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American art museums have conceived of themselves as educational institutions for their 

largely urban publics and have invested space, time, effort, and money to fulfill their educational 

missions. Twenty-first century museums seek to engage the public, yet attendance is trending 

down and museum audiences reflect only a small portion of the increasingly diverse American 

public. In response, some museums offer programs specifically for teenagers, many who live in 

previously underserved neighborhoods. This dissertation is a qualitative, phenomenological 

study of nine such programs in five American cities, which ascertains the characteristics of these 

programs, analyzes the transformative influence of technology, and evaluates how engagement 

with art can benefit teens, the museum, and the surrounding urban community. I rely on the 

historical context of museum education, the developmental milestones that occur during the teen 

years, and educational theories about digital technology to connect the capabilities and 

limitations of teens to their experiences in art museums. In addition, I situate each museum 

within the urban conditions of its city and investigate the role of the museum as a physical and 

social place in a digital age. I propose three characteristics that demonstrate quality teen 
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programming and support each characteristic with anecdotes gleaned from observations and 

interviews. First, the program mutually benefits both the museum and the teenagers. Second, the 

program actively keys into networks both inside and extending beyond their own museum. 

Third, the program embraces technology and reimagines new ways to interact with art. Results of 

this study demonstrate that the best gauge of teen programs’ performance is the balance of three 

intersecting components: the art and architecture that create place, the digital technology that 

pervades teens’ lives, and the interpersonal relationships that these programs generate. A richer 

understanding of teen programming will aid in the development of twenty-first century museums 

that are a vital part of public life, benefiting their own institutions, their participants, and the 

surrounding urban community. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 Since their inception, American art museums have served as educational institutions for 

their largely urban publics and have invested space, time, effort, and money to fulfill their 

educational missions. Tracing a lineage back to the earliest museums in the United States, many 

of today’s American museums contain art schools, and others reach out to public and private 

school groups expose urban children to global art at impressionable ages. While this mission 

seems simple enough, urban demographics shift over time, forcing museums to constantly 

reconsider their audience. As museums develop a deeper awareness of community needs, they 

design programs to reach specific audiences that had been previously underserved. In this 

atmosphere, teen programming emerged in American art museums. 

 This dissertation is a comparative analysis of programming designed specifically for 

teenagers and hosted by art museums in the United States. Each museum selects a limited 

number of teenagers, who are given special access to original works of art, visiting artists, and 

the museum staff. While art museums may also offer school programs and studio-art classes for 

teens, this study focuses exclusively on programs that take place outside of school hours. 

Although school field trips and A.P. Art History classes can provide high school students with an 

introduction to museums, the programs that are the focus of this dissertation offer an in-depth, 

creative, and personal engagement that cannot be developed by a traditional, quantitatively 

measured high school curriculum. I do not dismiss the value of school programming per se, yet 

acknowledge that many engaging programs occur outside of school hours when teenagers have 

choices about the way they use their time. The programs in this dissertation bring together a 

diverse group of teens who work collaboratively to create and implement projects. Teens 
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participate voluntarily, often competing for a limited number of positions. They must commit to 

the program for an extended period of time, ranging from several months to two years.  

 My goal is to analyze the quality of programming that engages adolescents in art 

museums to ascertain the characteristics of valuable programs, analyze the transformative 

influence of technology in such programs, and evaluate how engagement with art can benefit 

teens, the museum, and the surrounding urban community. 

 I define successful programming in this way: A quality program will benefit the teens, 

advance the goals of the sponsoring museum, and enrich the surrounding community. These 

programs develop leadership, social, and job skills that adolescents can use to become productive 

members of society. They blend authentic teen input with adult guidance in a collaborate level of 

active engagement. Teens engage meaningfully with artists and works of art. Teen and adult 

participants emerge with new perspectives of themselves, their museum, art, and their 

community.  

 Several American art museums sponsor teen programs that meet these requirements. In 

order to provide a broad-based body of evidence, this study selects museums that encompass a 

wide range of sizes, missions, geographical locations, and collections. The museums represent a 

variety of types, including collecting and non-collecting institutions, global museums, museums 

with niche appeal, and institutions from coast to coast. I juxtapose multiple programs in one 

urban area in order to study the intersections among the programs and to compare the impact the 

programs exercise in the urban community. This dissertation focuses on four distinct urban areas 

of the United States: Washington, D.C., Boston, the San Francisco/Santa Cruz area, and Dallas. 
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These cities were chosen because their art museums present diverse geographic and cultural 

perspectives while also offering quality programs for teenagers.  

  Everything I value from my 38-year career as an educator is united in this dissertation. I 

have spent 31 of those years teaching humanities to teenagers; I currently teach Art History, 

Urban Studies, and Atlantic History at the high school level. I am not a studio-art teacher, yet my 

courses are infused with art. I believe in power of the arts to spur creative thinking, inspire new 

perspectives, and build interpersonal relationships. This power is not limited to those who 

perform or create art. I am acutely aware of how important it is to engage teens using 

developmentally appropriate, personal connections with the world outside of the classroom. 

Facilitating a connection for teens with the opportunities awaiting them in public museums and 

other urban institutions is my investment in the future. Before explaining my selection of the 

specific programs of study for this dissertation, it is first necessary to understand the available 

literature concerning teen programming in art museums. 

  

Literature Review 

 

 The scarcity of literature dealing specifically with teen programming in art museums is 

no surprise. The field is relatively new and narrowly focused. A chronological review of 

published literature about teen programs reveals the positive impact of these programs on teen 

participants, with a noted lack of focus in other areas. 

 One consistent source of information is the Journal of Museum Education, which 

publishes peer-reviewed articles concerning both theory and practice in the field of museum 
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education. Published four times a year, each Journal focuses on a central theme. Since the 

Journal began in 1973,1 it provides an historical overview of over forty years of museum 

education. A study of the few articles concerning teenagers in museums traces the development 

of the central concepts in my dissertation.  

 The first issue that deals with teenagers is Volume 6, No. 4, in 1981: “Focus on the 

Adolescent Coming of Age in the Museum.” This issue primarily focuses on matters relating to 

school visits, such as improving field trips and engaging schoolteachers. However, it contains 

two articles that foreshadow the style of twenty-first century museum programming that forms 

the basis of my dissertation. In one article, “Raising a Low Profile: Urban Teens and Urban 

Museums,”2 the author makes a case for creating programs for teenagers outside of school hours. 

Her research is based in New York City, and she notes “teens have the lowest profile in the 

museum attendance audience.” She urges museums to embrace a diverse teen audience that 

represents the whole city, claiming that current programs are “elitist,” with students coming from 

“private schools” and “hand-picked by teachers.” She then points out that school programs 

overly focus on quantitative results, creating a “utilitarian” bias on the importance of earning 

grades and getting jobs, rather than supporting the development of creative thinking processes 

and human relationships. She urges museums to reach out to teens outside of school hours to fill 

this void.3 In another article in this same journal, “May the Force be with You,” the author states 

                                                 

1 From 1973 – 1984, it was named Roundtable Reports, and assumed its present title in 1984. 

2  Kathryne Andrews, "Raising a Low Profile: Urban Teens and Urban Museums," Roundtable Reports 6, no. 4 (1981), 6. 

3 Ibid., 7. 
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“10% or less of all student visitors to museums are high school students.”4 He also urges 

museums to include a diverse group of teenagers by creating age-appropriate programming, yet 

his solution is on increasing school participation. In 1981, the concept of teen programming 

outside of school hours is only beginning to come into focus.  

 By the last decade of the twentieth century, museum professionals challenged themselves 

to reach broader audiences. Significant publications, such as Museums for a New Century5 in the 

eighties, and Excellence and Equity6 in the nineties, encouraged an interest in creating long-term, 

out-of-school programming for teenagers. (The latter publication will be discussed at length in 

Chapter 1.) Governmental reports, such as Champions of Change: The Impact of the Arts on 

Learning, encourage arts organizations to fill a void created by the lack of arts education in 

public schools.7  While this report discusses the many ways in which arts programs benefits 

teenagers, it does not mention any benefits to the sponsoring institutions or the larger urban 

community. 

 The Fall 1994 issue of the Journal of Museum Education marked a turning point in 

acknowledging a more extensive value of teen programs. In the article "Long-Term Museum 

                                                 

4  Peter O'Conell,  "May the Force be with You," Roundtable Reports 6, no. 4 (1981), 2. 

5  American Association of Museums, Museums for a New Century. A Report of the Commission on Museums for a New 
Century (Washington, D.C.: ERIC Clearinghouse, 1984). 

6  Ellen Cochran Hirzy, ed, Excellence and Equity: Education and the Public Dimension of Museums (Washington, DC: The 
Association, 1998). 

7  Edward B. Fiske, President's Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, and Education Partnership Arts, Champions of 
Change the Impact of the Arts on Learning (Washington, D.C.]: Washington, D.C. : Distributed by ERIC Clearinghouse, 
1999), 77. 
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Programs for Youth,"8 the author provides anecdotal evidence that not only emphasizes the ways 

in which youth benefitted from programs, but also notes these programs created a place 

in which young people can gain a better understanding of the world, each other, and themselves. 

Through these museums, young people are growing into productive, well-intentioned adults. In 

turn, these young people inspire the staff and invigorate the museum. 9 Thus, the concept that 

teen programs could benefit the museum and help create better world citizens is at least 

introduced, if not analyzed, in the literature of museum education.  

 At the turn of the century, the Journal of Museum Education broadened its view of the 

impact of teen programs. The Fall 2000 issue, “Adolescence: Growing up in Museums,”10 

presents articles concerning the positive impact that participation in museum programs can have 

on teens. Anecdotal evidence, gathered primarily at science museums, supports the familiar 

concepts that teenagers did not visit museums frequently and that it would benefit them to do so. 

However, one article took a step in a new direction: “Museums and Healthy Adolescent 

Development.”11 This article describes the developmentally-driven needs of teens to develop a 

sense of personal identity and social skills, and then investigates how science museums have 

been meeting those needs outside of school hours. By investigating these two factors, the article 

links the value of urban networking to sustainability: “The most enduring programs have been 

                                                 

8  Stacey L. Shelnut, "Long-Term Museum Programs for Youth," The Journal of Museum Education 19, no. 3 (1994), 12. 

9  Ibid., 12. 

10  Wendy, Pollock, ed., "Adolescence: Growing Up in Museums," Journal of Museum Education 25, no. 3 (Fall, 2000), 2. 

11 DeAnna Banks Beane, "Museums and Healthy Adolescent Development," Journal of Museum Education 25, no. 3 (Fall, 
2000), 3. 
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those with strong community partnerships.”12  This issue was formative in shaping my 

dissertation, highlighting the need to connect the themes of adolescent development with 

community networks. Although this issue supports the concept that museums positively impact 

the lives of teens, it stops there. It does not examine what teens offer museums, or how teen 

programming contributes to building a community. Over the next decade, while Journal articles 

mention school trips, they do not again focus on the impact of adolescent programming outside 

of the school hours. 

 In the fall of 2014, the Journal of Museum Education finally returned to the topic of teens 

in museums with an entire issue: “All Together Now: Teens and Museums.”13 Much to my 

surprise, this journal contains articles by four educators I had previously interviewed. This 

coincidence supports the strength of my choices. One is Danielle Linzer, the Director of Access 

and Community Programs at the Whitney Museum of American Art.14 In her article, she 

emphasizes the importance of making teens responsible for “real, visible work within the 

institution.”15 Ryan Hill, the Director of Digital Learning at the Hirschhorn Museum and 

Sculpture Garden,16 coauthors an article with Joe Douillette, the Teen New Media Program 

Manager at the Institute of Contemporary Art.17 They write about how their programs offer new 

                                                 

12  Ibid., 5. 

13  Gabrielle Wyrick, ed., All Together Now: Teens and Museums, Vol. 39: Museum Education Roundtable, 2014), 1 
November 2014, http://museumeducation.info/jme/fall-2014. 

14 Danielle Linzer, Email, May 16, 2014. 

15  Danielle Linzer, "Youth Empowerment and Contemporary Art: Where are we Now?" Journal of Museum Education 39, 
no. 3 (October, 2014), 246. 

16 Ryan Hill and Amy Homma, Personal Interview with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs, 
Smithsonian's Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, June 13, 2014. 

17 Joseph Douillette, Personal Interview with Teen New Media Program Manager, July 30, 2014. 

http://museumeducation.info/jme/fall-2014


 

 8 

resources to underserved teens that positively impact the city as well as the teens: “Museums can 

help bridge the digital divide that is built into the infrastructure of our cities, where teens often 

lack access to technology, bandwidth, and mentors.”18 Gabrielle Wyrick, the Associate Director 

of Education at the Institute of Contemporary Art,19 encourages the museum community to use 

“best practices from both the youth development and museum education field,” and to study not 

only the ways that teens are “…impacted, but the ways in which their presence profoundly 

impacts the institutions in which they are embedded, the artists with whom they work, and 

entrenched models of traditional educational practice” (original emphasis).20 Wyrick, as project 

director for the annual National Convening for Teens in the Arts, uses this concept of mutual 

benefit as the theme for the 2014 Convening, “Give and Take.”21 My dissertation is published 

just as museums begin to move beyond recognizing the positive impact programs have on teens 

and begin to study the related impact these programs have on their sponsoring museum and 

urban community.   

 One dissertation has been published that is similar to mine: Multiple Perspectives on the 

Recent Emergence of Teen-Centric Art Museum Programs: A Historical Reflection, Overview, 

and Case Study.22 Ilona Szekely from the University of Kentucky published her research in 2012.  

While her dissertation is also strongly grounded in the history of museum education and 

                                                 

18 Ryan Hill and Joe Douillette, "Teens, Digital Media and the Museum Context: Redefining Authority in the Contemporary 
Art Museum," Journal of Museum Education/all Together Now: Teens and Museums 39, no. 3 (October, 2014)., 260. 

19 Gabrielle Wyrick, Monty Alcott, and Shaquille Albers, Personal Interview by author with Associate Director of Education 
and Two Program Alums, respectively. Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston: 2014. August 4, 2014. 

20 Gabrielle Wyrick, All Together Now: Teens and Museums, 234. 

21 Gabrielle Wyrick, ed, Give and Take: A National Convening for Teens in the Arts, 2014 Education Report (Boston: The 
Institute of Contemporary Art, 2014), 1. 

22 Ilona Szekely, "Multiple Perspectives on the Recent Emergence of Teen-Centric Art Museum Programs: A Historical 
Reflection, Overview, and Case Study" (PhD, University of Kentucky, College of Education, 2012). 
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adolescent development, we did not study any of the same museum programs. Szekely’s central 

focus is constructivism; she examined how museum programs allow teens to construct ideas and 

how this differs from teaching methods used in schools. Her findings demonstrate the impact of 

these programs on participating teens; she concludes that participation helps teens develop their 

concept of commitment, community, and careers. Szekely organizes her observations into 

separate sections by museum and describes each museum observation in great detail. Reading 

this dissertation finalized my decision to take a different approach. I organize the findings of my 

research thematically, and only include details when they support a central point. My review of 

published literature demonstrates an emphasis on the impact the program has on participating 

teens. There is little written about a program’s impact on the museum, its staff, and the broader 

urban community; this is a contribution that I hope to add to the field. 

 The first long-term analysis concerning teen programming in multiple art museums was 

released as I finished my dissertation: Room to Rise: The Lasting Impact of Intensive Teen 

Programs in Art Museums.23 I first heard a brief, preliminary presentation at the National Art 

Education Association conference in March 2014, well over a year before the report was 

released. Room to Rise is a collaborative research project by four museums that had sponsored 

teen programs since the nineties: the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City, the 

Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston, and The Museum 

of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. These museums wanted to understand the long-term impact 

of their programs on teens and the sponsoring museums. They determined that their programs 

                                                 

23 Danielle Linzer, Mary Ellen Munley, and Ellen Hirzy. Room to Rise: The Lasting Impact of Intensive Teen Programs in Art 
Museums (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 2015), 1-92. 
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shared several common elements. They all united teens from diverse backgrounds to work on 

authentic, collaborative projects, developed personal relationships through sustained 

engagement, and engaged with contemporary art and artists.24 Their programs each generated 

similar short-term impacts: teens developed a richer personal self-awareness, experienced an 

increased participation in the arts, developed leadership skills, became more culturally literate as 

they developed meaningful connections with art, and generated positive “social capital….within 

and outside their communities.”25 The report pulled from vast resources, including over 600 

alumni who had participated in teen programs at these four museums since the nineties. They 

worked with a well-known museum professional and researcher, Mary Ellen Munley, to create a 

variety of tools to collect and analyze their research. Their research included traditional 

approaches, such as interviews and surveys, along with unconventional approaches, such as 

asking program alumni to create photo journals and visual life maps that reflected the creative 

expression these programs had cultivated. They determined that the short-term, positive impact 

of museum programs on teens continues into their adult lives. Room to Rise “…affirms that 

programs for engaging teens have great value both in the moment and in the future….Teens can 

teach the museum how to work with other audiences.”26 They found that teen programs enrich 

the greater community by “…promoting civic engagement, generating social capital, and 

generally serving the public good.”27 Moreover, they step away from seeking quantitative results, 

instead supporting the idea that “…success is measured not in large numbers but in depth of 

                                                 

24 Ibid., 10. 

25 Ibid. 

26 Ibid., 68. 

27 Ibid. 
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experience and widespread, sustained impact.”28 A most significant conclusion of Room to Rise 

lies in the way it frames the concept of diversity. Their report states that “cultivating diversity is 

more than reaching out to a particular demographic segment and creating a program to serve it.” 

They “sought instead to engage a broader spectrum of young people….working closely and 

collaboratively with others who were not like themselves.”29 By using art to unite disparate 

groups to work toward a common goal, these programs have created a model focused on unity 

and inclusion rather than diversity, a model that better serves twenty-first century Americans.  

 While I was initially concerned about the similarities between this research project and 

my dissertation, I felt validated that such a professional, extensive survey had been launched in a 

field where it was greatly needed. I realized that while I had fewer resources than Room to Rise, I 

had found a topic to research that was timely and significant. My contributions concern the short-

term impact of programs, while this study was able to study the long-term impact. However, my 

own research distinguishes itself from Room to Rise, which focused solely on museums with 

contemporary art collections, supporting the idea that “teens seem developmentally primed to 

relate to the sometimes transgressive and often experimental nature of contemporary art.”30 In 

contrast, my study covers a variety of types of art museums, demonstrating that teens can also 

develop meaningful connections with art that existed long before they were born. While my 

research was developed independently, the similar results of this report confirm that my results 

are solid. 

                                                 

28 Ibid. 

29 Ibid., 71. 

30 Ibid. 
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Methodology 

 

 This dissertation is a qualitative, phenomenological study of teen programs from nine 

museums in five cities – Washington, D.C., Boston, San Francisco, Santa Cruz, and Dallas. I 

engaged in four distinct states of research. 

 My initial phase of research was to identify art museums with teen programs. I began by 

conducting online research into each teen museum program that I saw mentioned in printed and 

online publications. The National Art Education Association sponsors a variety of resources that 

yielded results, such as the Peer to Peer Google Hangouts,31 annual conference proceedings, Art 

Education Journal, and Studies in Art Education. Another excellent resource was Art Museum 

Teaching, a “digital community and collaborative online forum for reflecting on issues of 

teaching, learning, and experimental practice in the field of art museum education.”32 This 

website is founded and published by Mike Murawski, the Director of Education & Public 

Programs for the Portland Art Museum, and has a section on Teens in Museums. A third initial 

source was the annual reports from the National Convening of Teens in the Arts, which will be 

described in Chapter 2.33 I also interviewed museum educators at three art institutions closest to 

my Dallas home: Nicole Stutzman-Forbes, former Chair of Learning Initiatives and the Dallas 

Museum of Art League Director of Education; Thomas Feulmer, Director of Educational 

                                                 

31  National Art Education Association. "NAEA Museum Education's You Tube Videos. Peer to Peer P2P Initiative Google 
Hangout Videos." National Art Education Association, Museum Education Division, 
https://plus.google.com/109713576014955162590/videos, (June 14, 2016). 

32 Mike Murawski, "Teens in Museums," https://artmuseumteaching.com/category/teens-in-museums-2/, (June 14, 
2016). 

33 Gabrielle Wyrick, "Teen Convening Reports," Institute for Contemporary Art, Boston, http://www.icateens.org/teen-
convening, (June 14, 2016). 

https://plus.google.com/109713576014955162590/videos
https://artmuseumteaching.com/category/teens-in-museums-2/
http://www.icateens.org/teen-convening
http://www.icateens.org/teen-convening
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Programming at The Warehouse; and Anna Smith, Curator of Education, Colleen Borsh, 

Manager of School and Family Programs, and the late Tom Jungerberg, Manager of Touring 

Programs and Resources, all at the Nasher Sculpture Center. These sources helped me create a 

list of museums with teen programs. My purpose was to gather information about the nature of 

each program, including the goals, intended audience, frequency, duration, history, cost, 

marketing strategies, incentives, and expectations of such programs; review the human, digital, 

and physical resources used in the program; and, seek the program’s anticipated and 

accomplished impact on the teens, the museums, and the surrounding community.  

 My second step was to establish the criteria used to select programs of study. Chapter 1 

and 2 will explain the reasons for choosing these particular points. Each museum program 

chosen should demonstrate an engaging practice by attracting and sustaining teenage 

engagement with works of art and/or the art museum itself; supporting its teen program with 

motivated, professional staff, funding, and other museum resources; using technology in 

innovative ways to expand traditional museum boundaries of time, presence, and space; creating 

an informal, learning environment outside of school hours based on twenty-first century 

educational principles; and working collaboratively with teens to create, implement, and evaluate 

programming. Since it was imperative to study these programs in their urban context, my 

selections prioritized cities that offered more than one program. To avoid regional bias, I chose a 

variety of art museums, including collecting and non-collecting institutions, collections with 

traditional and contemporary art, and those with a global range as well as those appealing to a 

niche audience. When a program met these criteria, I contacted a museum educator with a brief 
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email to introduce myself, explain my research, and find out if the museum was interested in 

participating. If so, the program also had to be available at a time that also met my schedule.  

 My third phase was that of active research. Over the course of approximately a year, 

between the spring of 2014 and the summer of 2015, I conducted the interviews and observations 

that comprised the research into each teen program. I held forty-three interviews with museum 

educators, museum staff from other departments who had worked with the teens, and program 

alumni. I conducted most of these interviews in person, but some were by telephone. Each 

interview consisted of questions in the same categories: interviewee’s job at the museum; history 

of the teen program, including its relationship to the sponsoring museum’s mission and goals; 

mission, goals, and activities of the current program; teen recruitment process and goals; 

anecdotal evidence, documents, and/or research concerning the teens’ engagement with staff and 

museum resources, especially art and architecture; teen program’s use of technology; anecdotal 

evidence concerning how this program impacted the teens, the museum, and the city; 

sustainability; and alumni relations. I recorded and transcribed all interviews. During the same 

time period, I completed twenty-two program observations of teens at various stages in their 

programs, including initial program orientation and training, collaborative project design, and the 

execution and evaluation of said programs. My observations make note of verbal and non-verbal 

responses.  

 My fourth phase of research involved analyzing and synthesizing this vast amount of 

information. Since there is not much existing literature on teen programs, my research was 

exploratory, and my goal was to build a body of literature on the subject. Patterns emerged as I 

analyzed the complex interrelationships represented among the teens, the museum staff, the 
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museum, and the surrounding urban community. At this point, I solidified a framework for 

analysis, which will be presented in Part III of this dissertation.   

 

Research Limitations 

 

 I began research when the University of Texas at Dallas accepted my dissertation 

proposal in the fall of 2013. From January 2014 through the summer of 2015, I conducted the 

interviews and observations that comprise my research. All facts in this paper are correct at the 

time the interviews and observations occurred; it was not possible to track changes in museum 

staffing and programming after my research concluded at a museum.  

 Practical considerations limited program choices. The museums had to be willing to 

participate and have teen programs underway at a time that I could observe them. For these 

reasons, some excellent teen programs were not included in this study. I had hoped to include the 

Teen Art Council at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Because I assessed two other museums in 

Boston, I hoped to add this third, long established program. Unfortunately, Shilo Kuriakose, 

Teen Programs Manager, was not receptive to my requests.34 I was especially disappointed not to 

include two outstanding programs in Minnesota. One was the Teen Arts Council at the Walker 

Art Center in Minneapolis. However, Mischa Kegan, a program alumna who is now the Teen 

Programs Coordinator at the Walker, explained that the program was undergoing administrative 

change and it was not a good time to visit. Kegan granted me a telephone interview that helped 

                                                 

34 Shilo Kuriakose and Linda Apple, Personal Interview with the Teen Program Manager and Director of Volunteer and 
Community Engagement, Respectively. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. July 7, 2014. 
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me identify other programs to research.35 The Minneapolis Institute of Arts (MIA) also has a 

strong teen program operated in conjunction with the Hennepin County Libraries: Art Out of the 

Box. Emails and phone calls with Krista Pearson, Community Arts Associate at the MIA, and 

Joyce Linman, Librarian at Ridgedale Library, provided considerable insight into the power of 

urban networks, yet these programs were not available for visitation at a time that fit into my 

schedule. I had intended to include two other programs, but unfortunately, my contacts at these 

two museums developed too late to include. I am grateful to Marissa Reyes, the Polk Brothers 

Associate Director of Education, School and Teacher Programs at the Museum of Contemporary 

Art, Chicago. Reyes explained her vision about how to use the museum’s teen group, the Teen 

Creative Agency, to become creative and effective community partners to facilitate dialogue 

with other Chicago youth groups. I am also grateful to Molly Nuanes, Program Producer at the 

Failure Lab at The Museum of Contemporary Art, Denver. This program is based on the concept 

that “failure is an integral element of creativity” and allows teens to “try out wild ideas” as they 

“engage with museum professionals, interact with artists, and work with other teens to organize 

exhibitions, programs, and events for their peers.”36 I hope to someday visit these programs. 

 In order not to overlap with Room to Rise, a long-term study into the impact of teen 

programs conducted from 2011–2015, I eliminated the four museums participating in that study: 

the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, 

the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston, and The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. 

                                                 

35 Micha Kegan, Telephone Interview by author with the Teen Programs Coordinator. Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, MN. 
May 15, 2014. 

36 Gabrielle Wyrick, Give and Take: A National Convening for Teens in the Arts, 2014 Education Report. 
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Since any review of teen programs in those cities needed to include these outstanding programs, 

I eliminated these four cities from my research. 

 My original intent was to interview and survey teenagers at each museum program I 

observed. Unfortunately, The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at The University of Texas at 

Dallas objected to this approach:  

The IRB has the authority to review, approve, disapprove, or require changes in 

all research or related activities involving human participants….The primary 

mission of the IRB is to ensure the protection of the rights and welfare of all 

human participants in research conducted by university faculty, staff, and 

students. The IRB review process is guided by federal and state regulations, 

university policy, and the Belmont Report.37  

 

In order to meet the lowest level of approval, Minimal Review, the IRB mandated adjustments to 

my original plan. To meet IRB guidelines, I could not interview “[c]hildren under the age of 18, 

mentally incapacitated subjects, known pregnant women, or prisoners.”38 The IRB required that I 

destroy audio recordings made of any interview, and that my data be stored on “secured servers 

with password protection.”39 While I value the importance of insuring the safety of human 

subjects in university research, the standards to which I was held seemed more appropriate for 

medical research than my own field of study.  

 Although the IRB limited my research, I found other ways to gather information about 

impact programs had on teenagers. I observed the programs and interviewed any teens and 

alumni who were over 18. Adults also related useful anecdotes about teens. Museum websites 

                                                 

37  University of Texas at Dallas. "Institutional Review Board." Dallas: Author, https://research.utdallas.edu/orc/irb, (June 
14, 2016). 

38 Ibid. 

39 Ibid. 
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that published text and media created by teens served as vital source of information about the 

impact of these programs from a teen perspective. Lack of data about any program from a teen 

perspective reflects the museum’s digital publications policy and the University’s IRB policy 

rather than a lack of perceived impact by the teenagers. An unexpected outcome of these IRB 

limitations is that I was unable to focus on teen impact, which forced me to seek other ways in 

which these programs created a positive impact. I believe this strengthened my focus on the ways 

that teen programs benefitted the museum and the urban community, which sets this dissertation 

apart from most literature in the field. 

 

Conferences 

 

 I attended two national conferences with a focus on teen programming in art museums. 

From August 6–8, 2014, the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston (ICA) sponsored the sixth 

annual National Convening for Teens in the Arts. The ICA invited seven arts organizations from 

the United States and Canada to participate, each with an outstanding teen program. The teens 

and their educators spent three days discussing how to engage teens in the arts outside of school. 

A noted leader in teen arts programs, Sandra Jackson-Dumont, the Frederick P. and Sandra P. 

Rose Chair of Education at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, presented as a key speaker at the 

conference. The concept of “Give and Take” served as the theme for the 2014 Convening, which 

focused on the reciprocal impact of these programs on the museums and the teens. 

 The 2015 annual convention of the National Art Education Association took place in 

New Orleans, Louisiana on March 26-28. Both the pre-conference workshop for museum 
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educators on March 25 and the main conference included sessions on teen programming. Most 

notable was the preview of a four-year research study to be released in 2016, Investigating Long-

Term Impacts for Teen Arts Program Alumni by Danielle Linzer, Mary Ellen Munley, Kaileena 

Monet Flores-Emnace, and Christina Alderman. I gave two presentations at this conference: The 

Impact of Teen Programming in Art Museums and Engaging Teenagers through Art: A 

Transdisciplinary Approach. 

 

Chapter Summaries 

 

 Part I of this dissertation consists of two chapters that present the historical background 

on which teen programs are based.  A central element of this dissertation is the American 

concept of a public art museum. Numerous scholars have demonstrated how American museums 

rest on democratic ideals of a public, audience-centered institution: relevant, useful, and 

available (e.g., Dana, Burt, Gurian, Weil). In order to understand the role of teenagers in twenty-

first century American art museums, it is necessary to first chart the development of educational 

philosophy in those museums. Chapter 1, “Museums and Education: Historical Context,” 

presents a review of literature that traces the history of education in American art museums from 

their origins in Enlightenment Europe through the twentieth century. I explain the foundational 

philosophies that inform current teen programming, and highlight how the advantages and 

challenges programs face today are rooted in their past. The events presented in this chapter will 

introduce themes that will resurface in the analysis of exemplary teen programs presented in later 

chapters.  
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 Part I concludes the presentation of historical background in Chapter 2, “The 

Engagement of Adolescents in the Art Museum.” This chapter begins by establishing the cultural 

concept of adolescence in the United States. A century ago, this comparative study of teenage 

engagement in public American art museums would have been inconceivable. The concept of 

adolescence, the teen years lasting from puberty until maturity, first developed in the early 

twentieth century. During the second half of the twentieth century, studies on the theories of 

adolescence flourished, serving as the foundation of contemporary adolescent education. Next, I 

present an overview of the physical and psychological changes experienced between the ages of 

thirteen and nineteen, which must be considered in order to establish developmentally 

appropriate programs for adolescents. The third section briefly introduces the origins of the first 

teen art museum programs in the United States. For any teen program to be effective, teens must 

be actively engaged in the life of the museum. The fourth section reflects on the nature of 

engagement with a focus on the teen audience. Technology plays a key role in the life of twenty-

first century American teenagers, so the final section establishes central issues concerning 

technology that relate to teen programming. The section on technology includes a review of 

literature concerning technology and teenagers. 

 In Part II, “Research,” I present five short chapters, Chapters 3-7, each focused on a 

single city. Each chapter begins with an overview of the city, highlighting cultural, demographic, 

and transportation data that contextualize each museum and its teen programs. I integrate an 

overview of each museum into the urban descriptions, noting the museum’s location, the year it 

was established, the nature of its collection, and the museum’s relationship with urban 

demographics. The next section identifies a specific teen program at that museum. Teen program 
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data includes the following: title and origin, program mission and goals, the age and number of 

teenagers served, the length and nature of a teen’s required commitment to the program, and any 

compensation the teens receive. Each program section concludes with a summary of research, 

observations, and interviews I conducted. I introduce all nine programs in this manner.  

 Part III, the final part of this dissertation, presents the findings of my research: 

“Comparative Analysis of Programs with Supporting Anecdotes.” To best filter and analyze the 

anecdotal evidence I gathered from these nine teen programs, I determined three key foci. Each 

point impacts every program in this study, yet the impact varies. While each is a characteristic 

common to these valuable programs, each also presents its own challenges. The first focal point 

is presented in Chapter 8: the program must be mutually beneficial to the museum and the 

teenagers. This deceptively simple point can be difficult to implement, and both sides must 

benefit for a program to be sustainable. In the second focal point, Chapter 9, I examine how these 

nine programs are key players in networks extending beyond their own museum. Through 

cooperative effort, each museum not only maximizes the benefits to their own program but also 

generates a collaborative impact in their urban area that could not have been created by any 

single institution. Chapter 10 presents the third and final focal point: technology is an integral 

part of these twenty-first century programs, changing the way that people interact with and create 

art. I examine the online presence of teen programs, how technology raises questions of authority 

in teen programs, and the role of physical art in a digital world. Chapter 11 concludes the 

anecdotal portion of this dissertation by analyzing how the three foci merge at one teen 

sponsored evening at the Institute of Contemporary Art.  
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The conclusion proposes that the best gauge of a teen programs’ performance is the 

balance of three intersecting components: the art and architecture that create place, the digital 

technology that pervades teens’ lives, and the interpersonal relationships that these programs 

generate. A richer understanding of teen programming will aid in the development of twenty-first 

century museums that are a vital part of public life, benefitting their own institutions, their 

participants, and the surrounding urban community. 
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PART I 

 

BACKGROUND CONSIDERATIONS 

 

 

 In order to understand the role of teenagers in twenty-first century American art 

museums, it is necessary to first chart the development of educational philosophy in those 

museums. These foundational philosophies inform current teen programming, and the 

advantages and challenges these programs face today are rooted in their past. The first chapter in 

this dissertation traces the history of education in American art museums from their origins in 

Enlightenment Europe through the twenty-first century. The events presented in this chapter 

introduce themes that will resurface in the analysis of exemplary teen programs presented in later 

chapters.  

 Successful teen programs must be grounded in an understanding of the developmental 

changes that occur between the ages of thirteen and nineteen.  The second chapter examines the 

cultural concept of adolescence in the United States, and then outlines the physical and 

psychological changes that accompany the teen years. It then traces the growth of 

developmentally appropriate programming designed to engage teenagers in art museums. 

Because technology plays a key role in the life of twenty-first century American teenagers, this 

chapter concludes with a review of the key concepts influencing the use of technology with teens 

in art museums. Together, these two chapters comprise Part I of the dissertation, establishing the 

background grounding my own research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

MUSEUMS AND EDUCATION: HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 This chapter begins with a look at the origins of American museums. After identifying 

the characteristics that set American museums apart from their European counterparts, the 

chapter traces the development of two early American institutions to reveal themes that relate to 

modern teen programming. The first institution to be examined is the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston. The establishment of this museum demonstrates the value of collaborating with local 

educational institutions, the need for museums to address public debates over morality, and the 

competition for limited financial resources within an institution. The discussion then shifts from 

Boston to New York City, an urban environment with different demands. The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art provides a view into the role of a civic museum, shaped by competition from 

New York’s burgeoning entertainment industry and the expectations of wealthy patrons. The 

section concludes by examining two issues common to these early American museums: the need 

to address the socio-economic gap in the growing nation and the mounting debate on the 

formalization of gallery teaching and how to present works to museum visitors.  

 The second section of this chapter sketches out the development of educational 

philosophy in American museums through the twenties and thirties, as new sources for funding 

became available for museum programming. John Cotton Dana’s work at the Newark Museum 

defines the role of museum education to fit a broader definition of the public. The Museum of 

Fine Arts, Houston, moves the focus to the west. This museum provides an example of the 
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progressive educational philosophy of John Dewey. The ideas of Dana and Dewey continue to be 

reflected in twenty-first century museum education. 

 The third section of the chapter examines the impact of World War II on museum 

education, using the Metropolitan Museum in New York City as an example. Issues during this 

period serve as an example of how contemporary culture impacts museum education. The 

Metropolitan’s wartime creativity demonstrates how educational programming and 

interdisciplinary cooperation can be used to overcome challenges presented by world events. The 

importance of creativity and flexibility remain vital elements in museum education.  

 The fourth section studies trends impacting arts education in the Fifties and Sixties. 

Moving away from using specific museums as examples, this section instead examines trends 

shaping museum education across the nation. First, this section identifies post-war shifts in 

educational philosophy. Next, it introduces national initiatives that began during the mid-Sixties. 

These initiatives continue to impact museum education today.  

 The fifth section of the chapter examines a major philosophical shift that crystallized at 

the end of the twentieth century, when museums embraced their role as public servants with an 

intensified focus. During the last three decades of the century, museum educators organized to 

develop and publish standards that professionalized the field. Art museum educators reached out 

to broader public audience, sometimes leveraging teenagers as a means to attract and retain 

previously underserved audiences. Changes in technology impacted museums in unexpected 

ways, foreshadowing the value of teens as a sounding board for the future direction of museum 

education.  

 The final section of this chapter focuses on museum education in the twenty-first century. 

A review of literature published by experts in museum education reveals certain perennial issues 
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that educators face. However, today’s teenagers face new problems as well, particularly 

concerning the rapid advancement of technology. Today’s educators must determine how to 

equip this new generation with the tools they need to succeed in an uncertain future. 

 

Democratic Origins of American Art Museums 

 

 Understanding the democratic origins of the United States is key when placing the 

concept of education in museum history. Although the United States had its roots in Europe, 

critical differences between the two continents characterize their museums. Both have 

philosophical traditions based in Enlightenment ideals, which base knowledge on rational 

thought and elevate the importance of education. However, unlike Europeans, Americans were 

not surrounded with the fine art and architecture of ancient civilizations, nor did they have 

powerful royalty to accrue collections grounded in generations of tradition, history, and 

conquest. In comparison, America was young and relatively unsophisticated. It was a place 

where survival required creating unique solutions that met the needs of its citizens. Rather than 

accepting royal rule, Americans created a democratic government, and the elusive and transient 

will of the people influenced other aspects of life, including museums and education. Early 

Americans established the first museums as personal collections of curiosities, similar to early 

European museums. Wealthy Americans travelled Europe to collect Classical masterpieces for 

their museums. European culture dominated these relatively new American cultural institutions, 

and Americans proudly presented the work of elite Europeans as their heritage. Museum 

Historian Grace Fisher Ramsey notes that by 1873, the close of the first century of American 

museums, these conditions had created the stereotype that “…the art museum was a rather 
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gloomy tomb of treasures.”40 These urban museums struggled to establish an American identity, 

which included determining the role of education in a cultural institution. Ramsey notes that 

there was “…little evidence of a realization on the part of the museum that one of its chief duties 

lay in the interpretation of its collections to adults for their enjoyment and for the enrichment of 

their lives.”41 

 How then did vibrant and meaningful teen programs emerge from these gloomy 

ancestors? Museum historian Carol Duncan explains the “complex and contradictory” nature of 

the motivation to establish public American art museums. She identifies these motivations as 

“…a mix of personal and public ambitions, elitist and democratic sentiments.” She continues, 

“As we shall see, that complexity is visible in the often contradictory scenarios that structure 

public art museums to this day.”42 The way that American art museums create a delicate balance 

between seemingly contradictory goals is central to the value and sustainability of their 

programs.  

 The early appreciation of Fine Arts in America is strongly linked to educational 

institutions. The history of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, demonstrates this through its early 

connections with libraries and universities. Museum Historian Nathaniel Burt credits this 

institution’s origin to the concept of an Athenaeum in the mid-nineteenth century. Athenaeums 

were institutions of learning, private libraries for gentlemen to read, converse, and even play 

chess, while in the presence of beautiful art. The Athenaeum materialized the strong connection 

between art and education and created a place in an urban environment for members to receive 

                                                 

40  Grace Fisher Ramsey, Educational Work in Museums of the United States, e book ed. (New York: The H. W. 
Wilson company, 1938), 1. 

41 Ibid., 43. 

42  Carol Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums (New York: Routledge, 1995), 54. 
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aesthetic inspiration. However, its vision of education belonged to only those who had the time, 

connections, and knowledge to participate; they did not exist for a broad audience.  

 Athenaeums were located in urban areas, such as Boston (1849), Hartford’s Wadsworth 

Athenaeum (1842), and Philadelphia (1845). Boston’s conservatism at the time led to a bias 

favoring books over art because books were believed to avoid the moral dangers inherent in 

visual art.43  As a result, the Boston Athenaeum began with a very small collection of 

conservative paintings and an overabundance of books. As the popular collection of paintings 

and sculpture grew in the late century, a competition for space brewed between the books and the 

works of art. When the Boston Athenaeum ran out of space, it led to the creation of the Museum 

of Fine Arts, Boston (1870), which moved into its new building on Copley Square in 1876.44 The 

museum quickly outgrew this building and moved to its current location on Huntington Avenue 

on the Fenway in 1909, assuming its position, literally and figuratively, among other prestigious 

institutions spanning the length of Frederick Law Olmstead’s public parks. This museum 

benefitted from the presence of other educational institutions nearby, notably Harvard University 

and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, which secured seats on the board, along with the 

Athenaeum. The composition of the museum’s board demonstrates the museum’s ties to 

educational and urban institutions. Another board member even came from the Boston Public 

Library. This representation is key because libraries, such as the Boston Public Library, which 

opened in 1852, began to expand education beyond the university or private realm and provide 

                                                 

43  Nathaniel Burt, Palaces for the People: A Social History of the American Art Museum, 1st ed. (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1977), 70. 

44 Ibid. 
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an informal form of education to the general public.45 Other board members represented The 

Lowell Institute, the Superintendent of Schools, and the Mayor of Boston.46 The board 

undoubtedly favored education. By cultivating this connection between education and art 

collections, the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston reshaped the roles museums played in the 

community. The connections between educational institutions and art museums persist to this 

day and will resurface as a theme to examine in teen programs.  

 Museums, as public institutions, are accountable to the public, and are subjected to 

shifting cultural mores and the ever-present question of financial sustainability. As the twentieth 

century began, prestige exceeded cash at The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. As a result, 

Boston’s early collection contained only plaster casts of original European sculptures. Casts of 

original artworks allowed for study at a lower price than purchasing original works of art, but the 

popular casts of Greek and Renaissance nudes proved too scandalous for conservative Boston. 

Burt states that before the first opening, the Museum board “voted to procure and apply fig 

leaves wherever appropriate and Boston’s conscience was clear.”47 Boston’s view of the arts was 

“…fundamentally Puritan – uplift rather than a mere pandering to the delight of the senses.”48 

Propriety ranked ahead of artistic integrity in Boston, or at least until the turn of the century, 

when the cast controversy began in earnest. At one side of the debate was the conservative view 

of education, spearheaded by Edward Robinson (1858-1931). As the Curator of Classical 

Antiquities, who became the second Director in 1902, he was in charge of, and dedicated to, the 

                                                 

45 Ibid., 69. 

46 Ibid., 113. 

47 Ibid., 112. 

48 Ibid., 113. 
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educational value of an extensive collection of casts. On the other side of the debate sat a few 

more liberal and aesthetically minded men. One was Matthew S. Pritchard, who became 

Assistant Director in 1903, just as this issue came to a head. Burt quotes Pritchard as saying, 

“The aim of a museum of art is to establish and maintain in the community a high standard of 

aesthetic taste.”49 Pritchard did not see the purpose in allotting the valuable and extensive space 

needed for the collection of casts to a new museum building. This battle between the aesthetic 

value of originals and the educational value of more readily available casts grew intense. 

Original aesthetics triumphed over the educational value of casts, and the museum established a 

policy dedicating funding and space to original works of art. This shaped the future of the 

Museum of Fine Art, Boston, which today hosts an extensive, internationally famous collection 

of original works of art.  

 The Museum of Fine Art, Boston did not emerge from this debate unscathed. By 1905, 

the uproar of the casts controversy led to an administrative disruption. Before the museum 

moved into its new location on the Fenway in 1909, Pritchard left.50 Edward Robinson, the first 

curator of the Department of Classical Antiquities, who had led the faction supporting casts for 

educational purposes, resigned over the casts debate and moved to the Metropolitan Museum in 

New York City.51 While the financial and logistical issues of moving into its new building 

consumed the Boston museum, Robinson brought the Metropolitan into the lead in original 

acquisitions.52 In spite of this, both museums became leaders in acquiring original works of art. 

