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Museums have the potential to help Canadians remember how and why history matters. They can be places where 

we not only see evidence of the past and explore how others have interpreted it, but also where we can learn how to 

“do history” for ourselves. Those of us who work in history museums engage daily in the formal effort of teaching 

about the past using historical artifacts and reproductions.1 To do this well we must know history, we must know 

museums, and we must know why both matter. This article is about Jennifer and Gord and Helen, three historical 

interpreters, and the meanings they make of history and museums as they teach about the past at the Community 

History Museum.2  

“Historical interpreter” is just one of several names given to those staff, paid and volunteer, who explain 

and describe exhibits in museums and galleries. Other titles used to describe the same function include tour guide, 

docent, instructor, museum teacher, and educator.3 The framework for their work is the guided tour or program--a 

structured or semi-structured activity with an educational intent, designed by the teacher or an educational 

coordinator for the museum visitor(s), and which focuses upon the museum’s collection.  

The first part of this article is a discussion of the importance of a discipline-based understanding of history 

for museums. I argue that the knowledge of different disciplines offers different ways of knowing our world. The 

second part of the article is a presentation and analysis of how these understandings are constructed by historical 

interpreters at the Community History Museum, beginning with observation of a school tour and moving to 

selections from interviews with the three historical interpreters. I particularly want to explore how the teaching 

practice of the three historical interpreters is influenced not only by how history is presented to them by the 

Community History Museum, but also by their own understandings of history and museums as shaped by their 

personal experiences. If history museums are seen to be model institutions wherein visitors learn the ways of history, 

then historical interpreters are uniquely placed to be “masters” of the discipline. More than any other museum staff 

person, these teachers have the opportunity to listen to, support, prod, and negotiate the meanings of history with the 
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museum’s visitors. I conclude with a call for museums to recognize the potential of the role of historical interpreters 

in history making and to reflect this in their site training and ongoing professional development.   

 

Experience and Education 

 

It has been fashionable to look askance at discipline-based education in museums. In part, this is because 

contemporary education in Canadian museums is heavily influenced by the Progressive movement of the early 

twentieth century, particularly the work of John Dewey, a philosopher of education.4 Dewey theorized that  

“personal experience” was a major factor in learning. As he noted, “Anything which can be called a study, whether 

arithmetic, history, geography, or one of the natural sciences, must be derived from materials which at the outset fall 

within the scope of ordinary life-experiences.”5 Many modern museum exhibits and programs rely heavily on this 

notion of experience-based learning. However, Dewey went on to say that, by itself, experience had the potential to 

be non-educative or even mis-educative.6 For example, childhood experiences tend to form internal representations 

of history that depict historical events in terms of a simplistic good/bad dichotomy, like that of a Star Wars film. 

Other misconceptions have to do with “presentism,” the tendency to believe that all times are like our own, and 

“atemporality,” the inability to differentiate events of an earlier time from our own.7 These misconceptions, based as 

they are upon personal experience, can be extremely robust and therefore difficult to alter.  

Accordingly, as important as having the experience is what one does with it. As Dewey writes, “ . . . there 

is no intellectual growth without some reconstruction, some remaking, of impulses and desires in the form in which 

they first show themselves.”8  Frequently overlooked by contemporary museum educators is Dewey’s conjecture 

that the next step after experience is the “progressive development of what is already experienced into a fuller and 

richer and also more organized form, a form that gradually approximates that in which subject -matter is presented to 

the skilled, mature person.”9 According to Dewey and modern educational philosopher Howard Gardner, disciplines 

such as history, literature, and the sciences offer “the most sophisticated ways yet developed for thinking about and 

investigating issues that have long fascinated and perplexed thoughtful individuals.”10 Knowledge of different 

disciplines offers different ways of knowing our world:  

Disciplines lend themselves to different kinds of roles and performances. To read texts critically, 
in the manner of a historian, is a quite different matter than to design a crucial experiment and 
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analyze data relevant to competing models of an infectious process. Different disciplines call on 
different analytic styles, approaches to problem-solving and findings, temperaments, and 
intelligences.11 

Therefore, to know history is to take a certain perspective. To know history is to know not only the facts but also the 

structures of history, and historical principles of conceptual organization and inquiry. It is to know the important 

ideas and skills in the domain and how new ideas are added and deficient ones dropped. Ultimately, it is to know 

“how truth is determined” within the discipline.12 Accordingly, Fenstermacher maintains, the purpose of teaching 

history is to make available the knowledge and understanding of history so that the learner can use it to free himself 

or herself from the constraining forces of dogma, stereotype, and convention. The purpose of teaching history is to 

increase the learners’ capacity to understand and gain influence over their world.13 

