic Museum, being responsive to 
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contemporary social issues is a necessary shift in museum practice that shifts museums 

away from only representing an elitist, white experience.  

Cultivating agency of visitors of color 

 Arts Awareness was oriented towards broadening the Met’s audience to be more 

inclusive of visitors of color. Yenawine explained, 

“I was hired to be part of the people who change the audience … the thought was, in the education 

arena, if we could build the habits of going to museums, introduce them to the museum in ways 

they found interesting and engaging and worth it, we could develop the audience of tomorrow to 

reflect the demographics of our cities.”374 

Yenawine’s strategy for expanding the Met’s audience of color was to cultivate agency 

and authority in young people of color, and hope that they become “the audience of 

tomorrow” as they age into adulthood. Significantly, he describes the education staff’s 

responsibility to facilitate programming in a way that visitors of color find “interesting 

and engaging and worth it,” rather than attempt to change those visitors’ interests or 

values. 

 Today, the Visitors of Color Tumblr, co-created by museum activists nikhil 

trivedi and Porchia Moore, is also driven by the desire to cultivate authority and agency 

for visitors of color. This Tumblr is “a space for museum folks to be able to learn from 

the perspectives of marginalized people” through first-person narratives from museum 

visitors with marginalized identities including along lines of race, ability, gender, sexual 

orientation, and class.375 This project is explicitly tied to agency: “We also see this as a 

form of activism--giving folks who may not feel safe or welcome in our institutions a 
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little bit of agency in their relationships with museums.”376 As the editors of the 

Incluseum blog note, conversations in the museum field about expanding and 

diversifying museum audiences often lack the voices of those potential visitors – and 

Visitors of Color centers these voices.377 Visitors of Color is not oriented towards 

building new audiences for museums, but rather, about amplifying narratives about what 

kinds of experiences visitors with marginalized identities are having in museums today. 

Both Yenawine’s approach and the Visitors of Color Tumblr model an approach to 

museum practices that are structured around cultivating agency and authority for visitors 

who are typically excluded or marginalized. 

Attending to working conditions in museums 

 In response to Harlem on My Mind, one of the core demands of the BECC was to 

change the structure of the museum by hiring more Black staff members.378 For 

Yenawine, hiring a diverse staff was aligned with “sixties values” which he summarized 

as, “Let’s open up the museum in such a way that there are audiences and staff and 

boards more reflective of the city we live in.”379 When Yenawine was recruiting staff to 

facilitate Arts Awareness programming, he made an intentional choice to hire artists of 

color. Though most of the Arts Awareness staff was white, Yenawine sought out artists 

of color to hire including painter Randy Williams and harpsichordist Frances Cole. 

 Critically, a majority-white staff with a handful of artists of color was not his 

preference – that would have amounted to tokenism. Sara Ahmed warns that tokenism 

has the effect of reproducing whiteness: “Diversity becomes about changing perceptions 
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of whiteness rather than changing the whiteness of our organizations. Changing 

perceptions of whiteness can be how an institution can reproduce whiteness, as that 

which exists but is no longer perceived.”380 For Ahmed, hiring a diverse staff without 

cultivating institutional change results in re-inscribing white supremacy. Rather, hiring a 

diverse staff is only part of institutional change, which requires changing institutional 

power dynamics. For Yenawine, who was interested in cultivating institutional change – 

changing the whiteness of the institution – hiring artists of color was a priority. 

 Rather, he wanted to hire as many artists of color as he could. He found it difficult 

to hire artists of color not because there were not many artists of color working in New 

York City at the time, but because Black artists willing to work for white institutions (as 

he phrased it, “willing to play the game”) were in “big demand,” and that “every museum 

wants them.”381 Yenawine’s comment suggests that while museums were highly 

motivated to be perceived as having a diverse staff (for example, Williams and Cole, the 

two Black artist-educators on staff, were featured prominently in the first Arts Awareness 

film) museums had not cultivated workplace environments that were appealing to Black 

artists. (Though, conversely, he also noted that harpsichordist Cole, “playing a white 

man’s instrument,” could not earn a living as a classical musician because of her race).382  

 This call that diversity in staffing matters has been amplified and expanded by 

activist museum workers today including Chris Taylor, Chief Inclusion Officer at the 

Minnesota Historical Society and Makeba Clay, who leads a management consulting 

firm. As members of a team convened by MASS Action at the Minneapolis Institute of 