                                                 

49 Ibid., 123. 

50 Ibid., 124. 

51 Ibid., 122. 

52 Ibid., 124. 
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The habit of purchasing large numbers of inexpensive casts for educational purposes continued 

in other American museums, particularly in art institutes founded west of the Alleghany that did 

not have the resources to buy originals in the late nineteenth century. However well intended, 

this backfired. It resulted in the focus of intense academic research staying in Boston and New 

York, rather than moving west, where museums still used casts. This practice burdened these 

underserved museums while museums with original works of art ended up with a long-term 

advantage as collectors and as educators. The struggle highlighted by the cast controversy 

between museum education and collecting continues well into the twenty-first century. Tension 

between curators and educators remains at the center of debate as today’s museums allocate 

funding and establish priorities for their teen programs. Decisions Boston made at the turn of the 

century about the value of original works of art to the museum acquire new meaning today as 

technological advances push the meaning of originality to new limits. The role of original works 

of art in today’s teen education programs serves a focal point for questions concerning the larger 

issues of access and intention. 

 Whereas Boston was grounded in education and high culture, New York provides a 

contrast as an economic powerhouse. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City serves 

as an example of the American approach to creating city museums, as well as the vision of a 

museum as an educational institution. The idea of civic museums is not unique to the United 

States; the history of public ownership of art can be traced to the Protestant Reformation in 

sixteenth century Europe. During the Protestant Reformation, the public seized treasures from 

the Catholic Church, donating them to libraries and fine arts galleries to be displayed for anyone 

in the city to see. One noted example is the collection housed in the Wasserkirche in Zürich from 
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1629.53 The trend was followed in other cities, and private collectors added their books, art, and 

artifacts to public collections. Two noted examples are libraries in Milan (1680) and Arles 

(1785).54 Through France and Spain, central Europe and Britain, collections changed hands as 

revolutions shifted the balance of power, but city museums were here to stay. Germain Bazin, a 

noted art historian who served a chief curator of paintings at the Louvre, points out that 

ownership of artwork in Europe was “particularly suited” to the “municipal organization.”55 

Thus, city museums blossomed, their roots firmly grounded the value of the common man.  

 Unlike the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, the Metropolitan had no universities supporting 

it, yet it did have a rich financial base of dedicated patrons. Some donors stipulated the 

establishment of designated galleries identifying them by name, creating stately family 

memorials for the rich and famous. These memorials contradicted the image of a public, 

democratic institution. Around 1900, when it became evident to museum leadership that 

establishing a separate gallery for each donor was a curse, changes were made in the museum’s 

acquisition policies.56 However, no matter how worthy the educational goals of a museum might 

be, it is only possible to implement them with financial backing. Whether money comes from 

individual patrons, corporate sponsors, or the government, museums must understand and 

carefully weigh the funder’s expectations against the museum’s goals. Teen programs continue 

to reflect the influence of donors, and this will be evident particularly in niche museums. 

                                                 

53 Germain Bazin, Museum Age, 1st American ed. (New York: Universe Books, 1967), 141. 

54 Ibid., 142. 

55 Ibid., 141. 

56  Burt, Palaces for the People: A Social History of the American Art Museum, 104. 
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 The roots of the Metropolitan Museum follow this history of city museums with public 

acquisitions and powerful donors. Nathaniel Burt, in his noted social history of American art 

museums, places the Metropolitan clearly in the lead in American museum history:  

This first era, from 1870 to 1900 (or 1904), was concerned largely with sheer survival, 

the struggles of birth and childhood. In 1870 America was almost, if not quite, a country 

without an art museum. By 1900, there were dozens of museums but few of them could 

be called excellent. In 1900, the Metropolitan was not excellent, but thirty years of 

constant growth had laid a firm foundation for later excellence.57  

 

To better understand this foundation at the Metropolitan in 1900 requires a brief step back to the 

end of the American Civil War. With amazing speed, this museum began in 1866 with a shared 

concept and no art collection, and was able to open as an art museum in 1872. It was a group 

effort, although not a heterogeneous one, created by established businessmen and professionals. 

Burt notes that the group was united by a commitment to “the Union and New York civic 

reform,” and was brought together through membership in two civic minded “clubs: the Union 

League and the Century Association.”58 Speeches from the kick-off the project reveal five central 

goals: to establish America’s reputation as a world cultural leader at the level of European 

countries, to show the works of American artists, to create a place for American collectors to 

donate their works, to provide a place for American students to study, and to counter urban 

vice.59 Thus, the Metropolitan envisioned itself as a center for cultural improvement, a place 

where urban students would be surrounded by great art. By the turn of the century, the 

Metropolitan targeted educational activities to meet the needs of distinct segments of New 

York’s public: art students, school children, and the poor. These goals not only mirror museum 
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priorities that still exist today, but they also firmly cement education as a top priority from the 

beginning. Burt notes that from their onset, American museums set themselves apart from their 

European counterparts by envisioning themselves “…as an educational institution rather than 

merely as a depository of the beautiful.”60 While the Metropolitan would not develop teen 

leadership programs until the late twentieth century, they had established that museums could 

use their cultural treasures to enrich the lives of teenagers and create a better urban environment.  

 Despite these progressive ideas, this lofty view of museums as educational institutions 

encountered challenges from the public. New York City at the turn of the century experienced 

“an amusement explosion.”61 A heterogeneous mix of adults with an insatiable appetite for 

entertainment filled New York City. Reputable museum programs competed with theaters and 

shows for the public’s leisure time and disposable income. Clever entrepreneurs took advantage 

of the public’s desire for dramatic entertainment: When entertainment was marketed as reputable 

educational programming, the public could enjoy their vices without losing their reputation. A 

fascinating variety of shows emerged, all safely hiding behind the label of museum. The 

legendary P.T. Barnum epitomized this type of entrepreneur: a shrewd businessman with a 

penchant for drama and questionable ethical boundaries. By 1851, Barnum’s American Museum 

was drawing large crowds in New York City with a variety of exhibits ranging from dwarfs and 

jugglers to Biblical dioramas.62 Exhibits like these blurred the line between education and 

entertainment, and the battle for the leisure time of Americans had begun. This tug-of-war is still 

fought today as twenty-first century museums compete with edutainment, trying to draw crowds 
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while also offering quality programming.  How can museums like the Metropolitan attract the 

attention and commitment of teenagers amidst the myriad of tawdry opportunities available in 

modern American cities? Today’s cultural institutions must inspire an interest in art that 

outshines the juggling dwarfs of modern entertainment.  

 However lofty the Metropolitan’s goals were to educate the poor, art historian Carol 

Duncan’s analysis of museum history presents a different perspective that highlights a lack of 

socio-economic awareness at the turn of the century. While both the Metropolitan and the 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, were located on public parks, they were considered remote and 

difficult to reach by the working class at this time.63 (56). The Metropolitan published its 

opening times and was centrally located in a public park, yet the working poor certainly could 

not afford the time or entry fees to visit, thus increasing the difference between the educated, 

established American bourgeoisie and struggling immigrants.64 Duncan emphasizes that the 

Metropolitan, as well as the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and the Art Institute of Chicago, 

“were aimed at the middle classes, the social and political allies of the WASP elite.” Even 

though these museum were built on “public land and usually with at least some public money,” 

the control of these museums and their programs remained in the hands of the elite.65  Questions 

of elitism in American museums continue to emerge. The need to address America’s increasing 

broad definition of the public, particularly as it concerns socio-economic and cultural diversity, 

will be a central issue in teen programming. 
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 At the dawn of the twentieth century, both the Metropolitan and the Museum of Fine 

Arts, Boston sought the best ways to introduce works of art to the public. Multiple dilemmas 

plagued the two museums. Firstly, museum staff members were not trained educators. Secondly, 

waves of visitors streamed into the museum, but Boston did not have enough staff members to 

adequately address everyone. However, the museums did work to correct these problems using 

inventive solutions. Noted museum educator Elliott Kai-Kee credits the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston as the leader in establishing the role of docents in gallery teaching.66 Boston’s original 

attempt at using docents in 1896 was successful until interrupted by the casts controversy; the 

second attempt in 1907 continues to this day.67 Museum staff urged Boston’s docents to avoid 

following a scripted plan; instead, they were encouraged to find out the interests of individuals 

on their tours and react appropriately.68 At the Metropolitan, docents were also encouraged not to 

teach visitors art history; their docent technique in the 1920’s stressed appealing to each 

individual’s “…eye and mind, to sense and soul.”69  In 1917, the Metropolitan enriched the 

viewing process by offering visitors seminars that introduced them to the formal characteristics 

of art, such as line and color.70 This anecdote establishes two issues that are still discussed by 

educators today. The first is how to find the best way to introduce visitors to works of art, 

balancing the benefits and drawbacks of factual presentation versus the audience’s aesthetic 

perception. Should visitors be taught an art historical narrative or guided through a formalist 
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view of artistic elements? Or is it best to follow the visitor’s aesthetic interests? Is a participatory 

experience preferable to an informational or didactic approach? The second issue that remains 

relevant today is the impact of volunteers in educational programming. Modern educators seek to 

professionalize their own role in museums, distinguishing their job from that of a volunteer, 

while at the same time needing their assistance.  

 As America moved deeper into the twentieth century, other questions lingered. How do 

museums allocate limited resources to meet the needs of the collection as well as those of their 

educational mission? Where does one draw the line between education and entertainment? How 

do museums address their role in America’s growing socio-economic gap? Which public voice 

gets priority? These questions remain at the center of modern debate.  

 

Progressive Education in the Twenties and Thirties 

 

 The Progressive Movement was a period of change in American politics and culture 

around the beginning of the twentieth century. Philosophical leaders such as Horace Mann 

(1796-1859), proponent of education for all, and John Dewey (1859-1952), proponent of 

experiential learning, advocated the importance for arts education in schools and reinforced the 

need for a place for schoolchildren to work with great works of art. Mann emphasized the 

importance of a well-rounded, secular education for every child, as well as the 

professionalization of teacher training programs.71 Dewey’s work is especially relevant for arts 

educators. Dewey writes about the transformative nature of art to create an experience between 
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the artist and the viewer, urging viewers to move beyond passively viewing the art and “…create 

his own experience…according to his point of view and interest….There is work done on the 

part of the percipient as there is on the part of the artist.”72 The lessons of these educational 

leaders are central to the development of arts education in the twenties and thirties.    

During these decades, new sources of funding became available for museums and their 

educational programming. At this time, private foundations supported programming for arts 

education in museums and colleges. In 1923, the Carnegie Foundation recognized that while 

museum attendance was increasing, there was a significant need for improved arts education. As 

a result, the Carnegie Foundation increased funding for this field during the twenties and 

thirties.73 Not long after, in 1935, the U.S. Government began the Works Progress Association, 

funding numerous arts activities, which included museum personnel and docent services.74 With 

more funding, schools brought more students to the museum to see works of art.75 The 

progressive education movement that was spreading across the nation “…viewed education as 

the fundamental means of social progress,” and “…by the late 1930s, the work of the education 

departments in major museums increasingly centered on children.”76 Shortly after opening its 

doors to the public in 1928, The Philadelphia Museum of Art began art classes for high school 
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students.77 Museums began to emphasize the active engagement of children. Museum docents 

working with children were encouraged to limit the number of works the students saw, and spend 

quality time with a few works. Rather than lecture children, docents encouraged them to 

participate actively in the lessons by drawing or taking notes. Instructors at the Toledo Museum 

of Art allowed students to “pose the questions to be answered and choose the paintings they 

wanted to know about.”78 These ideas remain central in today’s teen programming: active 

engagement, activities directed by personal choice, and depth over breadth.  

 By the thirties, museums were regularly designing programs to meet the needs of distinct 

groups of visitors. In order to investigate the strategies museums employed to meet visitors’ 

needs, Grace Fisher Ramsey completed a study of educational programs in American museums 

in 1938. According to her book, Educational Work in Museums of the United States, museum 

programs were being created for distinct audiences such as training for schoolteachers,79 

activities for children visiting the museum, and programs for adult visitors. 80 Public access for 

groups with special needs had just begin, and there were a few classes designed in the late 1930s 

for blind and deaf adults81 and “handicapped” children.82 Museums offered docent training for 

adults,83 as well as junior docent programs.84 While this list may lead one to believe that children 

were an expected and accepted audience in American museums of the thirties, Kai-Kee provides 
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a different perspective in A Brief History of Teaching in the Art Museum. He notes that in 1934, 

children were not embraced in all museums. He particularly mentions art museums in New 

England, where children were often considered “a necessary evil.”85 Attitudes about teenagers in 

today’s museums continue to run the gamut. Whereas some museums embrace their teen 

programs as the mainstay of their educational programming, other museums offer no 

programming targeted for the teen audience. While literature is available concerning why a 

specific museum does target a teen audience, research into why teen audiences are not targeted 

by some museums could offer a fresh perspective about perceptions and misconceptions 

concerning teen programming.  

 Ramsey credits the growth of museums to the raised importance of educational 

programming. She emphasizes the role of education as “…the basic function of the American 

museum” and explains that “…it is not sufficient merely to have collection and trust to the 

efficiency of the ‘cafeteria method.’”86 However, she also notes that in the thirties, “…the 

directors…were too engrossed in acquiring and housing their collections to pay much attention 

to the educational needs of their institutions,” leading to an overemphasis on purchasing 

“buildings and cases” rather than paying educators. As a result, many museum education 

programs relied on the kindness of staff members with no experience in education to implement 

occasional programming.87 Reports describing educational programming in museums at this time 

were experimental, although at times quite enthusiastic, yet training for museum educators was 
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rare.88 In 1938, Ramsey notes that when educators were available, “A marked trend has been 

away from lectures more or less related to the museum’s collections, with a passive listening on 

the part of the audience … to museum offerings involving greater activity and participation on 

the part of adult visitors.”89 However, when educators were not available, the general public 

would hear curatorial lectures more appropriate for academic scholars or the random musings of 

well-intentioned but untrained volunteers. The professionalization of the field of museum 

education was still decades in the future. 

 One museum in particular took the lead on embracing the public and creating educational 

opportunities that matched the interest of the public. This museum, created for a broader socio-

economic class, began in the Newark Library in 1909. John Cotton Dana (1856-1929) and his 

work at the Newark Museum were influential in redefining the role of museum education to fit a 

broader vision of the public. In 1902, Dana moved to Newark, a city with strong industry, an 

extensive immigrant population, and quality educational institutions.90 As the director of the 

Denver Public Library at the end of the nineteenth century, Dana enacted innovative 

interventions to attract more of the public: he created a children’s section; opened the stacks for 

the public to browse; and, established specialized sections for business and foreign language that 

met the needs of immigrant entrepreneurs. These innovations reflected commitment to the city’s 

unique demographics.  

 The Newark Museum opened in 1909 when Dana converted the library’s fourth floor to 

an exhibit space. He asked local citizens to display their collections, which included works of art 
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and items from natural history. The fledgling museum became so popular that, in 1926, the 

museum moved into a separate building. Dana attacked the exclusivity of traditional museums 

and included utilitarian objects as well as fine art in his museum. Dana believed that individuals 

needed to decide what interested them without being told what to study, whether it was found in 

books, fine art, or the aesthetics of everyday objects. “We are in danger of being overtaught,” he 

wrote. “We are always in danger of submitting too much to authority.”91 Thus, Dana did not 

value educational attempts to teach a prescribed curriculum, and instead put his emphasis on the 

individual’s ability to best decide what route their studies should follow. Andrew McClellan, 

Professor and Museum Studies Advisor at Tufts University, emphasizes that, as the director of 

the Newark Museum, Dana did not intend to provide a place for privileged masses to reinforce 

their importance; rather, McClellan believes Dana’s vision was to create a useful place that 

matched the needs and interests of the common community, and was located in the midst of their 

community. These innovations last long after Dana’s life: McClellan advocates that Dana’s work 

has as much impact today than it did when Dana lived.92 This rings true today, as will be 

exemplified in the struggle in many teen programs as they decide when to focus on more 

traditional fine arts and when to follow the proclivity of modern teenagers for popular digital 

media.  

 The burgeoning American art world did not entirely center on the east coast of the United 

States. The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (MFAH) traces its origin to the Houston Public 

School Art League, founded in 1900, where instructors encouraged students to study and 

                                                 

91 Ibid. 

92  Andrew McClellan, Art Museum from Boullée to Bilbao (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 2008), 
31. 



 

 

  

  

43 

reproduce old-master paintings and drawings.93 The MFAH was one of the first art museums in 

Texas.94 Celeste Adams, historian of the MFAH, notes that in 1913, the League decided that to 

best meet their goals, they needed “a new museum building.”95 At the MFAH, this philosophy of 

public accessibility was literally set in stone: a frieze engraved in the limestone of the original 

building announced it was a “Museum of Fine Arts Erected By The People For The Use Of The 

People.”96 Comments at the April 1924 dedication underscored the educational emphasis: “If this 

country is to continue to go forward through coming ages, it must nourish and stimulate its 

imaginative and emotional side, as it has already trained its practical sense.”97 The expansion of 

programming coinciding with the erection of new buildings endures as a theme in twenty-first 

century museums. Several museums in the following chapter developed their teen programs in 

response to new facilities.   

 In the first four decades of the twentieth century, critical concepts emerged that remain 

central to twenty-first century teen programs. The importance of arts education for children was 

acknowledged as an awareness of public participation in museums increased. A debate was 

launched about the value of traditional forms of art as opposed to popular ones. Museums began 

to develop educational programs to meet the needs and interests of distinct audiences. Museum 

educators recognized a need to professionalize their field. New buildings spurred an interest in 
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innovative educational programming. However, by the end of the 1930s, political unrest 

overshadowed the era of progressive education.  

 

World War II 

 

 During World War II, patriotism was at the forefront of museum initiatives. Museums 

struggled to encourage public participation while also protecting their works of art. The Report 

of the Trustees of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1944 serves as an example of the challenges 

faced by museums and their education departments during the war. Due to the fear of attack, The 

Metropolitan Museum removed more than twenty thousand works from the museum for 

safekeeping during the war. These were returned safely in 1944.98 As could be expected, museum 

attendance and membership dropped dramatically in 1942. However, as the war continued, the 

museum saw increased attendance in 1943 and 1944, before the art was returned, particularly at 

educational programs. A closer examination of the Metropolitan Museum’s 1944 Annual Report 

explains this. In the Director’s Report, Director Taylor makes a point that while removing these 

works “…might have seemed to be a great blow to the integrity and usefulness of the Museum,” 

it turned out to be exactly the opposite. The staff rose to the challenge, creatively “…keeping the 

program filled with exhibitions and activities of an educational and recreational nature”99  The 

Trustees believed that this was because “…a study of the treasures of the past has a deep 
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constructive significance to minds overset by the destruction of war.”100  The Director was 

“…inclined to attribute this growth to a spreading realization on the part of the public that the 

museum is taking a more active and useful place in the community.”101  

 The loss of the Metropolitan’s collection during the war years was not the only obstacle 

museum educators needed to overcome. They also lost their school tours: “Two days after Pearl 

Harbor, the Board of Education stopped class visits to museums.” The Director continued to 

explain that this “was a wise safety measure,” which was not lifted until 1944. When school 

visits resumed, the number of school students attending soared by 71 percent. The number of 

adults attending educational lectures increased even more dramatically, by 100 percent.102  While 

Taylor credited quality programming and public interest for these increases, he also noted that 

these large numbers “…operate against us, for to serve all we must ‘spread ourselves too thin.’” 

He proposed an alternative: “…to be selective…to work with teachers and other leaders or with 

certain age levels, such as high school students.” He believed the teachers and leaders would 

“pass on the message to larger groups beyond.” Interestingly, the Director singled out high 

school students as a group to continue to work with directly. He also advised the staff “…not to 

till only fertile fields,”103 possibly a reference to reaching out to youth because they were 

impressionable.  

 Another educational trend stands out in this wartime report: interdisciplinary work. The 

Director singles out one project as exceptional because it was only possible through the “…close 
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cooperation of three or four…” divisions of the museum.104 The “division of Educational 

Exhibitions” worked with three other departments – Lending Collections, Adult Education, and 

the Department of Far Eastern Art – to present a new educational exhibition. “This co-operation 

is more than an administrative arrangement; it is in itself an educational technique.”105  Through 

the collaborative effort of educators and curators, more was accomplished than any one 

department could have done alone. Educators, serving as a bridge between the collection and the 

public, led the way.  

 At this time, professional museum educators were still rare. A few larger museums hired 

professionals to specialize in education in the forties and fifties; they designed engaging 

educational programs especially for children.106  In 1940, museum educators still had no 

requirements or a course of training, yet there were university programs in art history and 

curatorship.107 Curators and art historians, who were comfortable giving scholarly lectures to 

adults in quiet academic settings, found it a challenge to explain a work of art to a casual 

museum visitor, much less to a child. Some museums did not embrace the idea of depending on 

volunteers for educational needs, citing a lack of professionalism.108 Others relied on volunteers, 

actively training docents to work in their institutions. One museum’s partnership with a local 

organization developed into a national trend. When the Nelson Gallery at the Atkins Museum in 

Kansas City opened in 1934, the museum director joined with the city’s Junior League and the 

Kansas City school system to establish a program to train docents for school tours. In 1953, the 
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Junior League took 46,000 children through this museum. News about the tremendous success of 

this program spread to other cities, making it possible for museums to host thousands of school 

children around the country, with the help of the Junior League.109  So while education began to 

assume an increasingly popular role in museums, it mainly fell into the hands of volunteers. 

 During the difficult period of World War II, museum educators at the Metropolitan 

overcame the seemingly insurmountable odds of losing both their collection and their school 

tours. They emerged with creative interdisciplinary solutions, and a spirit of patriotism that 

would infuse the decades to follow.   

 

From War to Cold War  

 

 While the enormous weight of restructuring after the war consumed Europe, the United 

States assumed a key role in the world of western art. The influx of art and artists from war-torn 

Europe intensified the American art museum’s focus on acquisition, preservation, and 

research.110  As museums focused on their expanding collections and scholarly pursuits, there 

was little time left to study exactly how to present these works to a more public audience. Kai-

Kee notes that in the fifties, although a few museum educators “…experimented with various 

forms of gallery teaching…the programs did not develop enough momentum to survive long.”111  

Museums were focused on other issues at the end of the war. 
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 In the fifties, the western world wrestled with more than just recovering from the physical 

destruction of two world wars. Philosophical questions surfaced about the role of civilization to 

foster uncivilized behavior, and the ability of museums to provide people with a vision of the 

joy, beauty, and humanity of life. In 1948, Walter Pach (1883-1958) wrote The Art Museum in 

America to urge Americans discover the richness contained in American museums. Pach was an 

artist, art historian, and prolific writer who believed in power of art to inspire democratic ideals 

in the United States. He believed too many Europeans saw America’s focus as one of capitalistic 

materialism and wished to encourage a higher level of thought and culture in the United 

States.112  With the support of a Rockefeller grant, Pach set out to study museums, as well as the 

people behind them. His extensive research included institutions across the United States, such 

as the Metropolitan, the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and the Dallas Museum of Art. Since 

Pach believed artists living in a democratic society could inspire humankind to a higher purpose, 

he strived to foster a spirit of participation in art museums. Pach believed that most of the 

American public in 1948 remained ignorant or indifferent about museums. He pointed out that 

there was a great need to broaden the audience, including people of all socio-economic levels, to 

inspire patriotism in post-war America. He notes that “…efforts are being made, in various 

cities, to widen the public reached by our collections.”113 Eilean Hooper Greenhill, a modern-day 

scholar of museums and their educational roles, supports Pach’s observation. She notes that 

changes were made to museum staffing during the fifties, sixties, and seventies to adapt to an 

expanding museum audience. She mentions that museums began to hire “education officers and 
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designers in addition to curators” to improve the experience of museum visitors.114 Progress in 

museum education during these three decades, however ponderous, was spurred by the gradual 

support of governmental and private organizations.  

 During the Cold War in the United States, pressure mounted for increased science 

education. In the twenty years following the war, it became clear that this intense focus on 

science had a negative impact on arts education. A national commission was formed in 1963 to 

examine the state of the humanities in the United States. In 1964, the commission issued the 

Belmont Report, a document that confirmed that the “…emphasis placed on science endangered 

the study of the humanities from elementary schools through postgraduate programs.”115 The 

Belmont Report made a strong case for federal support of America’s museums, based on their 

crucial role in the nation’s cultural heritage and their current precarious financial crisis.116  In 

1965, President Johnson called for the creation of the National Foundation on the Arts and 

Humanities, establishing one agency for the arts and a separate one for the humanities. Congress 

passed the bill in September 1965.   

 The following year, in October 1966, Congress passed the National Museum Act. This 

act formally recognized that the “…museums of the nation constitute cultural and educational 

institutions of great importance to the Nation’s progress.” It aimed to “…insure that museum 

resources for preserving and interpreting the Nation’s heritage may be more fully utilized in the 

enrichment of public life in the individual community.” Congress also appropriated annual 
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funding for America’s museums. This funding was to be used for establishing national and 

international “professional organizations” for the cooperative “study of museum problems and 

opportunities.” This included implementing career training for museum employees as well as 

creating publications to share research and techniques.117  

 These two acts were not alone. The mid-sixties initiated a decade of focus on developing 

a more inclusive public educational system in the country, including the Civil Rights Act as well 

as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. This politically charged decade concluded with 

a focus on public participation and active questioning of systems of authority; this spirit of public 

involvement extended to museums. Museums, as well as other educational institutions, began to 

focus on programming as a way to activate a more inclusive definition of the public. Museums 

offered more educational programs in the sixties, spurred by both a desire to play a more active 

role in society and by the additional federal funds now available for educational programs.118 

Federal funding and improvements in social science research also instigated a new interest in 

visitor studies during the sixties, which contributed to an understanding of how to help unique 

audiences derive meaning from their museum experiences.119  

 These post-war sentiments inspired the creation of new organizations. The International 

Council of Museums (ICOM), established in 1946, cites “the educational focus of museums” as 

one of their three main goals for the following two decades. By the sixties, facing a financial 

crisis, ICOM developed a more inclusive and democratic membership policy that reflected “the 
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museum’s changing role in society.”120 In 1978, when the ICOM’s Committee for Education and 

Cultural Action began holding annual international conferences, the value of education in a 

museum was more widely recognized.121  These efforts by public and private organizations set 

the stage for more rapid progress in the field of museum education.   

 

Closing out the Twentieth Century 

 

 The final three decades of the twentieth century stand out as a time of revitalization for 

the profession of museum education, as educators stepped into their role as a bridge between the 

collection and the public. By the seventies, museum educators actively defined their profession 

and advocated for its role in museum education. Burt points out that by 1970, American 

museums found the need to make a major shift to “preservation and appreciation rather than 

construction and acquisition.”122 The sudden proliferation of new organizations, activities, and 

publications described in this section serves as evidence.  

 In 1970, there was still no formal place for educators in the American Association of 

Museums (now the American Alliance of Museums). Association meetings “did not include 

programs of interest” for educators, who felt like “second class citizens.”123  To rectify this, in 

1971, the American Association of Museums established its Museum Accreditation program. 
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This program brought a new sense of professionalism to museums by establishing the expected 

roles and standards of American museums.124  

 1973 was a key year in formalizing the role of education within the American 

Association of Museums. The year marks the establishment of the Standing Professional 

Committee on Education, or EdCom, as part of the American Association of Museums.125 In the 

final quarter of the twentieth century, EdCom designed initiatives and published key documents 

that professionalized the value of museum education. This committee focused on “...the role of 

the museum educators within their institutions, particularly their parity with curators and 

increasing their involvement in the planning of exhibitions.”126 The systematic inclusion of 

educators in the development of exhibitions was not without conflict, an issue noted in 

Transforming Practice, a book containing articles from several museum educators about changes 

occurring in their field. In an article focused on the relationship between curators and educators, 

author Lisa C. Roberts reflects back to the eighties. She notes that curators, who were used to 

having control over the content of an exhibition, questioned the role of an educator to alter that 

content so that a diverse public audience could better understand an exhibit.127  

 Another source also comments about the rising influence of education in museums, and 

relates this to changes in pedagogical approaches. In 1971, Harry S. Parker III, Vice Director for 

Education at the Metropolitan Museum at the time, wrote “education was on the ascendancy.”128 
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In support, he cited remarkable changes that occurred between 1968-1971 at the Metropolitan: 

“…the budget for educational activities has doubled, the Museum’s education staff has risen 

from 21 to 53, and an office for a Vice Director for Education has been created.”129  Parker noted 

three reasons driving this change: a desire “to preserve values that seem threatened, values of 

individuality, quality, and excellence,” a need to “train thoughtful sensitivity to the visual 

environment,” and a means to “revive public support” for museums.130 He notes that while 

traditional lectures continued, more “radical experiments” were taking place.131 These included 

an increased reliance on “individual responses” of visitors as well as new uses of technology, 

such as “the use of videotape in the galleries” and sending a specially equipped truck with 

exhibits into neighborhoods “whose citizens rarely visit the Metropolitan.”132 Immediately after 

citing these “radical experiments,” Parker mentioned using these new techniques with “groups of 

teenagers” and finding success, which “indicate that these techniques and exercises may become 

standard procedure in the future”133 Parker understood the value of using teenagers as a sounding 

board to test the success of innovative programming.  

 By 1980, significant changes in the role of youth in museum education became more 

evident.  Museums set goals and developed programs with youth in mind. They trained 

volunteers to work effectively with youth. They were “becoming increasingly more aware of the 
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need to be accountable to their public” in every aspect of the museum, including the “ability to 

respond to community needs.”134  

 Beyond the inclusion of youth, museum educators hotly debated other issues central to 

current teen programming. Even into the eighties, museum educators continued to question the 

optimal way for an educator to present a work of art to the audience. A traditional approach 

relied on an educator offering a formal, didactic presentation about the art in a historical 

framework; at the other end of the spectrum, educators allowed the viewers to guide the 

conversation as they facilitated a more personal experience between the viewer and the object.135 

There was a need to study ways that museum visitors interacted with works of art. In the 

eighties, museums studied visitors for marketing purposes, but almost no research had been 

published about the way that museum visitors responded to works of art. So, in 1985, the Getty 

Center for Education in the Arts and the J. Paul Getty Museum invited noted research 

psychologists Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Rick Emery Robinson to conduct a study about the 

aesthetic experience of museum visitors. The purpose of this anthropological study was to 

analyze the receptive practice of museum visitors in order to determine, among other things, the 

common factors that contribute to a pleasurable viewing experience, as characterized by a sense 

of enjoyment, discovery, and human connectedness.136 Kai-Kee believes that this study was a 

“ground breaking attempt to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of art museum 
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visitors.”137 Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson determine that subjects express more enjoyment 

when they are “deeply involved with opportunities for using their skills,”138 which 

…can be briefly described in four ways: a perceptual response, which concentrated on 

elements such as balance, form, and harmony: an emotional response, which emphasized 

reactions to the emotional content of the work and personal associations: an intellectual 

response, which focused on theoretical and art historical questions: and, finally, what we 

characterized as the communicative response, wherein there was a desire to relate to the 

artist, or to his or her time, or to his or her culture, through the mediation of the work of 

art.139  

 

Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson advocate that as the viewer applies these skills to a work of art, 

the experience become more rewarding. The quality of the experience then increases when the 

viewer’s skills are well matched with the level of complexity presented in the work of art itself. 

These two conditions, “the challenges contained in the object and the skills of the viewer,”140 

must be in balance to create a positive aesthetic experience. In the following chapter on 

adolescent development, the work of Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson will be referenced again 

concerning their research on teenagers. It will also describe pedagogical approaches used by teen 

educators that are based on the aesthetic experience of the viewer.  

 In 1984, the American Association of Museums (AAM) published Museums for a New 

Century. This report identified seven issues that needed attention and provided recommendations 

for improvement in those areas; two of these issues directly relate to the formation of teen 

programming. One problem was a need for museums to embrace their educational role. Another 

focused on diversity – the report encouraged museums to strive to equitably represent the 
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cultural diversity in American society.141 The themes of education and diversity will continue to 

emerge as priorities in national museum initiatives in the following decades. 

 Following this publication, the AAM then addressed a need to professionalize 

educational practices in a 1992 publication, Statement on Professional Standards for Museum 

Education. It published a revised version in 2002: Excellence in Practice: Museum Education 

Principles and Standards. The document notes five central points of emphasis and the importance 

of recognizing a diverse audience is mentioned in three of the five:  

A museum’s mission articulates its commitment to  

present its educational resources with accuracy, clarity,  

and relevance to a wide variety of audiences; 

 

interpretive programs seek out multiple perspectives in  

the exchange of ideas and in the collection and  

presentation of objects; 

 

….the museum working environment is respectful of  

different voices as institutional policies, programs, and  

products are shaped.142 

 

This emphasis on representing diverse voices is important to note because, as will be explained 

in Chapter 2, several teen programs in this study were formed in order to reach a more diverse 

segment of the population.  

 As the twentieth century came to a close, American museums started to solidify their 

educational goals with a focus on reaching a broader segment of the public. This shift is 

evidenced by the landmark publication of Excellence and Equity: Education and the Public 

Dimension of Museums, by the American Association of Museums in 1992. This report 
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established a path for museums to “expand their role as educational institutions, especially with 

regard to culturally diverse audiences.”143  The title of the document demonstrates an equal focus 

on maintaining excellence while also “embracing the cultural diversity of our nation.”144  This 

educational commitment includes every person related to the museum, whether they are inside 

the museum, such as board, staff members, volunteers, and current visitors, or outside the 

institution, as with community organizations, schools, and future audiences.145  A plan of action 

that outlines ten key principles accompanied this initiative, with each tenet supported by 

recommendations for implementation.146  The report also supported a new Museum Assessment 

Program, legislative efforts to provide funding, and professional development to increase 

awareness and inspire committed participation and leadership.147 The report challenged museums 

to embrace their critical educational role as public servants in a diverse, democratic nation.  

 In 1999, museum scholar Stephen Weil published an article about this shift entitled, 

“From Being About Something to Being For Somebody: The Ongoing Transition of the 

American Museum.” He explains that museums were “substantially reshaped” from being “an 

establishment-like institution focused primarily inward on the growth, care, and study of its 

collection” to having “its principal focus outward to concentrate on providing a variety of 

primarily educational services to the public.”148 In the late twentieth century, as museums 
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embraced their role as educators of a diverse public audience, a notable style of teen 

programming began.  

 

Museum Education in the Twenty-First Century 

 

 Documents published by the governing organizations of museums and articles written by 

leading experts in the field of museum education shed light on the current direction of museum 

education. At the turn of this century, the AAM published the Code of Ethics for Museums.  This 

document clearly states the responsibility of museums in the realm of global cultural heritage:  

Taken as a whole, museum collections and exhibition materials represent the world’s 

natural and cultural common wealth…. It is incumbent on museums to be resources for 

humankind and in all their activities to foster an informed appreciation of the rich and 

diverse world we have inherited.149  

 

This daunting charge reaches beyond an American perspective to find meaning as part of a 

global human experience. It signifies the value of an object as a signifier of cultural heritage, and 

the importance of embracing diverse perspectives. The advent of twenty-first century technology 

further complicates the nature and purpose of a museum. In 2011, the AAM Directors stated, 

“The principal purpose of art museums is education. While the purpose remains the same, the 

means and methods of accomplishing this goal continue to evolve, nowhere more so than with 

respect to the Internet.”150  The AAM’s report, Excellence in Practice, emphasized the evolving 

role of technology as one of its five priorities: “appropriate technologies are used to expand 
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access to knowledge and self-directed learning.” It is evident in this statement that technology is 

viewed as a tool for learning, not as an end in itself. Faced with age-old questions about man’s 

search for meaning, modern American concepts concerning cultural identity, and new challenges 

of modern technology, museum education stepped into the twenty-first century.    

 In order to establish how museums have changed in the twenty-first century, it is 

necessary to examine how the museum community has changed its interpretation of itself since 

the century began, particularly concerning the roles of the collection and educational 

programming. Changes in how the field of museum education signifies and interprets objects 

will be pivotal when evaluating the role of twenty-first century teen programming in museums. 

Definitions by two significant museum organizations provide insight into the twenty-first century 

museum: The Institute of Museum and Library Services and The International Council on 

Museums. 

 In establishing the requirements for eligibility to apply for a grant as a museum, the 

Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) defines museum by mentioning the 

educational purpose of a museum as well as a collection. According to the Smithsonian, in 2001 

the IMLS had defined a “museum” as 

...an organized and permanent nonprofit institution, essentially educational or aesthetic in 

purpose, with professional staff, which owns and utilizes tangible objects, cares for them, 

and exhibits them to the public on some regular schedule.151  

 

By 2015, the wording subtly changed to 

…a museum that, using a professional staff, is organized on a permanent basis for 

essentially educational or aesthetic purposes; owns or uses tangible objects, either 
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animate or inanimate; cares for these objects; and exhibits these objects to the general 

public on a regular basis through facilities that it owns or operates.152  

 

These changes are significant. Previously, the wording defined a museum as an institution that 

“owns and utilizes tangible objects” (my emphasis). In 2015, by definition, the museum “owns 

or uses tangible objects” (my emphasis). This change implies that ownership of a collection is 

not required, and non-collecting institutions are included in my dissertation. One other notable 

change to the IMLS definition of a museum merits a closer look. The 2015 definition adds the 

criteria that a museum must publically exhibit objects in “facilities that it owns or operates,” 

creating the requirement for a physical facility. With the advent of technology, museum websites 

create virtual collections of objects, facilitate public access and manipulation of these collections, 

and inspire discourse, all existing outside of the museum’s physical location. This new practice 

raises questions about the impact of technology on the role of the physical place of a museum, 

which will be addressed in the analysis of teen programming later in this paper. 

 The IMLS is not alone in altering its definition of a twenty-first century museum. In 

2001, The International Council on Museums (ICOM) had defined a museum as 

….a nonprofit making, permanent institution in the service of society and of its 

development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, 

communicates, and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and enjoyment, material 

evidence of humans and their environment.153 

 

In 2015, ICOM prominently displays their definition of a museum on its website, signifying its 

centrality to the purpose of this organization. The website also states that it “updates this 
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definition in accordance with the realities of the global museum community.”154  In 2015, ICOM 

continues to highlight both education and public service as well as the ownership and care of a 

collection:   

A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its 

development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates 

and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the 

purposes of education, study and enjoyment. 155 

 

A notable change in the ICOM definition eliminates the words “material evidence” and replaces 

it with “tangible and intangible heritage.” This shift introduces the value of the intangible. Some 

teen programs have an intangible, conceptual connection to the museum’s collection; the 

validation of the presence of such programs in the physical institution rests on that museum’s 

interpretation of its mission, its concept of public education, and its interpretation of the meaning 

of the intangible heritage represented by a museum. When programs establish their connection to 

the museum’s collection through conceptual bridges rather than tangible evidence, this is an 

important distinction.  

 Museum education in the twenty-first century is firmly grounded on the concept of 

audience-centered experiences. Several authors have written about how museums can understand 

the nature of their visitors and engage them in meaningful connections with works of art. This 

literature, although it does not specifically address the teenage audience, informs the work of any 

museum educator designing programs for a targeted audience.  
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 At the beginning of the twenty-first century, educational theorist George E. Hein 

presented his constructivist philosophy of museum education.156 Hein’s work relies heavily on 

research concerning museum visitors. He emphasizes the learning process more than content. 

Because Hein’s work values the visitor’s construction of knowledge, it requires acknowledging 

the difference between what the educator believes they have presented and what a visitor actually 

receives. Hein emphasizes the importance of developing skills, such as open inquiry and 

acknowledging diversity of opinion, rather than on presenting pre-determined facts. Hein’s work 

supports the inclusion of teen response in shaping teen programs.  

 Lois H. Silverman was also active at the turn of the twenty-first century, advocating for 

the social power of museums. She wrote about the value of understanding the identity of 

museum visitors in order to create valuable experiences for them.157 As the century progressed, 

she increasingly advocated for the museums to step into social advocacy. In her 2010 book, The 

Social Work of Museums, she urges museums to address both the personal and social issues of 

visitors to improve the community.158 Silverman’s work supports the value of museums in an 

urban community. 

 Another current scholar who informs the field of museum education is John H. Falk, an 

educational researcher whose writes about the importance of free choice in education.159 His 
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2009 book, Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience,160 builds on his previous work 

analyzing the experiences of museum visitors. Falk proposes that a visitor’s personal identity 

provides a key to predict the nature of their experience. His work helps educators construct 

personal visitor experiences that shape and maximize the impact of a museum visit. Falk worked 

closely with his wife, fellow Oregon State Professor Lynn Dierking, to coauthor multiple works 

about the personal and social experiences of museum visitors.161 Falk’s work provides support 

for the role of museums to support the development of personal identity and social skills in 

teenagers.  

 The work of Bonnie Pitman, Distinguished Scholar in Residence at the University of 

Texas at Dallas, is pivotal in the field of museum education. Her publications in the last two 

centuries helped professionalize the field, clarify the role of education in museums, and 

emphasize the value of educating youth.162 She served for twelve years on the board of the 

American Association of Museums (AAM), receiving the AAM Award for Distinguished 

Service to Museums in 2011, and chairing their National Task Force on Museum Education. One 

result of this task force was the 1998 publication of Excellence and Equity: Education and the 

Public Dimension of Museums,163 which defined the educational role of museums and presented 

recommendations to advance the field. Her work as Director of the Dallas Museum of Art 
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included a pivotal study of visitor engagement,164 resulting in the 2010 publication of Ignite the 

Power of Art: Advancing Visitor Engagement in Museums.165 Pitman was formative in the 

establishment of educational programs at the Dallas Museum of Art, and a teen program at that 

museum is one of nine in this dissertation.  

 Nina Simon is an author and the current Executive Director of the Santa Cruz Museum of 

Art and History, a museum whose teen program is also included in my research. Her popular 

blog, Museum 2.0, promotes ideas about the role of museums as community activists.166 In her 

2010 book, The Participatory Museum,167 Simon emphasizes the value of active visitor 

participation and the role of community relationships. Her work encourages visitors to interact 

with exhibits and with each other, and for museums to use these interactions to strengthen their 

local community.  

 These educators work shape the field of twenty-first century museum education, but the 

list is incomplete. Educators whose work deals directly with the adolescent audience will be 

discussed in the following chapter, which traces the development of the concept adolescence and 

the field of teen programming in museums. Some of the educators mentioned in the following 

chapter are pivotal in developing museum programs for teens, such as Rika Burnham and Elliott 

Kai-Kee. Pedagogy developed by Philip Yenawine and Abigail Housen, used in the teen 

program at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, is better explained in the historical context of 
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teen programming in the next chapter. The work of Eilean Hooper Greenhill is also left to the 

following chapter due to the insight it provides in the philosophy of teen programming.   

 Why are teenagers a valued audience in museums?  On the AAM’s website, the 

organization states the “Characteristics of Excellence for U.S. Museums.” These characteristics 

apply to every department in a museum. Education is only one of those departments, and teen 

programming is only one facet of education. Taking that consideration, it is even more evident to 

see why a museum’s urban environment must be taken into account, and why educational 

programming for teens serves a vital role in museums that strive for excellence. Consider these 

“Characteristics of Excellence” from the section entitled “Public Trust and Accountability:”  

The museum identifies the communities it serves, and makes appropriate decisions in 

how it serves them….the museum strives to be a good neighbor in its geographic area. 

The museum strives to be inclusive and offers opportunities for diverse participation. The 

museum asserts its public service role and places education at the center of that role.168  

 

This citation establishes the importance of placing a museum in its urban context when analyzing 

the effectiveness of its educational role, but it is not possible to understand a museum without 

also analyzing the museum’s connection with local demographics. Under “Education and 

Interpretation,” other characteristics reveal a strong connection to teen education: 

The museum understands the characteristics and needs of its existing and potential 

audiences and uses this understanding to inform its interpretation…. The museum 

presents accurate and appropriate content for each of its audiences.169 

 

By choosing to serve teens, museums indicate that they value public service and the role of 

education. Teens are an “identified community” that requires the museum to use considerable 
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resources to appropriately develop “accurate and appropriate content” based on the 

“characteristics and needs” of the adolescent audience. Many museums engage the teen audience 

in a spirit of inclusivity, offering their resources to a demographic that has had little prior 

experience with museums. The teen might be the first member of a family to be welcomed to a 

museum; when museums reach a previously underserved population, they are introducing a new 

cultural voice that must be addressed. Anecdotes in Chapter 9 will demonstrate how “diverse 

participation” can introduce unanticipated issues that challenge the boundaries of the museum’s 

mission and the creativity of its staff. The museum must commit sufficient resources to hire a 

professional staff and enable them to create “appropriate content,” ethically and materially. If 

volunteers support the program, a professional must carefully direct it. Running any educational 

program is an intense job requiring multiple skills: knowledge of the museum, its mission, and 

its staff; an awareness of the history, responsibilities and opportunities awarded by the museum’s 

resources; an understanding of educational philosophy and the ability to adapt ideas to the reality 

of the program; a knowledge of community resources to enable being “a good neighbor;” and an 

ability to evaluate programs to maintain a high quality. When that program is developed for 

teens, there is an added responsibility to mold the program to the developmental stage of 

adolescence. Teen programs can fill a need in the community: providing an arts education all too 

often lacking in underfunded public schools, developing skills to help teens join the professional 

world, and creating partnerships with other local organizations to build a stronger community. 