In terms of helping people to acquire this discipline-based understanding, a museum has the potential to be 

a “suggestive institution.”14 This means that not only may the learner’s experiences in a history museum serve to 

reveal the inadequacies of his or her current conceptions about history, but also that the museum’s exhibits may 

offer new habits and concepts to replace the old ways of thinking. This “apprenticeship” in thinking about history is 

immeasurably assisted by the presence of historical interpreters, or others like them, who are able to offer “spirited 

conversation, proper guidance and scaffolding” so that more appropriate theories may arise. 15  However, in order to 

guide others in the process of “doing history”, it is not enough for the historical interpreter to know the content of 

the discipline; the interpreter’s manner also imparts to the learner the nature of the discipline under study. As Peters 

says, “To learn [a discipline] is not just to learn facts and to understand theories; it is also to learn to participate in a 

public form of life governed by such principles of procedure.”16 If Gardner’s theory is correct, learners may master 

how to do history by observing and imitating the historical interpreter in the museum setting. Thus, if an 

introduction to history in museums is seen to be a form of apprenticeship, historical interpreters have the potential to 

play an important role in the public’s perception of history. How then do historical interpreters think about history 

and museums? 

Methodology 

 

Shortly I will present the tour and sketch Jennifer’s story and those of the two other historical interpreters, Helen and 

Gord. Before I do that, I will talk about how I approached the task. As part of a larger qualitative study in several 

non-school settings, I interviewed and observed eight museum teachers, among whom are the three historical 
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interpreters depicted in this paper. Qualitative, or naturalistic, research utilizes the primarily ethnographic methods  

of participant-observation, conversational interviews, and reflective practice. This method of research best addresses 

questions that have to do with understanding practitioners’ inferences and developing better methods of describing 

the kinds of inferences that come from practice. Findings were corroborated through the design of the study itself--

multiple sources of data such as different participants, tours and settings, coupled with multiple methods of research -

- participant-observation, interviews, and document analysis.  

This corroboration was further enriched by the amount of time spent on site and with the historical 

interpreters. In all, I observed ten tours and conducted eight interviews with the three interpreters in this article. 

Field notes, interviews, and interpretive accounts were given to the historical interpreters involved to check for 

errors and plausibility. The rich description that contributes to plausibility for both participants and readers also 

threatens the anonymity of the historical interpreters, so this reference check was particularly important. Finally, at 

different points in my research I offered the themes and categories that I developed to my peers in both museum 

education and schoolteacher development for scrutiny and feedback and have compared them against my own 

experiences as an historical interpreter. The cases have been truncated for the purposes of this article; nevertheless, I 

believe they still offer an insight into what it means to teach history in the museum setting --an insight that has been 

missing from the literature. 

 

The Community History Museum 

 
 

The Community History Museum is a multifaceted site where “history, art and culture come alive” through the 

media of an archives, an art gallery, and the museum itself. This broad description suits the Community History 

Museum, which is defined only as a “community museum” in the provincial museum association’s guidebook. In 

this context it is perhaps unfair to categorize the discipline base of the Community History Museum as history when 

it may be more truly an interdisciplinary amalgam. However, if not the only one, history is certainly one of the 

disciplines that comprise the subject matter of a community museum. Geography, political science, psychology, 

anthropology, sociology, and economics (as components of social studies) could be other disciplines under 

consideration.  
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On average, twenty-five thousand people visit the Community History Museum annually. Ten thousand of 

these visitors, most of them schoolchildren, participate in booked tours like the one sketched in this article. Part-time 

historical interpreters who are recruited, trained, supervised, and scheduled by an education coordinator and her 

assistant present these programs and tours. Staff training concentrates on acquisition of the content of local history 

through a week-long orientation session that is supplemented by what some interpreters describe as “binders and 

binders” of information. For each new tour the education coordinator provides a walk-through of the exhibit, 

photocopies of the label copy, and a script.   

Although the curator of the art gallery and museum designs and installs exhibits for the Community History 

Museum, the education coordinator and her assistant write the program descriptions, or “scripts,” for the tours. The 

education assistant has a B.A. in history, but neither the curator nor the education coordinator are professional 

historians. Programs and tours are designed primarily to meet the needs identified by the school curriculum, and the 

goals of the program below reflect this. In common with many museums, schoolchildren on class field trips are the 

predominant users of the museum’s services. On the tour depicted below, Jennifer works from a program description 

designed for use by a wide range of students from senior elementary through to senior high-school grades. The 

following is a very brief outline of the lengthier program description, offered only to suggest the emphases and 

structure desired by the museum. On this tour it was supplemented by a worksheet designed to simulate a ticket for 

the Titanic.  

