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Dana Dudzinska-Przesmitzki and Robin S. Grenier
University of Connecticut

Keywords: museums, adult learning, literature revie

Abstract: Both museum and adult learning researchers seekderstand how to
best educate adults. Despite a plethora of commeasawvhere the two fields
intersect this review found limited evidence of reltbepistemological, theoretical
and empirical research or “roots”. Given the muin#trests of these fields it is
argued that sharing of epistemological, theoret@zal empirical research would
benefit both. Implications and future research opputies are discussed.

Introduction

Museums, by their very nature, have the abilityntake distinctive and notable
contributions to the nonformal and informal edumatof adults (Dudzinska-Przesmitzki and
Grenier, in press). Interestingly though, the noté the contributing role of museums in adult
education and learning is not new. Museums hawg hehd a place within the field of adult
education as a context for providing educationg@asfunities to their patrons and staff (Grenier,
2007). As early as the 1920's, references to déaihing in museums were discussed within the
adult education literature (see the handbook pinge of the American Association for Adult
Education 1928 and 1936).

Despite this early recognition, the two fields haee the most part, existed in relative
nescient state of each other's research. It waamtd the late 28 century that the veil between
the fields began to lift, as the two started totbeeuntapped potential each held for the other.
Both museum education and adult learning reseasdteare worked to better understand how to
best educate adults. Museum researchers have tbtheseattention to program planning, the
context of facilitating visitor learning, and thkaracteristics of affect exhibit design. For adult
learning researchers, many of the same intereptg,aarticularly in the areas of context based
learning, program planning, and informal learningexiences. The fact that a reciprocal
affiliation should exist between these two fieldesis natural and intuitive given their common
areas of interests.

Instead, the two fields coexist in analogous redeaorlds, only rarely intermingling to
exchange ideas and theories. Alas, Kipling’s fantefrsin (from the Ballad of East and West),
“east is east and west is west”, serves as a matémhthe two fields and the distance between
an interdisciplinary approach to their common redeaterests. Given this divide, we
investigated the ways in which research in musetutiess and adult education run parallel and
intersect with each other in order to reenergiterast in museums as sources of adult learning
and stimulate discourse between the two fieldshabmutual understanding and collaboration
can occur and contribute to the growth of theony aractice.

Methods

Wading through the burgeoning literature domainacflt learning and museums studies

proved to be a navigational challenge. As such¢heese to explicitly focus our search of the



two fields in couple ways. First, we chose to coriemostly on peer reviewed literature. This
was done in order to develop an understandingeo€timtemporary state of conceptual and
empirical research in higher education devoteditdtdearning in the museum context. To this
end, online academic search engines (includingeistion Abstracts, Web of Science, ERIC,
ProQuest Direct, and ABI) facilitated our searchtiivi these databases, we focused our search
using a combination of terms (adult education, dl@arning, museums, museology, museum
studies, visitor studies, and museum education)iemting dates. We elected to limit the
timeframe of the studies we selected to betweeid 288 2007, except when older seminal
pieces could not be ignored.

Findings

Based on our review, we found two recurring themiisin the literature. First, adult
education research and museum studies researdlepaaah other in numerous areas and
topics. Second, adult education research and mustudies research do, in rare instances,
intersect with each other (e.g. terminology andpsuiing theories). Due to space constraints,
this section does not encompass an exhaustiven@fiall of the research parallels between the
two fields. Rather examples are discussed to lyghtistinctions between the fields.

Parallels

Given the two fields’ mutual interest in understizagdand facilitating adult learning, it
seems there would be commonly investigated areaseba the fields. However, one observed
trend in the literatures was the tendency for e fields to diverge in their exploration of a
mutually researched topic. Divergence did not nes@ly mean the two areas of research were
juxtaposed, but more often museum studies and kedutiing were using the same underlying
ideas, but different language and theoretical modéiese parallel instances highlight the
comparable direction and course of the researdbess, and emphasizing the need for dialogue
and sharing of ideas between the two fields.

Use of language. A primary example of parallel language that afose our review was
the disciplines’ development and use of “free-chd@arning” and “informal learning”. In
museum studies, free-choice learning describenilgamstances that emphasize learner choice
and control over the learning (Falk & Dierking, 200 Similarly, in adult education, informal
learning is any activity involving the pursuit aiéwledge, or skills that happens without the
presence of an externally imposed curriculum ofnfalirand nonformal educational institutional
programs (Livingstone, 1999). In both instances,rdal issue is not where learning occurs, but
how it occurs. Although Falk and Dierking (2000kiacwledge that the term informal learning
was established first, they argue that the “infdfmeodifier in front of the word “learning” may
signify to some that the fundamental processesarhing differs solely as a function of the
physical setting. Given this, they argue that tkexim ‘free-choice” learning better denotes the
unique characteristics of such learning. This ¢onéiside, the two terms are describing the same
phenomena.