While it is clear that teen programs can benefit the teenagers and the surrounding community, it 

is up to the staff to ensure that the program enriches the museum as well.  

 Those who educate youth in any setting carry the burden of equipping the next generation 

for success in an uncertain future. With the progress of time, educators must continually evaluate 
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which approaches from the past continue to be effective, and which ideas should be discarded. 

While their approaches vary, twenty-first century educators stepped away from primarily 

imparting pre-determined facts into conceiving of “…their task as one of teaching skills.”170  

Educators recognize that a set of twentieth century skills cannot carry today’s students 

successfully into the future. The National Educational Association joined other educators around 

the world in attempting to define the keys to success in the twenty-first century. They distilled 

their research into a list of skills, known as the Four Cs: critical thinking and problem solving, 

communication, collaboration, and creativity and innovation.171 These conceptual skills stand in 

stark contrast with the previous century’s emphasis on the knowledge of reading, writing, and 

arithmetic.  

 Museum educators adjust to twenty-first century challenges as they attempt to establish a 

meaningful contact with art for museum visitors of any age. They negotiate a balance between 

the knowledge of experts in the field of art, such as curators and art historians, and the 

expectations and perceptions of a museum visitor. Museum educators work with a diverse 

audience with varying abilities, varied cultural backgrounds, and unknown expectations. They 

work in an informal educational setting and need flexibility to handle unexpected outcomes and 

changing demands. When these educators must consider adolescents, who by definition are 

dealing with personal change, their job can become even more daunting.  

 This push toward formalizing museum education in the twentieth century required 

negotiating a balance between the fields of education and curation. Twenty-first century 
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museums continue to look for ways that education and the collection can complement each other 

to best support the museum’s mission. Ultimately, museums are institutions with finite resources: 

budgetary, human, and temporal. The level to which a museum creates a symbiotic relationship 

between the use of these resources by curators and educators is the measure on which the success 

of a program rests. 

 The next chapter will examine the development of the concept of adolescence, 

developmental milestones and limitations in adolescence, and the origins of teen programming in 

museums. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE ENGAGEMENT OF ADOLESCENTS IN THE ART MUSEUM  

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 Successful teen programs must be based on an understanding of the developmental 

changes that occur between the ages of thirteen and nineteen.  This chapter begins by 

establishing the cultural concept of adolescence in the United States. The next section provides 

an overview of the physical and psychological changes experienced in adolescence, which must 

be considered in order to establish developmentally appropriate programs for adolescents. The 

third section briefly introduces the origins of the first teen art museum programs in the United 

States. In order for any teen program to be effective, teens must be actively engaged in the life of 

the program. The fourth section reflects on the nature of engagement with a focus on the teen 

audience. Technology plays a key role in the life of twenty-first century American teenagers, so 

the final section establishes central issues concerning technology that relate to teen 

programming. The section on technology includes a review of literature concerning technology 

and teenagers. 
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Historical Development of the Concept of Adolescence 

 

 A century ago, a comparative study of teenage engagement in public American art 

museums would have been inconceivable. Adolescence has not always been considered a distinct 

stage between childhood and adulthood. The concept of adolescence, the teen years lasting from 

puberty until maturity, emerged around the end of the nineteenth century. At this time, increasing 

industrialization drew more and more people to urban areas, which created an unprecedented 

concentration of youth in these cities. This new consolidation of youth forced educators to 

rethink education: classes and curriculum were then developed for specific ages, and “a 

noticeable new age group was born.”172 Despite this, while industrialization created a need for 

new skills, it unfortunately created such a demand for labor that many children worked long 

hours and were not able to attend school. By the beginning of the twentieth century, social 

reformers pressed for increased education and stricter regulations concerning child labor. The 

initiative formalized with The National Child Labor Committee in 1904. In 1938, the Fair Labor 

Standards Act legally established minimum ages and standards in the United States.173 With the 

regulation of child labor, the federal government formally asserted adolescence as the 

transitional time between childhood and adulthood.  

 Psychological studies of adolescence coincided with the socio-cultural emergence of the 

concept. An early leader in the field of adolescent research, American psychologist Granville 
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Stanley Hall (1844 – 1924) spurred the study of adolescence174 with the publication of his two-

volume work, Adolescence.175 While Hall discusses changes ranging from physical development 

to spiritual beliefs, he also identifies a major social shift around the age of twelve. Hall notes that 

while children focus on objects, adolescents focus on themselves and their friends.176 Another of 

Hall’s observations is even more relevant for twenty-first century teens: the influence of popular 

media. Hall notes that adolescents are attracted to and influenced by what they read, especially 

when it stirs their emotions.177 Another early psychologist studying unique traits of adolescence 

is Otto Rank (1884-1939). In the thirties, Rank continues the Hall’s study of adolescence, 

examining the shift from dependence to independence.178  

 During the second half of the twentieth century, studies on the theories of adolescence 

flourished, serving as the foundation of contemporary adolescent education. Erik Erikson (1902-

1994) studied Sigmund Freud’s work on the stages of human development and proposed eight 

psychosocial stages of development in the span of a human life.179 Erikson believed that the 

development of a sense of personal identity is critical during the stage of adolescence; successful 

development depends on “the quality of the opportunities and rewards available to him in his 
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176  G. Stanley Hall, The Pedagogical Seminary (Worcester, Mass.: J. H. Orpha, 1891).Volume I, 84. 
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peer clique” and the chance to experience “work experimentation.”180 James Marcia expanded 

the work of Erikson to examine the development of adolescent self-identity. He maintained that 

an adolescent explores areas of interest, which aid the development of vocational identity and a 

personal belief system.181 Robert Havinghurst (1900 – 1991) researched the connection between 

education and developmental stages and recommended specific educational practices for each 

developmental stage of the student.182 The work of Jean Piaget (1896-1980) and Bärbel Inhelder 

(1913–1997) emphasized the transition from a child’s concrete sense of reality into the 

adolescent’s ability to understand and analyze abstract possibilities.183 The summation of these 

studies establishes that adolescents are a unique audience with a special set of needs. 

 

Adolescent Development 

 

 An understanding of developmental theory plays a critical role in creating successful 

museum experiences for teenagers. Distinct physical and psychological changes characterize 

adolescence. Understanding the developmental needs of adolescence allows adults to establish 

programs that are appropriate for teenagers, and also to react effectively to teen behavior. Cobb 

identifies  
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…the central and most pressing question of adolescence as a search for personal 

identity. Adolescents are aware that they are not the children they once were, but 

they are equally sure they are not the adults they see around them. So who are 

they? Answers become organized around the developmental tasks confronting 

them.184 

 

This search for identity is evident in meaningful programs created for adolescents. Teens must 

develop a better understanding of who they are, so they test themselves to determine their own 

strengths and weaknesses. Teen programs in museums provide an opportunity for teens to test 

their abilities and try out new roles. Social interactions with peers create authentic situations for 

collaborative learning, giving the adolescent insight into their strengths and challenges as a team 

member. As teens individuate, they work towards achieving emotional independence from adults 

and develop mature and responsible relationships with their peers. While teenagers make this 

transition, interactions with the adult mentors in teen programs can provide an alternative role 

model to other adults in the teen’s home and school environment. As they approach high school 

graduation, older teens seek information about careers and further education. In addition to the 

social and emotional support teen leaders provide, they often provide logistical support, such as 

writing recommendations for jobs or college. While navigating these changes, teenagers also 

work to develop ethical guidelines to navigate them through social and professional 

relationships.   

 Adolescents are still growing; changes in their physical appearance are evident over time. 

Even more importantly, teenage brains are still developing. The prefrontal cortex of teenagers is 

not fully developed. This crucial area of the brain controls “abstract thought, planning, and 
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anticipat[es] the consequences of one’s actions.”185 Since many museum programs involve 

teenagers in planning and implementing programming for teens and younger children, it is 

important that supervising adults to be prepared with contingency plans and help teens learn to 

anticipate outcomes. In contrast with the prefrontal cortex, the limbic system of the brain matures 

early. The limbic system processes emotions and socialization, and since it has already 

developed, it  “…dominates the executive controls of the prefrontal cortex in early adolescence, 

increasing the likelihood of risky decisions.”186 As opposed to younger children, adolescents can 

think abstractly, monitor their own progress, and understand multiple levels of meaning. Cobb 

attributes this newfound ability to “think about thinking” as the cause of adolescent ego-

centrism.187 Because teens often feel they are at the center of everything happening, they also 

tend to feel “unique and invulnerable”188 This adds a level of complexity to interpersonal 

relationships with teens that manifests itself with peers and adults. When a teenager first 

develops an understanding that his or her own perception differs from that of other individuals, 

“doubt and skepticism” also enter the picture.189 A tendency to argue comes with a teen’s 

newfound ability to reason and create logical arguments, and teens can argue quite articulately.  

Adults who work with teenagers are most productive when they acknowledge these tendencies 

and create activities that take advantage of the developmental stage of adolescence. Ultimately, 

the burgeoning understanding of adolescent cognitive development better informs adult 
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educators, providing them with the opportunity to create strategies to best tap into these 

development stages. Anecdotes in Part III exemplify how educators utilize teen’s questions to 

help them examine their own museum in a new light. By the seventies, the concept of 

adolescence firmly took root in American culture. The time was right for specialized teen 

programming to begin in museums. 

 

The Origins of Teen Programming 

 

 In the last quarter of the twentieth century, as museums focused on reaching a broader 

segment of the public, they began to identify new target audiences; some museums realized that 

attracting teenagers to the museum could help diversify their audience. Museums had welcomed 

teenagers for decades as part of school groups, with their families, or through studio art classes. 

At end of the twentieth century, museums launched the first teen programs outside of these 

boundaries, attracting teenagers to the museum outside the school day for reasons other than 

creating art.  These programs were grounded in three ideas that are still visible today: the use of 

artists as educators, an increased emphasis on inquiry-based teaching methods, and the concept 

of museum visitors as consumers.  

 In the early seventies, New York took the lead in the use of artists as museum educators. 

Museum educators at the Metropolitan Museum of Art began the Arts Awareness program in 

1972, exclusively using artists. Rika Burnham co-founded this program, which ran from 1972-

1974. An artist in her own right, Burnham trained with Merce Cunningham in dance. She joined 
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the Metropolitan staff as a museum educator in 1975.190 The Arts Awareness program began a 

trend that continues to this day in teen programming:  

In the ensuing thirty years, the use of artist-educator models has risen 

exponentially, resulting in different, wholly institutionalized and professionalized 

deployment of the artist-educator within formalized museum education 

departments.191  

 

The role of artists in teen programs remains vital. So does Burnham; currently the head of 

Education at the Frick Collection in New York City, she remains a leader in the field of museum 

education.  

 Concurrently, Philip Yenawine, another noted teen educator, was key in formalizing a 

constructivist, inquiry-based approach still used by some museum educators to create a 

meaningful connection between teenagers and visual art. Yenawine was the first Associate 

Museum Educator-in-charge of the Department of High School Programs at the Metropolitan 

and was a co-founder of the Arts Awareness program with Burnham. His approach integrated 

movement and music with the experience of viewing visual art.192 Yenawine inquired how a 

person could use observation and discourse to construct a personal understanding of a work of 

art.193 Yenawine continued to refine his approach over the following decades. His work was 

grounded in Piaget and Inhelder’s stages of human development from the 1950’s.194 For two 

decades, Yenawine worked with cognitive psychologist Abigail Housen to study how people 
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observe, think about, and describe visual works of art. By the 1990s, Housen and Yenawine had 

presented and published their work about specific stages of aesthetic development and a 

technique to help an individual reach their full potential.195 Their work, today referred to as 

Visual Thinking Strategies, deals with the understanding that a viewer develops about a work of 

art through close observation and description. The key elements of this approach involve 

bringing students close to a work of art and asking three questions: “What’s going on in this 

picture? What do you see that makes you say that? What more can we find?”196 The educator 

serves as a neutral facilitator that allows students to observe, draw their own conclusions 

supported by visual evidence, and listen to differing perspectives about the work.  

 This experiential approach to museum education was nothing new, as evidenced in the 

work of John Cotton Dana and John Dewey earlier in the century. However, it is not the only 

way educators facilitate a connection between a viewer and a work of art. The museums in this 

study use a variety of styles, ranging from an exclusive use of Yenawine and Housen’s Visual 

Thinking Strategies to a direct, expository style of presenting information. The use of Visual 

Thinking Strategies is key to some teen programs in this study, while others make use of blend of 

approaches. 

 The last quarter of the twentieth century was a time when educators developed programs 

specifically designed for teenagers in museums across the United States. Some of the first teen 

programs that began at this time are still active today. Since 1975, the Exploratorium in San 
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Francisco, a science museum, has used teenagers to explain the exhibits to visitors. These teens 

leverage their experience as “Explainers” to build life skills.197 Inspired by the teens at the 

Exploratorium and the hope of diversifying the museum’s patrons, the Fine Arts Museums of 

San Francisco began their Museum Ambassadors program in 1982, a program that will be 

examined later in Part II, Chapter 5. 198 By 1992, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis had a 

teen program.199 In New York City, the Whitney Museum of American Art began its Youth 

Insights program in 1999.200 The proliferation of teen programming at these museums reveals a 

striking pattern: teen programs blossomed in the culture of participatory, inclusive art museums 

that developed in the late twentieth century. 

 It is important to note that teen programs developed in a new environment of client-

centered engagement. Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Professor Emeritus at the University of 

Leicester, has written extensively about museums around the turn of the century. She reframes 

the characterization of a visitor in the nineties in order to indicate a more active engagement in 

the museum. She points out that the term “visitor” implies a temporary and passive presence, as 

they “enter an alien space, akin to someone else’s home.”201 Instead, she suggests the terms 

“consumer” or “client” to indicate someone who “demands active rights and expects good 
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services.”202  This shift indicates that the target audience is no longer someone who “happened to 

visit” the museum but is someone who is “actively recruited through the techniques of mass 

marketing and mass communication.”203 Thus, Hooper-Greenhill links the refinement of the 

concept of a target audience with the increasing engagement of the consumer and “the 

technologies of mass marketing and mass communication.”204 This combination creates a new 

power structure, “where both the object and the curator are decentered” which allows the client 

“new opportunities” to participate in the creation of knowledge. 205 Hooper-Greenhill points out 

“the uses of this pleasure should not be accepted uncritically.”206 These are particularly wise 

words of caution for teen programs at museums, where teenagers are generally eager to voice 

(sometimes ungrounded) opinions, embrace technology without question, and enjoy the 

pleasures of life without understanding consequences.  

 Twenty-first century teen programming continues to include these central concepts from 

the end of the prior century: using artists as educators, utilizing inquiry-based teaching methods, 

and viewing teens as consumers with expectations that need to be met. However, it is critical that 

the value of original works of art not be forgotten. The unique quality that an art museum 

provides these teens lies in the very works of art that give the museum a reason for existence. 

Yet in the age of technology and reproduction, how can these works of art remain vital in teen 

programs? While the meaning of a work of art continually changes with time and diverse 

                                                 

202 Ibid. 

203 Ibid. 

204 Ibid. 

205 Ibid. 

206 Ibid. 



 

 

  

  

80 

interpretations, the value of a work of art remains centered on the construction of meaning 

between the work of art and the human observer. Hooper-Greenhill supports this conclusion: 

The radical potential of material culture, of concrete objects, of real things, of primary sources, is 

the endless possibility of rereading. In contemporary culture, where contextualized and mediated 

messages surround us…the potential of a return to the concrete material evidence is of overriding 

importance.207  

 Although Hooper-Greenhill wrote these words fifteen years ago, they are even more 

relevant for teens faced with pervasive influence of twenty-first century technology. The 

physical presence of visual art should remain central to experiences in an art museum. This is a 

mutually beneficial relationship for both the teen and the museum. While teen clients use the 

museum to facilitate their experience with art, the museum needs people to create a meaningful 

place for works of art to be experienced.   

 The jobs of teen educators require a delicate balancing act to serve as mediators between 

a collection and the public. They bridge the established, high culture of an arts institution with 

the transitory, challenging nature of adolescence. They need to maintain a focus on the 

museum’s mission and realistic adult goals yet also blend idealistic, authentic teen voices into 

their program. They must be financially sustainable yet also work with a teen population that 

offers few financial assets in return. The future of teen programs depends on the educator’s 

ability to address competing goals, develop creative solutions, manage cultural change, and 

insure sustainability. The way that museum educators navigate a fragile balance between 

seemingly contradictory goals is central to the value and sustainability of their programs.  
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Engaging Teens in the Museum: The Inchoate Nature of Teens 

 

The success of any educational program depends on the engagement of the audience, yet 

defining and determining engagement is complex. In the eighties and nineties, educators turned 

to the research of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi to understand how to engage an audience in 

meaningful, engrossing learning experiences. He studied the work of creative, intrinsically 

motivated people at work and at play in order to determine universal factors that create an 

optimal experience of engagement, which he calls flow. 208 Csikszentmihalyi believes a person 

has achieved flow when an “…experience seamlessly unfolds from moment to moment.”209 

Individuals in this state are completely absorbed in the activity, losing a sense of time and self-

consciousness. They perceive their performance to be pleasurable and successful, and the activity 

is believed to be worth doing for its own sake, even if no further goal is reached. When in flow, 

an individual reaches a state of “dynamic equilibrium,” being continually challenged without 

feeling either frustrated (over-challenged) or bored (under-challenged).210  

 While Csikszentmihalyi’s work remains vital to educators working with any age group, 

some of his research is focused entirely on teenagers.211 Three characteristics of 

Csikszentmihalyi’s flow state are observable, either through self-perception or by outside 
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observation, and also closely align with the characteristics of valuable teen programs: intrinsic 

enjoyment, concentration, and a balance between skills and challenges. As such, these three 

characteristics are key to determining engagement during observations of teen programs. 

 Intrinsic enjoyment is one key criterion in determining flow.212 I used Csikszentmihalyi’s 

work to determine factors that indicate intrinsic enjoyment, and used these factors to guide my 

research. First, I identify externally motivating factors and set them apart from intrinsic ones. 

Extrinsic motivators that teens receive for participation in a museum program include payment, 

food, and museum membership. Anecdotal evidence will be presented that suggests that teens, 

who are originally drawn into a program by external motivators, can experience unanticipated 

intrinsic engagement with art or the art museum; additional research in this field could provide 

insight for educators justifying programs for teens. In a further attempt to focus on intrinsic 

motivation, research for this dissertation hones in on activities that teenagers attend voluntarily, 

and not on activities where attendance is compulsory, such as school trips. This distinction is not 

meant to diminish the importance of school field trips, but rather is based on the assumption that 

it will be more likely to find engaged students in activities they choose to do in their free time. 

Museum researcher John Falk’s emphasis on the importance of allowing people to choose topics 

of interest to study, which he calls free-choice learning, supports this point.213 I include a final 

element to indicate intrinsic engagement: repeated attendance. Csikszentmihalyi believes that 

“[b]ecause the flow state is intrinsically rewarding, individuals seek to replicate flow 
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experiences.”214  For this reason, I choose museum programs expecting teens to participate 

regularly over a period of time. I also make note of anecdotal evidence of these teens returning to 

the museum as adults. Thus, the programs I chose for research are those in which teens are 

intrinsically motivated to participate, as demonstrated by a lack of focus on externally 

motivational factors, voluntary participation, and committed attendance.  

 In addition to intrinsic enjoyment, a second characteristic of the flow experience is 

intense concentration. “In educational contexts, deep absorption in activities has been shown to 

promote optimal learning experiences.”215 In The Art of Seeing, Csikszentmihalyi goes into depth 

about concentration. In flow, the participant’s attention fully centers on the activity, to the extent 

that the participant is not concerned with the past or the future; in a state of flow, this 

concentration can be shown by a loss of self-consciousness.216 This is an unusual state for many 

adolescents, who can be so immersed in their developmental journey of self-discovery that they 

find it difficult to lose self-awareness, particularly when surrounded by others. Although teens 

themselves may not be able to recognize their own loss of self-awareness, close friends, 

relatives, or instructors can recognize it when it happens. In Becoming Adult, Csikszentmihalyi 

and Schneider describe this characteristic in a teenager who is achieving flow:  

 

The boy will likely become absorbed and temporarily forget anything irrelevant to 

his task. Problems with school, friends, and family will disappear for a while. He 

will lose his self-consciousness, or the ‘me’ aspect of the self…. Time will seem 

to pass quickly.217 
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In this study, I note outward signs of concentration and ask educators about their perception of 

engagement. When I interviewed adult alumni of teen programs, I asked them about their level 

of engagement in the program. 

 The third characteristic of flow requires an explanation. Throughout his work, 

Csikszentmihalyi emphasizes the importance of the balance between skills and challenges. “Flow 

theory is based on a symbiotic relationship between challenges and skills needed to meet those 

challenges.”218 He describes achieving flow as having “skills adequate to overcome 

challenges.”219 Csikszentmihalyi notes that when a student is not highly skilled but is challenged, 

they feel anxiety yet are still concentrating and working toward a future goal. If they are 

enjoying an activity, but not challenged by it, they can quickly become bored. I observe the 

educator’s ability to engage students through an awareness of the balance between skills and 

challenges, for this relates to general engagement as well as the optimal state of flow. Falk’s 

work also discusses the importance of finding a level of challenge appropriately scaled to the 

visitor’s interest and ability.220 Educator David Shernoff agrees: 

Issuing appropriate challenges and providing opportunities to enhance skills (e.g., 

providing immediate feedback and incrementally teaching more complex skills 

that build upon previously learned skills) may be one of the most ideal ways of 

engaging students.221  

 

Teenagers can be highly motivated to learn a skill if they perceive its usefulness in the situation 

at hand. When conducting case studies, I will observe the skill level of participants in 
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relationship to the program’s expectations and note when teens are able to use newly learned 

skills.  

 It must be noted that the experience of flow is different for each individual. 

Csikszentmihalyi acknowledges this: “Although we all may have the ability to experience flow, 

there seem to be systematic differences among people in the frequency and intensity of such 

experiences.”222 Moreover, flow is not the only state in which people engage meaningfully with 

art. Csikszentmihalyi would support my effort to seek a broader range of criteria for determining 

engagement: “Clearly it would be wrong to claim that achieving flow is our only motivation to 

act.”223 As such, additional criteria for determining engagement are included in this study. This 

includes the developmentally needed activities of social interaction, self-discovery, and creative 

expression, which indicate engagement for teenagers. Museum programs create opportunities for 

teens to demonstrate engagement through dialogue, interpersonal relationships, and accepting 

responsibility. While engagement can occur without technology, the use of digital resources 

provides one way for teenagers to indicate engagement.  

 

Teens, Technology, and Art Museums 

 

 By the end of the twentieth century, the impact of technology in art museums became 

increasingly evident. 224 A 2013 study by the Pew Research Center supports this claim: “In many 
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ways, teens represent the leading edge of mobile connectivity, and the patterns of their 

technology use often signal future changes in the adult population.”225 Museums can observe 

how teenagers consume and produce media in the museum to understand how to become more 

accessible and responsive to future audiences. Rika Burnham and Elliott Kai-Kee, leaders in the 

field of museum education, note the “exponential growth of online social media” and urge 

museums to embrace it as a means of “conversation, discussion, and dialogue.”226 Since this 

dissertation examines the role of technology in teen programs, it is important to understand how 

this study relates to previous scholarship on technology and adolescence. The following studies 

are fundamental to understanding the philosophy behind several teen programs in this 

dissertation. 

 Research supported by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation is 

foundational to the study of youth, technology, and education. Among its many goals, the 

MacArthur Foundation seeks to  “…understand how technology is affecting children and 

society.”227 In 2008, they published findings of a three-year ethnographic study “…examining 

young people’s participation in the new media ecology.”228  The MacArthur Foundation 

describes new media as the use of “…social network sites, online games, video-sharing sites, and 
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gadgets such as iPods and mobile phones.”229 MacArthur’s 2008 publication focuses on 

examining how youth and organizations serving youth use new media and how “…these 

practices change the dynamics of youth-adult negotiations over literacy, learning, and 

authoritative knowledge?”230 This MacArthur study concluded that while youth primarily use 

new media for social interaction, which the study calls “hanging out,” new media also provides a 

source of information for youth wishing to informally explore interests, which the study calls 

“messing around.”231 Through this exploration, youth extend their interpersonal relationships and 

gain feedback on their own ideas as they share their interests online. “By its immediacy and 

breadth of information, the digital world lowers barriers to self-directed learning.”232 The study 

also notes the developmental appropriateness of this style of learning for teenagers, who tend to 

accept feedback from their peers with more respect than feedback from adults.233 The study also 

found a third, higher level of engagement with topics of interest, which they call “geeking out:”  

Youth turn … to specialized knowledge groups of both teens and adults from 

around the country or world, with the goal of improving their craft and gaining 

reputation among expert peers. What makes these groups unique is that while 

adults participate, they are not automatically the resident experts by virtue of their 

age. Geeking out in many respects erases the traditional markers of status and 

authority. 234 

 

Colloquially, these three stages of “hanging out,” “messing around,” and “geeking out” are 

referred to by their initials: HOMAGO. HOMAGO learning allows youth to direct their own 
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path in ways that was not possible with previous generations. Emerging social media 

technologies opened a door to self-directed socialization and learning, a new form of teen 

education. According to this MacArthur Report, new media increases participatory engagement, 

allows teens to interact with a global community, and creates self-directed paths for learning that 

allow for diverse cultures and learning styles. However, digital media turns traditional, formal 

education on its head by blurring the boundary between education and entertainment, 

undermining the authority of experts, and creating challenges to educators attempting to 

delineate career paths in more traditional terms. 235  

 In 2006, Henry Jenkins, Professor at the Annenberg School for Communication at the 

University of Southern California, took a new approach on the topic of youth and digital 

technology in Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture.236 In this book, he steps 

away from questions concerning how youth access digital technology and instead investigates 

how youth develop the necessary skills to use digital opportunities wisely. He proposes a list of 

new media literacies that are based on collaboration, networking, and interdependency.237 

Jenkins’ focus has been on collaborative communities since he examined television fan clubs 

from the seventies and eighties, pointing out how they moved from being consumers to 

becoming producers of knowledge.238 His application of this idea takes on more meaning as 

twenty-first century digital media creates an increasingly blurred line between consumer and 
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producer, and between observer and participant. Jenkins’ work, which analyzes the ways that 

someone engages with media, foreshadowed the two genres in the HOMAGO philosophy: the 

interest-driven genre which focuses on identifying a topic, named “messing around” and 

“geeking out,” and the socially driven genre, “hanging out,” in which participants are motivated 

by interpersonal relationships.239 In Jenkins’ model, both the topic of study and the social 

network are considered critical elements.  

 The MacArthur Foundation continues to support research and publications concerning the 

impact of digital media on youth and the process of learning. In 2010, the MacArthur Foundation 

published a book, based on three years of ethnographic research, that took its title from the 

HOMAGO concept: Hanging Out, Messing Around, and Geeking Out: Kids Living and Learning 

with New Media.240 This book examines the idea that the embedded presence of digital media in 

the life of today’s youth leads to “unprecedented” and “diverse forms of learning,” as reflected in 

“expressions of identity, how individuals express independence and creativity, and in their ability 

to learn, exercise judgment, and think systematically.” The book begins by describing the 

HOMAGO concept, and then organizes anecdotal evidence into categories by contextual themes.  

The first theme examines the impact of digital media in the context of friendship and intimacy. 

The second context is familial, and describes how “parents and their children negotiate media 

access and participation.”241 The final context is one of “interest-driven genres of participation” 
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such as “gaming, creative production, and work.”242 By analyzing anecdotal evidence through a 

conceptual framework, this book presents the concepts of HOMAGO in a newly revitalized way. 

HOMAGO’s conceptual framework, commonly referred to as connected learning,243 takes four 

themes into account: the “genre of participation,”244 distinguished by interest-driven or 

friendship-driven; the culture of “networked publics” in which youth participate;245 the impact of 

“peer-based learning;”246 and finally, the “social and cultural competencies that could be defined 

as examples of [new] media literacy.”247 In interviews I conducted for this dissertation, three teen 

program directors from The Dallas Museum of Art,248 The Institute of Contemporary Art, 

Boston,249 and the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden250  specifically mentioned 

connected learning as a key to the structure and philosophy of their program.  

 Danah Boyd, a researcher specializing in how technology impacts youth and society, who 

was one of the authors of the 2008 MacArthur study, published her own book in 2014: It’s 

Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens.251 She argues that adults’ attempts to protect 
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young people from social media are counterproductive, even when they are based on realistic 

problems and the best intentions. She makes a case for the benefits of networked space, as 

compared to permanent space, based on four opportunities created by a digital presence: 

“Persistence, which allows a timeless permanence of data, visibility, creating a larger potential 

audience, spreadability, allowing data to be shared easily, and searchability, allowing data to be 

easily located.”252 Anecdotal evidence from my research, presented in Part III, will reveal that 

these benefits come with drawbacks, which must be recognized and countered by teen educators. 

Boyd also argues that many of the problems that exist in the digital world, such as bullying, 

predators and unsupervised contact between teens, existed before the advent of digital media.253 

She encourages society to “…use the visibility that we get from social media to understand how 

the social and cultural fault lines that organize American life affect young people.”254 Boyd’s 

work supports the concept of museums using digital media in their teen programs, and the role 

digital media offers as a mirror to study and solve problems faced by youth. 

 In another MacArthur Foundation publication, several writers from the 2008 publication 

collaborated on the 2011 publication of Digital Media and Technology in Afterschool Programs, 

Libraries, and Museums. They support the idea of John Dewey and other progressive educators 

that learning should not be “confined to the classroom,”255 and make a strong case for museums 

to be considered a legitimate educational institution and thus included with other “youth 
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organizations through easy identification, better coordination, and strategic customization.”256 

This publication inspired me to study collaborative learning networks while conducting research 

for this dissertation, for the use of them creates richer opportunities for youth, museums, and the 

larger urban environment.  

 One final result of the MacArthur Foundation’s work with youth and technology provides 

inspiration for programs in this dissertation: YouMedia. YouMedia, a teen space at the Chicago 

Public Library, is sponsored by the MacArthur Foundation and grounded in the philosophy of 

HOMAGO.257 YouMedia sponsors digital learning spaces for youth in institutions such as 

libraries and museums. In these spaces, called learning labs, youth engage in collaborative 

activities supported by technological and traditional resources, artists and authors, peers and 

adult mentors, and the resources of the sponsoring institution. They are designed as participatory, 

interest-driven spaces, where youth create their own learning experiences tailored to their 

interests. The first YouMedia opened in the Harold Washington Library Center in downtown 

Chicago in 2009; by 2013, it was copied in thirty institutions around the nation,258 including the 

Hirschhorn259 and the Dallas Museum of Art.260 YouMedia lists the founding goals of the 

                                                 

256 Ibid., 65. 

257  Ann Lidner ed., Teens, Digital Media, and the Chicago Public Library (University of Chicago: Consortium on Chicago 
School Research, 2013), 2. 

258 Ibid., 1. 

259  Ryan Hill, "ARTLAB+, the Hirschhorn's Newmedia Space, Ushers in a New Conception of the Museum for Teens," 
National Endowment for the Arts, https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2012/artlab-hirshhorn%E2%80%99s-youmedia-
space-ushers-new-conception-museum-teens, (April 16, 2016); Ryan Hill, "ARTLAB+, the Hirshhorn’s YOUmedia Space, 
Ushers in a New Conception of the Museum for Teens," National Endowment for the Arts, http://arts.gov/art-
works/2012/artlab-hirshhorn%E2%80%99s-youmedia-space-ushers-new-conception-museum-teens (June 20, 2015).  

260  You Media Network, "New Grants Help 12 Museums and Libraries Plan and Design New Learning Labs," Chicago 
Public Library, http://www.youmedia.org/new-grants-help-12-museums-libraries-plan-design-new-learning-labs, 
(December 31, 2012). 

https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2012/artlab-hirshhorn%E2%80%99s-youmedia-space-ushers-new-conception-museum-teens
https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2012/artlab-hirshhorn%E2%80%99s-youmedia-space-ushers-new-conception-museum-teens
http://arts.gov/art-works/2012/artlab-hirshhorn%E2%80%99s-youmedia-space-ushers-new-conception-museum-teens
http://arts.gov/art-works/2012/artlab-hirshhorn%E2%80%99s-youmedia-space-ushers-new-conception-museum-teens
http://www.youmedia.org/new-grants-help-12-museums-libraries-plan-design-new-learning-labs


 

 

  

  

93 

program: to create a safe place for teens to “create a community,” to develop “twenty-first 

century skills like communication, creativity, collaboration, and critical thinking,” to help teens 

develop the skills to “understand college and career choices,” to develop teen “confidence” and a 

sense of “self-advocacy,” and to use the institution’s resources.261 In some form or another, each 

programs investigated in this dissertation echoes these principles. It should be noted: Although 

YouMedia also intends to “develop competence in digital media,”262 not all teen programs in this 

dissertation share that goal.  

 Whether being used by adults or teens, technology can foster learning when combined 

with a museum’s resources. However, it can also upstage the very art giving the museum a 

reason to exist. Some museum teen programs utilize digital media to attract a diverse group of 

teenagers to the museum. These museums provide access to software and hardware as well as 

skills training, supporting a developmentally appropriate opportunity to pursue interests and 

acquire knowledge that might help in future careers. In contemporary museums, where the art 

can exist in digital form, the use of technology can mirror the art collection. However, 

researchers Biehl and Harrison make a critical point that the positive contribution of digital 

media in the museum environment “depends on the extent to which they foster active 

participation, interactivity, and engagement with the museum collection.”263 Whether a 

museum’s mission is to present and interpret works of art, or to collect, study and preserve them, 

art museums are institutions dedicated to the value of original works of art. I judge the value of 
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technology in these programs by the extent that they enhance the connection between the 

teenagers and the art and artists at the museum.  

 This study is not designed to provide an overview of the general use of technology in 

museums. However, it does create the opportunity to examine the intersection of technology, 

adolescents, and art in museum programs. There are two points at which this intersection 

provides meaningful information. The first area is that of information created and published by 

museum professionals on official museum platforms. This information is available to the general 

public and serves as an initial point of contact for individuals seeking opportunities for teenagers 

in a specific museum. Created by museum employees, it conforms to the museum’s marketing 

guidelines. Information published on official platforms provides a brief, professional overview of 

programs and includes contact information, pertinent data concerning teen events, and 

applications forms for selective programs. Some museums also publish educator’s blogs, 

providing deeper insight into teen events. While each museum in this study has an official 

website, adult-created websites and blogs provided rich detail and insight into teen programming 

at six of the museums in this study: the Dallas Museum of Art, the Hirschhorn Museum and 

Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C., the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, the Santa 

Cruz Museum of Art and History, the Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Francisco, and the 

Asian Art Museum of San Francisco. My research includes online museum publications, 

research, and news articles written by adults. A comparison of the visibility and content 

concerning teen programs presented by a museum’s official online platforms reveals the various 

roles a teen program plays in that museum.  
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 This publication of adult-designed content emerged as a point of contention between 

teenagers and educators. Teenagers, as native users of technology,264 are often unaware of 

traditional limitations of publication. For teenagers, used to the instant nature of self-publication 

online, the slower pace of institutional approval for official publications can be frustrating. In the 

programs of study, tension exists between the deliberate pace of museum staff that control the 

quality and content of shared information, and digital teenagers, who expect instant access and 

participation. While the questioning of authority is a developmentally appropriate task for 

teenagers, modern technology intensifies the issue. Teens expect to use digital media to 

personalize and control their own learning experience, often at the expense of educators’ 

intended lesson plans. The resulting tension creates a learning opportunity for teens and the 

museum. 

 The second type of digital information used in this study is material created by teens, not 

adults. Teen-created data was not as readily available as adult created content, yet it provided a 

rare and valuable insight into the authentic perspective of teens currently in programs. Four of 

the museums in this study sanction teen-generated digital content, which may or may not be 

linked to the museum’s official website. This includes text, videos, and photographs posted on 

websites and social media. In a study such as this one, where the Institutional Review Board of 

my university forbade me to have direct conversation with teens, teen-generated digital content 

allowed me a unique insight into the impact of teen programming on teenagers. Through the 

online words of teens, I learned about their engagement with art as well as with the people in 

their programs. Teen-generated content, presented in text and by video, provided considerable 
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material for research from four museums in this study: the Contemporary Jewish Museum in San 

Francisco, the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C., the Institute of 

Contemporary Art, Boston, and the Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History. As a result, more 

anecdotes from these four museums present the perspective of a teen participant. This is not 

meant to imply that programming at the other five museums was not equally as significant; it is 

indicative of the museum’s publication policy.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 This chapter established the historical development of the concept of adolescence in the 

United States. There are key developmental milestones that must be addressed in when working 

with teens: the formation of personal identity, the importance of peer relationships, the influence 

of emotions, the need to explore possible career interests, the shift from dependence to 

independence, and the development of abstract reasoning skills. Next, I traced the origins of the 

first teen programs in American art museums during the late twentieth century, which paralleled 

a cultural shift as museums became increasingly participatory and inclusive. This shift requires 

museum educators to negotiate a balance as they seek to engage technologically savvy teens in a 

meaningful dialogue with original works of art. The chapter concluded with a review of research 

and literature that remains central to the core of today’s teen programs. The concepts presented 

in this chapter establish the foundation supporting teen programming in American art museums.  
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PART II 

 

CITIES AND PROGRAMS OF STUDY 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 Each chapter in this section is dedicated to one city. The chapter begins with an overview 

of the city, highlighting cultural, demographic, and transportation data that contextualize each 

museum and its teen programs. I integrate an overview of each museum into the urban 

descriptions, noting the museum’s location, the year it was established, the nature of its 

collection, and the museum’s relationship with urban demographics. The next section identifies a 

specific teen program at that museum. Teen program data includes the following: title and origin, 

program mission and goals, the age and number of teenagers served, the length and nature of a 

teen’s required commitment to the program, and any compensation the teens receive. Each 

program section concludes with a summary of research, observations, and interviews. I introduce 

all nine programs in this manner.
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CHAPTER 3 

 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 

 

  
Washington, D.C. is a deeply divided city. A 2015 study conducted by the Brookings 

Institution confirms that the eastern half of the city has a high concentration of poverty, few 

opportunities for economic mobility, and primarily black residents. In the western half of the 

city, which contains the famous landmarks, residents are educated, wealthy, and predominantly 

white. At a time when “racial segregation is declining in the largest metropolitan areas,” 

Washington, D.C. stands out as an “exception to the rule” as a visibly segregated city.265 

Washington, D.C. is also a city of visitors; in 2014 tourists greatly outnumbered residents 

approximately 31:1.266 The city’s status as the nation’s capital city eclipses local residents; in 

their place, tourists and business travelers dominate the ranks of museum-goers.267 These visitors 

flood the many museums in Washington, D.C., overtaking local residents’ precedence. This 

unevenness between local and foreign populations comes to a head at these museums, revealing 

inequalities along race and class lines. For example, The Smithsonian Institution in Washington, 

D.C. was founded in 1846 and is the world’s largest museum and research complex, with 

eighteen museums located around the National Mall.268 As discussed in Chapter 1, American 

museums recognize a need to attract and more equitably serve a diverse American public, yet a 
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2001 study research demonstrated that the Smithsonian Institution did not adequately serve the 

local population. This study indicated that only 40 percent of Smithsonian visitors were local 

residents and that “…the local [Smithsonian] audience underrepresents African Americans and 

Latinos living in the Washington Metropolitan” area.269 The same study states an institutional 

goal to increase visitation by members of underrepresented groups.270 This declaration holds 

significance because of the racial composition of the city. Washington, D.C. has a large African-

American resident population, 49.5 percent compared to a national average of 13.2 percent.271 

Further compounding the lopsided underrepresentation, an analysis of the population by poverty 

level in this city yields a sharp economic difference between races: in 2014, “just over 7 percent 

of white, non-Hispanic, District residents lived below poverty, compared with 26 percent of 

Black District residents and 22 percent of Hispanic residents.”272  The demographic make up of 

this city indicates that to appropriately serve local residents, Smithsonian programs need to 

attract local Black and Hispanic residents living in the eastern half of the city.   

Geographic distance further divides the two sides of the city. In the National Mall, the 

western part of the city where governmental buildings and the Smithsonian museums are located, 

heavy traffic and limited parking make driving difficult. This limits the number of residents from 

the eastern side that can travel to these institutions. Washington, D.C. offers public transportation 

that joins the eastern and western areas of the city with convenient stops near the Smithsonian. 
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However, infrastructure alone cannot draw people from the eastern half of the city to these 

museums. 

 

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden 

 

One museum in the Smithsonian uses a teen program to attract local residents from 

underserved areas: the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden (Hirschhorn). The Hirschhorn 

is the Smithsonian Institution’s modern and contemporary art museum. Like all Smithsonian 

museums, the Hirschhorn is primarily a publically funded institution and grants free admission to 

everyone. In 1966, Joseph Hirschhorn donated his collection to the United States; he later 

donated a million dollars towards construction of a museum. It opened in 1974, and was 

established as a place to create “…meaningful, personal experiences in which art, artists, 

audiences and ideas converge.”273 It is a collecting institution supporting established and 

emerging contemporary artists with exhibitions, programs, conservation and research. As such, 

the Hirschhorn’s location and purpose are well suited to serve as a bridge to unite the residents of 

this divided city.  

ArtLab+, the Hirshhorn’s teen program, was designed to attract local youth from 

populations that were not represented at the museum.274 Recognizing that local public schools 

and neighborhood services were underfunded and offered residents few opportunities to develop 
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connections with the city’s arts community and museums, the Hirschorn created ArtLab+ to help 

teens develop “friendships across geographical and economic boundaries” by bringing together 

“different parts of DC.”275 While the museum does not racially track ArtLab+ participants, it 

does analyze the zip code of their homes; based on this information, this program has 

significantly increased attendance from underserved areas.276 

 ArtLab+ began in October 2011 with the support of a grant from the MacArthur 

Foundation’s YOUmedia Network277 and the Pearson Foundation.278 Using a model based on 

Chicago’s YOUmedia project, which was discussed in Chapter 2, the Hirschhorn led the effort to 

adapt Chicago’s original library concept to the context of an art museum.279 The Hirschhorn 

established ArtLab+ “to start connecting the museum’s collection of world-class art objects 

directly to the museum’s digital learning programs.”280 Museum educators designed the program 

to “foster the next generation of innovators, employable technicians, creative artists, and 

museum-goers.”281 MacArthur sites three reasons they partnered with the Pearson Foundation to 

provide funding for ArtLab+ at the Hirschhorn. First, ArtLab+ would allow the art museum to 

shift away from providing “sacred spaces for quiet observation” and into places where visitors 

could “interact” and “make meaning out of their experience.” Second, this teen program would 
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“develop future patrons” and “instill a lifelong interest in the arts.” Third and lastly, ArtLab+ 

follows the philosophy of all YOUmedia sites: “to serve an at-risk population and bridge the 

digital divide.”282 Amy Homma, Manager of Digital Learning Programs at the Hirschhorn, 

explained that this program was novel at the Smithsonian because it was designed to benefit the 

local community: “Smithsonian should be a free place for all individuals, not just academics and 

tourists.”283 

ArtLab+ is open for 13-19 year-olds after school, five days a week, four hours a day. The 

program is free for registered teens. Each day begins with unstructured drop-in time after school, 

when teens can explore their interests without expected outcomes. This is followed by structured 

workshops in the early evening hours that require a commitment.284 ArtLab+ offers further 

intensive workshops and longer hours in the summer. Teens are only asked to commit for the 

duration of the workshop for which they are registered; otherwise, they may move into and out 

of the programs as their interest dictates. Monthly attendance numbers for 2014 ranged from 

approximately 200 to 700, with the highest attendance in the summer months.285  The Hirschhorn 

offers free admission to everyone, every day, as do all museums in the Smithsonian Institution. 