 
The Titanic--School Program 
 
Goals: 
• introduce students to the value of museums: collecting, display, conservation, and education 
• explore the artifacts and documents of the Titanic exhibit and discuss social history, communication, 

transportation, and technology 
• promote values, decision-making, team work and critical thinking in students viewing the exhibit  
 
Outline: 
Welcome  5 minutes 
“Museum manners”; tour outline; information about the collection 
 
Tour & Worksheet Total = 55 minutes 
Introduction   10 minutes  
Exhibit viewing & discussion  15 minutes 
Communications     5 minutes 
Newspaper Activity  15 minutes 
Worksheet   10 minutes 
 
Classroom  Total = 55 minutes 
Video clip   15 minutes 
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Introduction to documents  5 minutes 
Activities   40 minutes (variable) 
 
General Conclusion  5 minutes  

 

The museum thinks that historical interpreters simply implement a program description as written. Yet even 

a cursory comparison of the foregoing outline with the following tour will show the many ways in which Jennifer 

and her colleague Grace reinterpret the program description based in part on their own understandings. In the section 

following the tour, I will explore the ways in which Jennifer constructed meanings based on her understandings of 

history, museums, and her role as a teacher. For comparison, this will be followed by an exploration of the 

understandings of two other historical interpreters at the same site, Gord and Helen.   

 

A School Tour  

 
 
The setting is the Community History Museum on a cold, snowy morning in late winter. The Titanic exhibit, a 

travelling exhibition, has been popular beyond the site’s wildest expectations, with an ensuing increase in both 

booked tours and casual visitors. Today Jennifer and Grace, both experienced historical interpreters, are conducting 

a tour for forty-five high-school students from a neighbouring community. Beforehand they have decided not to use 

the informational video suggested in the program description ,because the student group plans to go to the movie 

Titanic immediately following the tour. (Ellipsis points indicate where content has been cut from this transcription 

of the tour.) 

Jennifer, an historical interpreter, stands in the lobby of the Community History Museum.  She is a 
slight figure amongst the forty-five high-school students waiting for a tour of the Titanic exhibit. 
The schoolteacher returns from paying and divides the group in two. Jennifer and Grace, her 
partner-interpreter on this tour, each lead one of the groups upstairs to the exhibit halls.  

INTERACTIVE GALLERY 
Jennifer stands beside the video monitor at the front of the Interactive Gallery. Most of the 
students sit down on the floor, some sit on the few available chairs, and some stand at the back. 

“Turn this way, please,” Jennifer begins. “Does everybody have a worksheet and a 
pencil? Welcome! My name is Jennifer. Welcome to the museum. It’s good to have a group from 
your part of the community come over here. You’re going to see the movie after? . . . How many 
have seen it? . . . Great. . . . Now we’ve certainly had other disasters; what is the fascination for the 
Titanic?”  

Jennifer and the students discuss the factors. She stands with papers in one arm, her other 
arm free. She gestures as she speaks and walks back and forth across the gallery. 
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“What we’re going to do now--there are three different centres around the room. . . .  This 
is the ‘SOS’ centre . . . Refer to the book. Copy that and put it into your worksheet. Over here . . . 
in this section there are three different folders . . . You’ll be looking through the documents. A 
number of inquiries were set up after the sinking . . . Take this information and put it in your 
worksheet. We’ll only spend about five to seven minutes at each station, so everyone will have a 
chance to try everything . . . Over here--at the table-- there is a map and an instruction sheet . . . 
Your challenge is to . . . Make sure you follow the doors and passageways. There are four sheets 
here, so you can work in pairs. Okay, let’s split up into three groups.” 

Students move to each area. 
“How are you doing?” Jennifer asks the group at the map station. She stands beside their 

table as the group describes what they have done so far.  
“Yeah, we died,” one student at the map station says to the other. 
“Can we keep these?” another student asks Jennifer, referring to the maps. She assures 

him that he can. 
Jennifer turns to the group as a whole and asks them to move to the next station.  
Four boys walk around the gallery. “Hey guys, have you done this one?” the 

schoolteacher asks them.  
“This is part of the Grade 10 history unit on the turn-of-the-century period,“ the 

schoolteacher explains to Jennifer. “They’ve been doing some role-playing in class already and 
they’ll be doing a presentation in class on Thursday. We also have a visitor coming on Thursday-- 
with slides and such--and he’ll be talking about the Titanic, too. It’ll be a kind of follow-up to this 
visit. And it’s good timing-- right before March Break! It’s been very popular. There was even a 
waiting list to come on this trip . . . ” 

The noise level in the room is rising. . . . Jennifer looks at her watch just as Grace’s group 
begins to enter the gallery. Jennifer asks her group to tidy up and leads them into the next gallery. 

TITANIC GALLERY 
The Titanic exhibit is in a slightly larger gallery. There are exhibits on the walls, interspersed by 
glass cases with artifacts in them. There are four platforms with large artifacts on them against the 
walls--a deck chair, steamer trunk, and table.  

Jennifer stands at the far side of the room as the group enters. Most of the students 
arrange themselves around her in a loose semicircle. A few walk around the room. 