Art in October 2016, Taylor, Clay, and I (along with many others) are collaborating on a 
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project designed to transform internal working culture in museums. One of our key 

strategies is to focus on “talent development” and “talent cultivation” in museums – an 

approach to hiring that emphasizes applicants’ skills, lifting barriers for qualified 

candidates who had previously been shut out by academic credentials being used as an 

arbitrary gatekeeper. This approach steps away from a common term in the discourse 

around museum staffing: “pipelines,” which connotes passivity, and underplays 

stakeholders’ own agency in shifting norms. In contrast, our assets-based approach 

centers the talents of museum workers at all levels, and considers how museums can 

support their staff members’ growth and retain them in the museum field. Our underlying 

belief is the same as the Arts Awareness and BECC approaches – that museums can best 

engage with diverse audiences if their staff makeup reflects that diversity. And, most 

critically, if their diverse staff has opportunities for agency and decision-making. 

Attending to power dynamics in community engagement 

 As argued in the introduction to this dissertation, contemporary museum 

educators must become more attentive to power dynamics in community engagement. 

Even well-intentioned community engagement programs in museums can reproduce 

problematic social hierarchies. As Yenawine explained to me,  

“Museums do not care particularly about the skills that people bring to museums, they just want 

them in there, and as soon as they’re in there, they think, ‘well here’s what we can do for them, we 

can really entertain them with all these wonderful facts we know about our collection.’ People 

have been trained to believe that’s what they deserve.”383  

Yenawine’s perspective reveals the shortcomings of a deficit-based mindset, that 

envisions museum visitors as lacking in education and culture, without considering their 

                                                
383 Ibid. 
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assets and experiences. Arts Awareness’ connection to pedagogy and power dynamics is 

a powerful example for contemporary practitioners. 

 As I argue with the examples of the homeless volunteers at the MAH, museum 

professionals must take steps to limit the effects of social inequity within our work. 

Community partnerships must be about challenging and disrupting power dynamics and 

re problematic if we just reinforce social inequality through our work. 

Listening to artists and activists 

 One of Cooks’ central arguments is that it was not Harlem on My Mind that 

created change. It was artists and activists who protested against Harlem on My Mind that 

created change.384 An important legacy of the protests against Harlem on My Mind is the 

opportunities it opened for Black workers to enter the museum field. These opportunities 

extended beyond the hiring of Randy Williams – whose career as an artist-educator at the 

Met continues today – and of Frances Cole for Arts Awareness. Lowery Stokes Sims, 

who was a curator of Twentieth-Century Art at the Met from 1972 to 1999, said: 

“As a result of the demonstrations against Harlem on My Mind, the MMA (Metropolitan Museum 

of Art) instituted the Community Programs Department under the directorship of Susan Coppello 

(later Badden), who hired me in 1972. After she left, Cathy Chance took over and became perhaps 

the first black [sic] administrator in the MMA’s history.”385 

In 1997, Thelma Golden, then curator at the Whitney Museum of American Art and now 

Director and Chief Curator of The Studio Museum in Harlem elaborated: 

“The reason I have my job is because of Harlem on My Mind. Lowery Sims often says she got her 

job at the Met specifically in 1973 because of the controversy. Had the protests not happened, I’m 

not sure the Whitney or other institutions in this city would have changed. It galvanized most 

                                                
384 Cooks, “Black Artists and Activism,” 33–34. 
385 Ibid., 33; Lowery Stokes Sims, “Discrete Encounters: A Personal Recollection of The Black Art Scene 
of the 1970s,” in Energy/Experimentation: Black Artists and Abstraction, 1964-1980, by Kellie Jones (New 
York: The Studio Museum in Harlem, 2006), 50. 
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museums to get to the place where in 1990 I could work here and do the things I do. But it took 

twenty years.”386 

Though Harlem on My Mind was an exhibition organized by the museum, it was the 

protests orchestrated by artists and activists that advocated for and created change in the 

museum field, including creating opportunities for Black museum professionals to 

advance their careers. 