Teens are not paid, but all costs related to the program are covered. Meals are not provided. At 

times, special donors provide snacks, which are eagerly consumed.286 
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The first teenagers enrolled in ArtLab+ used public transportation to attend and the staff 

recognized that covering the cost of a ticket was necessary to ensure consistent attendance.287 

ArtLab+ covers the cost of transportation by providing a free public transportation ticket for 

attendees. The staff created a strategy that grants students access to the program, while also 

cutting down on unnecessary expenses arising from abuse of the tickets: When the teenagers 

arrive at ArtLab+, they receive a round-trip ticket to go home and return to the program, at which 

time they receive another round-trip ticket. This successful solution continues to be used by a 

majority of teens attending ArtLab+.288  

Museum visitors entering through the Hirschhorn’s main entrance may be unaware of a 

hidden entrance just across the street, below street level, in back of the museum’s sculpture 

garden. Behind this door lies ArtLab+, the only program studied with a separate entrance for 

teens. This entrance creates benefits and drawbacks. It allows teens to bypass crowds of tourists 

and immediately enter a welcoming space surrounded by familiar faces. It provides easy access 

to the teen lab in the evenings after school, when the Hirschhorn is closed. By creating limited 

access, the program can remain open without the cost of opening the entire museum. Since the 

ArtLab+ entrance is through the outdoor sculpture garden, teens are familiar with the sculpture, 

which is evidenced by their presence in teen-created videos and photographs. The ArtLab+ space 

abounds with an energetic chaos that is distinct from the mood in the Hirschhorn galleries above 

them. Students are sprawled on the floor and furniture, surrounded with their belongings and 

projects. The sense of teen ownership of ArtLab+ distinguishes it from teen programs in other 
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museums, which are located in spaces shared by several museum programs and surrounded 

valuable works of art. The ArtLab+ Director also noted that this separate space allowed the 

program to fly “under the radar,” a freedom allowing teens to act like teens.289 However, this 

separate entrance presents a significant problem, for it does not create a structure that puts these 

teenagers into consistent contact with art inside the museum. While some teens are brought into 

contact with exhibits, it must be planned. ArtLab+ teens emerge with a connection to the 

Hirschhorn brand, but do not develop the feeling of comfort in the museum space fostered by 

regular access to the galleries and exhibits.   

 Although ArtLab’s mood is one of energetic chaos, the teens are focused on their 

projects. In small groups or individually, adult mentors guide teens as they pursue personal 

interests and learn new skills. Teenagers fill the laboratory space as they collaboratively create 

art, video, photography, game, animation, and sound projects using computers, cameras, and the 

latest software. This program is unique in this dissertation because it is not a teen leadership 

board, yet the teens assume leadership roles as they present their work and build a citywide 

creative community. They serve as a voice for the arts on a national stage, as will be described in 

Part III of this dissertation. If teens choose to complete a museum-designed technology 

certification program, they emerge with art-related technology skills to enhance their careers.290  

For this study, I spent one day at the Hirschhorn, observing teenagers working on a variety of 

projects in the lab. I interviewed Ryan Hill, who was Director of Digital Programs at the time, 
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and Amy Homma, who is Manager of Digital Programs. I also heard ArtLab+ teens and leaders 

speak about their work at the National Convening for Teens in the Arts, 2014 in Boston. 

ArtLab’s extensive website that showcases student work, provides a calendar of activities, and 

publishes research about the program, served as another source of information.291
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CHAPTER 4 

 

BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS 

 

 

 Boston is oldest city in this study, founded in 1630. As one of the first American cities to 

establish an art museum,292 Boston boasts rich historical, educational, and cultural resources. 

However, these resources are not evenly distributed. Amidst Boston’s cultural riches, 21.4% of 

its residents live below the poverty level.293 Of the cities in this study, Boston’s poverty rate is 

only second to Dallas (23.8%),294 and higher than San Francisco (13.5%)295 and Washington, 

D.C. (18.6%).296 Children living in poverty lack access to good schools and enrichment 

programs that wealthier neighborhoods offer. This poverty creates opportunities for Boston 

museums, particularly those located near areas of need, to attract and serve a previously 

underserved population. The roles of museums in two distinct Boston neighborhoods exemplify 

the impact museums can have in their neighborhood: The Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) 

and The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum (Gardner). These two museums have invested in 

significant new construction in the last decade that increased their ability to impact their 

neighborhoods. A study by The Boston Indicators Project highlights the construction of the ICA, 

which opened in 2006, and the remodeling of the Gardner, which opened in 2012, as examples of 
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the city of Boston’s commitment to develop its cultural infrastructure. This study acknowledges 

the role cultural institutions can play to support youth and build stronger communities: 

…cultural and arts activities in neighborhoods strengthen social ties and connect 

residents and artists in ways that encourage both self-expression and civic 

engagement…Arts organizations also help to develop latent talents in children as 

well as adults, and augment educational advancement in children.297  

 

While economic inequality can prevent some children from receiving a good education, these 

two museums are stepping in to bridge the divide. If a program seeks to attract and serve local 

teens, they must have access to reliable, affordable transportation to access the museum. 

Teenagers use public transportation to reach programs at both the Gardner and the ICA.298 The 

city of Boston offers all teenagers half-price fares on its public transportation system, the 

Metropolitan Transit Authority. With the support of Boston’s cultural resources and 

transportation systems, these two museums have found ways to meet the needs of the city’s 

teenagers.  In order to understand the impact these two museums have on their community, it is 

necessary to understand the two very different neighborhoods in which they are located.  

 

The Institute of Contemporary Art 

 

 The Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) opened in 1936 as the Boston Museum of 

Modern Art. In 1946, the museum assumed its current name. By the end of the twentieth century, 

the museum had established a reputation for working with artists and exhibiting a wide variety of 
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contemporary media. By the turn of the century, the museum established its teen filmmaking 

program, Fast Forward. The museum’s teen programs experienced significant growth beginning 

in December of 2016, when the ICA moved into its new facility on Fan Pier, overlooking the 

harbor in the South Boston Waterfront. The ICA’s collection features national and international 

contemporary artworks in a range of media. Museum activities include exhibitions, music, dance, 

film, talks, tours, and an artist-in-residence program. The museum supports a variety of teen 

programs that reflect the varied media in the museum’s collection: filmmaking, digital 

photography, slam poetry, and disk jockeying. The ICA’s expansive new building created an 

opportunity for the museum to expand beyond “its original focus on contemporary visual arts to 

more fully embrace performing and media arts.” The architecture reflects the importance of 

technology at the ICA: the central technology lab, where the museum centralizes its 

programming, hangs cantilevered over the bay.  

 The ICA is located in South Boston Waterfront, an industrial neighborhood undergoing 

rapid change. While the marine industry continues to be a visible part of the South Boston 

Waterfront, the area is experiencing rapid growth in arts organizations, such as the Children’s 

Museum and Artists for Humanity.299 The waterfront is primarily an industrial area, and the 

nearest residential areas are South Boston and Roxbury. Children have a higher poverty rate than 

the Boston city population as a whole, and the Boston neighborhoods with the highest childhood 

poverty rates are South Boston, with 43.8%, and Roxbury, with 49.7%.300 Another statistic 

demonstrates need in the South Boston and Roxbury neighborhoods: Children living in single 
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female-headed family households have a higher rate of poverty than in other types of families. 

The poverty rate for this type of household is 48% in South Boston and 43.1% in Roxbury.301 

These statistics show that many teenagers near the ICA live in poverty, and the museum offers a 

variety of teen programs to create educational opportunities for them. 

 When it opened this new building, the museum was “determined that teens would 

embrace its new facility.”302  In order to reduce barriers to entry for teens, youth under the age of 

17 are given free general admission; older students pay ten dollars, reduced from 15 dollars.303 

The museum’s website explains how to reach the museum using public transportation, bicycle, 

water taxi, and private car.304 Boston’s free public transportation for teenagers provides an easy 

way for teens to reach the museum on their own. To further the museum’s goal of drawing 

teenagers to its facility, the ICA received a Wallace Foundation grant to “reach urban middle and 

high school students and diversify its teen audience.”305 The museum targeted nearby south 

Boston neighborhoods that are easily accessible by public transportation, including South Boston 

and Roxbury. These multi-cultural, low- to moderate-income neighborhoods contain a “high 

density of people under 18.”306 This program has successfully reached neighborhood teens: In a 
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three-year period ending in 2010, “6,000 youth took part in ICA programs.” 307 To celebrate such 

a drastic improvement in teens’ attendance, the President’s Committee on the Arts and the 

Humanities presented the ICA with the National Arts and Humanities Youth Program Award in 

2012, the nation’s highest honor for after-school arts and humanities programs.  

 While the ICA offers multiple informal and structured classes for teenagers, this 

dissertation focuses on the ICA’s Teen Arts Council (TAC). The TAC is made up of twelve high 

school students from a range of neighborhoods in the Boston area, with strong representation 

from the South Boston and Roxbury areas. Teens are paid an undisclosed amount, which makes 

the program accessible for teens, who must work to provide for their needs. Competition for the 

twelve TAC appointments is intense.308 Teens must commit to a year of service and meet at least 

once a week to create and implement a variety of projects, such as the ICA’s Teen Nights.309 

While Teen Night reaches Boston area teens, the TAC also sponsors an annual activity with an 

international reach: Teen Convening. Since 2009,310 the ICA has hosted the National Convening 

for Teens in the Arts each summer.311 The TAC coordinates the Convening and brings together 

North American teens, educators, and artists to discuss the role of arts in their lives. The ICA 

invites from five to eight museums to bring teen program representatives and educators to 
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Boston for several days of conversation and activities. All expenses for the participating 

museums are paid by the ICA, with support from the Wallace Foundation.312 

 At the ICA, I interviewed ten people and conducted multiple program observations over 

the period of one week in August 2014. I interviewed Gabrielle Wyrick, Associate Director of 

Education, Joseph Douilette, Teen New Media Program Manager, Lenora Symczah, Teen New 

Media Program Assistant, six program alumni, and an independent art educator who was 

working with the program. In addition, I attended the National Convening for Teens in the Arts 

at the ICA in 2014. Another excellent resource of information has been the ICA teen program 

website. This site extensively showcases teen work such as videos and written reflections along 

with photographs of the program in action and a calendar of activities.313 The ICA’s website 

contains a link to a website exclusively about teen programs. This website, ICA Teens, provides 

information about the museum’s extensive programming for teens. In addition to teen media 

workshops, there are sections about the Teen Arts Council and the Teen Convening. In addition 

to providing program information, applications, and upcoming dates, these pages include teen-

created work. This provided invaluable insight into each participating teen’s perspective on their 

work at the Museum that was not otherwise available, due to the University of Texas at Dallas’ 

Institutional Review Board’s restrictions prohibiting interviews with anyone under the age of 18. 

The Teen Convening section of the website is even richer in content. In addition to digital media 

from each annual Convening, it contains a full report of each year’s Convening, providing access 

to topics concerning the impact of teen programming in several museums. While the ICA 
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reaches out to its neighbors, another museum, the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, also works 

with the teen population in its own neighborhood in Boston.   

 

The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum 

  

 The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum (Gardner) is the second Boston institution in this 

study. Isabella Stewart Gardner opened the museum, its gardens, and its outstanding collection 

for public use in 1903. The original museum, a modern evocation of a fifteenth-century Venetian 

palace and garden, provides an intimate setting to view Gardner’s historical collection. An 

expansion opened in 2012, creating additional space for historical and contemporary exhibitions, 

performances, and education. Museum activities include exhibitions, music, talks, tours, and an 

artist-in-residence program. The Gardner encourages teen visitors by providing free entrance to 

anyone under eighteen years old. College students with an ID pay five dollars, reduced from the 

regular admission rate of 15 dollars.314 

 The Gardner is located in Boston’s well-established, upscale Fenway neighborhood, near 

other prominent cultural organizations, such as the Museum of Fine Arts and Symphony Hall.315 

When walking through Fenway, poverty is not apparent. Impressive brick row houses line the 

clean streets. New construction with apartments and condominiums are scattered throughout the 

area. Professionally dressed clients fill upscale restaurants and retail establishments. On the 

streets, people wear gear from a number of respected academic institutions also in Fenway, such 
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as Boston University and Northeastern University. Surprisingly, a Boston Redevelopment 

Authority study in 2012 found that the Fenway neighborhood has a poverty rate of 43.7%, the 

second highest in the city.316 The neighborhood’s appearance belies the high poverty rate; this 

can be partially explained by the fact that 69% of Fenway’s residents are college students, and 

28.2% of college students in Boston live in poverty.317 However, since “…poverty rates decrease 

as educational attainment increases,”318 these students have a high chance of moving out of 

poverty. Unfortunately, for children under the age of 18, which includes local teenagers that are 

targeted by Gardner, the poverty rate in Fenway is 22.4%.319 A nearby high school, the Edward 

M. Kennedy Academy for Health Careers, was created for inner-city teens through a partnership 

between the Boston Public Schools and nearby Northeastern University.320 This high school does 

not have an art program, so the Gardner created an after-school studio art program for their 

students.321 Volunteers from the Gardner’s teen intern program, Teens-Behind-the-Scenes, 

support this after-school program. 

 Teens-Behind-the-Scenes is a paid internship for high school juniors and seniors who 

wish to work closely with museum staff to develop and present quality activities for museum 

visitors.322 In the program, around eight teen members commit to at least a year of service, which 
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includes three weeknight meetings a month and special events. Teens are paid eight dollars an 

hour and also given dinner when they work on evening programs.323 Goals for the teens in this 

program include developing leadership skills and exploring career options.324 Teens plan and 

implement programs during family events and throughout school vacation weeks during the 

winter and spring. These activities are based on works in the galleries as well as relationships 

with the Gardner’s artists-in-residence, and will be detailed in the following chapter. In addition 

to working with teens from the Kennedy Academy, Gardner teens sponsor activities at the 

museum’s Neighborhood Nights, summer events when the museum opens its doors to 

surrounding neighborhoods, offering music, art and activities. At its inception in 2007, the 

program began with students from three neighborhood high schools; now, the program currently 

works to include students from several Boston suburban high schools while still maintaining 

strong bonds with the original schools.325  

 Over the period of one week in August 2014, I visited Teens-Behind-the-Scenes and the 

School Partnership Educator who directs the program, Sarah Egan. In addition, I emailed and 

briefly met Johnetta Tinker, the previous leader of Teens-Behind-the-Scenes. I also observed the 

program’s teens as they met, set up, and implemented art projects at one Neighborhood Night 

event, a Gardner-sponsored neighborhood gathering in the museum. After this initial period of 

observation, I had a follow-up interview with Egan in March of 2015. I was able to get some 

information from the Gardner’s website, which presents a brief program description and 

                                                 

323  Egan, Personal Interview with School Partnership Manager. 

324 Ibid. 

325 Ibid. 



 

 
115 

information about upcoming activities. When applicants for the teen program are being accepted 

for the upcoming school year, the museum also posts the application. The Gardner does not post 

any teen-generated content on its website.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 

 

 

 The rich variety of cultural arts organizations in San Francisco demonstrates the myriad 

of cultures in this city. The three San Francisco museums chosen for this study reflect the history 

and diversity of the city: The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco (FAMSF), The Asian Art 

Museum (Asian) and the Contemporary Jewish Museum (CJM). Due to its location on the 

Pacific Ocean, San Francisco lacked the cultural advantages of American cities founded 

centuries earlier on the east coast. However, San Francisco opened its first museum, the de 

Young, for the California Midwinter International Exposition in 1894.326 This event occurred 

only twenty years after Boston opened its first museum, in spite of the fact that the city was 

established in 1776, 146 years after Boston. Located in the heart of Golden Gate Park, the de 

Young is today one of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco. Due to its location on the west 

coast, the city has a larger Asian population (33%)327 than Boston (8.9%),328 DC (3.5%),329 or 

Dallas (2.9%).330 Situated in the heart of San Francisco’s civic center, The Asian Art Museum 

claims to be “the largest museum in the United States devoted exclusively to the arts of Asia.”331 

While the city’s history and racial demographics impact its culture, so does its religious 
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composition. Although official demographics related to race and economic status are common, 

statistics concerning religion are more elusive. Due to American laws concerning the separation 

of church and state, the United States Census has not collected religious data since the fifties.332 

However, a study of American Jews by Brandeis University concluded that California ranks only 

second to New York as having the highest percentage of Jews in the country, 333 with sizable 

communities concentrated in the areas of Los Angeles and San Francisco.334 As a direct 

reflection of San Francisco’s religious demographics, the city’s Jewish organizations created the 

Contemporary Jewish Museum, founded for people of all beliefs to develop “…new perspectives 

on Jewish culture, history, art, and ideas.”335 Thus, the museum was established to foster an 

intercultural understanding about Jews that could bridge cultural divides. Teen programs at these 

three museums, the deYoung of the FAMSF, the Asian, and the Contemporary Jewish Museum, 

represent the history and cultural diversity of San Francisco.  

 San Francisco city benefits from connections among diverse cultural organizations. 

Formal and informal connections among the city’s museums provide opportunities for staff and 

teenagers to work together to foster a richer use of shared community resources. One such group, 

Teen Force, is an informal network of staff members from area arts organizations in the Bay 

Area that work with teens. By uniting their resources, expertise, and ideas, Teen Force members 

work together to achieve common goals. One result of Teen Force was the first Teen Museum 
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Intern Gathering in 2012, sponsored at the Contemporary Jewish Museum. Teen interns from 

seven city arts institutions, including the Asian and the Contemporary Jewish Museum, gather to 

discuss their programs. Teen Force participants continue to meet in 2015. Busy schedules 

prevent regular gatherings in person, but online communication allows teen educators to stay in 

touch. They share ideas about how to approach issues ranging from programming to discipline. 

They try to plan a time each year when teens come together from several museums to discuss the 

work they are doing in their museums and share ideas.336 Recognizing that the city’s resources 

also influence neighboring towns, Teen Force has expanded outside of the San Francisco city 

limits to include other institutions in neighboring towns, such as the Santa Cruz Museum of Art 

and History.337 By pooling resources and spurring cross-promotion, this network creates richer 

opportunities than a single institution can provide, which in turn, weaves an expansive cultural 

fabric for teens throughout the city. 

 As museums work together to coordinate their teen programs, San Francisco’s transit 

infrastructure allows teenagers access to these cultural institutions. While the Fine Arts Museums 

of San Francisco include two locations, the teen program is primarily located at the de Young 

because it is easily accessible, in Golden Gate Park. Its other museum, the Legion of Honor, 

situated in the remote Lincoln Park, can only be accessed by one bus line. This limited access by 

public transportation is one of the reasons this location is not used for the teen program.338 

However, both the Contemporary Jewish Museum and the Asian are located in the heart of the 
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city, near several public transportation lines. The City of San Francisco makes public 

transportation affordable for youth. The San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency 

provides a discount for all youth under the age of seventeen. Children between the ages of five 

and 18 living in households with low to moderate incomes can apply for a Clipper Pass, which 

allows them to ride free.339 

 

The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco: the de Young Museum 

 

 The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco’s mission statement gives a high priority to 

education, emphasizing its “extensive and innovative art education programs for people of all 

ages and interests.”340 Museum entrance policy supports teens; youth under seventeen and all 

students with ID have a discounted general admission entry fee of six dollars, which normally is 

ten dollars for others.341 The education department of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco 

includes programming at both the de Young Museum and the Legion of Honor Museum. The de 

Young, the museum location where their teen program takes place, offers “…collections of 

American art from the 17th through the 20th centuries, textile arts, and art of Africa, Oceania, 

                                                 

339  San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency, "Fares and Passes," San Francisco: Author, 
https://www.sfmta.com/getting-around/transit/fares-passes, (March 12, 2016). 

340  Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, "About the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco," San Francisco: Author, 
https://deyoung.famsf.org/about/about-fine-arts-museums-san-francisco, (July 9, 2015). 

341 Ibid. 

https://www.sfmta.com/getting-around/transit/fares-passes
https://deyoung.famsf.org/about/about-fine-arts-museums-san-francisco


 

 
120 

and the Americas.”342 This location reopened in 2005 with new facilities to host the collection as 

well as an office tower, which holds a room used for teen training. 

 The Fine Arts Museums have been hiring high school interns since 1982 in their Museum 

Ambassador program.343 As the oldest program in this study, it provides a historical perspective 

on teen programs. At its inception, The Museum Ambassador program sought to bring high 

school students to the museum with the hope that they would also invite their friends and 

families, creating a more diverse audience.344 In order to achieve an audience that better reflects 

the demographics of San Francisco, the program selects San Francisco United School District 

students that represent the ethnic diversity of San Francisco, with priority given students living in 

low-income neighborhoods.345 The program offers paid positions to students for the duration of 

the school year, with a separate application for the summer months. During the 2013-2014 

school year, the program had thirty-two Museum Ambassadors from seven different high 

schools.346 Ambassadors give tours at both the de Young and lead community programs in other 

locations around the city.347 All of my observations occurred at the de Young location in Golden 

Gate Park, during a week in July 2014. I conducted five interviews with FAMSF staff members: 

Sheila Pressley, Director of Education; Joal Truong-Vargas, Museum Ambassador Program 

                                                 

342  de Young, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, "Collections," San Francisco: Author, 
https://deyoung.famsf.org/deyoung/collections, (October 22, 2015). 

343  de Young, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, "Meet the Museum Ambassadors," San Francisco: Author, 
http://deyoung.famsf.org/blog/meet-museums-ambassadors, (September 20, 2013). 

344  Molly Beyer, Telephone Interview with Former Manager, Museum Ambassadors, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 
May 21, 2014. 

345  Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, "Fine Art: FAMSF Membership Newsletter," (Spring, 2014), 50. 

346  Beyer, Telephone Interview with Former Manager, Museum Ambassadors. 

347  Molly Beyer, "Museum Ambassadors Job Description, School Year 2013 - 2014," de Young, Fine Arts Museums of San 
Francisco, http://deyoung.famsf.org/files/job_description_f2013.pdf, (September 26, 2013). 

https://deyoung.famsf.org/deyoung/collections
http://deyoung.famsf.org/blog/meet-museums-ambassadors
http://deyoung.famsf.org/files/job_description_f2013.pdf
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Manager; Hannah Kaiksow, Museum Ambassador Program Assistant; Anne Tignanelli, Museum 

Ambassador Program Assistant; and, Molly Beyer, former Museum Ambassador Program 

Manager, who retired in 2014. I spent a full day shadowing a training session for the summer 

2014 Ambassadors. In addition, Museum staff provided copies of internally published articles 

about the program, which served as an informative look into the program’s operations.  

Conversely, the deYoung’s website only outlines a cursory description of the program, along 

with information about how to apply to become an Ambassador. Since Ambassadors offer 

programs at organizations around the city, the website also explains how an organization can 

invite an Ambassador to present at their location.348 The website does not host any teen-created 

work, which limited my understanding of how teens view the program. 

 

The Asian Art Museum 

 

In 1966, the Asian Art Museum opened as a wing of the de Young to house the Asian art 

collection of donor Avery Brundage. As the collection grew, the city of San Francisco 

recognized a need for a larger space. In 1987, the city drew up plans to renew its Civic Center, 

which included the San Francisco Public Library building; in 1994, voters approved a plan to use 

the former library building exclusively for the Asian Art Museum. After extensive remodeling, 

the museum moved into the library building in 2003. This new location is next to City Hall at the 

mid-point of Market Street, easily accessible by public transportation. While teens may find it 

                                                 

348  de Young, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, "Museum Ambassadors," San Francisco: Author,  
http://deyoung.famsf.org/education/museum-ambassadors (July 5, 2015). 
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easy to reach on public transportation, the entry cost could prove more challenging. The museum 

charges ten dollars for youth aged 13-17, discounted from the regular admission price of fifteen 

dollars. However, the museum offers a stellar collection of works that range from historical to 

contemporary works, including Chinese, Japanese, South Asian, Himalayan, Southeast Asian, 

and Korean art.349  

 The newly remodeled library building provided space for the museum to expand both 

public programming and exhibitions. When the Asian Art Museum moved into its current 

location in 2003, youth programming centered on family or school visits. Allison Wyckoff, 

Family and Youth Programs Coordinator, questioned the existing gap between programs for 

children and those for adults. Whereas Wyckoff felt teenagers were marginalized as a group and 

wanted to design programming for them, some staff members remained skeptical about a teen’s 

ability to engage as a committed member of the museum community. Wyckoff convinced the 

museum to give this underserved niche a try. In 2007, she established Art Speak, the Asian Art 

Museum’s current teen program. This program has generated positive examples about what teens 

provide for the museum.350 Wyckoff still directs Art Speak, which uses the museum’s resources 

to engage high school students in a one-year, paid internship to develop leadership and job 

skills.351 The program began with ten interns; there have been as many as twenty in some years. 

During the 2014-2015 school year, Art Speak appointed four interns for one-year paid positions. 

Although the program decreased its number of interns, the lower number allowed Wyckoff to 

                                                 

349  Asian Art Museum, San Francisco, "History.” 

350  Allison Wyckoff, Personal interview with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator, Asian Art Museum, San Francisco, 
July 6, 2014. 

351  Asian Art Museum, San Francisco, "Art Speak Teen Internship Program," San Francisco: Author, 
http://education.asianart.org/school-programs/art-speak-teen-internship-program, (September 20, 2013). 

http://education.asianart.org/school-programs/art-speak-teen-internship-program
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focus on offering a higher quality internship. The current system maximizes benefit of the 

allotted budget. These interns work one school night each week as well as Saturdays and 

occasional Sundays. In the fall of 2014, Wyckoff also created an unpublicized Teen Advisory 

Board to both keep interns involved after their year and to create a place for applicants who did 

not receive internships.352  

 Research includes two interviews with Wyckoff and a full day observing the interns as 

they prepared for and conducted a program at the museum. The Asian Art Museum’s website 

only offers a basic description of teen internships. At appropriate times, it also posts the 

application for future internships.  While the museum’s main website does not host any teen 

work, the teens do have an independent blog posted at a different website.353 Teens post short, 

unedited reactions to Art Speak activities, both positive and negative. Their photographs and 

comments provided insight into how the teens perceived events, providing an additional source 

of information that began in September of 2013. 

 

Contemporary Jewish Museum 

 

 Founded in 1984, San Francisco’s Contemporary Jewish Museum (CJM) was established 

as a forum for people of all backgrounds to engage in dialogue about Jewish history, art, and 

culture. The CJM moved to its current building in the Yerba Buena Gardens district in 2008. The 

museum’s unique structure blends the 1907 Pacific Street Gas and Electric Power Substation, 

                                                 

352  Wyckoff, Personal Interview with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator. 

353  Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, "Art Speak Intern Blog: High School Student Interns Exploring Art and Culture at 
the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco," San Francisco: Author, http://artspeak.posthaven.com/, (August 3, 2015). 
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built as the city recovered from the great earthquake of 1906, with the striking contemporary 

design of architect Daniel Libeskind. This museum is also centrally located just south of Market 

Street, conveniently near public transportation, just five blocks away from the Asian Art 

Museum. The new location allocated space for this non-collecting institution to distinguish itself 

through educational programming and marked the start of in-house teen programming.354  

 The museum’s admission policies reflect their support of teenagers. While regular 

admission to the museum is 12 dollars and students over eighteen pay ten dollars, teenagers 

eighteen and under are given free admission. There is an additional benefit offered to teens: 

Access 18. Local financial institutions underwrite this program, which allows teens to register to 

receive a museum membership card. This program grants unlimited access to museum 

programming and teen events, discounts at the café and store, and email updates; the program 

goes an extra step to allow teens to bring a friend along for free each time they visit. This feature 

recognizes a teenager’s developmental drive for socialization while expanding the museum’s 

audience. Registration information from the Access 18 program provides the museum with a 

mailing list to advertise youth events.355 Thus, teens and the museum both benefit from the 

Access 18 program.  

 The CJM offers frequent teen programming throughout the year, ranging from 

educational activities to social gatherings. This study focuses on their paid teen internship 

program, Teen Art Connect (TAC), which brings a group of fifteen high school students together 

                                                 

354 Janine Okmin, Personal Interview by author with the Associate Director of Education, The Contemporary Jewish 
Museum, San Francisco, July 7, 2014. 

355  Contemporary Jewish Museum. "Access 18 Application Form." San Francisco: Author, 
http://www.emailmeform.com/builder/form/tZflv8eAT1g2z5, (February 1, 2016). 



 

 
125 

for a full school year. Although the CJM is a Jewish museum, the teen board is not made up of 

only Jewish teens; the museum intentionally creates a group that includes teens from various 

religions and schools to foster intercultural dialogue on contemporary Jewish culture. As a non-

collecting institution, it is difficult for teens to develop a deep understanding of every temporary 

exhibition that moves through the museum. As a result, the CJM’s teens focus their presentations 

on the museum’s architecture. In addition to their responsibilities as tour guides, TAC members 

also greet the public as they enter, serve as ushers, work in the coat checkroom, give directions, 

and assist in the children’s area.356 

 The museum’s staff reflects the CJM’s commitment to distinguish itself through 

educational programming. At the CJM, the entire museum staff works with teens, including 

personnel not in the education department. Committed teens can also complete an apprenticeship 

with a staff member; this program is described in the following chapter.357 For many museum 

educators, working with teens is only one task on their list of responsibilities. The CJM teen 

program also benefits from a dedicated, full-time educator with one focus: the fifteen teenagers 

in Teen Art Connect. The teens flourish with this extra attention. The CJM requires the most 

extensive training requirements of any teen program researched, obligating teens to commit to 

two full weeks plus three Sundays in the summer. During this training, staff members explain 

their jobs to the teens and teens study the museum’s architecture in great detail. In addition to 

this training, when the school year begins, teens meet two Sundays a month and must work from 

                                                 

356  Greenberg, Personal Interview by author with Teen Program Manager; Leah Greenberg, Telephone Interview by author 
with Teen Program Manager, Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Francisco, June 5, 2014. 

357  Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Francisco "Teens." San Francisco: Author, 
http://www.thecjm.org/education/teens, (September 16, 2014). 
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two to six hours each week.358 The teens give fact-filled, participatory tours, which reflect their 

extensive training. They are well acquainted with the museum’s architect, Daniel Libeskind, and 

understand how the museum fits into San Francisco’s turbulent history as well as Libeskind’s 

oeuvre.  

 Research included interviews with five staff CJM members: Connie Wolf, Former 

Director and CEO (1999 until 2011); Janine Okmin, Associate Director of Education; Leah 

Greenberg, Youth Programs Manager (two interviews); Gravity Goldberg, Associate Director of 

Public Programs; and, Cecile Puretz, Education and Access Manager. I also interviewed two 

program alumni who continue to work at the museum: Natalie Escobar and Haleema Lewis. I 

spent one full day observing the 2014 Teen Art Connect member orientation. Additionally, TAC 

has the most extensive online presence, providing a depth of information: Teens regularly post to 

the program’s blog. Their thoughtful reflections demonstrate a connection to works of art as well 

as the impact of their work in the museum. The website also hosts videos and photographs of 

teen presentations and activities. The information is seamlessly integrated into a user-friendly 

platform, sorted by activity, author, and dates extending back to 2012.  

 

 

                                                 

358 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

SANTA CRUZ, CALIFORNIA 

 

 

 Just seventy miles south of San Francisco along the Pacific Ocean, the beautiful coastline 

and sunny weather in Santa Cruz, California belie a serious problem in the city: homelessness. 

Between 2011 and 2013, the city of Santa Cruz experienced a 32% increase in the already large 

homeless population.359 This staggering increase impacted an already visible problem, for 82% 

of the homeless live unsheltered.360 Located near the beach in central Santa Cruz, an area where 

a large population of homeless live, the Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History does not skirt 

around this homelessness; its direct approach to homelessness will be outlined in the next 

chapter. As will be seen in the following examples, this museum’s impact on the community is 

visible. This is partially due to the community focus of their work as well as the fact that Santa 

Cruz, with a population of 59,946, is a much smaller city than Boston, with 617,594, San 

Francisco, with 805,235, and Dallas, with 1.2 million.361 With a relatively smaller population, 

even minor interventions in the homelessness problem in Santa Cruz influence the city much 

more visibly than in other cities. 

 

                                                 

359  Peter Connery Project Director, 2013 Santa Cruz County Point-in-Time Homeless Census and Report: Comprehensive 
Version (Watsonville, CA: Applied Survey Research, 2013)., 10. 

360  Ibid., 7. 

361  U.S. Census Bureau, American Fact Finder: Population, Housing Units, Area, and Density: 2010 - United States -- Places 
and (in Selected States) County Subdivisions with 50,000 Or More Population by State (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 
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The Museum of Art and History 

 

 The Museum of Art and History is exceptional in this study. While the museum has art in 

its collection, it does not focus on the study of art. Its collection is an historical archive 

containing artifacts, art, and historical documents, all related to the history of Santa Cruz. This 

museum evidences its deep commitment to its community in its mission and impact statement:  

Our mission is to ignite shared experiences and unexpected connections. We 

accomplish this mission when we bring people together around art and history 

through dynamic exhibitions, events, partnerships, and programs. When we are 

successful, our work helps build a stronger, more connected community.362 

 

This statement reflects the philosophy of its Executive Director, Nina Simon. Simon, a staunch 

supporter of visitor participation in museums, leads the institution’s focus on interactive 

experiences and community enrichment. The museum’s low entry fees further reinforce its desire 

to be accessible: general admission is five dollars while teenagers and students pay only three 

dollars. Teenagers do not get a discount on public transportation, yet some do use it to reach the 

museum. Even though Santa Cruz is more than an hour’s drive away from the museums in San 

Francisco, the Museum of Art and History participates in San Francisco’s Teen Force initiative. 

The museum’s teens travel to San Francisco to meet with teens working in museums there, and 

the museum’s teen educator networks with colleagues in San Francisco.  

 Emily Dobkin, Youth Programs Manager at Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History 

(MAH), began the museum’s teen program museum in 2012. In creating the teen program, 

                                                 

362  Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, "Mission and Impact." Santa Cruz: Author, 
http://www.santacruzmah.org/about/mission-and-impact/, (January 26, 2016). 
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Dobkin wanted to use art to instigate social change on community issues.363 On the website, 

Dobkin described it as a  

…program geared for teenagers who want to make a difference in Santa Cruz 

county by raising awareness of community issues through collaborative arts and 

cultural experiences. We focus on exploring what it means to be an active 

community member, how as a community members we can create change, and the 

tools necessary to ignite leadership.364 

 

In the participatory spirit of the museum, a teen board worked alongside Dobkin to design the 

program. Named Subjects to Change (S2C), it began in the 2013-2014 school year with seven 

high school students. For its second year, 25 teens applied for fifteen positions. These students 

will be chosen from a variety of schools across Santa Cruz County. S2C members are unpaid and 

commit to regular school-night meeting plus weekend events for one year. These teens design 

and implement events to raise awareness on a range of community problems, such as bicycle 

safety and homelessness. During Teen Nights, a key event planned and implemented by S2C 

members, the entire museum dedicates its time and space to activities planned by teens for teens. 

This event includes educational information as well as fun, arts-based activities. During their 

second year in the program, S2C offers members the opportunity for in-depth internships with a 

staff member.365  

                                                 

363  Dobkin, Personal Interview with Youth Programs Manager. 

364  Emily Hope Dobkin, "Subjects to Change Blog Post," Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, http://secure-
web.cisco.com/1sMN4TpW9p_rI5jjaRi--fNel5r3tXTxuYAIeLSADRK0iM4tQEo_GkHwhclIL7-
kuyyeYj190CSjIYShXv76hhtNm3mNbwShyKLe4DXoDPxtEg_Z3zqMnv03-SmhJuP8UqwUNevBV-
lBFIfizL1TyYjzoV2kngmdbwpFbZf8cE6xHW0zhQOBHu-
ZsAEGD6DT1El57_Z_BuYceb61zzp7qfsWURB8O8BDful_suXgFDn4/http%3A%2F%2Fwww.santacruzmah.org%2F, 
(June 30, 2014). 
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Interviews and observations provided information about the S2C program. I interviewed 

Emily Hope Dobkin, Youth Programs Manager; she spoke about the work of S2C members 

addressing homelessness as well as other community problems. I spent one day observing S2C 

teenagers prepare for an upcoming event. Additionally, I heard Dobkin’s presentation at the 

National Art Educator’s Association about Teen Force and her relationship with teens and 

educators at the Contemporary Jewish Museum and the Asian Art Museum. The museum’s 

website served as another source of information. The Museum of Art and History educator’s 

blog contains reflections by Dobkin as well as adult interns who work with the program as part 

of their university studies in museum education. The S2C website offered a wealth of 

information about the program, including photographs, teen artwork and blogs by teens 

describing their activities and analyzing the impact of their program.366 Like the teen’s website at 

the Contemporary Jewish Museum, the teen’s voice is not filtered out by the museum’s 

marketing department. The teens’ words are posted as they are written, providing unique insight 

into the teens’ opinions, even though I was not permitted to interview them directly. This 

contrasts with other museums in this study, where the teens have little or no direct input on a 

museum’s website. The participatory, community-based nature of this program makes it an 

excellent choice for this study. 

 

 

                                                 

366  Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, "Subjects to Change Home Page," Santa Cruz: Author, 
http://www.subjectstochange.org/, (July 1, 2015). 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

DALLAS, TEXAS 

 

 

Dallas, Texas marks the final city in this study, providing geographic contrast to the other 

cities due to its south central location in the United States. Dallas also differs markedly in its use 

of land. In comparison to the other cities, it is the largest city in square miles and also has the 

lowest population density: 3,517 people per square mile compared to 4,705 in Santa Cruz, 

12,792 in Boston and 17,179 in San Francisco.367 With sprawling suburbs connected by a road 

system designed when the economy was even more reliant on the oil industry, Dallas’ 

infrastructure prioritizes personal automobiles over public transportation. Public bus and train 

lines do stop within walking distance of downtown art museums, but are not accessible from 

many residential areas and suburbs. This remoteness makes it difficult for teenagers to 

independently reach the museums. Despite the problem of inaccessibility, there is great need for 

teen programs. Dallas is a prime urban area to establish youth programs due to its significantly 

higher percentage of persons under eighteen years old: 26.5% compared to Washington, D.C.’s 

17.2%, Boston’s 16.8%, and San Francisco County’s 13.5%.368 Two Dallas museums host 

programs for teens in this study: The Dallas Museum of Art (working in cooperation with The 

Perot Museum of Nature and Science) and the Nasher Sculpture Center. 

These museums constitute a large swath of the Dallas Arts District in downtown. Built in less 

than thirty years, this planned cultural arts center began with the opening of the Dallas Museum 

                                                 

367  U.S. Census Bureau, Population, Housing Units, Area, and Density: 2010 - United States -- Places by State (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2010). 
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of Art in 1984, the first cultural arts institution in the district.  Other visual and performing arts 

organizations rose in the same area, creating a cultural hub with great potential for institutional 

interaction. “The Dallas Arts District is the largest contiguous urban arts district in the nation, 

spanning 68 acres and 19 contiguous blocks.”369 The Dallas Museum of Art (DMA), the Nasher 

Sculpture Center, which opened in 2003, and the Perot Museum of Nature and Science (Perot), 

which opened in 2012, are all in walking distance of one another. The immediacy between these 

institutions greatly influences how each teen program interacts with one another. 

 

Dallas Museum of Art 

 

 The Dallas Museum of Art (DMA) traces its origins to 1903, when the Dallas Art 

Association began displaying art at the Free Public Art Gallery. The DMA’s dynamic, global 

collection spans 5,000 years of civilization, from ancient times to the present day. The institution 

demonstrates its commitment to public engagement through its free admissions policy and 

extensive programming. In 2008, under the leadership of Director Bonnie Pitman, the Center for 

Creative Connections (C3) opened.370 The C3 is an interactive learning environment for all ages; 

it serves as the home base for teen programs at the DMA.   

While the Dallas Museum of Art has an established teen docent program, this dissertation 

focuses on a program that began in the twenty-first century: the Teen Advisory Council. In 2010, 

President Obama launched Educate to Innovate, a program to improve opportunities for students 
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December 6, 2012. 
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in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. This program encouraged public-private 

partnerships. In response, the federal institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) and the 

John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation launched the Learning Labs in Libraries and 

Museums program in 2011. This program “supported the creation of innovative teen spaces at 

libraries and museums” and sought to create opportunities for teens to become successful adults. 

After two cycles of grant competitions, sites in 24 cities and counties received grants of 

$100,000 to plan and design their own Learning Lab.371 These Labs were  

…designed to facilitate a research-based education model known as connected 

learning – one that promotes discovery, creativity, critical thinking and real-world 

learning through activities and experiences that bring together academics and 

young people’s interests, often facilitated by digital and traditional media. The 

labs will connect teens to mentors and peers, as well as anytime, anywhere access 

to information through online social networks, so they can pursue their interests 

more deeply and connect these new skills to academics, career, and civic 

engagement.372  

 

In 2012, IMLS and the MacArthur Foundation selected the DMA and the Perot to receive 

a grant to jointly design and implement a Learning Lab, which launched in January 

2013.373 This Learning Lab is part of a greater vision. Nicole Stutzman-Forbes, Chair of 

Learning Initiatives and Dallas Museum of Art League Director of Education, explains: 

“We aim to instigate some cultural shift – opening up our museums to be more social, 

                                                 

371  Association of Science-Technology Centers; Urban Libraries Council, Learning Labs in Libraries and Museums: 
Transformative Spaces for Teens. Washington, D.C.: Association of Science-Technology Centers; Urban Libraries Council, 
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recreational, and immersive spaces for the teens learning in the 21st century.”374 The 

Learning Lab Grant spurred the creation the Teen Advisory Council.  

Teen Advisory Council (TAC) is a teen board created jointly for the DMA and the Perot 

Museum of Nature and Science as part of their MacArthur Learning Lab grant. The board began 

in the fall of 2013. During the 2014-15 school year, the DMA’s blog stated that the TAC had 

sixteen members, “who have been helping to shape the direction of how our institution engages 

youth audiences. In particular, they have been dedicated to exploring the way art and science can 

connect and what creative avenues can result from their crossover.”375 The TAC’s programs 

provide a lens to examine the impact of teens on the DMA as well as the broader Dallas 

community.  

At the DMA, I conducted nine interviews and seven observations concerning their teen 

programming over the span of two years. I interviewed Nicole Stutzman-Forbes, Chair of 

Learning Initiatives and Dallas Museum of Art League Director of Education, twice and also 

spoke with J.C. Bigornia, the C3 Program Manager and key educator for teen programs two 

times, as well. I also interviewed three other educators who work with teens: Susan Diachisin, 

the Kelli and Allen Questrom Director of the Center for Creative Connections; Josh Rose, 

Manager of Docent and Teacher Programs; and, Shannon Karol, Former Manager of Docent 

Programs and Gallery Teaching. In addition, I interviewed Stefanie Mabadi, Program Evaluator 

and Temple Shirley, program alumna.  

                                                 

374  Ibid.; Jill Bernstein, "New Grant Will Help Dallas Museum of Art Develop New Space to Connect Youth with Friends, 
Learning and Mentors for Future Success," DMA Press Release. 

375  J.C. Bigornia, "UA Maker Club," Dallas Museum of Art, https://dmaeducatorblog.wordpress.com/2013/11/05/maker-
club/, (May 8, 2015).  

https://dmaeducatorblog.wordpress.com/2013/11/05/maker-club/
https://dmaeducatorblog.wordpress.com/2013/11/05/maker-club/
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Nasher Sculpture Center 

 

Across the street from the DMA, another art institution in Dallas offers notable 

programming for teens. In 2003, as the Dallas Museum of Art was celebrating its hundredth 

birthday, the Nasher Sculpture Center opened. Home to the Raymond and Patsy Nasher 

Collection, it is dedicated to the “exhibition, study, and preservation of modern and 

contemporary sculpture.”376 The Nashers reinforced their commitment to making art accessible 

to the public in 1965 when they opened NorthPark Center, a shopping center and community-

gathering place exhibiting quality works of art.377 The Nasher Sculpture Center sponsors public 

sculpture placed in neighborhoods throughout Dallas, and their downtown museum includes an 

outdoor sculpture garden as well as indoor galleries. Programs at the Nasher Sculpture Center 

further the mission to employ art to create a stronger Dallas community, making it an excellent 

choice for this study. The Nasher seeks to engage teenagers with art. It has offered a weeklong 

Summer Institute for Teens since 2008 and a Student Advisory Board (SAB) since 2011, along 

with other special programs for teens.378  This study focuses on two programs: Nasher XChange 

and Nasher Student Advisory Board (SAB).  

The first program emerged from the Nasher’s tenth anniversary celebration in 2013-2014, 

called the Nasher XChange. The museum commissioned ten artists to create works to be placed 

in ten locations spread throughout the city of Dallas. Nasher Director Jeremy Strick commented 

                                                 

376  Nasher Sculpture Center, "The Center." Author, http://www.nashersculpturecenter.org/art/the-center, (June 6, 2015).  

377  NorthPark Center, "History," Dallas: Author, http://www.northparkcenter.com/pages/northpark-history, (June 17, 
2015). 

378  Tom Jungerberg, Interview with Touring Programs and Resources, Nasher Sculpture  Center, January 25, 2014. 

http://www.nashersculpturecenter.org/art/the-center
http://www.northparkcenter.com/pages/northpark-history
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that the show was “…about public art… but it’s also a show about Dallas. Each site chosen is 

important and distinctive, and each says something different about the past, present – and future 

– of this city.”379 Teenage involvement in the Nasher XChange celebration culminated in a one-

time only, all-day Student XChange on January 25, 2014. 40 students, representing ten high 

schools and colleges from different socio-economic areas of the city, gathered for one full day of 

collaborative events. Students from each institution presented one sculpture from their own 

neighborhood to the assembled group. Then teenagers mixed with students from other schools to 

work with local artists. The celebration culminated with reflection and dialogue about the impact 

of art in a community. 