“If I could have your attention for a minute, please . . . ,” she begins. “Everything here 
belongs to the collector. You might have seen the newspaper article on him . . .  On your 
workbooks there’s a section called ‘Gallery Observations.’ Look for the answers to those 
questions.” 

“You’re not in history?”  Jennifer asks one student. 
“No, I was last term,” she replies. “I just came to see the movie today.” 
“Look at the watch over here. . . . What time did the ship sink?” Jennifer asks a group 

standing by the case. 
“Where’s the diamond?” another student asks. 
“That’s just fiction. That’s the part of the movie that they made up,” Jennifer replies.  
Most of the students are walking around while filling in their worksheets. The teacher 

talks with a few of them. A small group of boys stands by the doorway, talking, listening to a 
Walkman. Jennifer stands looking around the room. After a few minutes, she moves to the narrow 
end of the gallery in front of the main exhibit panel and asks the students to gather around her.  

“Was everyone able to get everything?” she asks the group, referring to the worksheet. 
“Fifth Officer Lowe--what do you know about him?” She goes on to talk about the time period of 
the exhibit and then tells them, “What I want you to do-- just quickly-- is to get into four groups. 
You’ll each represent one class-- first, second, third class-- and the crew. Look around the gallery 
for information specific to your group. You might ask where you’re from, where you’re going. 
Why? What’s the food like? You can make a story about it and then come back and tell us what it 
was like. I’ll divide you up. . . .  I don’t know, guys-- are you first class?” There is general 
laughter from the group. 
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Jennifer talks to the first-class group. The schoolteachers talk amongst themselves. The 
students move around the room in small groups and appear to be discussing the assignment. 

“Okay, guys--let’s get back together,” Jennifer calls out. ”Okay--quickly. . . . Ssssh. We 
can get started . . .  Grade tens! Let’s start off with the first class. While they’re speaking everyone 
should be listening.” The groups report back briefly. 

A student asks, “What time is it? Doesn’t it take a while to get there?”  
“Okay--we’re at eleven o’clock now. Time to head off!” replies Jennifer.  
The students leave the gallery quickly. As they are leaving, Jennifer remembers the free 

admission cards for the students and runs to get them. As they depart, she wishes them all a “great 
time” at the movies. 

 

Historical Interpreters Talk about History and Museums 

 

In many ways, Jennifer’s thinking about this tour stems from a program description designed to meet the curriculum 

requirements of the local school board rather than to explore a discipline-based understanding of history. Yet it 

becomes clear through the in-depth interviews intended to explore the meanings behind the observed tour that 

Jennifer does bring her own understandings to the tour. Jennifer has been a part-time historical interpreter with the 

Community History Museum for over a decade. She came to the museum with a background in social work and no 

formal training in history. On the Titanic tour she takes an easy-going and fun approach to the museum visit, 

acknowledging that it is part of a day-long outing that includes an afternoon at the movies.  

At the same time, however, Jennifer sees herself as a mediator between the exhibits and the people on her 

tour. In her words, she wants to “take the exhibits . . . and exchange this information with the students.” Students 

need to “get some facts” before they can develop an historical perspective from which to understand the events of 

the present. For Jennifer, the worksheet structures the acquisition of facts from labels and through artifacts. She 

hopes these facts will become the raw material for “stories” of the past that she and the students can construct 

together. Teaching in a history museum is for her a form of “drama” in which both Jennifer and the students 

participate. She talks about this in relation to the Titanic tour: 

Today, for instance, when we were talking about passengers on the ship and looking right to 
somebody and saying, “Okay, now, you are this person. You’re the third class. You’re sitting 
down there. You’re being locked down there. How is that you’re feeling?” So you’re drawing 
them into the program--that it’s not just passive--that they are actually participating as well.  

Jennifer’s understanding of history is grounded in her own first-hand experiences of family and community 

that have made history “come alive” for her. In her teaching, she draws upon her own childhood experiences of 

family museum visits. Jennifer was fascinated by the links between the history depicted in the exhibits and her 
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father’s stories: “My father was a veteran, so there was always that talking of his experiences during the war. That 

made history come alive-- when you hear it first-hand.” When visiting a museum today, Jennifer takes guided tours 

or talks to an interpreter because “they have the extra information and the anecdotal stories that . . . you might not 

get from reading a label.” Artifacts should be placed in historical context and be accessible and hands-on, so that the 

exhibits will tell the “stories” of the community.  

In practice, however, Jennifer finds herself conflicted between what she sees as the study of history and 

what she believes to be the experience of the museum: 

 I think there’s the idea sometimes when [the kids] come into a museum-- [spoken in a low voice] 
“I know it’s going to be boring.” . . . I often wonder when the kids are there, what’s more 
important? Is it more important to teach them something--to have them have their heads filled with 
all this information? Or is it more important for them to have a positive experience at this 
museum--so that they will want to come back . . . and they won’t get turned off? Because there are 
times when if you have a group and you’re constantly yelling at them and telling them to do this--
“You haven’t read that! Go back and read that label!”--you’re not going to have them reading that 
information and they’re going to be turned off from their experience and they won’t come back.  