 Today, artists and activists – and museum educators – continue to be the catalysts 

and advocates for more inclusive practices in museums. One such example is the protests 

against “Kimono Wednesdays” at the MFA organized by Decolonize our Museums, 

discussed in Chapter 1, resulted in public programming at the museum addressing 

systemic racism. Another recent example is in September 2016, three Black museum 

educators at the Contemporary Art Museum in St. Louis (CAM) circulated an open letter 

to the CAM Senior Directors protesting artist Kelley Walker’s exhibition Direct Drive, 

which featured images of Black celebrities smeared with chocolate and toothpaste, 

explaining that it “triggers a retraumization of racial and regional pain” in the aftermath 

of the unrest in Ferguson, Missouri following the shooting death of unarmed Black teen 

Michael Brown by white police officer Darren Wilson in 2014.387 The open letter 

contained a series of demands, including an apology and resignation by Curator Jeffrey 

Uslip and “new immediate and lasting institutional and curational [sic] policies that will 

reduce the intolerable racial and cultural insensitivity that has been displayed.”388 This 

                                                
386 Cooks, “Black Artists and Activism,” 33; Steven C. Dubin, Displays of Power: Controversy in the 
American Museum from the Enola Gay to Sensation (NYU Press, 2001), 54. 
387 De Andrea Nichols, Lyndon Barrois Jr., and Victoria Donaldson, “Open Letter to CAM Senior 
Directors,” Open letter, (September 18, 2016); Jenny Simeone and Willis Ryder Arnold, “CAM’s Latest 
Exhibit Leads Employees to Call for Curator’s Resignation” (St. Louis, Missouri: St. Louis Public Radio 
KWMU-1, September 22, 2016), http://news.stlpublicradio.org/post/cams-latest-exhibit-leads-employees-
call-curators-resignation. 
388 Nichols, Barrois Jr., and Donaldson, “Open Letter to CAM Senior Directors.” 
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protest was echoed by artists who attended a public program called “Critical 

Conversations: Art and the Black Body” hosted by CAM. Photographer Kat Reynolds 

said, “The fact that this rates as being OK for curation is more than problematic. It is 

disheartening. … That’s the issue — a lack of awareness and appreciation for black [sic] 

bodies.”389 CAM announced Uslip’s resignation in October 2016, and hopefully the 

protesters’ other demands including institutional change will be implemented as well. At 

the MFA and the CAM, artists and activists are protesting and advocating for inclusive 

museum practices – and museums ought to pay attention. 

Conclusion 

 At the end of one of our interviews, Yenawine shared the following thoughts on 

institutional change: 

“At the moment I’ve become less interested in museum education than I am in using art. I’m less 

interested in museums because I don't think they function well. Period. I think they’re 

unchangeable. I think they’re not worth my effort. I’ve got limited time and energy. I’ve worked 

very, very hard to change institutions. I did not change [the Met]. I had already given up the 

thinking that you could change a major institution. I was trying to do everything I did by 

consensus so at least people would agree that what we were trying to do in education was worth 

doing for the museum. I’m not even sure that was accomplished at [the Met] because they were so 

entrenched in their ways. And that’s hardly unusual.”390 

While I empathize with Yenawine’s frustration, I am not resigned to losing hope for 

museums. I am committed to the Inclusive Museum Movement’s vision for implementing 

social-justice-oriented museum practice rooted in transformative and systemic change. 

Activist initiatives like #MuseumsRespondToFerguson have already changed the 

museum discourse, and professional organizations like AAM are relying on museum 

activists as thought leaders. Though Yenawine felt defeated in his individual efforts to 
                                                
389 Simeone and Arnold, “CAM’s Latest Exhibit Leads Employees to Call for Curator’s Resignation.” 
390 Yenawine, Interview with Philip Yenawine, November 2016. 
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create change, the Inclusive Museum Movement can do so collectively. If we truly 

believe in the power of cultural institutions to shape our communities and transform our 

world, then we must also believe that our choices as practitioners have an impact, and 

must act according to the changes we seek. 
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Appendix I: Curriculum Vitae 

Alyssa Greenberg 
agreen34@uic.edu  
 
Education 
2017   PhD, Department of Art History, University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC) 
  Dissertation: “Arts Awareness at The Metropolitan Museum of Art: Art  
  Museum Education as Artistic and Political Practice” 
2011  MA, Bard Graduate Center, New York, NY 
2009  BA, Oberlin College, Oberlin, OH 
 
Professional Experience 
The UIC Dialogue Initiative              Chicago, IL, August 2016-May 2017 
Graduate Assistant 
• Designed and facilitated educational programming on social justice, diversity, and 

identity that activated dialogue as a site for collaborative knowledge production for 
the UIC First-Year Dialogue Seminar 

• Trained dialogue facilitators in best practices including establishing collective 
agreements, co-participating, and crafting open-ended questions 

• Facilitated diversity and identity training for new faculty and staff 
• Consulted for academic and administrative departments seeking to identify, analyze, 

and challenge the cultural beliefs, values, and assumptions that influence their 
interactions and experiences on campus 

• Developed an observation-based rubric for evaluating dialogue-based educational 
programming 