The second focus in this study is the Nasher Student Advisory Board (SAB), a program 

with fifteen teens that meets once a month during the school year. While members are not paid, 

they receive a $20 reimbursement for their travel expenses, as well as a free dinner. Teen 

members represent a variety of neighborhoods spreading throughout the Dallas metropolitan 

area. The SAB selects students through an application process, which includes teacher 

recommendations. The SAB provides ideas and feedback for educators as they develop new 

programs and media. They also have the opportunity to assist with children’s programming, 

although this is not a requirement. The program begins the year by asking teens to set goals for 

the upcoming year. Goals in 2014 included learning how to talk about contemporary art, meeting 

with the DMA’s Teen Docents, and leading tours at the Nasher.380 The collaborative 

                                                 

379  Nasher Sculpture Center, "Nasher XChange," Dallas: Author, 
http://www.nashersculpturecenter.org/art/exhibitions/exhibition?id=28, (June 22, 2015). 

380 Anna Smith, Interview with Curator of Education, Nasher Sculpture Center, September 26, 2013. 

http://www.nashersculpturecenter.org/art/exhibitions/exhibition?id=28
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involvement of teens with museum staff and the museum’s collection made it a strong choice for 

this study. 

Research for this dissertation included six interviews, two each with the three Nasher 

Educators: Anna Smith, Colleen Borsch, and the late Tom Jungerberg. Over the period of two 

years, I conducted six periods of observations at the Nasher, watching these two teen programs 

in action. While the Nasher’s teen board does not have a dedicated blog or website, they are 

featured in on the museum’s website and printed publications. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 A central element of this study is the American concept of a public art museum. 

Numerous scholars have demonstrated how American museums rest on democratic ideals of a 

public, audience-centered institution: relevant, useful, and available (e.g., Burt, Cuno, Dana, 

Falk, Gurian, Pitman, Simon, Weil). As the museum strives to be a place for all people, it must 

reimagine itself in order to be physically and socially in touch with disenfranchised audiences. 

Teen programs were born from this tension between museums and their audiences. As such, the 

elements of diversity and place are critical to this study. When teen groups represent various 

neighborhoods in their city, they reflect the racial, socio-economic, and religious demographics 

of their urban area. When choosing a group of teens to participate in a program, educators seek 

to balance gender, age, personalities, interests, and abilities. Rather than simply assembling 

disparate members, teen programs function as an inclusive unit, empowering these distinct 

individuals as a collaborative force. This force is a tool that museums use to reimagine who art is 
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for, and in the process, change the identity of the museum as a place. The museum’s physical 

place, signified by location and architecture, reflects the culture and resources of the city. As a 

home for art, it offers ideas in a place where people can belong, creating community. In the 

twenty-first century, it is becoming a virtual place, offering programs and connections that 

expand traditional boundaries. 

In this spirit of diversity and place, this chapter presented a variety of museums from 

coast to coast, each with a distinctive history and culture. These nine American museums 

represent a variety of museum styles; each museum’s collection shapes its teen program. Some, 

like the Dallas Museum of Art and the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, present art created 

over thousands of years in locations around the globe. This style of museum, sometimes called 

global, encyclopedic, or universal, showcases the breadth of art and offers the opportunity to 

explore human ideas that are shared by various cultures, places, and times. Other museums, 

sometimes called niche museums, focus on one idea in depth. The Contemporary Jewish 

Museum and the Asian Art Museum, both in San Francisco, are niche museums that present 

perspectives about their own cultural identity to foster public understanding. The Nasher 

Sculpture Center in Dallas is the only museum in this study dedicated to sculpture. Educators at 

the Nasher take advantage of sculptural dimensions by creating active programs for teens to 

examine sculpture from different perspectives, physically and conceptually. The Santa Cruz 

Museum of Art and History is unique in this study for its focus on local history as well as art, 

offering fresh opportunities for teens to use art to connect with their community. Some of the 

most dynamic, intensive teen programs in American art museums are located in contemporary art 

museums because it allows teens to work with adult artists “who embrace risk, experimentation, 
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and questioning in their work.”381 As such, The Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in 

Washington, D.C. and the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, present art that allows 

audiences to consider current ideas and identities. Contemporary art includes new media, and 

these two institutions were also chosen for their innovative uses of technology with teenagers. To 

provide contrast with these technology-infused programs, I chose others that are not 

characterized by technology use, such as the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco and the 

Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum. By including a variety of museum styles, programming, and 

geographic locations, this study offers a broad perspective on teen programs.  My goal is to 

analyze quality programming that engages adolescents in art museums in order to ascertain the 

characteristics of valuable programs, analyze the transformative influence of technology in such 

programs, and evaluate how an engagement with art can benefit teens, the museum, and the 

surrounding urban community. This is accomplished in a framework organized around three key 

characteristics, which are presented in the following pages. 

                                                 

381  Danielle Linzer, Mary Ellen Munley and Ellen Hirzy, Room to Rise: The Lasting Impact of Intensive Teen Programs in Art 
Museums (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art,[2015])., 10. 
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PART III 

 

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF PROGRAMS WITH SUPPORTING ANECDOTES 

 

 

In order to best filter and analyze the anecdotal evidence I gathered from these nine teen 

programs, I determined three key foci: mutual benefit, networking, and technology. In Chapter 8, 

I introduce the first point: the program must be mutually beneficial to the museum and the 

teenagers. This deceptively simple point can be difficult to implement, yet both sides must 

benefit for a program to be sustainable. However, sustainability allows a program to reach 

maturity as a trusted and refined part of a network. Chapter 9 focuses on the second point: these 

nine programs are key players in networks extending beyond their own museum. Through 

cooperative effort, each museum not only maximizes the benefits within their own institution, 

but also generates a collaborative impact in their urban area that no single institution could 

create. The focus of Chapter 10, the third point, is technology. Technology is an integral part of 

these twenty-first century programs, changing the way that people interact with and create art. 

While each is a characteristic common to these valuable programs, each also presents its own 

challenges. 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

MUTUAL BENEFIT FOR THE MUSEUM AND THE TEENS 

 

 

Valuable teen programs positively impact the museum as well as the teenagers. This 

reciprocity is key to sustainability; the benefits to each side must outweigh a considerable 

investment of time and effort by both the teenagers and the museum. The ripple effect generated 

by this mutually beneficial relationship extends well beyond the original participants into the 

surrounding community. The value of reciprocal benefits was the theme of the National 

Convening for Teens in the Arts at the ICA in August 2014. Named Give and Take, this 

“…convening expanded the definition of teen program impact by exploring the myriad ways in 

which museums and teens exchange ideas, share energy, and influence one another’s lives and 

directions as individuals and institutions.”382 The analysis of this complementary relationship 

will be divided into two sections: the benefit for the hosting museum and the benefit for the 

teens.  

There are three ways in which the hosting museums benefit from offering programs to 

teens. First, they create an opportunity for museum staff to fulfill their institutional mission and 

goals. Second, a reflective practice with teens provides staff with a new lens to see their work, 

their colleagues and their resources as they move into the future. Third, teens provide needed 

services for the museum. These benefits do not extend only to the museum; teens participating in 

these programs benefit from developmentally appropriate opportunities to grow socially, 

professionally, civically and creatively.  

                                                 

382  Wyrick, Give and Take: A National Convening for Teens in the Arts, 2014 Education Report, 1. 
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In spite of these benefits to the museum and the teen, it is challenging to maintain a 

balanced program that respects the goals and limits of both sides. At each step of the way, 

museum programs face common problems as they work to create a mutually beneficial 

relationship. Programs struggle to attract and retain a diverse teen audience, address urban 

cultural problems that spill into the program and manage the developmental issues that 

accompany adolescence. The approaches experienced museum educators use to address these 

problems provide information that can be helpful to other museums seeking effective teen 

programming. 

 

Threefold Benefit for the Hosting Museum 

 

Meet Mission and Goals to Connect a Diverse Public with Art 

 

At the heart of any public art museum lies a desire to engage the public with art, yet 

research shows that the rapid pace of demographic change in the United States is disturbingly out 

of sync with the typical museum audience. A national survey showed that  “…white Americans 

were over-represented among adult art museum visitors in 2008…while Hispanics and African 

Americans were significantly underrepresented.” 383 Yet projections show that “Between 2040 

and 2050…the current U.S. minority groups…will collectively become the new majority in the 

                                                 

383  Betty Farrell and Maria Medvedeva, Demographic Transformation and the Future of Museums (Washington, D.C.: 
American Association of Museums and the The Center for the Future of Museums, 2010), 12. 
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United States.” 384 Demonstrating an awareness of this looming demographic shift, American 

Association of Museums believes that museum attendance data  

…paints a troubling picture of the ‘probable future’ – a future in which, if trends 

continue in the current grooves, museum audiences are radically less diverse than 

the American public, and museums serve an ever-shrinking fragment of 

society….the ‘preferred picture’ is one in which our users reflect our 

communities.385 

 

As noted in Part II, museums reach out to teens in underserved neighborhoods to expand and 

diversify their audience. Understanding why racial and ethnic minorities may not visit museums 

can help museums attract these visitors. A research study reveals a few reasons:  

Historically-grounded cultural barriers to participation that make museums feel 

intimidating and exclusionary to many people; the lack of specialized knowledge 

and a cultivated aesthetic taste to understand and appreciate what are perceived by 

many as elite art forms, especially in art museums; no strong tradition of museum-

going habits; the [lack of] influence of social networks to encourage museum-

going rather than other leisure activities.386  

 

Teen programs are created to accomplish just these goals: make museums feel more welcoming, 

cultivate an appreciation for art and create a habit of going to the museum with friends and 

family. At the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco, Director Jay Xu arrived in 2008 with a 

vision of the museum as an active place of learning for a broader audience. When the Asian 

analyzed their current audience, the staff realized they were missing an entire generation, so they 

started their teen program.387 By attracting today’s teenagers, museums hope to inspire the 

                                                 

384  Ibid., 9. 

385  Ibid., 5. 

386  Smithsonian, Increasing Museum Visitation by Underrepresented Audiences: An Exploratory Study of Art Museum 
Practices, 15. 

387 Allison Wyckoff, Telephone interview with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator, Asian Art Museum, San Francisco, 
May 19, 2014. 
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involvement of tomorrow’s adults. Director Medvedow’s opening speech at the Teen Convening 

shows that the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston believes this: “Our teen programs are really 

enlightened self interest. Teen programs are an investment in the future.”388 Nicole Stutzman-

Forbes, Chair of Learning Initiatives and Dallas Museum of Art League Director of Education, 

explained that while creating future benefactors is “not the end goal or driving goal” of a teen 

program, there are a multitude of ways that teen program alumni benefit the museums. Naturally, 

they can become museum visitors, volunteers, or even patrons. As taxpayers, they can vote for 

cultural resources. Some alumni choose a career in the arts. A few become collectors.389 Before 

becoming future benefactors, museums must first find and then cultivate a diverse teen audience. 

The first challenge to meeting a museum’s desire to expand and diversify its visitors 

through a teen program is to simply get teens in the door. Making initial contact is a difficult step 

which museums approach in a variety of ways. The Contemporary Jewish Museum in San 

Francisco (CJM), the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston (ICA), and the Museum of Art and 

History (MAH) in Santa Cruz all sponsor teen nights to increase teen attendance. As ICA alum 

Shaq explained, “Teen Night is the first point of contact for most teens participating in our 

program. Our goal is to simply get them in the door. Once that happens, we will help them feel 

welcome and have fun so they want to return.”390 Teen nights are organized by teen boards and 

are exclusively for teenagers; only a few adults who work the event are admitted. The August 

                                                 

388  Jill Medvedow, "Opening Remarks by the Ellen Matilda Poss Director." Teen Convening at the Institute of 
Contemporary Art, August 6, 2014. 

389  Stutzman-Forbes, Interview by author with the Chair of Learning Initiatives and the Dallas Museum of Art League 
Director of Education.  

390  Wyrick, Alcott, and Albers, Personal Interview by author with Associate Director of Education and Two Program Alums, 
respectively.  
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2014 Teen Night at the ICA drew “close to 585 teenagers from around the Boston area.”391 The 

first two 2014 teen nights at the MAH drew 248 and 292 teens, respectively.392 These nights not 

only introduce hundreds of teens to the museum and allow them to learn about other teen 

programs offered there, they also provide teen board members with real-world responsibility to 

plan, implement and evaluate the event. Teen nights create a venue for teen board members to 

address community issues; this is evident at the 2014 Teen Night run by Subjects 2 Change at the 

MAH in Santa Cruz. At their first Teen Night, teen board members invited eight local groups to 

present their work. These included city youth councils from Santa Cruz and nearby Watsonville, 

environmental and social activists, musicians and local artists. True to the museum’s mission, the 

staff structured the event maximize participation. Teens were invited to create art focused on the 

ideas they learned; they silkscreened t-shirts, made buttons, published a zine (a self-published, 

inexpensive magazine), and contributed to an interactive community map. With the map, teens 

identified community issues that concerned them and sparked ideas for future programs. Despite 

the obvious success, producing these events is no easy task. These teen nights require a 

significant investment of time and money. Teen nights are the most costly line item in the 

MAH’s teen budget, but Dobkin believes they are worth it.393  

 

Beyond special events like Teen Night, museums employ a slew of strategies to attract 

teenagers. Some museums use free or discounted admission to draw teenagers to their museum, 

                                                 

391  Wyrick, Give and Take: A National Convening for Teens in the Arts, 2014 Education Report, 4. 

392  Dobkin, Personal Interview with Youth Programs Manager. 

393 Ibid. 
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as described in the previous chapter. The Asian Art Museum of San Francisco (Asian) noted an 

increase in teen attendance when free Wi-Fi was offered at the museum.394 Existing mailing lists, 

both digital and print, provide another way to attract teenagers. Former DMA teen educator 

Shannon Karol explained that building up a useful mailing list takes years;395 this makes it a 

better resource for established programs rather than beginning ones. In several interviews, 

educators stated that once some teens from a neighborhood have a positive experience at the 

museum, the word spread quickly and their friends and family come to the museum as well.396A 

study by the Smithsonian about how to make nontraditional audiences feel welcome supports 

this point: “The most effective promotion in ethnic communities” is “word on the street.”397 The 

Gardner Museum in Boston (Gardner) used this strategy when they developed a partnership with 

a public charter school in their neighborhood that had no art program, and began to offer free 

studio drop-in hours for teens. These drop-in hours did not require a long-term commitment of 

time or service; it was designed as an entry point for teens. Egan describes this approach as 

“layered opportunities for commitment.”398 Museum educators in this study ask area schools and 

other institutions that serve area youth to spread the word, but this is not highly effective. When 

authority figures, such as teachers, spread the word about a program, teenagers do not 

                                                 

394  Wyckoff, Personal Interview with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator. 

395  Shannon Karol, Telephone Interview with former Manager of Docent Programs and Gallery Teaching, Dallas Museum of 
Art, May 12, 2014. 

396  Egan, Personal Interview with School Partnership Manager Douillette, Personal Interview with Teen New Media Program 
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Pressley, Telephone Interview by author with the Director of Education. 

397  Smithsonian, Increasing Museum Visitation by Underrepresented Audiences: An Exploratory Study of Art Museum 
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necessarily believe it will appeal to them.399 To further complicate matters, other institutions 

serving teens may not share teen contact lists because they feel a need to compete for the time of 

qualified teenagers.400 Simply getting teens to come to the museum is only half the battle; once a 

museum has been able to attract teens from underserved neighborhoods, the next step is to make 

them feel welcomed. 

One strategy to make new visitors comfortable is noted in a Smithsonian study: 

“…provide museum staff with which they identify.”401 While the Smithsonian study focused on 

the social identifiers of race and ethnicity, anecdotal evidence supports the conclusion that this 

also holds true with teenagers. At the CJM in San Francisco, teenagers wearing employee badges 

greet visitors as they enter the museum; the museum believes it is effective in making other teens 

feel comfortable.402 At the ICA in Boston, program alum Shaq Albers continues to be a volunteer 

leader with the program. He remembers the first time he entered the ICA “…for my interview for 

the TAC. The first person I met in the museum was another teenager. I was surprised. It gave me 

confidence that I could find a place here.”403 ICA Program Director Wyrick agrees: “The first 

time a teen comes in the museum, they need to see another young person. It makes them feel 

welcome….It helps them get over their stereotype of a museum as a boring place.”404 The 

                                                 

399  Douillette, Personal Interview with Teen New Media Program Manager. 

400  Hill and Homma, Personal Interview with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs. 

401  Smithsonian, Increasing Museum Visitation by Underrepresented Audiences: An Exploratory Study of Art Museum 
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402  Gravity Goldberg, Personal Interview with the Associate Director of Public Programs, The Contemporary Jewish 
Museum, San Francisco, July 2, 2014. 
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importance of visible teen staff members extends beyond the museum entrance. When I observed 

the Nasher Student XChange, an adult asked a question and no teenagers responded. Yet when a 

teenager posed a similar question a few minutes later, the discussion exploded.405 Educators 

working with the FAMSF’s Museum Ambassadors noted a higher student engagement in teen-

led activities than in adult-led ones.406 Once teens have been established in leadership roles, the 

program gains momentum since teens attract more teens.  

The same Smithsonian study offers another strategy to enhance teen engagement: 

“Museum programs need to be personally understandable to be relevant.”407 A prevalent 

characteristic of programs in this study is a belief in the idea of connected learning to create 

developmentally appropriate, relevant, and meaningful programs for teens. When asked which 

resources provided inspiration for their teen program, educators at several museums referred to 

the work of Mimi Ito and the concept of connected learning. As described in Chapter 2, her work 

is not defined by a specific technique or tool. It is a learning model rooted in interest-driven, 

technology supported, openly networked, collaborative projects. Successful programs allow 

teens to take on the responsibility for projects that interest them, require collaborative action, and 

match the mission of the museum. Teen educators at the Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas408 

and the Museum of Art and History in Santa Cruz409 begin each year by brainstorming with teen 

board members to identify projects they would like to pursue in the year ahead. Other teen 

                                                 

405  Nasher Sculpture Center, "Nasher XChange."  

406  Pressley, Telephone Interview by author with the Director of Education.  
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Practices, 42. 
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programs allow teens to create and implement make-and-take art projects to fit into a museum-

wide theme, such as Gorgeous at the Asian410 and Summer Nights at the Gardner.411 Even when 

adults chose and design the activity, teens can still add a personal touch. Teen docents at the 

Contemporary Jewish Museum and Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco (de Young)412 are 

taught how to personalize their museum tours by mentioning personal connections they have 

with the art during the tour. One Museum Ambassador at the de Young, as he led students to the 

Rubbing of a Scene from the Great Ballcourt at Chichén Itzá, mentioned that he played 

basketball and soccer. To encourage discussion, he then asked students on his tour if anyone else 

played ball games. He then drew students into the image by asking them what protective clothing 

they wore during games, pointing out the wide belts around the player’s waists that were used to 

deflect balls. Next, he asked students to describe the ball in the image. When students realized 

there was a skull on the ball, he explained the role of human sacrifice in the game played by the 

Mayans. Thus, this teen guide used his own personal connection with sports to facilitate a 

personal connection between his students and this work of art.  

Across town, another teen used her own personal connection with Judiasm in the same 

way. At the Contemporary Jewish Museum, where teen board members give architectural tours, 

students are taught to ask their tour group if anyone knows Hebrew letters. When I observed a 

teen tour guide, she used her own necklace, as well as a poster of the Hebrew alphabet, to point 

out the letters “chet” and “yud.” She explained how these two letters make up the Hebrew word 

                                                 

410  Wyckoff, Personal Interview with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator. 

411  Egan, Personal Interview with School Partnership Manager. 

412  Beyer, Telephone Interview with Former Manager, Museum Ambassadors. 
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chai, meaning life, and went on to explain how they served as inspiration for architect Daniel 

Libeskind’s design of the museum. When teens make a personal connection with the art and 

architecture, it becomes relevant to them; when they inspire others to find a personal connection, 

the experience becomes even more meaningful.  

One final characteristic stands out in these successful programs. Teens respond 

particularly well when they know their ideas will be used in actual programming. Nasher 

educator Colleen Borsch explained, “Teens like being heard, being the experts, and knowing 

their voice matters. When they see their ideas implemented, they are more likely to engage in the 

future.”413 In 2014, the Nasher Student Advisory Board members decided they wanted to meet 

with the Dallas Museum of Art’s teen docents. The level of teen engagement in both groups was 

high when they met at the Dallas Museum of Art. DMA teen docents led Nasher teens on a tour 

of the DMA’s Asian collection. This activity played out on several levels. First, as the DMA 

teens demonstrated their knowledge about the Asian collection, the Nasher teens realized they 

needed to learn more about the art they wanted to present. When a DMA teen explained how 

several vases in the Asian collection were made, one Nasher teen asked another Nasher teen 

about the materials Constantin Brancusi used to create the sculpture, The Kiss (Le Baiser). In 

addition to information about the collection itself, the teens discussed tour management 

techniques. When the DMA teen docents shared stories about how to control unruly children 

during tours, the Nasher Student Advisory Board members mentioned they could use these ideas 

with children at their museum’s spring fundraiser, The Great Create, which would occur a few 

                                                 

413  Colleen Borsch, Personal interview by author with Manager of School and Family Programs, Nasher Sculpture Center, 
Dallas, January 25, 2014. 
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weeks later. The activity helped foster interpersonal relationships between the teens. Two teens 

discovered a common interest in ceramics. They discussed the glaze colors on ancient ceramics, 

speculating about how to capture the same color on their own work. As one Nasher teen 

sketched, a DMA teen complimented the detail and accuracy of the drawing. This level of 

personal engagement and connection, with each other and with the art, demonstrated that this 

student-planned activity was rewarding for teens from both museums. Dallas Museum of Art 

Teen board member Maddi’s blog post highlights how taking on the responsibility for planning 

and implementing an even larger museum activity both challenged and rewarded her: 

The most difficult activity to plan was probably the scavenger hunt because if one 

detail is off then it can throw off the entire scavenger hunt. At the same time, 

planning this was a lot of fun because we got to choose the different works of art 

ourselves and make up the clues. We really got to take charge of this activity, and 

I think it’s cool that a group of teens was able to pull off such a task.414  

 

By giving teens the agency to create, implement, and evaluate activities in the museum, teen 

educators are fulfilling the museum’s mission while also benefitting the teenagers.     

At some museums, teen programs are only one way that the museum accomplishes its 

mission and implements its goals. In other museums, the teen program is the central focus of 

their mission and goals. Sandra Jackson-Dumont, Frederick P. and Sandra P. Rose Chairman of 

Education at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, has spent decades supporting teen programs. At a 

meeting of teen educators, she urged institutions to “consider their legacy beyond collecting and 

to also consider their programmatic legacy.”415 As a non-collecting institution, the CJM “is not 
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defined by its collection, but by its programs.”416 When it moved into its new building, the 

museum made the decision to distinguish itself through education and established a strong teen 

program as its “signature program.”417 Connie Wolf, Director of the Contemporary Jewish 

Museum at the time when they chose to establish their teen program, had previously been 

instrumental in starting Youth Insights, the teen program at the Whitney Museum of American 

Art. She understood the reciprocal benefit a teen program could provide and knew it was a way 

to benefit a museum: “I wanted the teens to be a part of the institution and to learn from 

them.”418 Thus, the teen program at the CJM began as a significant and fully supported program 

in the museum, the key program at this small, non-collecting institution. Teen programs can also 

be central to the mission of a larger collecting institution, such as the Smithsonian Institution’s 

Hirschhorn. While the Hirschhorn has multiple programs, ArtLab+ provides a way for the 

Hirschhorn to brand its museum. The Hirschhorn’s Director of Digital Learning Program 

Director Ryan Hill believes that as ArtLab+ receives significant awards, grants, and press 

coverage for its innovative and successful approaches to educating teens, the accolades reinforce 

that the program is central to the Hirschhorn’s mission.419 Another large, collecting museum 

where teen programs are central to their mission is the ICA in Boston. As with the CJM, a move 

into a new, larger building spurred a commitment to teen programming at Boston’s ICA. 

Gabrielle Wyrick, Associate Director of Education at the ICA, explained that when the museum 
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moved into its new building in 2006, the “…ICA was just moving towards a focus in teen 

audiences.”420 Jill Medvedow, the Ellen Matilda Poss Director of the ICA, explained why: 

As we moved into this new building, we asked ourselves what resources we had 

here to put to use in our city. Next, we examined the pressing needs of our 

community. We decided that teens needed a place to belong in Boston 

community, and that we could provide that. 421 

 

Today, the ICA’s teen programs are extensive. In addition to the Teen Art Council, the museum 

sponsors new media classes, art workshops, Teen Nights and the Teen Convening.  

Phrases in the mission statements of the museums in this study, such as “providing 

innovative experiential learning opportunities,”422 “actively involve a diverse public,”423 and 

“leverage the DMA….as a compelling cultural resource for residents,”424 demonstrate that 

museums in this study consider engaging the public central to their mission, and anecdotal 

evidence demonstrates that museums are engaging teens. “Thank you for helping the museum 

fulfill its mission statement.”425 With this comment, Josh Rose, Manager of Teacher and Docent 

Programs at the Dallas Museum of Art, sent his teen volunteers off to begin their summer work 

at the museum. Emily Hope Dobkin, Youth Programs Manager at the Museum of Art and 

History in Santa Cruz, expressed her satisfaction with how passionately her teens embrace the 

museum’s mission statement: 
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Our mission statement is “to ignite shared experiences and unexpected 

connections.” The teens live and breathe this mission statement. You see it when 

they are looking at art, making art, conversing about an event, interacting in an 

exhibition space and working in the archives.426  

 

One DMA teen volunteer’s comment serves as evidence that he understood his role in helping 

the museum accomplish its mission: “I can be the catalyst for learning in the Museum. I can rise 

to the challenge of engaging diverse audiences in creative ways. I can be the bridge between 

visitors and the Museum.”427 Statements like this demonstrate the positive impact teenagers have 

in helping museums meet goals and accomplish missions. Teens can diversify a museum’s 

audience, cultivate an appreciation for cultural arts in the community, and ensure the museums’ 

future relevance. Teens can serve as the bridge to cultivate interdepartmental relationships within 

the museum as well as public partnerships. In order to explore other ways that teens impact a 

museum, it is necessary to shift focus away from institutional goals to the human impact teen 

programs have on the museum’s staff.  
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Offer Staff A New Lens to See their Work, Colleagues, and Resources 

 

A reflexive practice with teens offers staff a new lens to see their work, their colleagues, 

and their resources as they move into the future. Working with adolescents can be both 

challenging and rewarding. The teenage years are developmentally a time of transition from 

childhood to adulthood. Teens experience  

…a continuous conflict among different attitudes, values, ideologies, and life-

styles, since he or she is shifting his or her orientation from the childhood group 

to the adult group, but he or she really does not belong to either…. There is a 

predisposition in the adolescent to take extreme positions and to change behavior 

drastically; consequently, one can find radical, rebellious attitudes and actions 

side by side with sensitivity….428 

 

In programs where the adults understand and utilize a teenager’s ability to challenge authority 

and explore various viewpoints, valid ideas arise that provide the staff with new insight. A report 

about the impact of teen Learning Labs on museums and other public institutions discussed the 

effect of an adolescent’s search for identity on museum professionals: “Over time, practitioners 

are creating new identities for themselves at their institutions as they foster more direct 

relationships with youth.”429 In most of the programs visited, teens work directly with educators 

as well as with staff outside of the education department, enriching interdepartmental 

communication and understanding. Leading museum professionals working with teenagers have 

taken notice of this phenomenon. Jill Medvedow, the Ellen Matilda Poss Director of the Institute 

of Contemporary Art in Boston, recognizes the “far reaching impact” that teens offer a museum, 
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such as “ joy, energy, fashion sense, ideas and an enthusiasm for good food.” Medvedow 

believes “…the greatest impact teens have is to break through insularity. Teenagers help us work 

against habits…. Teens have a good BS meter. They keep us authentic. They help us avoid 

obtuseness.”430 Sandra Jackson-Dumont, the Frederick P. and Sandra P. Rose Chairman of 

Education at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, also embraces the inherent 

nature of teens to question authority and meaning. Sandra Jackson-Dumont encourages museum 

educators to “[l]ook at how teens ask questions and lean into discomfort with fear and 

boldness.”431 At the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, School Partnership Manager 

Sara Egan acknowledges that teens “problematize the museum,” moving beyond the beauty 

surrounding them to question deeply-held assumptions with “brutal honesty.”432 At the Dallas 

Museum of Art, Teen Program Coordinator J.C. Bigornia believes that teenagers provide a 

different “vision…for what the Museum can offer.”433 An art museum, with its time-honored 

traditions and treasures, seems a counterintuitive match for the nature of teenagers, yet the 

programs in this study exhibit a mutually beneficial relationship for the teens and the institution. 

This section explores how a reflexive practice with teens provides staff with a new lens to see 

their work, their colleagues and their resources. 

Teen programs bridge departments. Most museums are structured departmentally, each 

with a specialized function. While efficient and practical, it can be challenging to cross over 

                                                 

430  Medvedow, "Opening Remarks by the Ellen Matilda Poss Director."  

431  Jackson-Dumont, "Afternoon Speech."  

432  Egan, Personal Interview with School Partnership Manager. 

433  J.C. Bigornia, "June Late Night: Teens Take Over," Dallas Museum of Art, 
https://dmaeducatorblog.wordpress.com/2015/06/03/june-late-night-teens-take-over/, (June 9, 2015).  

https://dmaeducatorblog.wordpress.com/2015/06/03/june-late-night-teens-take-over/


 

 
157 

traditional departmental lines. This silo-effect creates problems with awareness, coordination, 

and cross-departmental support. Teen programs have the ability to unite various departments in a 

museum to accomplish a single goal. This was evident at the 2014 teen night at the Institute of 

Contemporary Art in Boston:  

Our teen program is an institution-wide project. Nearly every department at the 

ICA is involved. For tonight’s teen night, our lawyers made sure the skateboard 

ramp was safe. Our development department enlisted the partnership of Converse, 

who helped fund the evening. Our curators worked with teens to make a video 

with artist Matthew Ritchie.434  

 

Ryan Hill, Director of Digital Learning Programs at the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture 

Garden in Washington, D. C., also believes that successful teen programs “…don’t want to be 

siloed off into a museum department….Instead, they work as a big team, the same way a design 

firm might work.”435 As powerful and effective as this can be when the entire museum works 

with a team spirit, it is difficult to initiate the practice in a museum accustomed to working in 

separate departments and unaware of the broad reach of a teen program.  

Evidence and advice from museums that have successfully used their teen programs to 

bridge their museum departments provides guidelines for museums wishing to do so. Ryan Hill, 

Director of Digital Learning at ArtLab+, and Amy Homma, Manager of Digital Learning 

Programs, explained that the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden learned it is important 

for new programs to “start small.” Homma explained that they began by “finding allies in the 

museum…on a mid-manager level and senior leadership level” to whom they could “…explain 

the importance of teen voice and what the program is accomplishing.” These people “can plant 
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seeds” by “talking about our program in a positive light” to others in the museum. Hill 

emphasizes that this is especially important before launching a new project: “I recommend that 

you get members from different departments on a team to talk about it before you move forward. 

Show them examples of what it could be and get their buy-in early on.”436 This results in an 

increased appreciation for the teen program and prepares the way for a smooth and successful 

rollout. 

Teen program leaders should try to introduce their program to all museum staff, not just 

the leadership. Sara Egan, School Partnership Manager at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum 

in Boston, hosts brown bag lunches once a month with staff to show photos and activities 

underway with the teens. Egan aims to have staff members in the Gardner know at least one teen 

intern by name. When teens tell her that an adult greeted them by name, and adults mention 

seeing a teen in action, she knows she is meeting that goal. Egan plans these meetings on 

Tuesdays, when the Gardner Museum is closed to the public. While Egan mentioned these 

meetings were hard to schedule, she believed they planted the idea of developing interpersonal 

connections among teens and adults and also raised her program’s visibility. She hopes these 

relationships will pay off in the years ahead with more staff members volunteering to work with 

the teens. 437 

Collaboration on upcoming projects provides an avenue for teen educators to develop 

purposeful relationships between teens and individual museum staff members. At the 

Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Francisco, Teen Art Connect members met with Cecile 
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Puretz, Education and Access Manager, to learn how to anticipate and meet the needs of guests 

with special needs before they began greeting visitors. Puretz helped the teens create a personal 

understanding of access issues that extended well beyond Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) requirements.438 She worked with Leah Greenberg, Youth Programs Manager, to plan an 

activity with the teens. Both knew that adolescence is a time of transition from childhood to 

adulthood, a time when a teenager “…really does not belong to either.” 439 (136) Greenberg and 

Puretz guided the teenagers to use their own awareness of feeling like an outsider to identify with 

guests who have special needs. Teen Art Connect members go through an extensive training 

program; this two-hour ADA training session slotted into a two-week museum orientation. Teens 

shared personal and poignant stories about their own struggles to fit in, drawing from 

experiences in their own schools and families as well as at the museum. This created a natural 

transition into a discussion about what to anticipate from special needs visitors. As Puretz 

described the needs of groups and individuals that the teens would be meeting, the teens 

continued to connect the training to their own personal experiences. Through conversation, this 

newly formed teenage board developed an understanding of their own peers. Due to teen input, 

the special needs training session lasted two hours, twice as long as scheduled. When an upper 

level manager arrived to give a presentation about fundraising, she was instead drawn into the 

power of the current discussion. She quickly explained that her presentation could wait and 

instead spent the time learning more about the teen board members as well as the special needs 

programs in the museum. When Puretz and this administrator returned the museum office floor 
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later than expected, colleagues asked them where they had been. As they described this 

conversation with these teens to their colleagues, they also encouraged other staff members to 

work with the teens. Collaboration with teens can instigate a snowballing of ideas, discussions, 

and connections among museum staff, enriching the museum experience for not only the 

museum patrons, but also the staff and the teens themselves. 

The Dallas Museum of Art also invites staff members from outside the Education 

Department to work with their teens. When the Teen Advisory Board was first being formed, 

teens decided they needed a logo for marketing purposes. J.C. Bigornia invited the Director of 

Creative Services, Mandy Engleman, to help them develop a logo for their program. She spent 

two hours with the group at their evening meeting. She hooked them with a trivia activity 

involving famous logos. She followed that by passing around examples of the museum’s various 

logos over time and explaining the reasoning behind major changes. Next, she gave a lecture 

about the categories and purposes of logos. She concluded with a collaborative brainstorming 

session that resulted in a meaningful logo for the Teen Advisory Board.440 The teens participated 

actively in developing their logo. They incorporated symbols of science and art in their designs 

to represent both sponsoring institutions, the Perot Museum of Nature and Science and The 

Dallas Museum of Art. The most popular designs involved the rings of an atom and 

paintbrushes. Engleman was impressed with the ease at which these teens brainstormed ideas and 

worked as a team. The teens inquired about creating posters to advertise an upcoming event, and 

Engleman gave them the name of the staff members to contact for poster approval and printing. 

This session left teens with several logos to consider. They engaged in authentic work, not just 
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practice. Their efforts would result in a logo that the teen group would actually use, as well as 

possible career options to consider. Engleman and Bigornia discussed working together again, 

furthering interdepartmental relationships. A year later, this relationship between teens and the 

Director of Creative Services came to fruition when a visiting artist was added to the mix; the 

anecdote will be explained in a later section on visiting artists.  

The time that museum professionals at the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco invest in 

developing relationships with teen board members also creates richer interdepartmental 

relationships. Allison Wyckoff, Manager of Public Programs, leads ArtSpeak, the museum’s teen 

intern program. She believes it is important for teens to understand the various jobs in a museum 

and for museum professionals to get to know the teens. She invests weekly meeting time to 

accomplish this goal. First, the teens use digital media to research one job in the museum that 

interests them. Wyckoff reports that they particularly enjoy watching any video presentations the 

staff member has online. Next, teens list what they know about the job and develop questions 

about what they want to know. The teens email the staff member these questions and invite the 

person to come to their meeting for a conversation. Wyckoff has discovered that museum staff 

members are interested to learn what the teens know about their job and happy to explain what 

they do not know. Adults mention that the teens’ questions are thought provoking and difficult to 

answer. Response to these interviews has been overwhelmingly positive from both teens and 

adults. As a result, Wyckoff will begin offering teen interns a second year to work more closely 

with an adult staff member. She believes teen internships benefit the museum by integrating the 

education department with other departments, building a mutual understanding about the impact 
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of cooperative efforts on public engagement.441 While it is evident that relationships between 

staff members and teens can be mutually rewarding, observations show that initiating the process 

can be challenging.  

In order to create these successful programs, teen educators must first overcome an initial 

reluctance to work with teenagers. Many museum staff members in this study mentioned that 

adults, particularly those outside of the education department, are hesitant to work with teens, 

particularly if it requires a regular commitment. At the Asian Art Museum, Wyckoff admitted 

that the first time a staff member comes into contact with the teens, it can be awkward.442 In 

another part of San Francisco, the Contemporary Jewish Museum has an established internship 

program where an experienced teen works with one staff member for an extended time. The 

Contemporary Jewish Museum’s teen intern program inspired Wyckoff to begin an extended 

teen internship program at the Asian, and she shared with me her struggle to begin this program.  

She believed sending out a blanket email to a large group of colleagues would be ineffective. 

Instead, Wyckoff began by personally contacting staff members who had previously spent time 

with the teen program.  Leah Greenberg, Youth Programs Director at the Contemporary Jewish 

Museum, took a similar approach; she began the internship program by personally asking one 

individual friend on staff to take on one specific job with one chosen teen. Even this request was 

met with resistance. When Leah Greenberg, Youth Programs Director at the CJM, first asked 

Gravity Goldberg, Associate Director of Public Programs, Goldberg had a common reaction for 
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someone with no prior experience with teens: “I felt terror. I felt I had nothing to give them.”443 

Goldberg went on to explain how her relationship with the teen program developed: 

Since the teens are such an integral part of museum programs, I kept ending up at 

activities where the teens were working. They often ushered at programs offered 

by my department and this allowed me to get to know each teen’s individual 

personality. I saw what they could do to support a program. When Leah 

[Greenberg] recommended one teen to do an extended internship with me, I 

agreed. I have now sponsored two teen internships.444  

 

A key factor in the success of this relationship is that Goldberg already knew teenagers were an 

important part of museum programming. She also knew some of the teenagers. Another 

important fact is that Greenberg, the teen educator, had personal relationships with staff 

members outside the education department. Versions of this same sequence were repeated in 

other museums: a personal appeal for help, an initial refusal, a gradual realization of the services 

teen could offer and then the development of a rewarding relationship. This is only possible 

when educators have relationships with a variety of staff members throughout all departments. 

Three other factors are required to establish a successful long-term relationship between a 

teen and a staff member. First, the mentor’s personality makes a difference. Mentors must be 

enthusiastic about their job and have good interpersonal skills. Mentors also need flexibility and 

the ability to teach; they should be ready to explore what works with the teen and give up on 

projects that do not work. As Goldberg explained about her teen intern, “He doesn’t know things 

that I take for granted. It’s hard to relate to the moment he inhabits in his mind…yet being able 

to put myself into his head was a valuable exercise in perspective.” Museum educators working 
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with teens must be ready to help the mentor understand what tasks are developmentally 

appropriate for teens; they must also know each teenager personally to make the best match with 

a staff member. The second key to success is to choose the right kind of teen. Committed 

internships with staff members are not for beginners. The teen needs to already know the 

museum world and be able to work professionally. Most teens on a museum leadership board 

have already proven they can act responsibly and stay organized. The teen must also have some 

talent to offer; in programs observed, this was a technological skill. Teen interns labeled and 

categorized digital files, entered information into a database, explained new social media 

platforms, made suggestions to the staff about how to use social media in the museum, and 

taught staff members how to use software. Finally, the teen educator must ensure the job is 

appropriate for the teen. This supports Csikszentmihalyi’s beliefs, discussed in Chapter 2, that 

optimal learning occurs when the challenge level of the task is balanced with the skill and 

interests of the learner. If a task is too easy, the teen becomes bored. If the task is too 

challenging, the teen becomes frustrated.445 At the Asian and the CMJ, teens are encouraged to 

speak up when they see a job that interests them. Then, the teen educator determines if the teen’s 

skills are a good match for the task, and finally, the educator discusses the pairing with the 

mentor. In order to make these successful matches, the teen educator must first develop a 

personal relationship with the teen as well as the staff member and be able to oversee their work. 

Teen internships require a considerable investment of time: time to establish the program as well 

as a long-term commitment from the teen, the mentor, and the teen educator. Goldberg explained 

why it was worth her time to be a mentor at the CMJ:  
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My big ah hah moment was seeing the difference between the raw teens and the 

cooked teens. Last year when the new teens came in, they were so uncomfortable 

and awkward. Then the three returning TAC teens came in, so shining and bright 

and confident. It was an extraordinary difference. They were fully actualized 

teens who had accomplished great things in our program. Seeing that makes my 

heart sing.446  

 

When adults and the teens complete a joint project with a sense of personal satisfaction, this 

mutually rewarding experience is worth the investment of time.  

These burgeoning relationships between teens and staff also lead to another important 

relationship between the teens and the works of art. At the CJM, Goldberg has had two teen 

interns. The first one loved to write. She wrote biographies of artists and staff members to use in 

publications, relieving Goldberg of this task. Goldberg’s second intern, Asher, was a film 

enthusiast and intellectually curious researcher. He chose films that related to museum exhibits; 

then, he would introduce and show them at the museum. He also posted about his experiences on 

the museum’s blog. These posts referenced meaningful discussions with Goldberg about art. 

When the museum hosted Arthur Szyk and the Art of the Haggadah in the spring of 2014, Asher 

wrote about it on his May 6, 2014 blog entry. Asher encouraged others to consider the language 

used in a presentation by Irwin Ungar, an expert on Szyk’s work. Asher explained that he 

connected with Szyk’s work on two levels: aesthetic and political. He embraced this duality, 

believing that Szyk’s political message adds to the aesthetic appeal of the work. Asher rejected 

Ungar’s suggestion that “Szyk, perhaps, is called a great political artist with the hidden 

implication that he is not purely a great artist.”447 Asher’s posts demonstrate that some teens are 
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capable of producing philosophical ideas that spur dialogue about art in the museum; his 

discussion involved museum staff and teens, and by posting it online, the museum makes it 

possible for those outside the museum to also consider these ideas. Teen internship programs can 

facilitate meaningful relationships with works of art, like this one between Asher and his mentor. 

In addition to developing personal connections with museum staff, teens can also establish 

relationships with artists visiting the museum.  

While it is essential for regular museum staff to bond with the teens, relationships that 

develop between visiting artists and teens can create opportunities for everyone in the museum to 

discover a new perspective. When Connie Wolf established the teen program at the 

Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Francisco, she already understood the powerful 

relationship that could develop between teens and visiting artists. She described the impact the 

teen group from her previous job at the Whitney Museum of American Art had on visiting artist 

Kiki Smith. It began when a teenager viewing Kiki’s work responded by saying, “Oooh. Gross!” 

Wolf pointed out that adults rarely respond with this level of honesty, especially in front of the 

artist. Smith used this honest comment to begin an unfiltered discussion about the piece with the 

teens. “The teens recalibrated their response and Smith learned something from the honesty of a 

teenager not afraid to respond authentically. Adults filter their responses, which makes it harder 

to understand what they are thinking.”448 The educators in this study understand the importance 

of the relationship between teens and visiting artists. ICA teen program alum Shaq observed that 
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“…almost every artist through our galleries works with our teens.”449 Educators at the Nasher 

Sculpture Center in Dallas remarked that when they first meet visiting artists, they notice if the 

artist would be a good match with teens. If the educators believe it would be a successful match, 

they find opportunities to connect the artist with the teens.450 Two stories demonstrate how teens 

and visiting artists can use art to learn from each other.  