Gord, the second historical interpreter in the study, comes to his teaching with a B.A. in history and 

experience as a high-school teacher that affords him a better theoretical grounding in the field of history. His stated 

aim is to get kids interested in reading and writing history, because be believes that “historical literacy” contributes 

to the development of the whole person. Gord sees himself accomplishing this end by using the Socratic method of 

teaching which, through informed questions, encourages the student first to frame historical facts and ideas and then 

to reason with them. Furthermore, he believes the wealth of artifacts available in a museum allows students to have 

first-hand access to historical evidence. He deliberately draws attention to artifacts and architectural elements 

because they are for him a key element of the museum experience. Visitors, he believes, will construct their own 

links to the artifact because it is a relic of everyday life in the pas t. He wants the students to “connect” with the 

artifacts. Such connections promote a sense of shared humanity with historical figures. Much of what Gord believes 

about teaching history is based on his experiences in the high-school classroom. As he recalls, 

“This stuff is real. This stuff is real.” . . . History is history and I don’t think you create all these 
warm, fuzzy feelings by running away from the past or what happened. You’ve got to study the 
past. You’ve got to understand the past. And I think the museum is an excellent place to do this. . . 
. the museum is a wealth of this kind of stuff, and I think it’s important, too, for us to make sure 
that we’ve got plenty of repros . . . so the kids can handle them and play with them and touch and 
see . . . I think the tactile part of education is just as important as the visual. Kids need to be able to 
hold things and see things. . . . There’s a link there. And I think every kid’s got a link with the 
past. They’ve brought something with them when they came to this country, or if they were born 
and raised here they’ve got something that’s a link to the past. So I think it helps them appreciate 
their own links to the past. . . . I think this creates humanity. In other words, we’re not just 
automatons going through this world. . . . And what are the qualities which make us human? 
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Education is one them. Dare I say, perhaps history is one of the most important [chuckles]. You 
know, if I didn’t feel that way I wouldn’t have been a history teacher . . .  

Yet the purpose of Gord’s teaching appears to change when it is applied to his work as an historical 

interpreter in the museum setting. At the Community History Museum, Gord seeks, first, to demonstrate to the 

students that there are “a lot of things in our earth that can be discovered and it’s fun to discover” and, second, to 

help students experience the museum. Gord believes that museums are something that “most of us should go to” as 

part of a liberal arts education:  

I’ve always thought that museums really provided . . .  “first-hand” experience of . . . seeing life as 
it was in the past or looking at artifacts . . . You can’t really do justice to that in a classroom with a 
textbook. 

In speaking about his own Titanic tours, Gord believes 

It’s the kids’ day at the museum and if they want to spend some time in [one gallery] or they want 
to see the Titanic . . . they’re there, so why not? It doesn’t bother me to break it up like that. It’s all 
part of the experience “package” that they’ll remember. Even if they only remember one thing 
about my tour and two things about the Titanic --that’s okay, that’s three things that they didn’t 
have before they came. 

Like Jennifer, Gord is faced with a dilemma over the choice between achieving his own personal goals to 

teach historical literacy and having students “experience” the museum. In Gord’s case the balance is decided by 

what he sees to be the needs of the schoolteacher accompanying the group. In the end, Gord opts to follow the 

program description and the printed worksheet so that the needs of the schoolteacher will be met: 

There has to be something more than just “Well, here we are, guys. Let’s have a look around.” 
There’s got to be some purpose, there’s got to be some focus. We don’t want to make it so focused 
that the kids don’t have fun! But, on the other hand, there’s got to be something purposeful come 
out of it. So you should value these worksheets and keep them and use them. . . . This is an 
important part of the tour. This is your record, if you like, of the tour. . . . It is a souvenir, but I 
think it’s more than that. . . . because in order to make the museum worthwhile, it’s got to be 
perceived as being worthwhile. . . . I think it’s for both--the kids and the teacher. . . . This is a 
serious exercise--it’s not just fun. There’s some demands going to be made on you, too.  

Helen, the third historical interpreter in the study, takes a different approach to teaching history in the 

museum setting. She comes to the Community History Museum with a B.A. in psychology and physical 

anthropology and, as well as working as an historical interpreter, she is supply teaching in local elementary schools. 

For Helen the “lifeblood” of the museum is its school programs. The primary aim of her teaching is to give 

schoolchildren “as much information as possible on the topic” because she is “the instructor and they’re the 

learners.” Helen has both researched and been given many facts in her training at the Community History Museum 
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and, because she finds them interesting, she seeks to share them with visitors. In doing this she is sometimes 

frustrated. As Helen remarks with a laugh about one of her own Titanic tours for high-school students, 

I was trying to give them something different, some new information. I had to. I was trying to give 
them some new info but they didn’t seem to want it. . . . I was trying to give them something they 
didn’t already know, but they seemed to know so much already. I wanted to give them something 
different.  