• Supervised outreach and marketing for UIC Dialogue Initiative programming 
 
The Jane Addams Hull-House Museum           Chicago, IL, July 2011-August 2014 
Education Assistant, September 2012-August 2014 
Museum Educator, July 2011-August 2012 
• Wrote curriculum for and facilitated museum education programming including tours, 

dialogues, and workshops to engage museum’s broad and diverse audiences including 
K-12, university students and faculty, teachers, tourists, professional groups, activists, 
and seniors 

• Co-created new strategic models for community engagement in educational programs 
including Love and Labor: Domestic Workers as Community Docents (2013) and 
Activating Art for Peace and Justice: A Summer Teacher Institute (2014) 

• Co-wrote successful grants for community engagement program Cities of Peace: 
Chicago and Phnom Penh to effectively convey program’s innovative vision and plan 
for implementation 
• Museums for America Grant, Institute of Museum and Library Services, $125,000 
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• Museums Connect: Building Global Communities Grant, American Alliance of 
Museums, $95,000 

• Trained museum educators in best practices including object-based gallery teaching 
and facilitated dialogue 

• Contributed curatorial and research support to enhance impact of exhibitions 
including “The House Seems All Upset... Exploring Critical Whiteness at the Jane 
Addams Hull-House Museum” (2014) 

 
The Bard Graduate Center Gallery   New York, NY September 2009-May 2011 
Museum Educator 
• Wrote curriculum to enhance temporary exhibitions on diverse themes including 

“Cloisonné: Chinese Enamels from the Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasties” and “Dutch 
New York Between East and West” 

• Facilitated museum education programming including gallery teaching and “suitcase 
tours” in schools to engage museum’s broad and diverse audiences including K-12, 
family, professionals, and seniors 

 
The Brooklyn Children’s Museum            Brooklyn, NY January 2010-June 2010 
Museum Educator 
• Created museum education programming including gallery teaching and studio 

activities to engage early childhood and elementary school audiences and their 
caregivers 

• Mentored 6th-8th grade youth leaders in the “Museum Team” program, trained them as 
museum educators 

 
Allen Memorial Art Museum        Oberlin, OH, January 2008-May 2009 
Museum Educator 
• Developed museum education programming including tours and craft activities to 

engage museum’s broad and diverse audiences including K-12, college students and 
faculty, out-of-town visitors, and seniors 

• Facilitated a Sunday Object Talk on Romare Bearden's Conjur Woman (1975), 
recorded a podcast on Yayoi Kusama's Baby Carriage (1964), and researched the 
museum's collection of Rookwood pottery 

 
Peer-Reviewed Publications 
Greenberg, Alyssa, Wendy Ng, and Syrus Marcus Ware. “Activating Diversity and 
Inclusion: A Blueprint for Museum Educators as Allies and Change Makers,” Racism in 
Museum Education, Spec. issue of Journal of Museum Education (May 2017). 
 
Greenberg, Alyssa. “The Opportunities and Risks of Community Docent Training as 
Adult Learning: Love and Labor at the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum.” In Adult 
Education, Museums, and Art Galleries: Aesthetic, Social and Cultural Animation for 
Change, edited by Darlene E. Clover, Kathy Sanford, Lorraine Bell, and Kay Johnson, 
203-2 14. Rotterdam: Sense Publishing, 2016. 
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Greenberg, Alyssa et al. “Collective Memory and Engaged Storytelling: A Collaborative 
Response to Doug Shipman's Keynote Address.”  Public: A Journal of Imagining 
America 3.1 (Spring 2015).  [http://public.imaginingamerica.org/blog/article/collective-
memory-and-engaged-storytelling-a-collaborative-response-to-doug-shipmans-
imagining-america-keynote-address/] 
 
Greenberg, Alyssa et al.  “Occupy Museums as Public Pedagogy and Justice Work.”  
Justice Work In and Out of Schools, Spec. issue of Journal for Curriculum Theorizing 
29.2 (2013): 230-239. 
 
Selected Additional Publications 
Greenberg, Alyssa and Nina Pelaez.  “Unsafe Ideas: Building Museum Worker Solidarity 
for Social Justice, Inside and Out.” In The Museum Blog Book, edited by Graeme Farnell, 
100-109. Edinburgh: Museums Etc., 2017. 
 