 The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston has two apartments to host visiting artists, 

creating possibilities for multiple connections. While artists are not required to work with the 

teens, some choose to do so. In 2012, teens worked with visiting artists, Dan Harvey and Heather 

Aykroyd. For the 2012 visit, Harvey and Aykroyd used the museum’s Special Exhibition gallery 

to create their work, Script. They covered a canvas that almost filled a wall of the room in mud 

and seeds, which they watered regularly. As the seeds grew, the only light in the room came 

from a projector, which continually displayed Latin text in one fixed location. As the seeds grew, 

those under the light were darker green, creating a copy of the text in dark green grass. This 

hands-on activity worked well with the teenagers, who created their own smaller versions of the 

project. The Gardner’s educator for teens, Sara Egan, believes that the connection between the 

teens and these two artists was particularly strong for several reasons. First, Harvey and Aykroyd 

had previously completed a Gardner residence in 2001 and understood the artistic freedom given 

to them as residents.  Second, they knew the teen program existed and chose to work with the 

teens. While their work was conceptual, they translated it into concrete ideas and communicated 

them clearly to the teens. Third, their 2012 visit coincided with the opening of the Gardner 
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Museum’s new building, a significant event that the teens wanted to celebrate. Fourth, Harvey 

and Aykroyd’s artwork focused on the human impact on the environment, a topic that these teens 

understood and were interested in. Finally, the artists used simple materials that did not require 

years of training: mud, seeds, light, and water.451 From this anecdote, five markers for successful 

interactions between artists and teens can be gleaned: artists should be familiar with the 

museum’s residence program; they must strive to translate their artistic concepts into teachable 

and more concrete lessons; pomp and circumstance can spur greater interest; the work of art’s 

theme should relate to the interests and knowledge of teens; and finally, the artist should use 

easily handled materials.  

 At another museum, artists employed conceptual themes and simple materials to bond 

with teens. In the spring of 2015, the teen board at the Dallas Museum of Art completed a project 

that demonstrates how teens provide adults with “…new ideas, inspiration [and] new ways to do 

things.”452  The joint project began with a friendship that developed between DMA teen educator 

J. C. Bigornia and visiting artist Eliel Jones, the McDermott Education Intern for Visitor 

Engagement.453 Jones’ work at the DMA culminated in four projects entitled Alternative 

Signage, which  “…aim to exemplify and animate what it means to be a public museum in the 

21st century.”454  In the first Alternative Signage project, Jones explored museum visitors’ 
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perceptions of the word “public,” with a focus on what visitors understood about their own role 

in this public museum. The museum’s main hallway was divided into two lines, separated by 

crowd control stanchions. One line was designated for the public, and the other for private. Over 

one thousand visitors participated, with the majority unquestioningly going to the “public” line. 

This unquestioning acceptance of signage intrigued the teenagers, and they jumped into the 

second month of the project. Teen Advisory Board members “…intervened in Museum spaces 

by installing alternative signs. The signs reworked and reimagined the ways text, symbols, and 

signage can influence participation and experiences, and therefore overall publicness.”455 Some 

signs created by the teens reflected their own understanding of the important role of public 

participation in an art museum: 

Your brain is being activated 

Critics welcome456 

 

Another sign showed that the teen author not only felt a personal feeling of belonging in the 

museum, but also that this teen wanted to extend this concept to other visitors: 

We’ve been thinking about you457 

 

Other signs showed that the teens in this group have developmentally moved beyond the childish 

stage of concrete observations and into adult philosophical questioning:458  

If art is enjoyed, does it have to make sense? 

What is the value of art?459 
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This project pulled together disparate departments, involving the education department as well as 

maintenance, security, marketing, and curation. It generated broad community participation, 

excitement, and a new perspective about the impact of signage in public museums.460 Whether 

teens work with museum staff or artists, it is clear that interdepartmental relationships can 

provide everyone with a new lens to see their work, their colleagues, their resources and their 

community as they move into the future.   

These rich interdepartmental relationships are hard to develop in larger institutions where 

work is completed within one established department. Institutional structure can impede a 

collaborative atmosphere. In hierarchical systems where information only flows downward, it is 

difficult to reestablish a culture of reciprocal learning. When an institution is divided into 

departmental silos, they are more concerned with the task that they have to complete than 

considering differing perspectives. Stutzman-Forbes, Director of Education at the Dallas 

Museum of Art, points out that this problem transfers to program evaluation, as well: “How do 

you articulate the benefit of these programs if they are interdisciplinary, especially since our 

museum staff is departmentalized?”461 Teen programs have the power to unite disparate 

departments in a museum and inspire a common vision and new perspectives. At the 2014 Teen 

Convening, the Institute of Contemporary Art’s Director Medvedow encouraged everyone to 

take the “…opportunity to reexamine what adults can unpack that youth then may model, and 

visa versa. Both groups must be accepting to give and receive.” Reciprocity is key to success. 

                                                                                                                                                             

459  Ibid. 

460  Stutzman-Forbes, Interview by author with the Chair of Learning Initiatives and the Dallas Museum of Art League 
Director of Education.  

461  Ibid. 
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Teens Provide Needed Services for the Museum 

 

There is a third way in which teen programs benefit a museum: teens provide needed 

services. In previous sections of this paper, anecdotes have described the ways that committed 

teens support a museum. They lead tours in the galleries and of museum architecture. They 

create and implement activities for visitors. They set up and clean up at special events. While 

these are valuable services, adult museum volunteers can also do these jobs. This section 

examines the unique role that only adolescents can assume in a museum. While adolescents 

flourish when given responsibility for real-world tasks, they are not yet professionals. Adults 

working with an adolescent population must find a balance between allowing the teenagers 

creative freedom and establishing adequate control. Each museum studied has created a unique 

approach based on their educators’ personalities, their program’s mission and their teen 

members’ current levels of development. The patterns emerging from these approaches provide 

insight into how teenagers provide special services for museum programs.   

 In order to understand the role these teens play, first consider the nature of teen advisory 

boards. Teens participate in extensive training about their museum. Teen program alumni Shaq, 

from the Institute of Contemporary Art, explained that teen board members understood how this 

sets them apart from their peers, for “…no normal teen has any idea about what happens behind 

the scenes.” At museums, administration considers teen board members as staff members, 

usually issued museum staff identification badges, allowed into staff-only areas of the museum, 

and given the same discounts to museum retail services as the staff. However, teenagers will 

never be fully integrated into the staff. They will always be the teens. Sara Egan, School 



 

 
172 

Partnership Manager at the Isabella Gardner Museum, explains that this is an advantage: “This 

gives them leeway and flexibility to be themselves. Be teenagers. And to problematize the 

museum: to show us what we do not always see and to feel like they are a part of it but they can 

also be distinct.462 Egan continues, “…the more young blood we see in the museum, it shows us 

that we are lively, vibrant, and welcoming the generations to come.”463 Both Joe Douilette and 

Ryan Hill, Teen Digital Program Directors respectively at the Institute of Contemporary Art and 

the Hirschorn Museum, support the unique role that teenagers assume as committed members of 

the museum community. Douilette and Hill coauthored a published paper in which they defended 

the way in which teen programs are effective in a museum context as a means to question 

authority as well as the role of class and race.464 While the honest reactions of teenagers can 

shock, they provide a fresh perspective to view museum culture.  

 Teenagers further support museums through fundraising. Teens are in a unique position 

to speak to donors about the value of museum programming for teens. At the Asian Art Museum 

of San Francisco, one of the primary donors supporting their teen internship program enjoys 

meeting the interns and asking them questions. He meets with them about twice a year. He is 

interested in knowing personal stories about how the Asian’s internships have benefitted the 

teens.465 At the Dallas Museum of Art, donors enjoyed viewing a wall of graffiti that teens 

                                                 

462  Wyrick, Alcott, and Albers, Personal Interview by author with Associate Director of Education and Two Program Alums, 
respectively.  

463  Egan, Personal Interview with School Partnership Manager. 

464  Hill and Douillette, Teens, Digital Media and the Museum Context: Redefining Authority in the Contemporary Art 
Museum, 250-61. 

465  Wyckoff, Personal Interview with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator. 
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created in connection with the Gautier exhibit, and hearing them speak about their work.466  

Dallas Museum of Art Chair of Learning Initiatives and Director of Education, Nicole Stutzman-

Forbes, uses teen program anecdotes when speaking with potential donors.467  Sometimes donors 

seek information about the program that is not personal. At the Hirschhorn’s teen program, 

Artlab+, a donor wanted to see Mimi Ito’s HOMAGO-style learning as it occurred in the 

program.468 The teen programs can provide a variety of evidence to meet each donor’s personal 

preference. 

 Teenagers serve yet another function at the museum: they give presentations to groups 

about their work. Museum Ambassadors, representing the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 

give presentations about the museum’s collection at senior centers, youth centers, and local 

public schools.469 At the opening session of each annual Teen Convenings at the Institute of 

Contemporary Art, two teens from each participating museum give presentations about their 

museum. The press and representatives from other museums then share this information to their 

home organizations. At the Dallas Museum of Art, returning teen volunteers give advice to new 

teens. Dallas teens also give advice to adult docents about how to establish and maintain 

effective communication with teenagers on school tours.470 These presentations are humorous 

and quirky while also being informative. They capture the energy and flavor of each museum 

through the perception of a teenager. In their presentations, the teens reframe the museums in 

                                                 

466  Bigornia, Personal interview by author with the C3 Program Coordinator. 

467  Stutzman-Forbes, Interview by author with the Chair of Learning Initiatives and the Dallas Museum of Art League 
Director of Education.  

468  Hill and Homma, Personal Interview with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs. 

469  Beyer, Telephone Interview with Former Manager, Museum Ambassadors. 
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fresh new terms, exciting the press and representatives, leading to increased interest in their 

museums. 

While it is not an explicit goal of teen programs, some alumni return as full-time 

employees of the same museum in which they worked as teens. Dallas Museum of Art teen 

program alumni Temple Shipley returned after college to serve as a 2014 McDermott 

Contemporary Art Curatorial Intern.471 At the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Joal Truong-

Vargas, the current Museum Ambassadors Program Manager, is a former Ambassador.472 At the 

Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Francisco, former teen intern Natalie Escobar now returns 

from college to coordinate summer tours.473 At the Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) in 

Boston, former teen board members have created a business to market their services. Joseph 

Douillette, Teen New Media Program Manager at the ICA explained that as a media expert, he 

has frequent requests from inside and outside the museum from people wanting help with digital 

projects. Since Douillette does not have time to do these projects himself, he recommends 

program graduates to do these jobs. He describes how program alumni have formed their own 

business:  

                                                 

471  Stutzman-Forbes, Interview by author with the Chair of Learning Initiatives and the Dallas Museum of Art League 
Director of Education.  

472  Pressley, Telephone Interview by author with the Director of Education.  

473  Greenberg, Personal Interview by author with Teen Program Manager. 
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The group works on videos, DVDs, and compresses videos for galleries. Curators 

hire them for curator talks on Boston.com. They provide audio support for gallery 

talks. They DJ parties. The work is both entrepreneurial and educational. It is like 

a business. It grew organically.474  

 

This return of teen program alumni to work in the museums satisfies a dream that began over 

thirty years ago. Sheila Pressley, Director of Education at the Fine Arts Museums of San 

Francisco, established one of the earliest teen programs in the United States. She explained how 

the original Museum Ambassador program’s goal in the early 1980s 

 …was to diversity the museum staff of the future. This was right before audience 

development and diversification became a big thing. I say this was a naïve thing 

because most of the kids were below the poverty level, from first generation from 

immigrant families. If you are clawing your way out of poverty, it is naïve to 

think you will go into a museum career.475 

 

Pressley explained how the museum soon created a more realistic goal to attract 

underserved audiences to the museum.  The Museum Ambassadors program continues to 

serve teens living below the poverty level, providing an opportunity for them to learn the 

responsibility and professionalism required to hold a job. Because this meets a significant 

need in the San Francisco community, the program attracts private donors. As these 

diverse teens make presentations about the museum at local schools and non-profit 

organizations, they spread awareness of how this public museum wants to serve the entire 

community. Through the generosity of private donors, the program remains sustainable 

over thirty years later, actualizing an original goal that was once believed to be 

unachievable.  
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Programs Benefit the Teens  

 

Based on anecdotal evidence, teen programs provide benefit for the teenagers as well as 

the museum. Participation in programs creates developmentally appropriate opportunities for 

teens to grow professionally, based on anecdotal evidence, teen programs provide benefit for the 

teenagers as well as the museum. Participation in programs creates developmentally appropriate 

opportunities for teens to grow professionally, personally, and civically. Considerable literature 

exists providing anecdotal evidence concerning the benefits teens receive from participating in 

art museum programs. A JSTOR search only in the Journal of Museum Education between the 

years of 1985 and 2009 yields thirty articles noting the benefits teenagers received in museums; 

the October 2014 issue was completely about programming for adolescents. The purpose of this 

dissertation is to provide a broader picture of the reciprocal benefits these programs offer 

museums and the surrounding urban community. However, this study would not be complete 

without including anecdotes that demonstrate how teens benefit from participating in museum 

programs. This section provides a brief overview of how teens, program alumni, and teen 

educators believe teenagers benefit. The first point covers professional benefits, such as payment 

and the development of job skills. The next point discusses personal benefits, such as the 

development of identity and social skills. The final point, anecdotal evidence about the 

development of civic awareness, transitions the discussion to the benefits of teen programming 

on the broader urban environment.   

Whether or not these teenagers choose careers in the arts, many develop skills important 

in any job: communication, integrity, organization, and initiative. For many teens, their work at 
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the museum is their first job. One ArtLab+ graduate summed up a common sentiment of program 

alumnae: “I carry things I learned from ArtLab to every job I have had.”476  Ryan Hill, Director 

of Digital Learning at the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, explains why this first 

work experience is particularly important for the teens in their program: 

There is a gap of underserved Americans aged 19 - 25, and their unemployment is 

higher. All people depend on internships for first professional experiences, and 

we need to create something to give them the training. Underserved kids don't 

have training to do jobs. 477 

 

Some professional benefits to teens are instantly obvious, as when museums pay teens for their 

work. The question of whether or not to pay teens has as many answers as there are museums. 

Sheila Pressley, Director of Education at the FAMSF, said their decision to pay teens was based 

on research conducted when the Museum Ambassadors program began. The museum staff 

wondered why high school students were not visiting the museum and determined that many 

high school students spent their after-school hours at work. Pressley stated that the solution was 

obvious: “Give them jobs to address that.”478 Museum jobs allow teens to be creative and work in 

an intellectual environment, setting them apart from the repetitive tasks associated with teen jobs 

in food service and retail establishments. Teens are paid by the hour at the Fine Arts Museums of 

San Francisco, the Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Francisco, and the Isabella Stewart 

Gardner Museum in Boston. Teens at the Institute for Contemporary Art in Boston and the Asian 

Art Museum in San Francisco are given a set stipend for their work, which does not depend on 

the number of hours worked. Teen program alum Shaquille Albers explained that ICA used to 

                                                 

476 Te'Asia Capies, Personal Interview, 9 July, 2015. 

477  Hill and Homma, Personal Interview with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs 

478  Pressley, Telephone Interview by author with the Director of Education.  
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pay by the hour, but shifted to a stipend because “[s]ome people work extra hours. Certain 

[leadership] roles require them do extra things.”479 He went on to explain that positions of 

leadership are coveted, and that teens are eager to lead. Moving to a stipend allowed teens to do 

the work they wanted to do without limiting themselves to a set number of hours allotted by the 

museum’s budget. Other museums do not pay their teens. While the Dallas Museum of Art, 

Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas, the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in 

Washington, D.C., and the Museum of Art in History in Santa Cruz do not pay their teens by the 

hour or provide a stipend, they do not charge the teens and assist attendees with their 

transportation costs.  

 As discussed in the previous section, teens in the media programs at the Institute of 

Contemporary Art in Boston gain skills and experience as volunteers in the museums. Once the 

teens reach a level of competence, they begin to complete paid work. Two alumni from the 

ICA’s Fast Forward program manage a business supplying DJs for parties in the Boston area. 

Other ICA teens were chosen to document a film festival at the White House. These teens had 

press credentials to conducted interviews and shoot video. They returned to the ICA to edit and 

post the completed video.480 For teens at the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 

developing marketable skills is extremely important because it provides them with a way to earn 

a living after high school graduation. Digital Programs Director Ryan Hill explains why:  

The teens that graduate from our program are not going to college. We are serving 

underserved, disadvantaged youth. These individuals do not have resources at home 

                                                 

479  Wyrick, Alcott, and Albers, Personal Interview by author with Associate Director of Education and Two Program Alums, 
respectively.  

480  Lenora Symczak, Telephone Interview with Teen New Media Program Assistant, Institute of Contemporary Art, 
Boston, 13 August 2014. 
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environments or in their schools. We see a huge difference in them about six months 

before they graduate. They realize that they have resources that will benefit them 

professionally and that they are going to lose them six months later.481 

 

Professional experience such as this is invaluable to teens at the start of their careers. While 

every museum cannot offer experiences such as these, all of the programs in this study offered 

teenagers opportunities to engage in professional work environment.  

Teen educators invest significant time providing teens with the opportunity for 

professional growth. The Museum Ambassadors program emphasizes evaluation and 

accountability to developing a teen’s work skills.482 At the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 

Educator Anne Tignanelli works personally with each Museum Ambassador to foster 

professional growth. While teens might display a presumptuous confidence in public, private 

conversations reveal they are self-critical and insecure. Tiganelli clearly understands the 

ambivalent nature of teens: “Teens feel inferior and superior at the same time.” Tignanelli works 

with each teen individually to set goals before every presentation. Part of this process involves 

guiding the teen to identify achievable goals and create specific steps to meet a goal. For 

example, she takes a teen comment like “Nobody answered my questions” and helps them 

change it to “I need to speak more clearly so the audience understands what I am saying.” Then, 

the teen identifies manageable ways to meet that goal, such as “I will speak more slowly and 

loudly.” After the presentation, Tignanelli meets again with the teen to review progress on that 

goal and discuss the next presentation. While this process is time consuming, everyone in the 
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program believes this is critical to the program’s success and the teen’s growth.483 Teen 

educators continue to support alumni professionally after they finish the program. Educators at 

every museum mentioned providing job references for students during and after their high school 

years. Teens emerge from these programs with work experience, references, and skills to help 

them transition into the world of work. 

Examples of how teen programs support professional growth are easy to find; it is more 

difficult to identify anecdotes describing the ways that teenagers grow personally. An educator 

from the Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas explains why:  

Don’t trust just your observations; a teen may seem to be unengaged, bored and 

even unresponsive, but you can’t tell by looking. This happened with one guy and 

then he turned a written evaluation at the end of the program about how his 

museum experience was life changing.484   

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, adolescence is primarily defined by a developing sense of identity. 

Adult mentors serve as sounding boards and guides for the teens as they learn to navigate 

relationships, take on responsibility, and discover their personal talents and challenges. In every 

museum studied, teens filled out an application requiring reflective personal essays. Educators 

invest time and effort interviewing teens, getting to know each one personally. This interview 

experience not only prepares teens for future job interviews, it also pushes the teen to explain the 

individual interests and talents they offer the group, which creates a stronger sense of personal 

identity. Interviews at some museums include questions and group interactions with current teen 

board members, for they will be the ones most closely associated with the new members. 

                                                 

483  Anne Tignanelli, Personal Interview with Museum Ambassadors Program Assistant, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 
de Young Museum, July 1, 2014). 

484  Smith, Interview with Curator of Education, Nasher Sculpture Center. 
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Because current teen members understand what is required to succeed in the job, their input is 

valued. 

As a program grows and gains traction in an urban area, the applicant pool contains a 

growing number of teens that are not accepted into the program. San Francisco educators at the 

Contemporary Jewish Museum485 and the Asian Art Museum486 agreed that they needed to find a 

way to support each teenager’s sense of personal worth, whether or not they had been accepted 

into their teen program. They discussed the problem at their Teen Force professional network 

meetings and came up with a solution. At the CMJ and the Asian, educators created an 

additional, unpublicized teen program that requires less commitment while allowing more teens 

an opportunity for involvement. While teens in these extra programs are offered fewer 

opportunities, the decreased commitment better matches their schedules; these teens are also 

encouraged to apply for the publicized teen board the following year. In every program, 

educators explain opportunities for all teens to be involved in the museum. These include 

attendance at teen nights, workshops, museum exhibitions, and lectures. Every effort is made to 

ensure all teens, whether accepted into the program or not, finish the interview process feeling 

acknowledged as an individual as well as knowing themselves and the museum better than 

before.  

Being a part of a unique and committed group of teens enriches a teen’s sense of personal 

identity. These programs provide a place for teens to meet other students with similar interests. 

Nasher Sculpture Center Educator Smith believes “Teens like interacting with teens from other 

                                                 

485  Greenberg, Personal Interview by author with Teen Program Manager. 

486  Wyckoff, Personal Interview with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator. 
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schools; sometimes they are the only one at their school that is really into art.”487 Many public 

schools have limited art-related programs, which makes teens and educators grateful for those 

offered by museums. Xan, an alumnus from the teen program at the Institute of Contemporary 

Art (ICA) explained how his “…high school art program was underfunded and atrocious. This 

[teen board] introduced me to be interested in art in a new way.”488 Another ICA alumus, Isaac, 

described his involvement as an “…all encompassing part of my life, more than an average job. 

It gave me a new appreciation for art. It taught me to analyze. It gave me responsibility to plan 

events. There was no art program at my school. ”489 The most frequent word used by teens to 

describe their relationship with others in the same program was “family.” When asked to 

comment on this, Amy Homma, Manager of Digital Learning Programs at The Hirschhorn 

Museum and Sculpture Garden, explained that programs such as these filled a need not met at 

home or at school.490  These programs exist outside of the home and school, providing a safe and 

distinct venue for teens to develop their identity and values. The unique position of museum 

programs can create conflict with parents who seek more information about the teens than the 

museums are willing to share. Unfortunately, this also creates legal questions since the laws 

governing schools do not all apply to museums. 

In spite of these challenges, multiple anecdotes reveal that art museum programming can 

encourage teenagers to learn who they are personally and professionally. At the Santa Cruz 
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488 Isaac Davenport et al., Personal group interview by author with four program alums, Institute for Contemporary Art, 
Boston, July 30, 2014. 

489  Ibid. 

490  Hill and Homma, Personal Interview with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs. 
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Museum of Art and History, Youth Programs Manager Dobkin finds this mutually rewarding: “It 

is really special to hear…[teens] say how much they feel the museum has helped shape who they 

are and where they are going. It’s really powerful.”491 It is not just the adults who see the benefits 

for teens. Teen participants also believe their time in these programs help them develop into 

stronger adults. At the 2014 National Convening for Teens in the Arts, teens were asked what 

skills they developed in their teen program.” Their comments reflect both professional and 

personal benefits. One teen answered, “…skill of thought. A sense of communicating concepts. 

An ability to balance abstract and solid ideas. Problem solving. Teamwork skills.” Another said, 

“I learned that whatever skill I thought I never had is actually there inside of me. I can overcome 

fears and learn new things and do what I want to do.”492 When program alumni reflect back on 

what they learned from their time in the program, they notice professional benefits. A college 

student majoring in engineering believes that her time on the teen board at the Institute of 

Contemporary Art “… balances my professional practice. It helps me observe accurately, 

become a critical thinker and take action.”493 A Nasher Sculpture Center teen alumnus, now a 

criminal justice major in college, stated that his time in the program taught him “…how to adapt 

my ideas to fit a situation. Scientists must approach problem solving with creativity and 

collaboration.”494 These programs build a strong foundation of both personal and professional 

self-awareness, preparing them for the transition into adulthood. These previous anecdotes show 
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how teen programs benefit the museum and the teenager; the next section will examine how a 

program can serve as the nexus of larger communities.
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CHAPTER 9 

 

TEEN PROGRAMS AS A COMMUNITY NEXUS 

 

 

 This section moves beyond the impact of teen programming on a single person or 

museum to examine impact in a larger arena. In 2005, the RAND Corporation, with the support 

of the Pew Charitable Foundation, undertook an examination of the state of the arts in America. 

One result of this effort was the publication of Portrait of the Visual Arts: Meeting the 

Challenges of a New Era. Based on research conducted throughout the United States, this 

document argues that a visual arts education fosters community cohesion by closing the gap 

between socio-economic groups and connecting individuals through art. Art museums located in 

major metropolitan areas are “readily accessible” and “generally less expensive than other kinds 

of cultural pursuits.”495 In addition, the visual arts world “reflect[s] the greater pluralism of 

American society at large.”496 While acknowledging the difficulty of diversifying the museum’s 

audience, the study suggests that the most “promising approach may be to focus on the 

museum’s role in local communities, especially those where specific target populations are 

located.”497  

 The nine museums I selected to study believe that teen programming is crucial strategy to 

attract and serve their local community; educators intentionally chose teens from a varied group 
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of high schools around their local community in order to create a diverse group.498 Joal Truong-

Vargas, Program Manager for the Museum Ambassadors, explained that when a teen group finds 

members from multiple high schools around the city, it naturally reflects the demographics of the 

city.499 My research yielded evidence to prove three ways that museums can become the central 

hub of a community. First, I examine how teen museum educators connect within the museum 

community. Next, city-by-city, I analyze the complex networks that connect and challenge teen 

programs on an urban, national, and even international level. I end by examining the ways that 

digital technology creates opportunities and problems for virtual communities. As a teen 

program creates a place for itself as the nexus of a community at any level, the program creates a 

greater benefit than possible as a separate entity.  

 

Networks in the Museum Community 

 

 Being an advocate for teen programming in a museum can be a lonely job. Teen 

programming is only one part of a museum’s education department. In many museums with a 

teen program, educators divide their time between the teens and their other responsibilities. The 

Nasher has three full-time educators who must juggle various projects. These three educators 
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believe the biggest factor limiting the expansion of their teen program is their own time.500 At the 

Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco, Director of Education Sheila Pressley believes that some 

museums naïvely underestimate the staffing needs to support teen programs, for teens need more 

individual attention than adults or children.501 Only a few museums can afford the luxury of a 

full time teen educator, yet even that is not a perfect world. This dedicated teen educator can feel 

isolated from other museum staff members, especially if co-workers do not understand the teen 

audience.502 Very few museums have multiple educators who work exclusively with teens, as 

they do at the Institute of Contemporary Art and the Hirschhorn’s ArtLab+. When teen educators 

develop relationships with educators in other museums, they gain support and inspiration from 

their peers.  

Every museum chosen for this research study works with other museums to support their 

teen programming. In Washington, D.C., ArtLab+ draws from the staff, art, and artifacts of the 

Hirschhorn, as well as those in the Museum of Natural History.503 In Boston504 and San 

Francisco,505 informal groups of educators meet every few months. These groups depend on one 

educator to coordinate the meetings, which is not easy with everyone’s busy schedules. At the 

time of this study, Leah Greenberg, Youth Programs Manager at the Contemporary Jewish 
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Museum, keeps San Francisco educators in touch and hosts meetings at her museum506 The San 

Francisco group calls itself Teen Force and includes a teen educator from four programs in this 

dissertation: the Asian, the Contemporary Jewish Museum, The Fine Arts Museums of San 

Francisco, and the Museum of Art and History in Santa Cruz. Teen Force hosts workshops that 

bring their teens together to discuss the similarities and differences of their groups and share 

ideas.507 Boston also has a group of museum educators, but it is less organized. The ICA’s Joe 

Douillette previously served as the informal Boston group’s coordinator and hopes that someone 

else will assume the position soon. He believes that the museum community in Boston has a 

much stronger spirit of cooperation than it did in the nineties, but that it needs more leaders.508  

Other collaborations extend beyond local boundaries. The Institute of Contemporary Art’s TAC 

collaborated with teen groups at ArtPace in San Antonio and the Contemporary Art Museum in 

Houston to create a three way exchange. Each group gathered and sent materials to another 

group to use in creating art, and the completed artwork was returned to the museum that 

originally gathered the materials. Through this project, teens learned about programs in other 

museums and learned different approaches to using the same materials.509  

When the Dallas Museum of Art (DMA) received its grant to create a teen Learning Lab, 

Director of Education Stutzman-Forbes realized that this created the opportunity to spur 

supportive relationships among the grantees, which included museums and libraries around the 
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United States. She collaborated with other grant recipients to create a list of the core 

characteristics of all learning labs sponsored by a variety of institutions. Now, they are also 

discussing the skills and learning dispositions that they hope a teen finishing the program will 

demonstrate. As these educators work collaboratively, they develop and understand best 

practices. It also has one unexpected benefit; it allows the DMA to show funders that their work 

reaches a national scale.510  

The Institute of Contemporary Art plays a significant role in the museum community by 

hosting the National Convening for Teens in the Arts. The Convening “brings together teens and 

educators from across the country to engage in extended dialogue about the role of young people 

in the arts.”511 The ICA invites a few selected teen programs from around North America whose 

work reflects a chosen annual theme. The ICA hosts teens and adult educators from each invited 

program at the three-day Convening, where the programs share their work and discuss questions 

relating to the theme. Thus, it provides educators and teens the opportunity to develop 

relationships, learn from each other’s practices, and focus on current trends and issues. The 2010 

theme was “Art and Identity,” 2011 was “Real Life Remixed,” 2012 was “State of the Art: Teens 

& Technology,” 2013 was “Customize: Maker Culture, Youth, Creativity,” and 2014 was “Give 

and Take.” Conference proceedings are public and linked to the ICA’s website.512 The 

publication of these proceedings contributes to the available literature concerning teen programs. 

I met several educators at the convening whose programs were not chosen to participate in 2014; 
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they attended because of the quality of the speakers and the opportunity to learn more about best 

practices. Beginning in 2014, participating museums are required to hold a regional conference 

with museums in their region within a year.513 Because the ICA can only host a limited number 

of programs at the National Convening, these regional meetings create a more inclusive network.  

 Museum collaboration is further facilitated by professional organizations, and the   

National Art Education Association (NAEA) is a strong supporter of teen programming in 

museums. The NAEA 2015 National Convention in New Orleans invited museum educators who 

work with teens to meet, share ideas, and create supportive networks. A pre-conference 

workshop presented by the Museum Education Division included a sub-group on teens, bringing 

educators from fifteen institutions together. They exchanged contact information, discussed how 

their own programs were structured, and shared helpful resources. Many resources from that 

workshop are part of this dissertation. During the three-day conference, two to three daily 

presentations were about teen programs in art museums, covering a range of topics from research 

to best practices. Common themes from these presentations emphasized community activism, 

hands-on use of technology, the value of participatory experiences, and collaborative practices. 

At this convention, three Teen Force educators gave a joint presentation about their work that 

mentioned the challenges and benefits of a citywide network. The teen-related session that drew 

the largest crowds was a preview of a three-year research study that would be released in the fall 

of 2015, “Investigating Long-Term Impacts for Teen Arts Program Alumni.” The intense interest 
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in this study, which was discussed in detail in the introduction of this dissertation, indicates an 

interest in additional research concerning teen programming. 

Modern technology creates ways for museums to collaborate that were not possible a 

decade earlier. The NAEA sponsors Peer2Peer Google+ Hangouts. These online 

videoconferences are organized and led by four to five people from different museums, who 

discuss a pre-determined topic in real time. Unlimited viewers can watch and submit questions 

during the discussion. Sessions are archived for later viewing. Many topics are helpful for 

educators working with teens, and some are completely dedicated to teen programming.514 

Through virtual and personal meetings, teen educators are building networks to support their 

work.  

Networking with other museums that serve teens allows institutions the opportunity to 

foster meaningful connections. It offers museums a chance to crystalize their self-awareness, 

better understanding the strengths and challenges of their own program. It helps a program 

leverage its key resources to more effectively meet its goals.  

   

Urban Networks 

 

 While networks exclusively among museums obviously benefit museums, networks that 

connect a wider range of institutions serving teens in one urban area can impact the entire city. A 

Smithsonian study points out that when museums relate with “existing community networks,” 
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they benefit in three ways. First, this connection “demonstrates the museum’s commitment to the 

community.”515 Secondly, it “provides authenticity to the…program.” Finally, it “promotes 

acceptability to non-typical museum audiences.”516 Participation in urban networks also benefits 

teen participants. A 2014 report about learning labs in museums found that  “Increased civic 

engagement is…[an] outcome documented among the teens.”517  City by city, this section 

presents anecdotes that demonstrate a rich variety of ways urban networks create a widespread 

impact.  

 

Urban Networks: Boston 

 

In Boston, multiple organizations use the arts to unite teen groups. The Massachusetts 

Cultural Council funds youth arts programs that serve disadvantaged youth; it fosters a 

collaborative spirit throughout the state.518 The Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project, which ran 

from 2008-2012 to gather qualitative evidence to track and evaluate youth arts programs, 

believes in the power of arts programs to create a better community: 

Those of us who work with young artists deeply believe that art has the power to 

transform lives…. Art creates riches that do not belong only to the privileged…. 

We recognize the critical, life-saving role of the arts in the community, and the 
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wisdom and value of investment in youth arts, especially in these difficult and 

uncertain times.519 

 

In an interview, Joe Douilette, Teen New Media Program Manager at the Institute for 

Contemporary Art (ICA), mentioned these two organizations. He went on to describe other 

Boston area networks that support programming at the ICA. The ICA is working to raise its level 

of conversation about teens and new media by working with the Berkman Center for Internet and 

Society, a research program at Harvard Law School. The ICA is also working with the Boston 

Public Schools Arts Department to offer high school credit for the courses teens complete at the 

ICA. Due to the limited arts resources available to students in the Boston Public Schools, this is a 

boon for students. ICA teens also partner with ZUMIX, a non-profit organization with a mission 

to build community through art and music in low-income East Boston. Douilette mentioned that 

some students at the ICA are involved in ZUMIX as well as other local non-profits, which 

creates even richer relationships: “Working with other organizations helps us understand what 

our program is about and how it differs from theirs.”520   

Across town, the Gardner partners with a variety of community organizations. The 

Highland Street Foundation sponsors events at the museum that draws neighbors together; teens 

staff these events. Teen educators at the Gardner also reach out to public schools that do not have 

strong arts programs. They are working with students from a local charter school, the Edward M. 

Kennedy School for Health Careers, which offers no art classes. Egan believes these students 

“…need to know to grow and develop in an aesthetic way; we want them to feel…comfort with 

                                                 

519  Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project and Raw Art Works, ed. Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project (Boston: Creative 
Commons, 2012), 6. 

520  Douillette, Personal Interview with Teen New Media Program Manager. 



 

 
194 

art.” 521 She goes on to explain how the Gardner is reshaping its teen programming to create 

richer community relationships:  

Our organizational structure used to separate school partnerships from community 

partnerships….Now we are thinking of community engagement in a broader 

sense. It’s not just having after-school programs come to the museum and make 

art. We are really forging connections with the community. Going out to them, 

and having them coming here.  

 

As evidenced, her philosophy is relationship-based rather than studio-art based, and she looks 

forward to seeing where this leads the museum in the future.522 Through working with other 

institutions, these two Boston museums are identifying teens that would be a good match for 

their programs. They are presenting a positive message about their museums in local 

neighborhoods. They are drawing underserved populations to their institution, providing a 

connection to the arts that would not otherwise be provided for these teens.  These two art 

museums are central to building relationships to support not only their own teen program, but to 

also create a positive impact on the city of Boston. 

 

Urban Networks: San Francisco 

 

In San Francisco, the museums reach outside of the museum community to forge strong 

connections with other local organizations. Museum Ambassadors at the Fine Arts Museums of 

San Francisco (FAMSF) offer summer programs about the museum’s art at the city’s Park and 

Recreation Department, the Y.M.C.A., local cultural centers and senior centers. The museum 
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offers these programs to a local mailing list of around 150 different organizations. The first forty 

organizations to sign up can be accommodated during the summer; the rest go on a waiting 

list.523 This large response reflects a need for similar urban programming. The Ambassadors are 

also active during the school year, when they give presentations at local public elementary 

schools during the school day. These presentations require extensive coordination with the 

Ambassador’s high school and the volunteer support of college interns, yet the success of the 

program makes it worthwhile. The college interns, mostly art history majors interested in 

museum education, gain work experience for their resumes. The high school students work their 

first jobs, learn presentation skills, and develop an understanding of college as they work with 

the college interns. Museum educators work with Ambassadors to develop presentation skills, 

professional demeanor, and personal responsibility. Educators meet with each Ambassador to set 

personal goals before each presentation, and monitor their progress.524 Children in San Francisco 

public schools are exposed to quality art and learn about the FAMSF in personal, interactive 

presentations given by teens. There is a waiting list of schools that want to host Ambassador 

visits.525 The Ambassadors have a significant impact on the San Francisco community. As of 

2014, there have been 1,567 Ambassadors reaching over 150,000 young students.  Even though 

the Ambassadors come from lower socio-economically challenged public high schools, in last 5 

years 100% have attended college.526 The Ambassadors exemplify a program that benefits 

multiple constituencies. Ambassadors support the FAMSF by extending its reach and 
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diversifying its audience. College interns gain work experience. The Ambassador Program 

serves the community through their extensive volunteer work in other institutions, strengthening 

urban networks. The Ambassadors receive personal mentoring to help them meet the demands of 

college and/or the work force. The Ambassadors are at the hub of an extensive and mutually 

beneficial community network. 

Across town, at the relatively smaller teen programs at the Asian Art Museum and the 

Contemporary Jewish Museum, teens serve as cultural ambassadors. While these teens do not 

provide programming to community organizations around the city, they enrich San Francisco in 

a different way. At both the Asian527 and the Contemporary Jewish Museum,528 their teen groups 

educate the urban community about the museums’ respective identities. Teens in their groups are 

not limited to one religion or race; both museums assemble a diverse group of teen interns to 

foster intercultural understanding. Interviews and observations with teen educators at these two 

museums revealed that the initiative begins small, developing personal relationships among 

teens. They foster an atmosphere in the teen group that allows for open discussion concerning 

issues of diversity and inclusion.529 Then these teens work at museum programs and exhibitions 

to help visitors have richer experiences. Each museum seeks to push beyond stereotypical 

depictions of Asians and Jews to teach the public about their own culture and history.  

The Asian’s website shares its vision that “Asia is not one place. The ideas and ideals that 

we call Asian are countless and diverse.” The Asian seeks “…to serve as a bridge of 
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understanding between Asia and the United States and between the diverse cultures of Asia.” A 

walk through the galleries of these museums during my observations supported these statements. 

The Asian’s exhibition during the summer of 2014, entitled Gorgeous, invited visitors to ponder 

what they did, or did not, find attractive. The exhibition ranged from the ancient traditional Asian 

works, such as a Korean stoneware ewer from c. 1100, to contemporary works one would not 

expect to find in an Asian museum, such as Jeff Koon’s 1988 statue, Michael Jackson and 

Bubbles. As visitors entered the museum, teen interns staffed stations in the entry hallway 

offering hand-on art projects. Teens had worked to create simple activities inspired by designs in 

the museum. At one exhibition, teens had carved patterns into stamps and provided inkpads. 

Teen volunteers explained the inspiration for each design, invited passersby to join the activity, 

and managed the materials. At another station, visitors received small boxes to decorate as 

ArtSpeak interns engaged them in a conversation about traditional Japanese-style containers. 

Teens set up, presented, and cleaned up the stations; they also interacted with visitors, creating 

interest in the projects and encouraging visitors to visit Gorgeous. While only some of the 

interns’ faces revealed ostensible Asian heritage, all of the interns shared an enthusiasm for and 

knowledge about Asian culture. Additionally, the Asian’s teens consciously connect to the San 

Francisco community by working closely with small-scale local artists. San Francisco faces 

gentrification as real estate prices inside the city rise sharply. Due to this, smaller arts 

organizations are being pushed out of town so larger museums are beginning to establish 

relationships with local artists. As a result, the Asian invites local artists to work with their teens 

at an unprecedented level.530  
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Members of Teen Art Connect at The Contemporary Jewish Museum (CJM) also serve to 

broaden visitors’ cultural understanding: “The CJM makes the diversity of the Jewish experience 

relevant for a twenty-first century audience.”531 Unlike many European Jewish museums, which 

focus on the Holocaust, this museum focuses on life. During my observations, new teen 

members were learning how the building’s architecture reflects life. They learn to describe the 

many ways that architect Daniel Libeskind designed the building based on the Hebrew letters of 

“L’Chaim,” which means “To Life.” They discuss how Libeskind accepted the San Francisco 

project because it provided balance to the gravity of his previous work, the Jewish Museum 

Berlin. Teens are thoroughly prepared before they give their architectural tours. Teens at the 

Contemporary Jewish Museum create a welcoming community in a different way than I 

observed in other museums: they are trained to support the museum’s efforts for special needs 

populations. Teens learn to work with people who have autism, visual or hearing impairment, 

and mobility issues. 532 Cecile Puretz, Access and Community Service Engagement Manager, led 

the teens through a powerful training exercise grounded in their own feelings of isolation and 

difference as adolescents. Puretz then connected these emotions with the experiences of visitors 

with disabilities.  By recognizing the complex diversity in their city, the museums of San 

Francisco promote a richer understanding of culture and the human experience.  
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Urban Networks: Dallas 

 

The Dallas Museum of Art and the Nasher Sculpture Center are both members of Big 

Thought, a citywide network of local organizations that serve youth. In 2013, Big Thought and 

the Dallas Mayor’s office established the Dallas City of Learning (DCoL), a “public-private 

citywide initiative” that “creates a robust network of out-of-school learning opportunities 

throughout the city and makes them available to explore in a single website.”533 The DCoL 

publicizes information online for youth about community activities and helps to coordinate 

events, with an emphasis on the summer months. Big Thought connects low-income youth with 

human and digital resources.534 Nicole Stutzman-Forbes, Director of Education at the Dallas 

Museum of Art, explained that the DMA’s teen board “…wanted to engage in community 

outreach and engagement. They have already done two projects this summer [2014] with the 

Community of Learning.”535 Stutzman-Forbes believes community involvement is critical for 

youth. “Museums help kids develop cultural literacy and citizenship; cultural citizenship begins 

at the local level.”536  

To celebrate its tenth anniversary, the Nasher Sculpture Center created a celebration that 

spread throughout the city of Dallas: the Nasher XChange. The Nasher commissioned ten 

sculptures to be placed in ten different neighborhoods around the city of Dallas. Then, the 
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museum took another step to involve teenagers in this anniversary celebration. The Nasher 

sponsored the Student XChange, an event bringing teenagers together with these ten works of 

art. Ten groups of students, each from a different high school or college near one of the 

sculptures, came together to study the sculpture. Some of the teens even helped create the 

sculptures. Teens from Skyline High School cleaned up a local lake and studied the history of a 

nineteenth century utopian community that had once lived there. Then, they worked with New 

York artist Ugo Rondinone to place a rainbow-colored pier on the lake. One student explained, 

“I never realized the lake was there. We made it beautiful. Art has a power to create a new place, 

a new utopia.” 537 Across town, other teens studied Trans.lation, the work of artist Rick Lowe in 

the culturally diverse Vickery Meadow neighborhood of Dallas. Lowe inspired new relationships 

among the high number of recent immigrants living in the neighborhood when he brought them 

together to present the food, art, music, and clothing of their homeland. Over the course of a 

year, the neighborhood pulled together as they learned about each other. Teens saw firsthand the 

power of art to create community cohesion.538  

Once the students from each school familiarized themselves with their neighborhood 

sculpture, the Nasher hosted the culminating event: the Nasher Student XChange. Students from 

all ten high schools and colleges gathered for a full day at the Nasher Sculpture Center. In the 

morning, each group presented the sculpture from their neighborhood and the artist who created 

the work of art. During the afternoon, students met with others from different schools. The 

Nasher brought in local artists who design art to create social change in Dallas to create art 
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projects with the teens. By hiring local artists, the Nasher supported the Dallas arts community in 

the same spirit that the Asian supported San Francisco artists. The group I observed worked with 

Dallas artist Steph Hargrove, who creates engaging visual representations of statistics illustrating 

social problems. For her artwork about childhood hunger, she cut 1,894 frames from empty 

cereal boxes. Each frame represented a thousand hungry children in Dallas; when they were all 

hung in one room, the extent of the hunger problem was evident. The Nasher XChange was a 

one-time project to celebrate the Nasher Sculpture Center’s tenth anniversary. It is not financially 

or physically possible to regularly function as such an active nexus at the center of artists, art, 

city issues and teens while maintaining regular museum programming.539 However, this one time 

event serves as a powerful example of how art museums can foster community activism. At the 

end of the day, one teen commented, “…art helps me focus on the world around me and gives 

me the power to create a better community space.”540 

 

Urban Networks: Santa Cruz 

 

While each teen program in this study uses art to create a positive impact in their city, the 

Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History (MAH) demonstrates the most sustained community 

engagement with its Subjects to Change (S2C) members. Youth empowerment programs are 

evident in Santa Cruz. Dobkin credited Santa Cruz Mayor Emily Bryant’s vision for giving teens 

voice in the community. The city of Santa Cruz has a youth City Council, a Queer Youth Task 
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Force, and a Teen Court, as well as two youth-led food justice programs called Food What? and 

Grind Out Hunger. Connections with these organizations encouraged Dobkin to being the S2C 

program at the MAH.541 The museum’s first teen board already understood that they had agency 

in their community and stepped onto the board ready for action.  