Like Jennifer, she tries to make her teaching an “enjoyable experience,” “to be light and approachable,” 

because she wants the children to come back and visit on the museum on their own. Helen wants people to share her 

delight in the “old stuff” that first attracted her to museums. To focus student attention on these artifacts, like Gord, 

she chooses to use worksheets extensively on her tours. As she says, “They’re going to see five or six or ten or 

twenty things that they might not have seen if they had just randomly wandered around the exhibit.”  

On the whole, Helen’s personal experiences with museums have been as an adult. Visiting museums and 

galleries wasn’t something she and her family did when she was a child, nor does she recall organized school trips to 

the museum. Today she occasionally visits a museum on her own but is more likely to “hit all of the historic places” 

while on holiday with her husband. They prefer to “just wander around” an historic site until they’ve seen 

everything they wanted to see. Because her husband has studied history and is, she believes, an expert, she just asks 

him whenever she has a question. Interestingly, Helen tends to adopt a different stance when working with adult 

audiences. Here she endeavours to describe how she teaches when she is not in a position to dispense information: 

[W]hen it’s an adult group--I don’t know, maybe it’s my perception--but I’m not their elder. I’m 
not more worldly-wise and all the rest of it. And they’re not really there to learn and they’re not 
doing a worksheet. . . . they’re there to learn--but they’re not in the same context. I usually make it 
more informal and I encourage the two-way . . . “Please ask questions. Make your comments.” . . . 
I guess the dynamics of the group are different. . . . they don’t raise their hands . . . and, in the case 
of the group I’m talking about, most of them that were talking to me were older . . .   

She feels her adult tours become more of a dialogue: “ . . . we just did a very casual walk -through and brief 

discussion. . . . And then people broke off and they asked more in-depth, individual questions.” If she doesn’t do 

this, her experience has been that adults simply leave the tour; as Helen says, “You just notice your audience drifting 

away.” 

From even these limited observations and discussions with Jennifer and Gord and Helen it becomes clear 

that they know and teach about history and museums in dramatically different ways. The contrasts I have drawn 

among them suggest the influence not only of their own undergraduate training respectively in social work, history 
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and psychology/physical anthropology but also of personal experiences of museum-going. In the next section I want 

to reflect upon how historical interpreters’ teaching is guided by their philosophical views of history.  

 

History and History Making 

 

All teachers have philosophical views about the discipline they teach, and these guide their practice. These views 

may be implicit and unsystematic or they may be well articulated and internally consistent. 17 As teachers in the 

museum setting, historical interpreters rarely refer to any standard philosophies of history, yet it is clear that 

underlying their work are what amount to relatively simple practical theories that enable them to order their 

activities. These straightforward theories of history influence the ways in which historical interpreters view the 

subject and their role as teachers in that discipline. At their most simple, these theories of history relate to basic 

theories of learning that I have labelled “objectivist” and “constructivist.” In practice , none of the historical 

interpreters in this study held either of these conceptions of knowledge in a pure form--they taught as if both had 

some truth. Thus I acknowledge that the following categorization is somewhat arbitrary and describes a tendency on 

the part of each historical interpreter, rather than an absolute. 

 In this study Helen represents a traditional or “objectivist” view of history. For Helen, history is all about 

“the facts.” She understands the discipline to be about the expert retrieval of truth, which is recovered through 

documentable evidence by highly trained individuals.18 Objectivists conceive of knowledge as existing 

independently of the people who know it, so Helen’s concern is with “giving” students the facts.19 From this 

objectivist stance, the products of education are quantifiable, so accountability and efficiency assume importance. In 

a small way this is reflected in Helen’s pride that the worksheet encourages students to note many more artifacts 

than would have been seen had they “randomly wandered around the exhibit.” The quality of their observations is 

not a factor. 

Furthermore, in this orientation teachers are understood to have full responsibility for the learning 

processes while the learner is assigned a more passive role as “the receptacle of externally transmitted knowledge.”20 

Based on her personal experience of visiting museums, Helen believes that one needs to be an expert to know 

history. She asserts that with the students she is “the instructor and they’re the learners.” An objectivist historical 
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interpreter like Helen sees herself as a conduit funnelling to the students the truth uncovered by professional 

historians.21 If the museum is seen as a “suggestive institution,” as presented earlier in this article, then it is this 

stance that she is modelling for the museum’s visitors. The students on her tour “apprentice,” however briefly, in 

doing history as the expert retrieval of truth that is recovered through documentable evidence by highly trained 

individuals  

On the other hand, those who hold a “constructivist” theory of learning believe that the learner needs to be 

engaged in purposive reconstruction of the knowledge offered.22 Constructivists believe that learners come with a 

wealth of knowledge already organized. To learn meaningfully, the learner must choose to integrate new knowledge 

into that pre-existing structure of knowledge and experiences.23 For example, Gord and Jennifer both strive to 

connect learners’ experiences to what is presented in the exhibit. In Jennifer’s case she speaks of the “stories” that 

are told as links between the theme of the exhibit and the learners’ lives. She wants to make the exhibit “come alive” 

for the students. Likewise, Gord seeks to engender a visceral response to the artifacts that will connect the learner to 

the exhibit. When she is working with adults, even Helen’s tour becomes more of this type of dialogue because she 

acknowledges the importance of their life experiences to the construction of understanding.  