Greenberg, Alyssa, Adrianne Russell, Kate Swisher, and Nina Pelaez. “Refracting the 
Social Justice Lens: An Intersectional Approach to Labor Equity in Museums.” Center 
for the Future of Museums Blog. American Alliance of Museums, 12 May 2016. 
[http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.com/2016/05/refracting-social-justice-lens.html]  
 
Jennings, Gretchen, Stacey Mann, Janeen Bryant, Matt Kirchman, Rainey Tisdale, Elissa 
Frankle, Jim Cullen, Jessica Konigsberg, Alyssa Greenberg, Dominique Brouchard, 
Jennifer Keim, and Mariela Rossel-Pritikin. “The Empathetic Museum Maturity Model: 
A Metric for Institutional Transformation in Museums.” The Empathetic Museum, May 
2016. [http://empatheticmuseum.weebly.com/maturity-model.html] 
 
Greenberg, Alyssa and Nina Pelaez.  “Unsafe Ideas: Building Museum Worker Solidarity 
for Social Justice, Inside and Out.”  Center for the Future of Museums Blog. American 
Alliance of Museums, 2 June 2015. 
[http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.com/2015/06/unsafe-ideas-building-museum-
worker.html]  
 
Greenberg, Alyssa, Monica O. Montgomery, Jillian Reese, and Nina Pelaez. “Museum 
Workers Speak.” Interview by Carol Bossert. The Museum Life podcast, 29 May 2015. 
[http://www.voiceamerica.com/episode/85606/museum-workers-speak] 
 
Greenberg, Alyssa.  “How Every Museum Can Respond to Ferguson Part II.” Publicly 
Active Graduate Education (PAGE) 2 Ferguson Blog Salon.  Imagining America, 27 
April 2015. [http://imaginingamerica.org/blog/2015/04/27/how-every-museum-can-
respond-to-ferguson-part-ii/] 
 
Greenberg, Alyssa.  “How Every Museum Can Respond to Ferguson.”  Publicly Active 
Graduate Education (PAGE) 2 Ferguson Blog Salon.  Imagining America, 16 Feb. 2015.  
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Greenberg, Alyssa.  “The Labor Organizer in the Museum.”  Publicly Active Graduate 
Education (PAGE) Blog Salon.  Imagining America, 25 Sept. 2014.  
[http://imaginingamerica.org/blog/2014/09/25/the-labor-organizer-in-the-museum/] 
 
Selected Presentations 
2017  “Let's Create Our Own Space: Participatory Pedagogy and   
  Institutional Power in the Art Museum, 1970-Present,” 2017 American 
  Studies Association Annual Meeting: Pedagogies of Dissent, Chicago, IL 
2017  “Making #BlackLivesMatter in Museums,” co-facilitated with La  
  Tanya Autry, Aleia Brown, and Adrianne Russell, American Alliance of  
  Museums 2017 Annual Meeting, St. Louis, MO 
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  American Alliance of Museums 2017 Annual Meeting, St. Louis, MO 
2017  Student Commencement Speaker, UIC College of Architecture, Design, 
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2017  “Building MASS Action: Museum As Site for Social Action,” co- 
  facilitated with Elisabeth Calihan, Therese Quinn, nikhil trivedi, and PJ  
  Gubatina Policarpio, Open Engagement 2017: Justice, Chicago, IL 
2017  “Let's Create Our Own Space: Participatory Pedagogy and   
  Institutional Power in the Art Museum, 1970-Present,” 2017 Graduate  
  Student Symposium, Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL 
2017  Invited Presenter, Diversifying Museum Studies – A Symposium,  
  Museum Studies program of the George Washington University,   
  Washington D.C. 
2016  “Museum Workers Speak: One Year Later,” co-facilitated with  
  Monica O. Montgomery, Nina Pelaez, Jillian Reese, and Adrianne Russell, 
  American Alliance of Museums 2016 Annual Meeting, Washington, D.C. 
2016  “Museum Workers Speak: One Year Later,” co-facilitated with  
  Margaret Middleton, Grace Torres, and Elissa Frankle, New York City  
  Museum Educators Roundtable 2016 Annual Conference, New York, NY 
2016  “Museum Workers Speak: One Year Later,” co-facilitated with Lena  
  Guerrero Reynolds, Mutual Interpretation, School of Art and Art History  
  at the University of Illinois at Chicago, Chicago, IL 
2016  “When Do I Sit Down, Stand Up, or Lean In? ‘Lead’ as an Ally,” co- 
  facilitated with Wendy Ng, Keonna Hendrick, and Syrus Marcus Ware,  
  2016 National Art Education Association National Convention, Chicago,  
  IL 
2016  “Arts Awareness at the Metropolitan Museum of Art: Art Museum  
  Education as  Artistic and Political Practice,” the Institutionalization of  
  Social Practice, College Art Association 104th Annual Conference,  
  Washington, D.C. 
2015  “How Do We Turn the Social Justice Lens Inward? A Conversation  
  About Internal Museum Labor Practices,” with Museum Workers  
  Speak, Ger-Art Gallery, Atlanta, GA 
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2015  Emerging Innovators Forum, American Alliance of Museums 2015  
  Annual Meeting, Atlanta, GA 
2015  Graduate Colloquium Presentation, 19th Annual Museums and the Web  
  Conference, Chicago, IL 
2015  “Facilitated Dialogue Workshop for the 21st Century Museum   
  Professional” co-facilitated with Lena Guerrero Reynolds, Museum  
  Education in the 21st Century, Historical Administration Program   
  Association at Eastern Illinois University, Charleston, IL 
2015  Work-in-Progress Presentation, Mutual Interpretation, School of Art  
  and Art History at the University of Illinois at Chicago, Chicago, IL 
2014  “2014-2015 PAGE Fellows: Fellowship, Mentorship, and Collective  
  Action,” Imagining America National Conference 2014:    
  Organizing/Culture/Change, Atlanta, GA 
2014 “Community Partnership Roundtable Discussion: Domestic Workers 