Theoretical frameworks. The second parallel was from the comparable thieafet
frameworks held by both fields. Over time, both pws studies and adult education have
developed similar theoretical frameworks for cortaajizing the variables that can affect adult
learning. Of particular interest is the acknowleggitnof the potential impact of individual
factors (i.e. motivations, prior knowledge & ex@etes), learning setting factors (i.e. within
group affects & physical space) and socio-culttaelors (i.e. outside immediate social group,
culture & politics) on adults’ learning.



From the museum studies, Falk and Dierking’s (20p0pular Contextual Model of
Learning (CML) acknowledges that learning in infalreettings is a complex phenomenon and
that it is situated within a series of contextse TBML portrays this contextually driven meaning
making as the process and product of the interaeti@tween an individual's personal, physical
and socio-cultural contexts over time. In a relateth, particular models of adult learning, like
llleris’ (2002) three dimensions of learning modkrvis’ (2006) Learning Process model and
Sheckley Kehrhahn, Bell and Grenier’s (2008) TRIGdel of Adult Learning, are analogous to
the CML'’s framework. llleris’ (2002) three dimenemof learning model, for example, propose
that an adult’s learning is influenced by the indbal’s cognitions and emotions, as well as by
the environmental and society contexts in whichives. Similarly, Jarvis’s (2006) Learning
Process model argues that a learner comes intangeactivities with their own “life history”
which interact with the learning environment toeatfthe adult and their learning. Likewise, the
TRIO model developed by Sheckley, Kehrhahn, Baill @nenier (2008) also echoes the theme
of individual and environmental elements coincidiogreate optimal conditions for adult
learning, but in professional learning activitiewever, despite the fields’ comparable
frameworks neither field appears to borrow or dbnte to the others’ development.

Other area in which both fields were found to pessemilar research frameworks were
in the realms of social justice, inclusion, andemsibility- as they pertain to who is able to gain
access to learning. Within museum studies, disonssabout inclusion and access are centered
on two key arguments. First, after the social fefathe 1960s, museums were derided by
critics as “instruments of state authority andeeiitfluence” (McClellan, 2007, p. 566). This
criticism led to a period of institutional refleaty (Ross, 2004) and realization that many
museum practices were exclusive and socially digisind needed changing (Hooper-Greenhill,
1988). This awareness led to outreach programgmesito attract a broader community base
previously marginalized by museum policies andtjwsli(O’Neil, 2006) and research addressing
the outcomes of such approaches. Museum studietass began to explore how their
assumptions about visitor learning and existinghoe@s of instruction were not representative
non-Western and other historically marginalizeditrans (McClellan, 2007).

Furthermore, researchers are increasingly recagnimuseums as positive tools for
community development as well as a means of engmgaultural conservation (Kreps, 2003),
yet adult education literature, where critical thyeand social justice as they apply to adult
learning are studied in depth is noticeably abfenmt museum studies. Within the adult learning
field, critical theory asserts that adults’ areafalp learning beings that develop an understanding
of themselves and the world they live in via thpenences they accumulate over the course of
their lives (Habermas, 1972). The development eir thnderstandings though, may be
negatively influenced by the ideologies, institasand social practices within the learners’
milieu. According to critical theorists, these u#hces are viewed as ‘active agents’ shaping
adult learning and potentially preventing adultsriracquiring and competencies needed to
achieve their full individual potential (Haberma9,72). Furthermore, Mezirow (1978) argues
that from a critical theory standpoint, the primprypose of the adult educator (regardless of
setting) is to encourage participants to beconteally reflective and aware of the cultural and
psychological assumptions that influence how thewvhemselves and their relationships to
different societal entities. Such an approach weustanding how the external world and its
institutions can influence adult learning could\pde museum studies researchers and
practitioners with a useful framework for understiag their own influence on patron learning.



Inter sections

The review of literature also yielded instancewlimch the two fields of museum studies
and adult education overlapped. These intersecti@ne the mutual utilization of similar
epistemological and theoretical “roots”, and in@ddconstructivism, and andragogy.