Interpretation is not a radical notion for historians. Most contemporary understandings of history view it as 

an interpretation constructed by the historian. History is seen to be “an interpretive exercise, a sorting out of 

conflicting perceptions and an appreciation of the narratives that humans have always invented to make sense of 

their lives.”24 However, a constructivist approach suggests that interpretation of history is not the province of 

professional historians alone. Interpretation of history by the reader or, in this case, the museum visitors, is seen to 

take place on an ongoing basis and as it may or may not relate to their prior knowledge. This ongoing dynamic is 

reflected in David Thelan’s term “history making.”25 As Thelan writes, 

The making of history is not something leaders do in remote places that is later described by 
professional historians. It is something we all do, all the time. Everyone is an historian. A large 
part of each individual’s life is spent recollecting and reconstructing his or her past. Virtually 
every American living room is a family museum and every attic an archive. 26  

In history making, museum curators and other professional historians are expected to share their authority. Thereby, 

historical interpreters, whose job it is to teach from the exhibits, become not conduits but negotiators between the 

meanings made from history by professional historians and the meanings made by the museum’s visitors. The 

historical interpreter is seen to work with the museum’s learners to listen, support, prod, and negotiate the meanings 

of history.27  
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Some constructivists believe that there is no such thing as objective reality. Rather, they claim that 

knowledge exists exclusively in the mind of the learner. All knowledge is therefore equal insofar as it enables a 

person to live in society. This is known as “radical constructivism.” However, most constructivists believe that there 

is an objective reality by which many things may be judged. They agree that there is a commonly accepted 

knowledge base that learners need to understand in order to function in and contribute to society.28  Within this form 

of constructivism, history museum exhibits are viewed as a means by which to help people make meaning from their 

own memories within the broader scope of local, national, and world histories: 

With our predecessors, the bards and story-tellers and priests, we have therefore this in common: 
that it is our function, as it was theirs, not to create, but to preserve and perpetuate the social 
tradition; to harmonize, as well as ignorance and prejudice permit, the actual and the remembered 
series of events; to enlarge and enrich the specious present common to us all to the end that 
‘society’ (the tribe, the nation, or all mankind) may judge of what it is doing in the light of what it 
has done and hopes to do.29 

Historical interpreters Gord and Jennifer are less confident about moving to what Dewey terms this “next 

step” of relating experience to a structure of discipline-based common knowledge. Although Gord espouses a 

constructivist approach to history, when faced with a choice between building upon the experiences of the museum’s 

learners by helping them to develop “into a fuller and richer and also more organized form, a form that gradually 

approximates that in which subject-matter is presented to the skilled, mature person,”30 Gord chooses instead to take 

the more objectivist approach of having the students complete the worksheet. He does this because he believes that 

the worksheet’s retrieval of information is “perceived as worthwhile” by the schoolteacher. Jennifer simply appears 

unsure of what to do next once the learners have experienced the activities and the artifacts. Not being a professional 

historian, she does not have the tools needed to build upon or help to reconstruct for themselves the learners’ 

experiences in either history or museums. In relation to the notion of the museum as a suggestive institution, 

historical interpreters Gord and Jennifer value a constructivist approach to history but are unable to model history 

making for the learners in question. Therefore, potential apprentices see how to achieve experience, but they are not 

be privy to the ways in which experience may be reconstructed and reorganized in order to make discipline-based 

meaning in history.  

 

Ways of Knowing  
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The scope of exploration of history making in community museums through one tour observation and several 

interviews with historical interpreters is obviously limited. My personal experience as a museum educator of 

longstanding, coupled with reading of the museum literature, allows this study a degree of generalizability, but 

clearly my findings need to be investigated further in other settings, with other historical interpreters. If it transpired 

that future studies corroborated my findings at the Community History Museum, then the following considerations 

would be pertinent. 

The first consideration is that teaching history in a museum requires an understanding of history. The 

historical interpreters in this study share few common understandings of history other than the facts offered by the 

Community History Museum in “binders and binders of information.” Historical interpreters with no grounding in 

history struggle to acquire this content foundation and are often unaware of the second, more philosophical 

foundations of the discipline in which they are working. Only Gord is teaching from the discipline he studied in 

university, and then only in part. For Helen and Jennifer, their own disciplinary perspectives often act as a sieve 

through which the new information is filtered.  