as Community Docents at the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum,” 
Seventh International Conference on the Inclusive Museum: Shared 
Visions and Shared Histories, The Autry National Center of the American 
West, Los Angeles, CA 

2013, 2014  Panelist on Museum Education, Chicago Curriculum Studies 
Symposium, University of Illinois at Chicago, Chicago, IL 

2013  “Inclusivity and Economic Justice: A Study of Occupy Museums,” 
Sixth International Conference on the Inclusive Museum: Museums and 
Active Citizenship, National Art Gallery of Denmark, Copenhagen, 
Denmark  

2012  “Examining Museums and the 1%, Then and Now: Institutional 
Critique and Occupy Museums,” Art and Social Justice, Ben Gurion 
University, Beer Sheva, Israel 

2012 “The Mail Art and Artist Stamps of Michael Hernandez de Luna: 
Mail Art, Collaboration and Institutional Critique,” Art and Exchange, 
Art History Graduate Students Conference, Tufts University, Medford, 
MA 

2011 “Exploring the Rhetorics of American Photographic Christmas 
Cards, 1920s–1950s,” Picture This: Postcards and Letters Beyond Text, 
University of Sussex, Brighton, England 

2011 “Kids Crew and Museum Team at the Brooklyn Children’s Museum: 
Strengthening the Relationship between Institution and Community,” 
27th Annual Small Museum Association Conference, Ocean City, MD 

2010 “Fetishist Identity and Yayoi Kusama’s Baby Carriage (1964),” The 
National Popular Culture & American Culture Association’s Annual 
Conference, St. Louis, MO 

2009 “The Brooklyn Bridge as Anti-Monument: Alexander Calder’s View 
of Brooklyn Bridge (c.1923–6),”New Perspectives in Visual Culture: 3rd 
Annual Undergraduate Symposium in Art History at Bowling Green State 
University, Bowling Green, OH 
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2017 Co-facilitator with Keonna Hendrick, Breakout Session on Racism and 
Equity in Museums, NAEA Museum Education Preconference - Diversity 
& Inclusion: Art Museum Educators as Levers of Change, 2017 National 
Art Education Association National Convention, New York, NY 

2017 Co-facilitator with Steve Whitley, “#SanctuaryCampus Dialogue,” UIC 
Dialogue Initiative 

2016-2017 Co-facilitator, Words Matter!, UIC Dialogue Initiative 
2016 Co-facilitator with Devin Malone, “Advocacy Through Art: Drawings by 

David Leggett and #BlackLivesMatter,” UIC Dialogue Initiative and 
Gallery 400 

2016 Co-facilitator with Lena Guerrero Reynolds, “Advocacy Through Art: El 
Despertar de las Américas Mural (1996) by Maestro Hector Duarte and 
Immigration,” UIC Dialogue Initiative and the Rafael Cintrón Ortiz Latino 
Cultural Center 

2016-present Founding Member, MASS Action (Museum as Site for Social Action), 
Minneapolis Institute of Art 

2016 Co-facilitator, discussion of Arts Awareness, Teaching Institute in 
Museum Education (TIME) 2016, School of the Art Institute of Chicago 