 There are several reasons the MAH, and its teen program, S2C, have impacted the 

community in such a strong way. As an institution of both art and history, the museum has an 

opportunity to use the arts to present local history and inspire activism. The museum does not 

own an art collection and hosts visual art exhibitions that connect to local history. Thus, it does 

not incur the costs associated with acquiring and maintaining a collection. The MAH’s mission 

states that it wishes to create “…a stronger, more connected community.”542 Another reason is 

the commitment of Museum Director Nina Simon to a philosophy of participation. Simon 

envisions the museum as a place where community members “…actively participate to create a 

museum where people with totally different lives can bond over objects, stories and 

experiences.”543 Simon’s philosophy differs from targeting unique underserved audiences for 

separate events. She pushes beyond a focus on inclusion, wanting inclusion to serve a higher 

purpose. She calls her vision “social bridging” and explains the concept in her May 8, 2013 blog 

post: “One of our core programming goals is to build social capital by forging unexpected 

connections between diverse collaborators and audience members. We intentionally develop 

                                                 

541  Dobkin, Personal Interview by author with Youth Programs Manager. 

542  Nina Simon, "Mission," Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, http://www.santacruzmah.org/about/, (July 20, 2015).  

543  Dobkin, Personal Interview by author with Youth Programs Manager. 

http://www.santacruzmah.org/about/


 

 
203 

events and exhibitions that matchmake unlikely partners.” 544 The museum’s project of creating a 

dialogue between S2C teens and the local immigrant population is a clear example of social 

bridging. On June 20, 2014, the MAH sponsored an evening called Art That Moves. S2C teens 

worked with the artist-in-residence Cid Pearlman to create a movement activity for the evening 

event. While many of the teens had experience in visual arts, this project was their first 

experience with movement. In addition, because none of the teens were immigrants themselves, 

they needed to better understand the immigrant experience. As part of the museum’s exhibition 

on immigration, Crossing Cultures: A Story of Immigration, the MAH invited local immigrants 

to bring the suitcase they had used to move to California, and accompany it with a story. The 

teens connected with immigration through these stories and suitcases, and created a movement 

activity around several old suitcases.545 The resulting movement activity focused on 

“…reflecting on what we leave behind and what we carry with us as we travel through our 

lives....”546 This project illustrates the MAH’s mission to “ignite unexpected connections” and 

engage in “fearless experimentation.”547 Rather than setting goals to attract a certain number of 

visitors or generate a profit, the MAH’s work creates a spirit of thinking outside the box and 

defines success through the creation of connections. At first, many teens were skeptical, but after 
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the event, they were enthusiastic.548 Teens embraced this mission and forged into new territory, 

using art as a way to deliver their message.  

Teen educator Dobkin uses activities such as community mapping and guided urban 

observations to encourage teens to identify and target issues for action in Santa Cruz. The group 

works with local artists, city employees, other teen leadership groups, social workers, and 

community activists to create and implement activities that address community issues. 

Sometimes they address pervasive urban problems, such as environmental issues and drug use. 

In 2014, S2C teens wanted to clean up a local river and levy, removing dangerous drug 

paraphernalia and placing artist-designed trash cans in the area. I observed teens working to 

untangle the legal red tape that was holding up placing the trashcans. They learned firsthand 

about urban politics and the importance of diligence.549 Other topics the teens choose are more 

unusual, as when the S2C group targeted gender stereotyping. First, they researched how it 

manifests itself in their community. They identified two groups to educate: local marketing firms 

and their own friends. They designed art that drew attention to gender stereotyping in their 

community, targeting everything from advertisements posted around the city to sexist lingo on t-

shirts.550 In another project, a unique social bridge developed when the teens chose to work with 

the local homeless population. The ACLU was working on decriminalizing homelessness in 

Santa Cruz and made the teens aware of the connection between drugs and homelessness. Since 

Santa Cruz lost its drug court due to lack of funding, the homeless have been sent away to the 
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state prison system. When S2C teens in Santa Cruz decided to work with the homeless problem 

in town, it raised questions about the teen’s safety and the homeless person’s right to privacy.551   

Rather than putting teens in direct contact with homeless persons, teens paired with local social 

workers to understand and present the personal stories of individual homeless persons, 

humanizing the faces. While a more humane system of local punishment has not yet been 

implemented, the teens felt empowered through raising public awareness.552  

During Teen Nights at the museum, S2C teens introduce the museum and their initiatives 

to other teens. At their first Teen Night, titled What the Cruz!, teens raised local awareness about 

community issues and shared information about available resources. Some activities focused on 

community safety such as a booth where teens could decorate their bicycle helmets.553 The 

theme of their second Teen Night was IDEA Fest: Identity Diversity Expression through Art. 

This night was focused on identity and stereotyping. In one activity, teens created a photo booth 

for other teens to present stereotypes about their own identity and counter it with a realistic 

picture of their true identity. Teens also offered tours of current exhibitions at both events. These 

well-publicized events are raising the public profile of the MAH and creating positive change in 

the community.  

Two anecdotes summarize the impact of the S2C program.  One is from a teen who 

summed up the impact of the program on her personally as well as on the community:  “The 

museum has really provided an access point for me. It has allowed me to get involved in other 
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groups in the community.”554 The second story is from a college intern who works with the S2C 

teens:  

In our county, the youth are more likely to face incarceration than to complete a 

college degree. At IDEAfest, [a February 2014 teen night at the museum] teens 

were working on a mural. A couple of tough-looking guys poked their heads into 

the room. When invited to join, they responded, “Nah, I don’t wanna mess it up or 

nothin’.” We told them the mural was… about the importance of empowering the 

youth and giving them more opportunities to be heard and encouraged rather than 

incriminated. Their hardened faces soon shifted into contemplation, and then 

broke into grins. “Aright, where’s a paintbrush?” By the end of the night, we 

hadn’t moved from the room - I couldn’t get rid of them! They were so 

enthusiastic about the concept behind IDEAfest and continued to talk to me as we 

painted. And then it came out: ‘You know…if it wasn’t for art, I wouldn’t be 

alive. I think my options were jail or dead. …and I’ve already been to jail….This 

is really cool. Thanks for having this event. I could use more of these.’ He went 

on to tell me that maybe if these were around sooner, things might have been 

different for him.555 

While the program is having a positive impact in Santa Cruz, not everyone appreciates what is 

happening at the MAH. Some bloggers post comments wishing the museum would return to 

activities as they occurred before Nina Simon became director. These people seek traditional art 

exhibitions, a quiet atmosphere, art by famous artists, and less participatory involvement. Other 

bloggers enthusiastically embrace the impact the museum is having on the larger community.556 

By giving the teens the agency to identify and act on community issues they care about, the 

MAH is making Santa Cruz a better place to live and changing the role the museum plays in the 

community.  
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Urban Networks and Beyond: Washington, D.C. 

 

At the Hirschhorn, Ryan Hill, the Director of Digital Learning Programs, is a strong 

proponent of networking. Hill explains that this “…anti-silo approach” is built on the attitude 

that “we are all in it together. We have to pool resources and share. This is particularly helpful 

economically.”557 Educators at ArtLab+ work with other organizations serving teens to foster a 

non-competitive spirit of collaboration. “Branding yourself as all inclusive is dangerous. Pooling 

resources is very important, especially for economic reasons. We should not duplicate each 

other’s work.” 558 Hill explained that when a teen came to ArtLab+ wanting to make a skateboard 

video, educators explained that skateboarding was not appropriate on the museum property. They 

sent the teen to the MLK Center to film the action. Then the teen returned to ArtLab+ to edit and 

produce the video. 559 Alone the individual institutions could not have realized this teen’s project. 

This is only possible when educators at various institutions trust each other and understand 

exactly what each institution can and cannot offer.  

ArtLab+ expands the concept of local networking to a global level. Hill explained that 

when ArtLab+ began, it was only for local teens. “But in order to survive as new entity we had to 

talk about local teens in a different way. We wanted to be able to talk about what we learned 

from local teens but also talk about what we could share nationally.”560 Hill and Homma 

recognized the need to share ideas coming from their work. They needed funding. They also had 

                                                 

557  Hill and Homma, Personal Interview by author with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs. 
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559  Ibid. 
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208 

a vision “…to create revenue generating programs with local and international impact.”561 

ArtLab educators in 2014 were developing a local curriculum based on the idea of an 

“entrepreneur incubator.” Hill explains that they began by identifying the steps it takes to be an 

entrepreneur:  

There are skills based on communication, there is a legal side, there is also 

necessary drive and motivation. You need to be able to develop a product. We are 

trying to create a curriculum to help people learn the necessary skills and 

understand how to set up their own business. 562 

 

ArtLab+ teaches teens digital skills, such as filmmaking, 3D scanning, and game design. 

Hill and Homma recognized that just because a teen learns a skill, they do not naturally 

understand how to use that skill to earn money. The Hirschhorn was developing a 

curriculum to help ArtLab+ graduates use and market the technological skills they had 

learned at ArtLab+ when it occurred to Hill and Homma that their curriculum could also 

benefit other groups of people learning other skills. As a part of a national museum and 

research complex, Hirschhorn has access to governmental networks. So, the Hirschhorn 

proposed a curriculum to develop entrepreneurial skills for the Smithsonian office of 

International Relations to use in other American spaces, such as the libraries in American 

Embassies around the world: 

These libraries create a place where the local population can come and learn about 

America. They provide English language books and some have computer labs. 

The Smithsonian would provide content and expertise that has been tested out 

with our local teens. This allows us to fund our staff locally and develop expertise 

globally. 563 
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In this project, ArtLab+ pushes teen programming to a new level. Not only do local teens move 

into their adult lives equipped for success, but the program also shares their experience globally 

in a way that also sustains their own work. This embodies Ito’s vision of connected learning:  

If people are pursuing interests and meaningful social relationships in the service 

of our academic, civic, and workplace institutions, we believe that this will lead to 

broader communal and societal outcomes: high quality culture and knowledge 

products, civically-oriented collectives, and diverse and equitable pathways to 

opportunity.564  

 

ArtLab’s Entrepreneur Incubator creates a unique opportunity to connect diverse organizations 

and strengthen the global community. The Hirschhorn’s ability to utilize local partnerships while 

also creating a mutually beneficial global collaboration demonstrates how one committed 

museum can become the nexus in a transformative network.  

 

Urban Networks: Conclusion 

 

It requires commitment and effort to function as part of an active and extensive network; 

understandably, some museum educators limit their networks to those already established in their 

own institution. When fewer people are involved, less coordination is necessary; this makes it 

easier to set goals and manage projects. Homogeneity is comfortable. Working with a known 

entity reduces unexpected challenges. Educators function with limited time and resources, so 

even maintaining the status quo can be a challenge, much less cultivating new relationships with 

outside organizations.  
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When I began my research, I was unaware of the extensive networks supporting these 

nine programs. The teen programs I researched were not just networked; they served as a nexus, 

a central hub that drew together other entities. This is not a coincidence; in these programs, the 

value of the network outweighs the cost and increases impact. Anecdotes in this chapter 

demonstrate this value on several levels, as museum educators reach out to other departments in 

their own museums, other institutions in their own cities and around the United States, and even 

internationally, as was the case with the Hirschhorn’s entrepreneur incubator and the ICA’s Teen 

Convening. Partnerships with other museums support and inspire staff, which enables them to 

create stronger programs. Publications created by networks of teen educators, such as the annual 

proceedings from Teen Convenings565 and the Journal of Museum Education’s November 2014 

issue “All Together Now: Teens and Museums,”566 are evidence of the impact of networked 

programs. When teen programs network with various institutions within a city, it demonstrates 

the museum’s commitment to the community and increases civic engagement in teens.567 When 

teen programs unite students from different backgrounds to work collaboratively toward a 

common goal, they bridge differences and foster intercultural understanding. Networks create 

cultural bridges, whether the museum seeks to foster a richer understanding of a specific culture, 

as in the Jewish Contemporary Museum or the Asian Art Museum, unite disparate urban 

neighborhoods, as in the Nasher XChange, or inspire urban activism, as with the Museum of Art 
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and History. However, while cooperation trumps competition, it also presents a new set of 

challenges. 

 

The Challenges of Community Outreach 

 

Networked public institutions not only share resources, but they also share the problems 

of that community. Jill Medvedow, the Ellen Matilda Poss Director of the Institute of 

Contemporary Art, Boston, (ICA) knows from experience that “Teens make community issues 

relevant to our museum. If one of our teens is impacted by street violence, so is our museum.”568 

Medvedow went on to explain how teen educators needed to step away from planned 

programming at times to help teens deal with problems. For example, when a street shooting 

impacted a Teen Arts Council member, educators discussed the problem and supported the 

student in need. This can only happen when the program fosters trust between teens and adults, 

which requires a committed, personal, long-term relationship. The ICA’s approach to 

acknowledge and support teens in their personal lives is a conscious one that comes with a price.  

While inviting large numbers of teenagers to the museums for teen nights introduces 

previously underserved audiences to the museum, educators must educate these teens about how 

to behave in a museum and supervise them. Douillette explained how some teens vandalized the 

ICA with graffiti during a teen night. The museum quickly identified and handled the issue. The 

graffiti damage could be repaired. Douillette explained that issues like this should be expected, 
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and not considered a failure of the program.569 At ArtLab+, Director Ryan Hill also believes this: 

“If you are responsible to your community, then you invest yourself back into the issues of that 

community…. the best way for a museum to gain public trust is to engage with the local 

community.”570 Doing so requires the museums to come up with creative solutions and also 

know their limits.  

Educators working with teens are not social workers, so it is critical that they understand 

their limitations and have the museum’s support when problems occur. For example, teens in 

ICA programs have faced hunger, homeless, and abuse. While the program welcomes gifts and 

funding, it cannot provide adequate food, shelter, and guidance to sustain their teens. Educators 

who mentor teens develop close, personal relationships with the teens they serve. These mentors 

often know a teen better than any other adult and can be the first and only adult in the teen’s life 

to be aware of a significant problem. Teens lack the life experience necessary to critically 

examine their home. When a teen has been raised in an unsafe or unstable home, they still 

consider it home. It is often the only home they know. The teen may not be aware that a different 

life is possible and that help is available. ArtLab+ administrators work with program mentors to 

identify problems they can solve and know where to get outside help for problems that are 

beyond their capacity. Educators must know local social issues, recognize the danger signs, and 

know when to involve social or legal services. One example from the Hirschhorn shows the thin 

line between leading a teen group and serving as a social worker. Hill explained how one teen 

brought a dangerous knife into ArtLab+, because he carried it everywhere for protection. In his 
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neighborhood, this was normal. ArtLab+ educators learned from this incident they needed to 

better educate teens about museum norms. They also worked with the Hirschhorn to improve 

security measures after regular museum hours when ArtLab+ was running. 

Laws for reporting child abuse and abandonment differ depending on the sponsoring 

institution. The Smithsonian’ Institution’s legal services have been helpful as ArtLab+ identified 

a museum mentor’s legal responsibilities and understood how those differed from public school 

guidelines; they also opened up discussions with mentors concerning ethical responsibilities.571 

Most museums do not have the resources of the Smithsonian legal department yet also encounter 

community problems. Museums across the country are discovering that including a more diverse 

teen audience introduces the culture of those teens into their museum. Additional research 

concerning teen safety and related legal and ethical concerns is needed in the field of museum 

education. 

                                                 

571 Ibid. 



 

 
214 

CHAPTER 10 

 

TEENS PROVIDE INSIGHT INTO THE BENEFITS AND DRAWBACKS OF 

TECHNOLOGY 

 

 

Networked communities do not only exist in the physical realm; digital networking 

pervades the American teen experience. A 2015 Pew Research Center study of teens age 13-17 

describes the extent to which this is true: “Aided by the convenience and constant access 

provided by mobile devices, especially smartphones, 92% of teens report going online daily — 

including 24% who say they go online ‘almost constantly’…”572 Thus, if adults want to reach out 

to teens, they can find them online. This section examines teen-centric uses of digital technology 

in art museums.  Teenagers, as heavy users of technology and as rising adults, provide insight 

into the potential benefits and drawbacks of technology in the art museums of the future. Three 

central issues emerged from the intersection of technology, adolescents and art.  

I begin with an analysis of the online presence of teen programs in the study, including 

websites as well as social media. The Internet can create virtual community networks, linking 

people and ideas in ways that extend the presence of museums beyond the traditional limitations 

of time and place.  In this section, I analyze how museums are using technology to attract, retain, 

and communicate with their teens. When available, I include the online presentation of words 

and images created by teens. I propose that the digital presentation of a program reflects the 

philosophy of the museum concerning that program. 

The second issue concerns how teens and technology raise the question of authority in 

museums. Digital media changes the way that people present and access information. 
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Adolescents, with their developmentally appropriate questioning of authority and expectations of 

instant access and participation, challenge the deliberate pace of change in museums. I examine 

what can be learned about authority by the tension created at the intersection of teens, adults, and 

technology.  

The third section focuses on the very heart of an art museum: art. This final section 

examines the uses of technology to foster learning with museum resources without upstaging the 

very resources for which the art museum exists. In contemporary art museums, where technology 

can be the medium in which art is created, this becomes a particularly complex issue. I propose 

that technology should be used as a means to an end, not the end itself.  

In keeping with the rest of this dissertation, anecdotes are limited to digital presentation 

of data specifically about or the teenage program of study, and do not include the museum’s use 

of digital resources with a general audience. 

  

Online Presence of Teen Programs 

 

Both websites and social media provide vital connections between a museum and the teen 

audience. This section investigates the digital presence of the teen programs in this study, 

beginning with their public presence on websites. All but one museum’s website in this study 

presented at least an overview of the teen programs. Google search results yield every teen 

program in this study when the user types in the name of the museum and the word “teen.” If the 

user first goes to a museum’s homepage to search for information about teen programming, it is 

easily accessible at five of the nine museums in this study: the ICA and the Gardner in Boston, 
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the Asian and the CJM in San Francisco, and the MAH in Santa Cruz. Each of these websites’ 

home pages lists a few main categories, such as “Programs” or “Education,” and when hovering 

over them, a drop down list appears with the word “teen.”  

However, websites at four museums do not present the word “teen” on drop-down lists 

from the homepage. While information about teen programming at the Hirschhorn is only one 

click away, the user must know that the teen program is named “ArtLab+.”573 To obtain 

information about the Nasher’s Student Advisory Board, the user needs to know the name of the 

group. From the main website, users had to click on three categories: Learn/Teachers and 

Students/Student Advisory Board.574 To discover information about the Museum Ambassadors at 

the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, the user must not only know the name of the group, 

they also must navigate five more obscure clicks: Learn/Education at deYoung/K-12 

Students/Museum Ambassadors. At this point, another choice must be made, for the Museum 

Ambassadors page is designed for two audiences: organizations wanting to invite the 

Ambassadors to present at their organizations as well as teens wishing to apply for a job as an 

Ambassador.575 At the Dallas Museum of Art’s website, the word “teen” is not listed under any 

category and no trails from the homepage led to the Teen Advisory Council.576 What if a teen 

decides to find information using a search tool provided on the homepage? At all four of these 

museums, typing “Teen” into the website’s search tool offered links that would eventually yield 
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some information for a persistent teen. Most of these search results are press releases about the 

teen programs, which do not provide a program overview or information about how to get 

involved. Attracting new members through digital publicity may not be a problem at ArtLab+ 

and Museum Ambassadors, which are well-established programs with name recognition that 

must turn away qualified applicants each year.577 If the Nasher and the DMA seek additional teen 

involvement, they should increase the online presence of their programs. By doing so, they 

signal that teens are welcomed to engage fully in the life of museum, whether their presence is 

physical or digital.  

 

Presence of Teen-Generated Content on Museum Websites 

 

While adult-generated information about teen programming is accessible to some extent 

at every museum’s website, teen-generated content is not always published. This discrepancy is 

out of touch with twenty-first century teens. As “native users” of digital media,578 teens desire 

“…interactive, immersive, and participatory activities. They want to be more than outside 

observers looking in.”579 In a 2013 study, the Center for the Future of Museums emphasizes that 

including the contributions of visitors is critical for museums to succeed in this century: 

There is a rapidly emerging consensus that the most successful museums of the 

future will be places to hang out, engage and contribute: museums that blur the 

boundaries between “back of the house” and the public side. They will be 
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moderators and filters of contributed wisdom and diverse perspectives, in addition 

to being sources of scholarship and opinion. (31) 

 

This language echoes the language of Mimi Ito’s philosophy and her iconic term “hang out,” as 

well as her philosophy of connected learning, which is based on the “educational values of 

equity, social connection, and full participation.”580 While the philosophy of connected learning 

in no way negates the value of scholarship, it does value the authentic, unfiltered voice of youth 

and collaborative work. In this way, Ito’s work supports educators who include teens by 

presenting their work online and explaining the museum’s standards of publication. Ito 

emphasizes how such work prepares teens to function in the twenty-first century: “The ability to 

specialize, tailor one’s message and voice, and communicate with small publics is facilitated by 

the growing availability of diverse and niche networked publics.”581 It is important for teen 

voices to be included online in the same spirit that teens are allowed to design and create real-

time programming for museum events, such as teen nights. Unfortunately, while I observed teen 

input in each real-time museum program, the same input was noticeably missing online.  

As of August 1, 2015, four of the museums do not present any text or images created by 

teens on, or directly linked to, the museums’ main website: the DMA and the Nasher in Dallas; 

the Gardner in Boston; the FAMSF in San Francisco. At the FAMSF and the Gardner, I observed 

teens playing a supporting role at adult-designed programs, so the professionally generated 

information online mirrored the design of the program as I saw it. However, a closer examination 

of the two Dallas museums reveals that, even though their teens do not have much of an online 
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presence, their teens do influence the museum’s websites. The DMA’s main website does not 

have any student-generated content. When I entered “teen” in the search engine on the DMA’s 

official blog, Uncrated, it yielded captioned photographs from some teen activities. A story 

about the June 2015 teen-designed Late Night at the DMA, written by teen educator J.C. 

Bigornia, includes photographs and selected quotes written by the teens. The remarks of one 

teen, Maddi, reflect her understanding of actively including including visitors: “I hope the new 

visitors to the Museum see how…they can interact and be a part of the Museum just as any artist 

can.” 582 Nadir’s comment shows that he thought about the importance of personal choice in 

shaping a museum experience: “They could learn about anything at the Museum, even about 

themselves. So, I want the visitors to learn, about anything they want.” 583  Quotes such as these 

two show that these teens were learning about the value of participatory museums. Director of 

Education Stutzman-Forbes realizes this is an untapped resource and has a goal to establish a 

teen presence on the web.584  

The Nasher’s website did not have any teen created work online, but did display eight 

photographs of the Student Advisory Board actively engaged with artists, field trips, and meeting 

with the DMA’s teen docents, demonstrating that teens can be involved in a museum’s digital 

presence even if it is not visible on the museum’s website.585 While the Nasher does not have a 

strong teen presence online, they do involve their Student Advisory Board in website decisions 

                                                 

582  Bigornia, "DMAxTAC = Super Late Night.” 

583 Ibid. 

584  Stutzman-Forbes, Interview by author with the Chair of Learning Initiatives and the Dallas Museum of Art League 
Director of Education.  

585  Nasher Sculpture Center, "Student Advisory Board."   



 

 
220 

behind the scenes. During meetings, teens are shown previews of upcoming changes to the 

Nasher website. Their reactions are used to refine the content before it goes online. Students are 

also asked what they would like to see online, and they requested videos explaining how 

sculptures are made. 586 These adult-made videos explain the process of plaster casting, bronze 

casting, and welding steel. There are also printable handouts, such as the one describing the lost 

wax casting process used to create Aristide Maillol's Night. 587 Listening to teen input, the 

Nasher continues to develop and post new videos explaining the artistic process used to create 

works in the museum.  

Nasher educators also apply input from their teen board to create other digital resources 

for use by the museum. In 2015, teen advisory board members helped educators improve the 

process of explaining the museum’s rules and expectations to school tour groups. While this 

introduction provides necessary information, such as rules about food, water, and gum in the 

galleries, it can be tedious for students and repetitive for tour guides. Teen input informed a 

humorous and informative video that introduces the same information in a way that is engaging 

to watch and less stressful to present. School groups visiting the museum now view the video. 

Nasher teens and educators, as well as visiting students and their teachers, believe the video is 

fun and effective.588 Even if teen-generated work is not identifiable online, teen input shape the 

ways that professionals design their digital work.   

                                                 

586  Rebecca Daniels, Program Observation, Nasher Sculpture Center, Dallas, October 9, 2014. 

587  Nasher Sculpture Center, "Materials and Processes," Dallas: Author, 
http://www.nashersculpturecenter.org/learn/resources/resource?id=18, (July 30, 2015). 

588  Rebecca Daniels, Program Observation, Nasher Sculpture Center, Dallas, February 19, 2015. 



 

 
221 

The online presence of the Student Advisory Board reflects the role of the Student 

Advisory Board at the Nasher. The teens serve as a sounding board to advise educators. They are 

not expected to plan and lead activities or to give guided tours to visitors. Only meeting monthly, 

teens in this group have fewer responsibilities than the other groups I observed. However, the 

Nasher could project its teen-friendly image to a wider audience if they would capture the ideas 

of these students and publish them online. Allowing teen content would demonstrate that the 

museum welcomes and values teen engagement. 

Five museums did present teen-created text, photographs, and videos: The Institute for 

Contemporary Art in Boston, the Hirschhorn’s ArtLab+ in Washington, D.C., the Contemporary 

Jewish Museum and the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco, and the Museum of Art and 

History in Santa Cruz. On all five websites, the information was readily available, only two or 

three clicks away from the museum’s homepage. Each of these five websites contained 

information about upcoming events for teens and photographs of teens in action at the museum, 

as well as text and images generated by teens about their museum experiences. For all five of 

these programs, all teen generated content was posted on a completely different URL, separate 

from the professionally museum-designed website. When I asked why, the museums explained a 

separate URL allowed the teens more control over the design, timing and content.589 This tension 

created over control of publishing digital information is the topic of the next section.  
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As stated earlier, three museums in this study consider their teen program as their signature 

program: the ICA, the Hirschhorn,590 and the CJM.591 The prominent role played by the teen 

program in these three museums is reflected in their extensive online presence.  

The ICA understands the use of digital media as a marketing tool and uses its website to 

“consolidate marketing efforts.”592 The ICA’s main website provides professionally generated 

information about teen programs and three videos of teen interviewing artists.593 This main 

website also provides link to the ICA Teen’s separate website. Once the viewer reaches the teen 

page, words and images created by teens are immediately evident. The ICA Teen website is 

organized around their eight separate teen programs; application information and important 

upcoming dates follow a description of each group. Teen testimonials on these pages present 

glowingly positive yet genuine teen opinions: “Being part of the ICA has helped me expand who 

I am, and explore big ideas…new and different things that weren’t part of my life before.” 594  

Educators encourage the teens to post their work as well as reflections about their work. Blog 

posts by Teen Art Council (TAC) members are straight forward and informative, as this post 

about the TAC’s upcoming project with a visiting artist illustrates: “Wes Bruce will be leading 

the Teen Arts Council in creating an interactive space for visitors in the Art Lab to respond, 
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reflect, and create on what they have seen in the museum.” 595 After Bruce’s visit, the TAC page 

posted photographs of teens working with the artists, but there were no reflective essays or 

interpretation of works in the museum. These higher-level thinking skills are found in the teen’s 

videos. The most visible elements in the ICA’s teen program are their digital workshops for 

teens. Fast Forward is the ICA’s new media program, which includes filmmaking. The ICA’s 

collection and exhibitions include videos, so teaching the art of filmmaking naturally connects to 

this museum’s art. While Fast Forward is a separate program from the Teen Art Council, some 

students participate in both. Occasionally, the two groups work together, as they did with visiting 

artist Matthew Richie. TAC members spent an entire year working with Richie, even visiting 

him in his studio in New York City. At the end of the year, TAC members interviewed Richie as 

Fast Forward teens filmed it. During the interview, they sat in front of Richie’s installation in the 

ICA’s lobby, Remanence/Remonstrance. Teens referred to the work, asking about the reasons 

behind Richie’s choices of color and imagery, and then their questions grew increasingly 

abstract. They asked him about his path from his teenage years to becoming an artist and queried 

him about the differences between artistic and scientific thinking. He ended by advising the teens 

not to worry so much about making an impact on the world, but rather to focus on doing work 

they believed in right now.596 Teens were not only connected to the art in the lobby; they were 

also pondering the artistic process. Experiences like these provide educators with evidence that 
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teens can participate in a complex dialogue concerning art on a range of topics. Publishing this 

teen-created video online demonstrates that the ICA values teen engagement.  

Teens at the Hirschhorn also exhibit a prominent online presence. The Hirschorn’s main 

website hosts an ArtLab+ page597 providing descriptions of the programs as well as a prominent 

link: “Visit ArtLab+’s website.” The ArtLab+ website is the most informative and organized of 

all those in this study.598 There is a wealth of adult generated information on this separate 

website, including the program’s philosophy and statistics. Most notable is the “Community of 

Practice” section, which lists Smithsonian, local, and national partners;599 this extensive list 

includes partners that were not even mentioned in my observations and interviews at ArtLab+ 

and further supports ArtLab+’s role as the nexus of a complex, beneficial network. Not all work 

on ArtLab+’s website is adult-created. Student generated work on the website includes 

photography, audio clips, videos, and character design projects. Two videos demonstrate the 

connection between teens and an exhibition in the museum’s galleries: Barbara Kruger’s 

installation, Belief+Doubt. 

Teens began learning about Kruger’s work before it arrived at the museum. Teens in 

ArtLab+ created a time-lapse video of the installation Barbara Kruger’s installation, 

Belief+Doubt.600 Even though teens did not write a script for this video, it demonstrates the 

student’s skills in visual storytelling. Shots of the plans, equipment, and human effort required to 
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install this work clearly show the complexity of the task. The video ends with shots of visitors’ 

reactions to the exhibition, giving the story a clear beginning, middle, and end. ArtLab+ teens 

also created self-portraits inspired by the Barbara Kruger Belief+Doubt exhibition, which is 

demonstrated in a second video about the connection one teen formed with Kruger’s work. This 

teen, Antoine, created his self-portrait. As part of a museum program presenting teen work, a 

museum curator interviewed Antoine on video.601 To create his self-portrait, Antoine explained 

that he used Photoshop, a program he learned to use in ArtLab+. He took a photograph of 

himself in front of text from the exhibit, which said, “When was the last time you laughed?” He 

emphasized the wording by putting Kruger’s question into his own image three times. He 

personalized it by changing the colors from red, white, and black to muted brown tones. He 

wrote a poem in cursive and superimposed it over his photographic collage:  

I see you smiling 

I hear your joy 

But I ask you… 

I can see your sorrow 

I can see your pain 

Do I ask you…602 

 

The meaning this teen found in Kruger’s artwork became a story, told visually and then 

expressed audibly for a larger audience. Even though the isolated location of ArtLab+ makes it 

difficult for teens to visit the galleries, when educators do make visits happen, it can foster a 

strong connection between the teens and the art. These videos, and others like them, serve as 

inspiration for others working with teens.   

                                                 

601  Dawn Thomas, Antoine's Self Portrait Inspired by Barbara Kruger, Antoine, audio file, 2014. 

602  Elliott, Caroline, "ArtLab+ Presents: Teen's Artistic Response to Barbara Kruger 'Belief+Doubt,' 2012," Smithsonian 
Institution, Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, http://hirshhorn.si.edu/collection/artlab/#detail=/bio/artlab-
presents-beliefdoubt/&collection=artlab, (March 20, 2016). 

http://hirshhorn.si.edu/collection/artlab/#detail=/bio/artlab-presents-beliefdoubt/&collection=artlab
http://hirshhorn.si.edu/collection/artlab/#detail=/bio/artlab-presents-beliefdoubt/&collection=artlab
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The third museum in this study with a signature teen program is the Contemporary 

Jewish Museum.603 While ArtLab+ and the ICA have multiple staff members dedicated to teen 

programming, the CJM only has one: Leah Greenberg.604 She has established a meaningful 

online presence with authentic teen voices.605 The teens write frequently, poignantly, and 

articulately about their experiences at the museum. This is evident in the blog posts of a teen 

named Asher, cited earlier in this chapter. In another post on April 1, 2014, Asher considered a 

performance art piece presented at the museum, when Shinichi Iova-Koga danced around the 

exhibit Work in Progress: Considering Utopia while Steve Adams played saxophone. At first 

glance, the work seemed meaningless to him: 

But it wasn't ridiculous. I think it has something to do with intention. It was so 

clear that these people had a process, (sic) that they were going into a room filled 

with art and having a conversation with it. Even though it's not a process I could 

articulate, it's a process I could understand as I was watching it.606 

 

Asher went on to discuss the value of art that may be difficult to explain, but that is understood 

in a deeper, subconscious level. What Asher might not have seen was the theme of the 

exhibition, Work in Progress: Considering Utopia, which explored how a community could 

collaboratively create a better world. By entering this conversation, and by posting his reflections 

online, Asher gave his teen community permission to accept and explore concepts that could not 

easily be explained. The impact on this community of teens is evident in their closing speeches, 

                                                 

603  Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Francisco, "Teen Art Connections: Musings from the Teen Interns at the 
Contemporary Jewish Museum." San Francisco: Author, http://teenartconnections.blogspot.com/, (August 4, 2015). 

604  Greenberg, Telephone Interview by author with Teen Program Manager. 

605 Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Friancisco, "Teen Art Connections: Musings from the Teen Interns at the 
Contemporary Jewish Museum."  

606  Guthertz, Tic Tac Toe: Great Art. 

http://teenartconnections.blogspot.com/
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presented in a celebratory graduation ceremony at the conclusion of their internships. Each video 

is filmed and posted on the same blog. These posts reflect the honest and caring relationships 

that develop between the teens and staff, and provide considerable evidence about the positive 

impact this program has had on these teens’ lives.  

While Greenberg has the full support of her museum administrators and staff, the 

program’s online presence is a notable accomplishment from a museum with one educator. 

Greenberg chose Blogspot to host the TAC website, which gives the blog a professional look.607 

Blogspot offers a unique, interactive format allowing the viewer to choose how they want 

information organized and presented: by time, author, or event. It also allows each viewer to 

choose the blog’s design, which range from an organized, file-drawer list to a randomly 

presented mosaic of images. However, the content is rich underneath this flashy presentation. No 

other website included this consistently high level of personal reflection and connection to works 

of art. I asked Okmin, Associate Director of Education, how such a small museum was able to 

create such a powerful online presence. She explained that it was an expectation of the former 

director when they moved into their new building: “Connie Wolf was committed to education 

and our teen program. She was very clear about the fact that teen programs would be featured 

online.”608 Goldberg has carried out this vision. The comprehensive websites featured by these 

three teen programs can only exist with administrative support and the extensive commitment of 

educators and teens.  

  

                                                 

607  Greenberg, Personal Interview by author with Teen Program Manager. 

608  Okmin, Personal Interview by author with the Associate Director of Education.  
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The Asian and the MAH are the two other museums in this study that feature authentic 

teen voice in their blog posts and photographs. The teen programs in these two museums play a 

supporting role in a coordinated educational program including all ages and types of visitors, 

rather than as the primary educational focus at the three previous museums. In spite of this fact, 

their web presence stands with the larger programs in this study. A single educator working with 

teens also coordinates each of these blogs, which is a significant time commitment. These blog 

posts are reflective in nature, revealing the personal impact of museum engagement on each teen.  

 At the Asian, blog posts are structured around specific activities. Posts are structured into 

reflections before, during, and after the activity, presenting a picture of change over time. Each 

post features multiple photographs. 609 As with other museums, the online presence of the teen 

program reflects the philosophy of the museum concerning that program. Spurred by Teen Force, 

San Francisco’s informal network of art museum educators, The Asian’s teens work with teen 

serving in other arts institutions. In 2014, the Asian’s ArtSpeak interns visited the Yerba Buena 

Center of the Arts to see their exhibit, Conceiving Place. ArtSpeak’s Director, Allison Wyckoff, 

gave the teens five themes to discover during their visit: “something that makes you smile, 

something that frustrates you, something that relates to your work at the Asian Museum, 

something that makes you question your understanding of Civic Engagement, and something you 

want to learn more about.”610  Teens posted photographs of their five discoveries along with a 

short reflection about each. A wall she discovered at Yerba Buena Center of the Arts spurred 

Ivy’s posting on the topic of connections between museums: 

                                                 

609  Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, "ArtSpeak: Intern Blog." San Francisco: Author, http://artspeak.posthaven.com/ 
(August 3, 2015). 

610  Wyckoff, Personal Interview by author with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator. 

http://artspeak.posthaven.com/
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This wall is a space filled with many people’s ideas. It’s a hands-on space with 

comfortable seating for idea brainstorming. I love how it’s a collection of 

thoughts and its community building. At the museum, we also have a place for 

visitors to get creative with their ideas with our art activities…. Many visitors 

have participated in our activities…. Although many did take their cool art with 

them, some left them with us. We took them and displayed it in a space for other 

visitors to check out! 611 

 

Ivy discovered that both museums inspire participation by providing a dedicated space where 

visitors can let ideas take form and then leave them behind for others to reflect upon. The Asian, 

by providing this teen with a dedicated digital space to let her ideas form and present them to 

others, has created a participatory online community that values the voices of teens.  

The Asian also uses teen-generated digital resources in ways that are not visible on the 

museum’s website. The Asian introduced their summer 2014 exhibition, Glamorous, using teen 

faces and voices. As museum visitors entered the exhibition, they passed several large video 

screens. These presented brief clips of diverse individuals explaining what the term glamorous 

meant to them, introducing the theme in multicultural terms. The museum intentionally included 

teenage faces and voices in these clips.612 The placement of these video screens at the 

exhibition’s entrance welcomed visitors and invited them to frame the exhibition through their 

own personal interpretation of gorgeous. By presenting teenage faces in the videos, teenagers 

were given the underlying impression that their presence was welcomed and expected. 

In Santa Cruz, the Museum of Art and History also publishes an online blog for its teen 

program, Subjects to Change (S2C). The MAH’s blog is the only one that features a teen-created 

identity profile. The wording is clearly that of teenagers, reflecting the museum’s philosophy of 

                                                 

611 Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, "ArtSpeak: Intern Blog." 

612  Wyckoff, Personal Interview by author with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator. 
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participatory involvement: “We are a group of chronic doodlers who dig music, embrace 

creativity of all kinds, and are determined not only to make our community better, but also want 

to get other teens involved.”613 The blog includes member profiles and information about 

activities. The blog post by a college intern presented earlier in this chapter demonstrated the 

impact of collaborative mural painting on two teen boys seeking to become a positive part of 

their community. The MAH’s blog has more photographs than words and reflects a wide range 

of activities in which these teens are engaged. This blog was mentioned by the teens several 

times during the program observation. Their comments reflected the ownership and pride 

students took in their program and its website.614 However, the addition of more teen-created text 

would give this blog more insight into the impact of the program. 

When a website also includes teen generated content, whether through images or text, it 

demonstrates an awareness of the important role authentic voice plays in teen engagement. 

Valuable teen programming allows the interests of teens to drive activities and the work of teens 

to be reflected in the output: “Putting interest-driven learning at the center, along with digital 

tools to explore those interests, has begun to transform how institutions see their role in 

supporting youth education.”615 The reflective process of writing a blog or posting on social 

media helps teens find meaning and relevance in art. It takes the combined efforts of committed 

museum leadership, a hard-working educator, engaged teens, and a supportive technology team 

                                                 

613  Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, "Subjects to Change Home Page."  

614  Daniels, Program Observation, Subjects 2 Change. 

615  Association of Science-Technology Centers; Urban Libraries Council, Learning Labs in Libraries and Museums: 
Transformative Spaces for Teens, 14. 
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to create and maintain a strong teen presence online. While this requires considerable effort, it is 

an unquestionable testimony that the museum welcomes and values teen engagement. 

   

Social Media 

 

While websites are an effective place to post static information about past and upcoming 

activities, social media excells in brief, interactive communication of a personal and current 

nature. A discussion of the digital presence of teens in museums must include social media.  A 

2015 Pew Research Center study of teens age 13–17 describes the prevalence of social media use 

by teens:   

Teens are enthusiastic users of social media sites and apps. When asked a general 

question about whether they used social media, three-quarters (76%) of teens use 

social media, and 81% of older teens use the sites, compared with 68% of teens 

13 to 14…. When asked about seven specific sites (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 

Snapchat, Tumblr, Google+ and Vine)…. Facebook is the most popular of all the 

social media platforms included in the survey, with 71% of all teens saying they 

use Facebook.616 

 

There are two ways that the museums in this study harness social media. First, museums have a 

public social media presence to give information about museum activities. Teen educators post 

on sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr to publicize upcoming events and generate 

enthusiasm. While the number of Facebook likes does not predict an exact attendance count, 

museums do use them to indicate attendance trends over time and anticipate attendance at an 

                                                 

616  Lenhart, Teens, Social Media & Technology; Overview 2015. 
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upcoming event.617 During and after an activity, participants post photos and comments. At the 

MAH, Subjects2Change has an Instagram account, @subjectstochange. On Teen Nights, this 

account is “heavily used.”618 Teens enjoy posting as well as managing social media. One duty of 

the Asian’s ArtSpeak interns is to “manage social media for the museum’s free teen membership 

program (Teen Pass),”619 using technology as a bridge to get other teens to come to the museum. 

Teens at the Nasher enjoyed posting selfies as they spinned in chairs designed by Thomas 

Heatherwick. Each post entered them in a contest to win a chair.620 When teens are featured on a 

museum’s social media or website, the teens link it to their own social media sites.621 This cross-

pollination creates an authentic word-of-mouth recommendation for the museum that cannot be 

mimicked by professionally generated publicity.  

Second, teen groups use social media accounts for private communication among group 

members. These accounts are primarily used to coordinate group activities. Teen leaders post 

reminders about meetings and teens ask questions about details. Educators find this an effective 

way to stay in touch with most of their teens. At the MAH, only one student in the group does 

not use the Facebook group, so Dobkin uses email to stay in touch with this student. 622 At the 

FAMSF, Truong-Vargas plans to set up a Facebook account to keep Ambassador alumni in 

                                                 

617  Stutzman-Forbes, Interview by author with the Chair of Learning Initiatives and the Dallas Museum of Art League 
Director of Education.  

618  Dobkin, Personal Interview with Youth Programs Manager 

619 Asian Art Museum, San Francisco, "Art Speak Teen Internship Program." 

620  Daniels, Program Observation, Nasher Sculpture Center, October 9, 2014. 

621  Ibid. 

622  Dobkin, Personal Interview by author with Youth Programs Manager. 
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touch.623 Alumni groups at the ICA624 and the Hirschhorn625 are already using Facebook to do 

this. Douillette believes that alumni social media accounts are most valuable when they originate 

and are controlled by alumni, rather than museum educators.626   

While some museums have embraced social media, its potential is largely untapped. If 

social media generates positive energy during live events, why couldn’t it also be used to create 

lively virtual events? Teen nights often include a venue for teenagers to take selfies with a work 

of art on exhibit. Could a selfie challenge after the event continue to connect teens to art and 

ideas? Could social media be used to offer art-related team games similar to those popular at 

museum Late Nights, such as Clue and Trivial Pursuit? Social media can be used to create a 

dialogue between teenagers and art even when the physical resources of the museum are not 

available. While museum staffs tap into social media for publicity and private communication, 

museums could also use it to extend the museum beyond traditional boundaries of space and 

time. 

While the ICA, Hirschhorn, and DMA offer digital workshops to teens in the museum, I 

did not observe or hear about any virtual workshops. The creativity and effort of teens should be 

used to harness the museum’s online resources to create engaging uses for other teens, with an 

ultimate goal of drawing teens to the museum to see the real works. Museum websites provide 

activities for children and resources for teachers and researchers, but little to no interactive 

                                                 

623  Truong-Vargas, Personal Interview by author with the Manager, Museum Ambassadors. 

624  Wyrick, Alcott, and Albers, Personal Interview by author with Associate Director of Education and Two Program Alums, 
respectively.  

625  Hill and Homma, Personal Interview by author with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs. 

626  Douillette, Personal Interview by author with Teen New Media Program Manager. 
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content for teens. Since teenagers are tied to the schedule and location of their family and school, 

getting to the museum at a specified time for a program can be difficult. Virtual summer camps 

are offered online; art museums could use them to expand their teen audience. Two other 

activities previously mentioned in this study, Google+ Hangouts and the Maker Movement, have 

combined forces to sponsor six weeks of virtual, global Maker Camps in the summers of 2013, 

2014, and 2015. Weekly themes include architecture, fashion, music, flight, film, and games. 

People come together online, virtually or in real time, to create projects, learn new skills, take 

virtual field trips, and interview successful makers. Finished projects are posted online. 

Sponsoring institutions include community youth centers, public libraries, schools and science 

museums, such as the Exploratorium in San Francisco.627 Despite this program garnering 

success, there is a noticeable lack of art museum participation, and more activities target children 

than teens. Museums should adapt some of the activities they have already created for teen nights 

for use online, creating an even broader audience for their museum.  