In both fields constructivism is approached asaticmowledgment that knowledge is
created by learners, as well as through theiractesns with others and with the world around
them (Philips, 1995; Spalter, Stone, Meier, Milad Simpson, 2002). Like adult education,
museum studies have utilized constructivist théasyderived from adult education research) to
investigate a plethora of adult learning relatguid®. For example, investigations into the impact
of immersive virtual reality (IVR) environments lrands-on exhibits on patron learning (Spalter,
et al., 2002); and how, as time passes, peopleswdndes imbue museum objects with changing
values and significance, and manipulate and cotitestmeanings across generations (Alberti,
2005) have explicitly utilized a constructivist tee

Aside from its research applications, museum rebeas have also debated the
applicability of the constructivist paradigm in neusn settings. Part of this debate centers
around the contested belief that the museum corgexperfect environment for constructivist
learning due to its stimuli-laden and experienagsking environment (Allen, 2003; Falk and
Dierking, 1992). Others however, have counteretjtlsh because museums provide adult
visitors with hands-on experiences and object-eichironments, one should not assume, without
empirical evidence that museums are the perfetthgdor constructivism (Osborne, 1998) since
“interactivity is in the mind- not just in the hasidBradburne, 2001, p. 80). Despite their
position however, the majority of museum studiethas mention here have all utilized, albeit
to a varying degree, research developed by aduttatin authors to develop their premises.

Lastly, considering the epistemological similastigetween constructivism and
andragogy, one could argue that it is of littlepsige that the concept of andragogy has also been
accepted by museum researchers and practitioneiseh researchers assert, for example, that
adult museum patrons tend to be more self-dire@#en, 1993), possess different motivations
(Falk, Mousouri & Coulson, 2005) and prefer a higthegree of choice and control over their
learning experiences (Falk & Dierking, 2000) in guarison to other museum-going populations.
These assertions do more than simply echoes of Ksbassumptions, but rather, like the
previous paragraph highlight the intersection eftihio literature fields as they progress in their
mutual understanding of adult learning.

Discussion and I mplications

For the fields of museum studies and adult educdticontinue to evolve a deeper
understanding of adult learning in non-school cetstenuseums and adult educators need to
find a common ground for describing adult learramgl furthering a research agenda that
ultimately benefits the learning experiences oflsdT’he use of different terminology and
theories may limit the research constituenciesinghess to read and consider a piece of
research. Additionally, these parallels may po#diytcause researchers to become bogged down
in semantics frustrating their ability to make tHarger points. These, in turn, may hamper the
reach and communication of a solidly crafted pieiceesearch, causing researchers on either
side to miss significant contributions to adultrieag scholarship.

Even in the face of such issues, opportunitiest éxibridge the parallel streams of
research and create intersections of researchidaontor example, the previously discussed
museum studies discourse on inclusion and acchgsiMuseum researchers are clearly seeking
better ways to promote the active engagement skealions of society. In this instance, what



adult education researcher brings to the tabldusdamental understanding of how learning
relates to culture, power, and creative agencysueh, adult education literature, via its critical
theory research, has the opportunity to inform raosstudies about the influence of socio-
political factors that may affect adult learninghin museum contexts. Such “nesting” activities
would create a larger body of theoretical and eirgdiresearch with which to understand adult
learning.

Additionally, we should point out that museums sesg a rich resource for investigating
how adult education theory can guide practice attebserve adults in experiential and
contextually based learning environments. Indeddtwets museum learning apart from
dominant pedagogies is that the learning procesgdkes place situates visitors in a radically
different set of pedagogical practices and expegsitiDudzinska-Przesmitzki and Grenier, in
press). Adult education research has long oveddake potential of museums as rich examples
and proving grounds of lifelong learning and a sewf research settings that yield new
perspectives to enhance existing adult educatieoryh If parallels are not addressed, museum
educators may continue to use a narrow body ofireseand ignore a wide range of educational
philosophies that may contribute to their in-usedeis of museum education.

One issue that some may find as interesting apatedlels and intersections discussed in
this paper, are the reasons for why they occurréhld first place. Although it is merely
informed speculation, we suspect that both pas#latl intersections may have arisen due to
different levels of phenomenon. Despite the sintyfan research interests, for instance,
differences in how the two fields historically deyged may have influenced the framing of
common problems, leading to occurrences of resqacdllels between the fields. Intersections,
on the other hand, may be the product of far mgseemic socio-cultural phenomena. Both
fields co-exist within a larger, shared environmamd given their similar research interests, may
tend to react to changes in their milieu by look#tegoss discipline lines to see how
‘neighboring’ fields are reacting to the socio-cuitl event. The aging and retirement of the baby
boomer generation for example, is one cultural phemon that has influenced both museum
and adult educators. While both fields are incregasievoting discussion time to understanding
the learning needs and interests of older learti@ese discussions are, in our opinion, more
grounded in each other’s literature than otherasgshat are founded on more individual
discipline phenomenon.