2016 Fellow, Humanities Without Walls Consortium Pre-Doctoral Summer 
Workshop 

2016 Facilitator, “#BlackLivesMatter at the Art Museum” at Art21 Educators 
2016 Summer Institute 

2016 Participant, National Intergroup Dialogue Institute, University of 
Michigan at Ann Arbor 

2016 Co-facilitator, “Institutional Self-Reflection in Museum Practice,” 
Museums & Race 2016: Gathering for Transformation and Justice, 
adjacent to American Alliance of Museums 2016 Annual Meeting 

2016 Co-facilitator, “Roundtable on Internships and Wage Equity,” Center for 
the Future of Museums Demo on Museums and Labor, American Alliance 
of Museums 2016 Annual Meeting 

2015-present Founding Member, Museum Workers Speak 
2015-present Co-director, Publicly Active Graduate Education (PAGE) working group, 

Imagining America 
2015 Participant, Teaching Institute in Museum Education (TIME) 2015, 

School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
2015 Co-facilitator, “Making the Most of Museums” at Art21 Educators 2015 

Summer Institute 
2015 Facilitator, “Synthesis Reactions” at Creative Chemistries: Radical 

Practices for Art and Education, a symposium organized by Art21 at the 
Park Avenue Armory, New York, NY 

2014-2015 Fellow, Publicly Active Graduate Education (PAGE) working group, 
Imagining America 

2014 Co-coordinator, Activating Art for Peace and Justice: A Summer Teacher 
Institute, Jane Addams Hull-House Museum 
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2014 Curatorial Assistant, “The House Seems All Upset… Exploring Critical 
Whiteness at the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum,” Jane Addams Hull-
House Museum 

2014  Research Assistant, Tania Rempert Museum Evaluation Services 
2013-present Art21 Educator, Art21 Educators professional development initiative and 

learning community 
2013-2014 Co-coordinator, Love and Labor: Domestic Workers as Community 

Docents, Jane Addams Hull-House Museum 
2012 Curatorial Assistant, “Could not bear the site of it… Exploring Critical 

Whiteness at the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum,” “Report to the 
Public: An Untold Story of the Conservative Vice Lords,” and 
“Unfinished Business: 21st Century Home Economics,” Jane Addams 
Hull-House Museum 

2011 Research Assistant, “Knoll Textiles, 1945–2010,” Bard Graduate Center 
2010-2011  Co-Curator, “Christmas Cards in America, 1875–1975,” Bard Graduate 

Center 
2010 Mail Art Cataloguer and Research Assistant, Clarence Ward Art 

Library, Oberlin College 
2009 Co-Editor-in-Chief, Oberlin College Senior Studio Exhibition Catalogue, 

Oberlin College 
2009 Teaching Assistant, Margin/Release: The New Media Lecture Series, 

Oberlin College 
2008-2009  Research Assistant and Registrar’s Assistant, Allen Memorial Art 

Museum 
2005-2009  Photography Editor, The Grape (alternative student publication), Oberlin 

College 
 
Teaching 
2016-2017 Guest Lecture: “Museums and Labor,” Art History 180: Introduction to 

Museum and Exhibition Studies, undergraduate course led by Rebecca 
Bivens and Pinar Uner 

Fall 2015 Guest Lecture: “Museums and Labor,” Art History 545: Museum 
Genres, Practices and  Institutions, graduate seminar led by Therese Quinn 

Fall 2012 Guest Lecture: “Introduction to Occupy Museums,” Art History 560: 
Century of “Chaos:” John Cage, Fluxus, Occupy, graduate seminar led by 
Hannah Higgins 

Spring 2012 Guest Lecture: “Introduction to Museum Studies,” Art History 100: 
Introduction to Art and Art History, undergraduate course led by Juan 
Carlos Arias and Khristin Landry  

 
Grants, Honors, and Awards 
2016  President's Research in Diversity Travel Award, University of Illinois 
2016  Graduate College Student Presenter Award, University of Illinois at  
  Chicago 
2016  Department of Art History Graduate Travel Grant, University of  
  Illinois at Chicago 
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2016  Graduate Student Council Travel Award, University of Illinois at  
  Chicago 
2015-2016 Dean’s Scholar Award Dissertation Fellowship, University of Illinois at 
  Chicago 
2015  Top Ten Most Popular Posts of 2015 on the Center for the Future of  
  Museums Blog for “Unsafe Ideas: Building Museum Worker Solidarity  
  for Social Justice, Inside and Out”  
2015  The Alumni/ae Travel and Research Grant, Bard Graduate Center 
2014-2015 University Fellowship, University of Illinois at Chicago 
2014 Museums for America Grant for Cities of Peace: Chicago and Phnom 