To learn history entails deliberately examining previously held conceptions of teaching, especially in a 

setting where historical interpreters bring with them a wide variety of disciplinary backgrounds and personal 

experiences.31 In order to “listen, support, prod, and negotiate” the meanings of history successfully, historical 

interpreters need to understand how meaning is constructed by all parties: the professional historians, the interpreters 

themselves, and the museum’s visitors. Although it is not the responsibility of the historical interpreter to write 

history or design exhibits, it becomes the interpreter’s responsibility to know how and why these processes are 

undertaken in order that they may be shared with the museum’s visitors. Historical interpreters need to know and 

share not only how history works as a discipline, but also how they themselves, as historical interpreters, construct 

history: 

By making clear to our audiences how we do this, what choices we make along the way, and what 
alternative constructs are available, and, most important, by providing the intellectual tools and 
raw materials for the visitor to erect his own construct, we will ultimately and inevitably 
strengthen ourselves as interpreters; our own view of reality, past and present, will be more 
dimensional and complex.32  

This transparency of choice and the possibility of alternative interpretations are particularly important to 

museums, because they are often depicted as learning resources that provide educational opportunities within an 
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“environment which is ideally suited to the development of divergent thinking and creative intelligence.” 33 Thus it 

becomes doubly important that historical interpreters working in a museum setting understand ways of knowing in 

the discipline of history in order to help others understand them. Thereby the museum’s learners may be introduced 

to the discipline by observing historical interpreters who embody the practice of history. These learners may then go 

on to look at and create their own exhibitions of the wisdom of history, or may simply encounter the historical 

concepts, theories, and methods and put them into practice.34  

The second consideration is that teaching history in a museum requires an understanding of the nature of 

museums. Museums are about experience and education, instruction and enjoyment, yet those responsible for 

developing tours and programs have often been unwilling or unable to explore the potential of the paradox that such 

a wide mandate presents, choosing instead to follow the safer path of school-like activities. As Anderson contends, 

 . . . museums are clinging to pedagogic methods in a context which most visitors tend to use in [a 
self-directed] manner. . . . An environment which is ideally suited to the development of divergent 
thinking and creative intelligence is often used instead to promote fact-oriented convergent 
thinking. . . . By limiting public participation, a museum deprives itself of a large constituency . . . 
who could have enriched their lives if appropriate educational opportunities had been available 
and who would have rewarded the institution with their active support.35 

This pedagogical thrust is evident in the design of the school tour in which outcomes are tied directly to the external 

rewards and punishments of the school curriculum. Such an approach is understandable, given the number of 

schools using the Community History Museum and the money their admissions generate. However, the time and 

effort required on the part of education staff members to service this major client group have meant that little 

thought has been given to addressing the puzzle of how to provide both experience and education in the museum 

setting. Thus historical interpreters are often left to solve this dilemma by themselves, with greater or lesser success.  

It is clear that historical interpreters do have knowledge and experience of museum-going. Through stories 

of their own museum-going experiences, historical interpreters demonstrate the ways in which they use the museum 

or gallery as a resource when personally engaged in self-directed learning. Yet these stories of personal experience 

are frequently unrelated to the structure of museum education as a field of practice. As with history, historical 

interpreters have content knowledge but not the analytical framework that might allow them to focus on the process -

oriented aspect of museums expressed by the term museum literacy.36 Concepts that are intuitive or implicit are not 

available to be developed within a disciplinary framework. This is especially problematic when the unique expertise 

of historical interpreters is understood to be “how best to interpret the museum” and the “language of objects.”37  
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 Historical interpretation requires the integration by the historical interpreter of these paradoxical and 

sometimes conflicting understandings of history, museums, and teaching. Within the existing framework, it is 

unreasonable to expect part-time historical interpreters to be knowledgeable to the professional  level in both history 

and museum work. However, one way to help historical interpreters move toward such integration would be for 

history museums to be more explicit about what they are doing, in terms of both history and museum education, in 

order to create an awareness of an historical way of knowing. Designers of museum exhibitions have long been 

exhorted to “be clearer about what they are doing and what visitors should expect when they come to a museum or 

visit individual exhibits” by more clearly defining “the work of historians and the normality of reinterpretations and 

multiple points of view.”38 Curators and program designers at museums like the Community History Museum need 

to clarify their own philosophical views of history and its purposes in both the museum and the modern world in 

order that their staff training may be consistent with them. If historical interpreters like Jennifer and Gord and Helen 

are to act as negotiators of meaning between exhibits and the museum’s visitors, it is critical tha t history museums 

help them become more aware of and use the different ways of knowing, ways that are evident even in this brief 

examination of personal experience and history making in museums. “History matters, and we forget this truth at our 

peril.”39  
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