Ultimately, we the fields of museum studies anditaelducation can benefit from mutual
sharing of concepts and insights into how adulisneHowever, if this benefit is to come to
fruition changes need to be made in how the twiddibuild off of and grow from each others’
established knowledge bases. From our perspeuta/eee it as the responsibility of both adult
education and museum studies to further examinerhoseums contribute to adult learning in
order to draw from a theoretically informed knowdedbase for museum practices.

References
Alberti, S. (2005). Objects and the muselss, 96, 559-571.
Allen, L. (1993). Basic concepts and assumptiormaitbdult learners. In J. Strand (Ed.),

Museums, adults, and the humanities: A guide for educational programming.

Washington, DC: American Association of Museums.

Barr, J. (2004, JuneQultural entitlement and what museums and galleries can
contribute to adult learning. Paper presented at the Collect & Share Intemaltio
Colloquium, London, England.



Bradburne, J. (2001). A new strategic approacheartuseum and its relationship to
society.Museum Management and Curatorship, 19(1), 75-84.

Dudzinska-Przesmitzki, D. & Grenier, R. (in presBlonformal and informal adult
learning in museums: A literature reviedournal of Museum Education, 33(1).

Falk, J. & Dierking, L. (1992)The museum experience. Washington, DC:
Whalesback Books.

Falk, J. & Dierking, L. (2000).earning from museums: Visitors experiences and the
making of meaning. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press.

Falk, J. Mousouri, T., & Coulson, D. (1998). Théeets of visitors' agendas
on museum learningurator, 41(2), 107-120.

Grenier, R. (2007). How do museums fit into ourioobf adult educationProceedings
of the 48™ Annual Adult Education Research Conference (AERC), Mount Saint Vincent
University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. AERC @ehce.

Habermas, J. (197 2Xnowledge and human interests. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann
Educational Books.

Hooper-Greenhill, E. (1988). Counting visitors wéaunt. In R. Lumley (E4, The
Museum time machine: Putting cultures on display. London: Comedia/Routledge.

llleris, K. (2002).Three dimensions of learning. Roskilde: Roskilde University Press.

Jarvis, P. (2006)lowards a comprehensive theory of human learning. London:
Routledge/Falmer Press.

Kipling, R. Ballad of East and West. Retreived 1@71 from
http://www.poetryloverspage.com/poets/kipling/kngl_ind.html

Kreps, C, (2003). Participatory approaches to mmsagevelopment. Fellowships in
Museum Practice Reports. Retrieved 8/26/2003, from
http://museumstudies.si.edu/kreps.htm

Livingstone, D. (1999). Lifelong learning and ungl@ployment in the knowledge society: A
North American perspectiv€ompar ative Education, 35(2),163-186.

McClellan, A. (2007). Museum studies nofwt History, 30(4), 566-570.

Mezirow, J. (1978). Perspective transformatiddult Education, 28(2), 100-110.

O’Neill, M. (2006). Essentialism, adaptation andtjce: Towards a new epistemology of
museumsMuseum Management and Curatorship, 21, 95-116.

Osborne, J. F. (1998). Constructivism in Museum&esponselournal of Museum
Education, 23(1), 8-9.

Phillips, D. (1995). The good, the bad, and thgzughe many faces of constructivism.
Educational Researcher, 24(7), 5-12.

Ross, M. (2004). Interpreting the new museolaogyseum and society, 2(2), 84-103.

Sheckley, B., Kehrhahn, Bell, S., & Grenier, R.pﬁ'nesszl. Trio: An emerging model of
adult professional learnin§roceedings of the 49" Annual Adult Education Research
Conference (AERC), University of Missouri, St. Louis, MissouAERC conference.

Spalter, A., Stone, P., Meier, B., Miller, T., &8dson, R. (2002). Interaction in an IVR
museum of color: Constructivism meets virtual tgaltEONARDO, 35(1), 87- 90.



	Oh, East is East, and West is West, and Never the Two Shall Meet: A Critical Review of Museum Studies and Adult Education Literature
	Recommended Citation

	/var/tmp/StampPDF/X1KoKjGzzL/tmp.1450391770.pdf.rl6IO