Penh, a community engagement program at the Jane Addams Hull-House 
Museum (coauthor), Institute of Museum and Library Services, $125,000 

2014 Museums Connect: Building Global Communities Grant for Cities of 
Peace: Chicago and Phnom Penh, a community engagement program at 
the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum (coauthor), American Alliance of 
Museums, $95,000 

2014 Chicago K-12 Education Program Grant for Activating Art for Peace 
and Justice, a summer teacher institute at the Jane Addams Hull-House 
Museum (coauthor), Terra Foundation for American Art, $25,000 

2013 Community Project Grant for Love and Labor: Domestic Workers as 
Community Docents, an education program at the Jane Addams Hull-
House Museum (coauthor), Illinois Humanities Council, $5,000 

2013  Professional Development Grant, Illinois Art Education Association 
2013, 2014 Graduate Scholar Award, The Inclusive Museum Conference 
2012  Department of Art History Graduate Travel Grant, University of  
  Illinois at Chicago 
2011-2012 University Fellowship, University of Illinois at Chicago 
2011  Student scholarship, New York City Museum Educators Roundtable  
  Annual Conference 
2010, 2011 The Alumni/ae Travel and Research Grant, Bard Graduate Center 
2009-2011 Decorative Arts Fellowship, Bard Graduate Center 
 
Selected Service 
2015-present Member, Art21 Educators Advisory Committee 
2015-2016 Leadership Committee Member, Chicago Emerging Museum 

Professionals 
2015-2016 Steering Committee Member, University of Illinois at Chicago Graduate 

Employees Organization  
2014-2015 Co-Coordinator, Discipline and Doctrine, Graduate Student Symposium, 

University of Illinois at Chicago 
2013-2014 Member, Gallery 400 Advisory Committee, University of Illinois at  
  Chicago 
2013-2014 Steering Committee Member, University of Illinois at Chicago Graduate 

Employees Organization  
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2012 Co-Coordinator and Session Chair, In Sight/On View: The Museum as 
Site of Inquiry, Graduate Student Symposium, University of Illinois at 
Chicago 

2011 Co-Coordinator, Material Networks, Graduate Student Symposium, Bard 
Graduate Center 

2010 Co-Coordinator, The Materials of Persuasion, Graduate Student 
Symposium, Bard Graduate Center 

 
Professional Affiliations 

American Alliance of Museums 
Art21 
College Art Association 
Emerging Museum Professionals Network  
Illinois Art Education Association 
Imagining America 
The Inclusive Museum 
Museum Educators Roundtable 
National Art Education Association 
Art History Graduate Students Association (UIC) 
University of Illinois at Chicago Graduate Employees Organization 
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Appendix II: Archival Sources 

Oral History 

Audio files available upon request.  
 
Burnham, Rika. Interview with Rika Burnham. Interview by Alyssa Greenberg. Audio 
file, October 7, 2015. 
 
Levy, Howard. Interview with Howard Levy. Interview by Alyssa Greenberg. Audio file, 
October 7, 2015. 
 
Williams, Randy. Interview with Randy Williams. Interview by Alyssa Greenberg. Audio 
file, October 8, 2015. 
 
Yenawine, Philip. Interview with Philip Yenawine, March 2016. Interview by Alyssa 
Greenberg. Audio file, March 10, 2016. 
 
———. Interview with Philip Yenawine, November 2016. Interview by Alyssa 
Greenberg. Audio file, November 1, 2016. 
 

Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives 

Tschaka Tonge. Arts Awareness: Approaches to Seeing: Line. Instructional. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1973. 
 
———. Arts Awareness: Approaches to Seeing: Sound; Space; Color. Instructional. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1973. 
 
Wardenburg, Fred, and Davis Bernstein. Arts Awareness. Instructional. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1972. 
 
Museum Education files 
 
Thomas Hoving records, 1935-1977 (bulk 1967-1977), 43.0 Linear feet (99 full-size 
document cases, 2 half-size document cases, 1 oversize box) 

Smithsonian Archives of American Art 

Kreitman, Marcia. Oral history interview with Marcia Kreitman, [circa 1971]. Interview 
by Kathy Rosenbloom. Transcript, ca 1971. Smithsonian Archives of American Art. 
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Yenawine, Philip. Oral history interview with Philip Yenawine, [ca. 1971.]. Interview by 
Kathy Rosenbloom. Transcript, ca 1971. Smithsonian Archives of American Art. 
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