While all of the teen programs in this study do have a web presence, it is primarily a 

static, formalized presentation of facts. While informative, this adult-created content is not 

engaging. Five of the ten museums in this study do include teen-created content, yet there are no 

interactive, online opportunities for teen engagement. This surprisingly outdated format conflicts 

with the goals of inclusive, participatory twenty-first century museum education programs. Time, 

effort, and cost are limiting factors. Literature that shared best digital practices should enable 

more museums to effectively harness the creativity and technological skills of teens, using it to 

create vibrant online resources.  

                                                 

627  Maker Media, "Find a Camp," Author, http://makercamp.com/map/, (August 8, 2015).  
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The Question of Authority 

 

Modern technology pushes the question of authority to a new, higher pitch. Teenagers 

will be taking selfies in front of works of art, whether museums want them to or not. They will 

represent museums online, particularly on their own social media accounts, without the 

museum’s permission. They will say exactly what they want to say, when they want to say it. 

The museum cannot control this. The approach taken by Ryan Hill, Director of Digital Learning, 

on museum authority contributes to the success of ArtLab+: “Issues of control only alienate 

people. The more you share information, the more you make yourself accessible, the more you 

include others, the more it is going to work.”628 This philosophy is not shared by all the museums 

I visited. Tension exists between the museum professionals, who methodically control the quality 

of digitally published information, and digital teenagers, who expect rapid publication with no 

censorship. The online presence of a teen program reflects the amount of teen control allowed in 

the program. The museums that publish teen-generated content are the same museums that allow 

teens to participate actively in creating, implementing, and evaluating programs.   

Five of the programs in this study officially sanction the publication of teen-created 

content: the Teen Arts Council at The Institute of Contemporary Art, ArtLab+ at the Hirschhorn, 

Subjects to Change at the Museum of Art and History, Santa Cruz, ArtSpeak at the Asian Art 

Museum, and Teen Art Connect at the Contemporary Jewish Museum. 629 However, even these 

                                                 

628  Hill and Homma, Personal Interview by author with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs. 

629  Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, "ICA Teens Home Page"; Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, "Subjects to 
Change Home Page"; Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Francisco, "Teen Art Connections: Musings from the Teen 
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museums do not publish teen content on the museum’s main homepage. In order to grant teens 

more agency over digital content published online, these museums publish it at a different URL 

than the museum’s official website. There is a link on each of these museum’s homepages to the 

teen page. Because my university’s Institutional Review Board did not allow me to interview 

anyone under the age of eighteen, the teen-created content posted by these four museums 

allowed me insight into a teenager’s perspective about the program; these four websites are cited 

frequently in the previous pages.  

Of all the museums in this dissertation, the Contemporary Jewish Museum posts the most 

teen-generated content. This is due to several factors. First, the program’s founder and museum’s 

first director, Connie Wolf, made it clear from the start that teen programming was a priority and 

the program needed an online presence.630 Second, the program’s director, Leah Greenberg, 

integrates reflection time into the programming and the teens know their reflections could be 

published; these factors create an intense interest from the teens in producing quality reflections. 

Greenberg offers honest feedback and holds the teens to a high standard. As mentioned earlier, 

Greenberg uses Blogspot. This program attractively formats students’ work without requiring a 

great deal of time to design the layout. Finally, as demonstrated through her leadership of Teen 

Force, Greenberg believes in the power of networking, and the program’s blog provides another 

way to share and connect with other people.631 Two other museums posted blogs including 

student written reflections: the Asian and the MAH. Since the teen program directors of both 

                                                                                                                                                             

Interns at the Contemporary Jewish Museum"; Smithsonian, "ARTLAB+"; Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, 
"ArtSpeak: Intern Blog."  

630  Wolf, Telephone Interview by author with the former Director; Okmin, Personal Interview by author with the Associate 
Director of Education.  

631  Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Francisco, "Teen Art Connections." 



 

 
237 

these programs are also part of Teen Force, they share ideas and their teens gather to discuss 

programming ideas. These three programs, all in the San Francisco area, are the only three in this 

study that present teen-written reflections.  

Two other museums also present teen-generated content online; these two programs 

include digital instruction for teens, making it a logical extension of the program: the ICA and 

ArtLab+ at the Hirschhorn. Teens do not post reflective blogs in textual form. At these two 

museums, teens create and post photographs and videos about their work. This mirrors the 

museums’ collections, which contain contemporary works of photography and video. Short teen 

testimonials about the program are integrated into adult-generated information advertising the 

program.  

The other four museums in this study maintain tighter control, publishing adult-created 

content about teen activities that occasionally includes anecdotes about teens: the Museum 

Ambassadors at the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum 

in Boston, and the Dallas Museum of Art and Nasher Sculpture Center. Again, the program’s 

online presence reflects the philosophy of the program. The program with the least online 

presence is the Museum Ambassadors program at the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco. 

Their website publishes a short, adult-written paragraph about the program, information about 

how outside organizations can book Ambassadors to visit their institutions, and, if applications 

are being taken at the time the site is viewed, an application for teens. This online representation 

reflects the traditional nature of the program. The Ambassadors program is adult-designed and 

directed, with little teen input. In 2011, the program made a shift to become “…more student 
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centered, inquiry based.”632 This change involved allowing teen tour guides to step away from a 

scripted presentation to ask a few planned questions, creating a more participatory-style activity. 

However, adults still carefully script the presentations, which teens must memorize. This more 

traditional style of presentation seemed appropriate for the skill level of the student ambassadors 

I observed, who were just beginning to develop oral presentation skills. It met the program’s 

goals to reach underserved teens and provide them with their first job experience. If written 

reflections and online publication were to be added to this program, something else would need 

to be taken away because the educators are working at their maximum.  

The other three programs that do not present teen-created content online expressed 

concern about increasing the workload of the program’s educators. Educators at the Nasher 

report that their Student Advisory Board would like more input into the museum’s online 

content.633 While the Dallas Museum of Art publishes teen quotations on its educator’s blog, 

teen-generated content is not regularly published. During a program observation, every teen there 

said they had looked up the program on the museum’s website; other work consumed the 

educators and creating an online presence was not a priority.634 At the Gardner, the teen educator 

was in her first year at the job when I visited. She stated that she was interested in investigating 

online opportunities, but was first getting to know the teens and the program.635  

                                                 

632  Beyer, Telephone Interview by author with Former Manager, Museum Ambassadors. 

633  Borsch, Interview by author with Manager of School and Family Programs, Nasher Sculpture Center. 

634  Bigornia, Personal interview by author with the C3 Program Coordinator. 

635  Egan, Personal Interview by author with School Partnership Manager. 
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Two museums took a positive approach to addressing frustrated teens wanting more 

online presence. I observed educators at the DMA636 and CMJ637 harness this tension as an 

opportunity to offer teenagers professional insight into the fields of marketing, advertising, and 

branding. At the DMA, J.C. Bigornia invited a marketing staff member to meet with the teen 

board. They discussed the reasons for creating a visible brand and the rules for presenting 

museum-approved advertisements, both digital and on paper. Teens worked with the marketing 

professional to design a logo for the teen group. At the CJM, the teens also invite their marketing 

director to talk to the group about the same topics. By visiting with the museum staff that creates 

the museum’s public presence, teenagers learn about possible careers and gain insight into the 

reasons behind the control.  

One museum stands out as having an exceptionally successful approach to diffusing the 

tension created by teens wanting to publish their work online. At the ICA, the staff approaches 

this tension by establishing both an internal and an external online presence. While the public 

can see some information, those with inside access can see much more. Classes, as well as the 

individual teens in them, are given space and encouraged to post what they want, with no 

restrictions. However, students in these classes are limited to post on these internal spaces. 

Because the classes are creative and involve authentic teen voice, it is impossible to know 

exactly what will be created ahead of time. However, the museum wants the “…ability to post 

whatever sort of projects the teens make. We want it adaptable and lively. We want to manage it 

ourselves and not hand it over to an external contractor.” Douillette, Teen New Media Program 

                                                 

636  Daniels, Program Observation, Teen Advisory Board Meeting.  

637  Daniels, Program Observation, Teen Art Connect Training Session. 



 

 
240 

Manager, explained that he must take full responsibility for internal and external posts. He 

decides “whether to pull something,” or if he should just “add a disclaimer” or “talk to the teen.” 

He knows that a wrong decision could “cost him his job.” He says while there “is some self 

regulation,” there are not many problems concerning what students post. He views the internal 

posts as a “valuable archive” of student work, and the students appreciate the ability to post 

freely.638 Douillette chose a content management website that allows him to manage all kinds of 

media: Drupal.639 In order to keep up with the varied and extensive data on their internal and 

external sites, the ICA uses Salesforce640 database that links with Drupal.641 Douillette is able to 

keep a professional digital presence and still allow teenagers the freedom they want by choosing 

software that matches the museum’s philosophy and allowing the teenagers to exercise control 

within professional limits.  

 In the twenty-first century, museums must respond to the community’s needs in order to 

gain public trust. Traditional, authoritative institutions are not able to control information in the 

same way they did a few decades ago. Digital media has not only given more people more access 

to more information than previously possible, it has also created an expectation of instant 

control. When teenagers are added to the equation, with their developmentally appropriate 

questioning of authority and expectations of instant access and participation, tensions escalate. 

Museum staff must be as concerned with how new technology is impacting the expectations of 

their visitors as with how it is impacting their own existing work. The focus should be on using 

                                                 

638  Douillette, Personal Interview by author with Teen New Media Program Manager. 

639  Dries Buytaert, "Drupal," The Drupal Association, https://www.drupal.org/, (August 20, 2014). 

640  Salesforce, "Home Page," Salesforce.com, Inc, http://www.salesforce.com/, (August 20, 2014). 

641  Douillette, Personal Interview by author with Teen New Media Program Manager. 

https://www.drupal.org/
http://www.salesforce.com/
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digital media to create a mutually beneficial environment of public trust and engagement that 

makes full use of the museum’s resources. 

 

The Role of Physical Art in a Digital World 

 

Art museums are institutions dedicated to original works of art. Whether the museum’s 

mission is to present and interpret works, and/or to collect, study, and preserve them, art is 

central to their mission. There are significant differences in how teen programs approach their 

connection to art.  

At the five museums with a separate teen website, teens post descriptions and reflections 

about original works of art and architecture in the museum. These posts demonstrate that the 

teens understand the potential impact of a work of art.  

An example is found in the blog post of Artem Litvak, a TAC Intern at the CJM. In his 

blog, Ode to Ode(d), he discusses a current exhibition by artist Oded Hirsch. Litvak’s post begins 

as he wrestles with his personal distaste for abstract art. He walks through the exhibition and is 

surprised to be drawn to one video: Work In Progress: Considering Utopia. Litvak sits down on 

a bench near the work and spends time intently watching the short video, surprising himself with 

his growing interest. He begins observing simple details in the work and moves into a deeper 

understanding. He wonders:  
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How such abstract an art 

Can evoke so much in a heart 

The struggle, the powerlessness, the community... 

Together as one is able to acquire unity.642 

 

Litvak established a connection with one work of art that changed his understanding of abstract 

art. The rhymes and cadence are adolescent, yet the sentiment is mature: Litvak feels emotion 

and wonder as he views this piece of art. The very process Litvak used to consider the piece is 

one modeled for the teens by Greenberg: walk through the exhibit, allow yourself to be drawn in 

by a work and then spend time looking at it closely.643 His post is representative of teen blogs at 

all four museums. They speak to the intense relationship teens in these programs have developed 

with original works of art. While written reflections such as Litvak’s are the most common way 

that teens present their reflections, not all object-based responses are written. For example, 

ArtLab+ students used technology to create digital interpretations of the masks they saw on 

display at the museum. One teen went in a different direction. He created a physical mask and 

modeled it dramatically for photographers in the Hirschhorn’s gardens.644 Valuable programs 

allow each teenager to find their own style to meaningfully interpret a work of art. 

While some teen programs focus on original works of art in museum galleries, other programs 

focus more loosely on the concepts artists explore rather than the art itself. Some programs at the 

ICA, Hirschhorn, and DMA connect to works of art through the idea of an artist as a maker. The 

maker programs I observed are technology-based and physically separated from the museum 

                                                 

642  Artem Litvak, "Ode to Ode(D)," Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Francisco, 
http://teenartconnections.blogspot.com/2013/11/ode-to-oded-i-turn-corner-and-enter.html, (December 12, 2013). 

643  Daniels, Program Observation, Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Francisco, July 2, 2014. 

644  Rebecca Daniels, Program Observation, Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C., June 13 2014. 

http://teenartconnections.blogspot.com/2013/11/ode-to-oded-i-turn-corner-and-enter.html
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galleries. At all three museums, I saw teenagers come in for their program, complete all 

activities, and leave the museum, without looking at any art on exhibit. Program leaders also did 

not mention the art. All involved only focused on mastering a technological skill. At times, there 

is not a clear connection to original art in the museum, as with ArtLab+’s Makin’ Mondays in the 

fall of 2014.645 There is no doubt that maker programs have a positive impact on participating 

teens, allowing them to experiment, create and design. They foster a collaborative approach to 

problem solving and experience in learning from mistakes. Many of the teens served at ArtLab+ 

and the ICA are from low-income areas and are not heading to college; teens emerge from these 

programs with technological skills that help them earn a living as adults. This matches the 

sponsoring museum’s mission and has a valuable impact on the teen and the community. 

However, the potential to create a meaningful connection with the original art just a few steps 

away seems overlooked when teen classes focus on learning software programs or developing 

disk jockey skills. In Washington D.C., there is a simple reason that teens are not spending time 

with original art in the museum; ArtLab+ often meets at times when the museum is closed. 

However, what unique value does an art museum offer the maker, if it is not the art? Is the need 

for underprivileged youth to learn technological skills so pressing as to make art irrelevant? 

Original art could be used to create a balance between the impersonal nature of technology and 

the human quality of art.  

        The 2012 National Convening for Teens in the Arts focused on technology in the art 

museum and noted the need for balance:  

                                                 

645  Smithsonian Institution, "Fall Makin' Mondays Recap: Mystery Build," Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 
Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, http://hirshhorn.si.edu/collection/artlab/#detail=/bio/artlab-
blog/&collection=artlab, (March 19, 2015). 

http://hirshhorn.si.edu/collection/artlab/#detail=/bio/artlab-blog/&collection=artlab
http://hirshhorn.si.edu/collection/artlab/#detail=/bio/artlab-blog/&collection=artlab
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Museums and teen programs cultivate balance both through the art they exhibit 

and the artistic processes they teach. For instance, educators encourage students to 

cultivate skills through critique, reflective discourse, drawing and writing while 

teaching tech-based skills in photography and film. Museums can also exhibit 

works of art that are both organic and grounded in technology, ‘nurturing 

conversation’ and sharing two different ways of looking at the world. Moreover, 

museums are places where open-mindedness, curiosity and other skills can 

flourish; viewing art establishes contemplation, connection and exposure to 

other’s opinions, giving teens the opportunity to develop solid life skills.646  

 

The most valuable programs channel technology to foster learning with the museum’s resources 

without upstaging the very art for which the museum exists. Technology should be used as a 

means to an end, not the end in itself.  

While technology has rendered information more available to the public, it has also 

created a glut of information that an adolescent does not have the skills to utilize effectively. 

Many museums offer increasingly detailed digital access to their collections. Even teens 

recognize this: “It can be overwhelming to have so much accessibility to everything…you can 

get lost.”647 How can museums help teenagers be aware of, access, contextualize, analyze, 

synthesize and interpret their digital information and original works of art? Can a teen 

understand the value of viewing original art rather than a digital image of art? The teen programs 

in this study do not systematically approach these problems, yet there seems no better place to 

address the difference than in the actual presence of original works of art. It is critical that teen 

mentors have the opportunity to offer teens insight to these issues at the very time teens are using 

them.  

                                                 

646  Gabrielle Wyrick ed., State of the Art: Teens and Technology: A National Convening for Teens in the Arts, 2012 Education 
Report (Boston: The Institute of Contemporary Art, 2012), 17. 

647 Ibid., 15. 
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In the face of this conflict between original art and the digital world, what is the role of 

art in a visitor-centered, technology-enabled, twenty-first century museum? Elaine Heumann 

Gurian addresses the role of the object in museums at the beginning of the twenty-first century in 

her aptly named essay, What is the object of this exercise?648 Gurian emphasizes the value of the 

art, and she proposes that the ultimate purpose of a museum rests on providing a place for people 

to gather to inquire and share stories connected to those objects: 

The foundational definition of museums, will, in the long run, I believe, arise not 

from objects, but from “place” and “storytelling in tangible sensory form,” where 

citizenry can congregate in the spirit of cross-generational inclusivity and inquiry 

into the memory of our past, a forum for our present, and aspirations for our 

future.649 

 

Although Gurian wrote this in 1999, her words remain timely in 2015. They provide a starting 

point to analyze the current state of art museum programming for teens. How can programs 

create a “place” for teens to create “tangible sensory” stories? Can this happen without losing 

touch with the very art that gives the museum a reason for existence? How can programs foster 

inclusive communities of citizens? Can these programs move beyond entertainment to inspire a 

spirit of “inquiry” including the past, present, and future? How can technology support these 

goals without becoming the focus of the program? In the next section, I present one teen program 

in order to study these questions.

                                                 

648  Elaine Heumann Gurian, "What is the Object of this Exercise?" in Civilizing the Museum (New York: Routledge, 2006), 
45. 

649  Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 11 

 

TEEN NIGHT: ONE TEEN PROGRAM IN THE SPOTLIGHT 

 

 

 In this chapter, three foci guided the evaluation of teen programming. First, the program 

is mutually beneficial to the museum and the teenagers. Second, the program serves as the nexus 

in a larger network. Finally, technology is an integral part of the program in a way that enriches 

two different emotional connections: between people and between people and the art. These 

three points come together in one place at a Teen Night event. On these evenings, a museum 

opens its doors to teenagers for a variety of carefully orchestrated activities related to a theme. 

Months of planning are required to arrange the events, which often include visual art, music, 

food, and participatory activities. Teen Nights call for a cooperative effort uniting museum staff 

from various departments: education, curation, security, marketing, administration, finance, 

technology, and food services. The event is created, implemented, and evaluated by a teen board. 

With guidance from professionals, teens are given the opportunity to gain real-world experience 

as they navigate the challenges presented by an actual event. On August 6, 2014, The Institute of 

Contemporary Art, Boston hosted a Teen Night. This one evening demonstrates an iteration of 

all three foci coming together successfully to create meaningful teen programming.  

 The central theme of this evening was skateboarding. Inside the museum, teens watched 

professional skateboarders perform and painted on a wall made of skateboard decks. There was 

no exhibition in the museum about skateboarding at the time of the event. A casual observer 

could question the artistic value of skateboard designs and if this Teen Night created, in Gurian’s 
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words, a “place” for “storytelling in tangible sensory form” in a “spirit” of “inquiry.”650 Two 

activities shed light on this question. In one activity, Raúl Gonzalez III demonstrated his 

skateboard deck painting technique and guided students as they painted a mural on a museum 

wall constructed of skateboards. His work inspired inquiry: teens watched Gonzalez at work, 

asking questions, and then returned to the skateboard deck wall to paint images influenced by his 

work. While the teen’s images on the wall lacked a cohesive story, it did demonstrate a 

connection in the common themes of speed, danger, and recklessness. The ICA’s choice of 

theme demonstrates the museum’s stance that graffiti is a worthy topic to draw teens to a 

contemporary museum. Gonzalez’s reputation supports their choice to present the art of graffiti. 

Gonzalez is recognized as an artist. He is nominated for the 2016-17 Bluebonnet Book Award 

for his illustrations in Cathy Camper’s children’s book, Lowriders in Space.651 His painting, 

Regalo, was on display for six weeks in the fall of 2015 at Boston University Art Galleries.652 

Gonzalez’s work that evening demonstrated his artistry and technical skill. His paintings were 

creative, original, memorable, and cohesive.653 His work that evening spurred conversation 

among the teens with an artist about art. The ICA’s use of local artists in Teen Night supported 

their urban artistic community.  

 But what about the other skateboarding activity for Teen Night: a live skateboarding 

performance with six local skateboarders? This performance took place on the ICA’s porch, 

                                                 

650  Ibid. 

651  Sarah Ortiz, Texas Bluebonnet Award Nominees 2016-17 (Austin, Texas: Texas Library Association, 2015). 

652  Raul Gonzalez III, "Regalo," Boston University, http://www.bu.edu/art/2015/08/21/raul-gonzalez-iii-regalo/, 
(October 18, 2015). 

653  Maxwell Lincoln Anderson, Quality Instinct : Seeing Art through a Museum Director's Eye (Washington, DC: AAM Press, 
American Association of Museums, 2012). 
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overlooking Boston Harbor. The performance group’s leader, Dillon Buss, identifies himself as a 

“multi-media artist and skateboarder” sponsored by Converse Cons Footwear.654
 These men set 

up props and ramps in the museum’s outdoor seating area to theatrically demonstrate their skill. 

Red and white capes floated around the performers and one wore a giant, round golden hat, 

which mirrored the setting sun. The museum’s porch framed a picturesque setting at dusk, with 

the ocean as the backdrop. The sounds, sights, and emotions experienced by the audience made 

this a “tangible sensory” art performance. Returning to Gurian’s definition, this museum 

provided two skateboarding activities that created a “place” for “storytelling in tangible sensory 

form,” where the “citizenry can congregate in the spirit of … inquiry” into a “forum for the 

present.” 655  The quality of that inquiry is a key question, however. If the museum had used 

social media to provide a forum to encourage intellectual reflection about these sensory 

experiences, it may be possible to evaluate if, and how, these experience moved beyond mere 

entertainment.  

 Two other regular teen groups, both sponsored by the ICA, were powerful forces during 

the ICA’s August 2014 Teen Night: the DJ Collective and FastForward, a filmmaking program. 

The ICA offers classes that teach teens to master the technology and the artistry needed to work 

as a disc jockey and as a filmmaker. These two teen groups provide another way to evaluate the 

connections among museums, teens, technology, and art. One group is the DJ Collective, which 

raises an obvious question: how does an art museum justify using its resources to sponsor 

continuing disc jockey training for teens? The DJ Collective is a committed teen group 

                                                 

654  Dillon Buss, Art of Skateboarding Demonstration at the Teen Night Event, ICA. August 6, 2014, Institute for 
Contemporary Art, Boston. 

655  Gurian, "What is the Object of this Exercise?," 7. 
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sponsored by the museum that meets monthly with an adult DJ mentor, Ben Woods, to hone their 

performance art. Collective members must also volunteer weekly at the ICA to teach other teens 

DJ skills.656 Group members with professional-level skills are available for hire as disc jockeys, 

and program alums coordinate these jobs. When I visited, the ICA DJ Collective had just 

finished a paid job for a Boston harbor cruise company.657 The DJs were also an integral part of 

Teen Night. They provided music that established a celebratory and welcoming atmosphere 

throughout the evening. Later in the evening, the DJs played for a dance party, allowing teens 

time together to meet and visit. The work of DJ Collective members also helped behind the 

scenes. These teens were familiar the facilities at the ICA and knew how to operate the sound 

equipment. DJ Collective members helped a band, visiting from Berklee College of Music, set 

up their equipment and adjust the sound for the performance space at the ICA. Teens in the DJ 

Collective worked professionally and amicably with the band and were able to overcome 

technical problems in time to start the concert, providing a valuable service to the museum. On 

the surface, this group’s focus on technology rather than visual art makes it an unusual program 

to be sponsored by an art museum. The ICA’s mission statement reveals the connection: 

The Institute of Contemporary Art strives to share the pleasures of reflection, 

inspiration, provocation, and imagination that contemporary art offers through 

public access to art, artists, and the creative process.658 

At this Teen Night, the DJs were a creative force, visibly on the dance floor as well as behind the 

scenes. The ICA’s website follows their mission statement with an explanation that the museum 

                                                 

656  Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, "Teen DJ Collective, Summer 2014," Boston: Author, 
https://www.icateens.org/content/ica-teen-dj-collective-summer-2014, (October 30, 2015). 

657  Douillette, Personal Interview by author with Teen New Media Program Manager 

658  Institute of Contemporary Art, "Mission," Boston: Author, http://www.icaboston.org/about/mission (December 8, 
2015). 

http://www.icaboston.org/about/mission
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supports “…contemporary art and culture” “…in all media.”659 This technology-saturated 

program fits the mission of the Institute of Contemporary Art, provides a service to the museum, 

and grants the teens with a way to engage in “the creative process” in their mission. 

Another program, FastForward, a multi-year training program in filmmaking and media 

arts that requires a weekly commitment, also contributed to the evening. Fast Forward charges 

high school students to develop the skills to “conceive produce and edit original work in various 

genres, including narrative, documentary and experimental.” Students work with professionals to 

learn “…lighting, documentary production, advanced sound design and computer animation.” 

They finish the program with “…a portfolio of work for critique, presentation and 

distribution.”660 Teens then present these portfolios in job interviews and college applications.661 

FastForward sponsored a major activity on teen night with a direct tie to an art exhibition at the 

ICA. The museum’s artist-in-residence, Matthew Richie, worked closely with the Teen Art 

Council and FastForward members as part of his eighteen-month residency. As described earlier 

in this chapter, once the teens had an understanding of Richie’s work, they conceived of, 

planned, and created a video about the artist.662 Two Teen Art Council members interviewed 

Richie in the museum’s lobby in front of his work; other teens shot and produced the movie. 

Their video, posted on YouTube as well as on the ICA’s teen website, captures the museum’s 

use of their filmmaking program to fulfill the ICA’s mission to provide “…public access to art, 

                                                 

659 Ibid. 

660  Institute of Contemporay Art, Boston, "FastForward Program." Boston: Author, https://www.icateens.org/fast-
forward (October 30, 2015). 

661  Douillette, Personal Interview by author with Teen New Media Program Manager. 

662  Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, ICA Teens Interview Matthew Richie. 

https://www.icateens.org/fast-forward
https://www.icateens.org/fast-forward
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artists, and the creative process.” It also supports Gurian’s vision of a museum, providing both a 

physical and digital “place” for “storytelling in tangible sensory form,” “where citizenry can 

congregate in the spirit of cross-generational inclusivity and inquiry….” The movie was shown, 

looping continually, throughout the last hour of Teen Night on the museum’s porch. 

Unfortunately, with the other sounds and activities that evening, it was difficult to even notice 

the video and impossible to hear it. This forced a fine example of the combined power of teens, 

art, and technology into a useless place in the evening’s activities. The museum should have 

presented this video with the sensitivity of a curator, in a time and a space that values the piece 

and highlights its content.  

ICA Teen Aric Oak provides anecdotal evidence about the positive impact the ICA 

program has on teens. Oak discovered the ICA’s program when he visited a Teen Night event 

with friends. In the summer of 2014, Aric was an eighteen-year-old high school graduate and had 

been an active member of FastForward and the Teen Art Council throughout his high school 

years. He was an integral part of the teen project with Matthew Richie, working with him 

throughout the entire eighteen-month residency program. For the film, Aric interviewed Richie 

and acted as one of the three teen producers. He was also part of a group to travel to New York 

City to visit Richie at his studio. When I asked him about the impact of his experience at the 

ICA, he said it 

…gave me a place to succeed. School didn't do that. I didn't feel like I was 

learning anything at school.…here I didn't know I was learning something. It was 

fun. I was engaged. I discovered like a new community of people I would have 

never found otherwise.…this is my community. We are a family….This gives me 

a creative opportunity I would not have had otherwise. FastForward gave me 
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filmmaking, something I was interested in doing but it was expensive. The 

software and everything. I didn't have a place to do this without this program.663 

 

This statement supports the importance of interpersonal relationships in the program at 

the ICA. Teens are connected to other teens, mentors, art, and artists. The ICA provided 

Aric a place not only to develop his filmmaking skills but also to develop his 

understanding of the artistic process. Just as with the DJ Collective, The ICA creates a 

place where young filmmakers can graduate from high school with a skill that they can 

use. Once the museum certifies that a teen has the needed skills, they can provide 

services for a fee. Teens use the ICA name to create positive publicity for the museum. 

Their work extends the ICA’s name to new audiences in the Boston area.664  

 All three foci are reflected in the ICA’s teen program. It benefits the art museum as well 

as the teenagers. The ICA teen programs work collaboratively in multiple networks. This 

program unifies multiple departments at the ICA, provides services for the city of Boston, and 

through Teen Convenings, brings art museums together on an international scale. Finally, 

technology is an integral part of the program in a way that enriches connections among people 

and art.

                                                 

663  Davenport et al., Personal Group Interview by author with Four Program Alums. 

664  Douillette, Personal Interview by author with Teen New Media Program Manager. 
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Teen Night: Conclusion 

 

 The three foci in this chapter create a framework to evaluate the effectiveness and 

balance of a teen program. To be both financially and culturally sustainable, the program must 

benefit the museum as well as the program’s teen members. The museum needs the program to 

support their mission, inspire (rather than drain) the staff, and provide services. Teens need an 

opportunity to develop positive relationships with adults and other teens, explore career 

possibilities, to be responsible for real-world tasks, function as an integral part of a larger 

community, and practice their creative problem solving skills. 

 Second, the program serves as the nexus in a larger network. In the twenty-first century, 

knowledge is increasingly global and fluid. As knowledge is increasingly created, accessed, 

shared, and stored in a digital environment, the need to work collaboratively is more important 

than ever. When teen programs function as part of a larger network, they share ideas, resources, 

and data that can help each part of that network avoid reinventing processes and duplicating 

resources. This interconnection allows museums to harness their digital, human, and physical 

resources more effectively.  

 Finally, technology needs to be an integral part of the program in a way that enriches 

connections among people and art. Museum educators must balance the developmental needs of 

teens with the power of art and the opportunities offered by technology. While some teen 

programs use technology to support and present physical programming in the museum, there is a 

need to create more meaningful virtual programs.  
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Teen programs stretch museums in ways that may be uncomfortable, yet these programs 

produce growth in new ways. As teen programs create new avenues for museums to meet their 

goals, inspire museum staff to reach new heights, and provide services to the museum, they also 

produce opportunities for museums to foster stronger community relationships.
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

The rise of the vibrant, inclusive teen programs presented in the previous chapters stand 

in stark contrast to current trends in museum attendance. Between 2002 and 2012, average adult 

attendance at American art museums and galleries declined from 190 million to 132 million.665 

This decrease, around thirty percent, does not bode well for the future. On top of this, as public 

institutions, art museums must also address the increasingly diverse American public. By 2020, 

more than half of the children in the United States “are expected to be part of a minority race or 

ethnic group;” the United States population is expected to become “majority-minority” by 

2044.666 However, non-Hispanic, white females make up a disproportionate segment of art 

museum visitors, as do people with higher income and education levels.667 Teen programs, 

nonetheless, combat these dire trends. These programs provide a way for art museums to attract 

and engage a diverse group of previously underserved citizens in a meaningful participation with 

art.  

This study is an analysis of nine such teen programs, examining quality programming 

that engages adolescents in art museums in order to ascertain the characteristics of valuable 

programs, analyze the transformative influence of technology in such programs, and evaluate 

how an engagement with art can benefit teens, the museum, and the surrounding urban 

community. Part I presented background considerations that ground my analysis. This 

                                                 

665  National Endowment for the Arts, A Decade of Arts Engagement: Findings from the Survey of Public Participation in the 
Arts, 2002 - 2012 (Washington, DC: National Endowment for the Arts, 2015), 17. 

666  U.S. Census Bureau, "New Census Bureau Report Analyzes U.S. Population Projections," U.S. Census, 
http://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2015/cb15-tps16.html. 

667  National Endowment for the Arts, A Decade of Arts Engagement: Findings from the Survey of Public Participation in the 
Arts, 2002 - 2012, 20. 

http://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2015/cb15-tps16.html
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dissertation first situates the historical context of museum education, acknowledging those who 

contribute to the theory and practice of education in twenty-first century museums. Next, I traced 

the origin of the concept of adolescence and explained developmental milestones that occur 

during the teen years. This allowed me to connect the capabilities and limitations of teens to their 

experiences in art museums. Technology plays a significant role in these experiences, at which 

point the conclusion addresses related media theory.  

Part II introduced nine programs that are the focus of this dissertation. Each program 

brings together a limited number of committed teenagers who are given special access to original 

works of art, museum facilities, visiting artists, and the museum staff. In these programs, teens 

from neighborhoods around the city work collaboratively to create and implement projects at the 

hosting museum. Rather than introducing each museum as a separate entity, the format groups 

them by city. This framework, focused on place, frames the characteristics of each individual 

program within the context of citywide trends and connections. I carried this focus on place into 

my analysis of each individual program, noting the museum’s location in the city, its relationship 

to urban demographics, the year it was established, the building’s architecture that creates place, 

and the nature of its art collection that gives the place meaning. This framework establishes the 

significance of the physical place of the museum and provides contrast with its digital presence.  

Part III presents an analysis of the nine programs and proposes three characteristics that 

demonstrate quality teen programming and support each characteristic with anecdotes gleaned 

from observations and interviews. First, the program must be mutually beneficial to the museum 

and to the teenagers. This deceptively simple point can be difficult to implement, yet both sides 

must benefit for a program to reach maturity. Teens and educators value the rich relationships 
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that develop over time. Second, these nine programs are key players in networks both inside and 

extending beyond their own museum. Through cooperative effort, each museum not only 

maximizes the benefits within their own institution, but also generates a collaborative impact in 

their urban area that no single institution could create. When disparate groups and individuals 

work together to support teen programming, relationships develop that maximize the benefit and 

reduce needless replication of services. The third point explains how technology is an integral 

part of twenty-first century programs, changing the way that people interact with each other and 

with art. While there are vast differences in philosophy and use, digital technology introduces 

new possibilities to connect people with art beyond the traditional boundaries of time and place. 

Teenagers are uniquely poised to embrace new media and help museums understand the 

potential, and the challenges, it holds for the future. Part III concludes by capturing one evening, 

a Teen Night at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston, as evidence of a valuable program 

that generates mutual benefit, networks effectively, and incorporates technology. Teen programs 

can generate positive impact, but more research needs to be done to determine how to gauge 

their performance.  

Since a few American teen programs have operated continuously since the nineties,668 it 

is now possible to begin research into the long-term impact of teen programs. In order to 

determine if an investment in teens pays off in the future, the research study Room to Rise asked 

a critical question: Do individuals who had been active in art museum programs as teens 

continue to support museums as adults? 96% of adult alumni of teen programs report that they 

                                                 

668  Linzer, Munley, and Hirzy, Room to Rise: The Lasting Impact of Intensive Teen Programs in Art Museums, 9. 
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had visited at least one museum in the last two years, with 68% visiting five or more times.669  

This contrasts sharply with only 21% of adult Americans who reported attending at least one art 

museum or art gallery in 2012, trending down from 26.5% in 2002.670 The difference in these 

two numbers is striking, and while teen programming cannot solely increase the size and 

diversity of museum audiences, it is certainly an area worthy of more research. The question 

must be expanded: Which factors in teen programs are key to inspiring a lifelong connection 

with art museums? How can these factors be extrapolated to a broader demographic? How can a 

museum leverage its key resources to best reach that goal? How can a museum capitalize on 

digital technology to expand its impact beyond the traditional boundaries of time and space? 

Further research is indicated into each of these questions, yet the programs in my study make one 

point very clear: balance is critical.  

Valuable teen programs in art museums must balance three components: the art and 

architecture that create place, the digital technology that pervades teens’ lives, and the 

interpersonal relationships that these programs generate. Not one of these three components can 

be minimized or allowed to dominate. This balance is a key to gauging performance. A closer 

look at each reveals the complexity of the balance, how some programs have managed to achieve 

it, and the pitfalls that threaten it.   

Let’s begin by looking at the physical presence of a museum in the city: the building. A 

museum’s architecture and location in the city create a place where people encounter art. My 

investigation concerning the role museums play in a city yielded evidence concerning the value 

                                                 

669  Ibid., 28. 

670  National Endowment for the Arts, A Decade of Arts Engagement: Findings from the Survey of Public Participation in the 
Arts, 2002 - 2012, 17. 
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of place. Each museum in this study is located on prime real estate in a vital area of the city. 

These museums leverage their location by developing relationships with other neighborhood 

institutions. The Gardner actively recruits people who live and attend school nearby. The Asian 

and the Jewish Contemporary Museum emphasize how their art and architecture represent one 

cultural thread in the diverse fabric of San Francisco. Some museums take advantage of their 

locations near other popular destinations, jointly advertising and partnering to present activities: 

The de Young in Golden Gate Park, the Hirschhorn on the Smithsonian Mall, the Museum of Art 

and History in downtown Santa Cruz, and both Dallas museums in the downtown Dallas Arts 

District. The ICA incorporates its place on the Boston Harbor by presenting programs on its 

waterfront plaza and digital media room, which is cantilevered over the water.  

 The value of a museum’s place is not only signified by its location in the city; the 

building itself adds value. Six of the nine programs in this study demonstrate how new 

construction presents an opportunity to begin or better support teen programming. The 

Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Francisco,671 the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco,672 

and the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston673 moved into their new buildings with a 

commitment to use their new facility to offer quality programming for teens. New additions at 

the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston674 and the de Young Museum in San 

Francisco675 are used for existing teen programs. Remodeling at the Hirschhorn Museum and 

                                                 

671  Wolf, Telephone Interview by author with the former Director. 

672  Wyckoff, Personal Interview by author with Family and Youth Programs Coordinator. 

673  Dixon, The Art of Participation: Shared Lessons in Audience Engagement, 35-37. 

674  Egan, Personal Interview by author with School Partnership Manager. 

675  Pressley, Telephone Interview by author with the Director of Education.  
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Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C. created a dedicated area for teens.676 When museums 

dedicate new space for teen programming, it demonstrates that the program is a priority and 

generates positive publicity. Expansions provide “…some exciting new thing to rally board 

members and interest potential patrons….No one wants to donate to boring old museum 

upkeep.”677 Unfortunately, the push to construct new buildings exacerbates challenges to 

financial sustainability because it is “[e]asier to raise money for fancy new things than to 

maintain what is already here.”678 After construction costs are paid, facilities continue to accrue 

utilities, personnel, and maintenance costs, and it takes years of consistent programming and 

committed staff to establish the teen programs in this study. Studies conducted by the Rand 

Corporation679 and the Nonprofit Finance Fund680 show that non-profit organizations, including 

museums, are struggling to achieve long-term financial sustainability. These same two studies 

indicate that low-income communities do not have access to youth development programs and 

cultural opportunities; teen programs at the Hirschhorn, the de Young, and the ICA are doing just 

that. In another study devoted to improving sustainability for African-American and Latino arts 

organizations, a section entitled “Focus on Art, Not Buildings” recommends that 

“[p]rogramming – not a fantastic venue – leads to sustained interest in an organization.”681 

                                                 

676  Hill and Homma, Personal Interview by author with the Director and the Manager of Digital Learning Programs. 

677  Ben Davis, "How the Rich are Hurting the Museums they Fund," New York Times, July 25, 2016. 

678  Ibid. 
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Organizations (RAND Corporation, 2012). 

680  Nonprofit Finance Fund. 2015 State of the Nonprofit Sector: Museums, 2015, Author, 
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Rather than seek donors for new buildings, museums could focus on ways to create a 

programmatic legacy that appeals to donors. Museums wanting sustainable teen programs could 

find ways in which teens can contribute to the long-term financial success of their own programs. 

Examples from previous chapters describe how teens at the Dallas Museum of Art and the Asian 

Art Museum in San Francisco appeal to individual donors. Curriculum developed for the 

entrepreneurship program at the Hirschhorn’s ArtLab+ can generate income through its use in 

American embassies. Alums from the Institute for Contemporary Art, Boston and Hirschhorn’s 

ArtLab+ market technology skills that they learned in teen programs. It is not realistic to expect a 

teen program to pay for itself, yet the creativity, effort, and time dedicated to these programs can 

and should be channeled to support sustainable programming.  

When creating a balanced teen program at an art museum, it seems obvious that art must 

remain a priority. However, in the energetic chaos created by a group of teenagers, the profound 

message of art can be overpowered. All too often, I observed teens spending time in an art 

museum without noticing the art. The reasons were benign. Some were intensely focused on 

conversations with their peers, a developmental drive during the teenage years. Others followed 

a familiar path straight to the teen activity that brought them in the door. Sometimes, a full 

meeting agenda did not include time for art. Perhaps the program met after museum hours, when 

the galleries were closed. However valid the reason, this is cause for concern. The art in a 

museum creates its value as a place. Every museum’s collection is different and thus supports the 

notion of the museum as a unique contributor to the cultural fabric of that city. 

It is possible for educators to create a balanced program that consistently creates time for 

teens to engage with the art offered by the museum. One such program was at the Contemporary 
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Jewish Museum (CMJ); a key is that the group leader, Leah Greenberg, allocates time for 

reflection in the program, models it through her own mentorship with the students, and provides 

an online blog for teens to publish their thoughts.682 At the CMJ, this blog presents multiple teen 

perspectives about art, the artistic process, and their work at the museum. Each teen that 

graduates from high school, aging out of the CMJ teen program, gives a speech about their 

experiences in the museum to parents and educators, and these speeches are published on the 

blog. Other museums also create a public forum to publish teens’ work. At the ICA, teens post 

freely on the museum’s intranet system, and adults are in charge of quality control, choosing 

which works to put out on the Internet.683 Teen programs at the ICA and the Hirschhorn have 

YouTube channels for polished work. When museums set expectations, create reflection time, 

and support the presentation of teen work, teens rise to meet the challenge. 

The same is true for creating a meaningful dialogue between teens and works of art. 

While each museum presents art in its own way, an overall pattern emerged in the successful 

gallery interactions that I observed. First, an educator introduces teens to the work, listening to 

their observations and answering questions, rather than lecturing. When the teens’ interest is 

captured, they are given time to sit silently with their thoughts and examine the art; this was most 

successful when the teens are first told exactly what was expected of them. The educators should 

give a time limit, ask that phones be silenced and put away, and let them know they will have 

time to express their ideas after a short silence. Next, teens are given time to record their 

personal reactions in a way they choose; the most common ways are writing, sketching, and 

                                                 

682  Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Francisco, "Teen Art Connections: Musings from the Teen Interns at the 
Contemporary Jewish Museum."  

683  Douillette, Personal Interview by author with Teen New Media Program Manager. 



 

 263 

photographing. Group discussion and further reflection then follows. The best programs yet take 

it to another step, with the teens choosing or combining ideas to present more formally, either 

online, in a visual display, or in a live presentation. Teens respond when educators create an 

atmosphere that allows for this full cycle of activities: engage with art, reflect, crystallize ideas, 

discuss them, and then formally present them, either online and/or in real time. Accountability 

matters; when teens know that there is a forum for them to present their ideas about art, it adds 

value to the experience. This public presentation welcomes other teens into the museum, 

particularly if shared online. It allows families, friends, teachers, donors, museum staff, and even 

museum education students such as myself insight into the teen program. Most importantly, it 

demonstrates that the museum values the authentic voice of teens.   

Educators must be mindful of the balance between art and technology and maintain a 

connection to the very art that is at the heart of the museum. In my observations, when teens 

came to the museum to attend technology classes, they rarely engaged with art in the galleries. 

Today’s teens might have a more personal relationship with technology than with art, yet 

technology can bridge the gap between teens and art. Some museums use the technology-rich 

maker movement, characterized by do-it-yourself projects, to develop the concept of a museum 

as a place for things that are made. Contemporary art includes new media technologies, and these 

technological skills can become tools for an artist. Art and technology do not need to be 

opposing forces, yet they do need balance.  

Teens can use technology to create art-focused resources that expand the museum’s 

audience. All nine programs in this study require a considerable time commitment from students 

and educators. When teens also know the museum and its art, that knowledge can be coupled 
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with technology to extend the traditional boundaries of the museum. These students are in high 

school classes. Why not leverage their classroom knowledge to create curriculum-related 

podcasts, virtual field trips, or virtual maker camps to connect the museum’s art with classroom 

lessons? What can a Frank Stella teach a geometry class? How can a Renaissance portrait 

enhance a discussion of Shakespeare’s plays? How can examining decorative arts help 

elementary school students understand colonial American culture? Teens can interview their 

teachers to generate school connections. Afterwards, they can post a thread to encourage 

discussion about ideas from the podcast. Teens can be the link that museums use to connect art to 

the school community.  

Collaborative networks, such as the one just described, are key in maintaining a balance 

with the art and architecture that create place, the digital technology that pervades teens’ lives, 

and interpersonal relationships that develop between teens and the adults who support them. 

When teen programs become the nexus of collaborative networks, inside and outside the 

museum, they complement rather than compete with available resources. My study presents 

some conventional ways in which educators network in the museum world, such as participating 

in museum organizations, reaching out to other departments inside the museum, gathering 

informally with educators from other museums, and supporting local artists. However, this study 

demonstrates how networking outside of the museum community can also expand a program’s 

impact. These broader networks extend a teen group’s influence beyond the reach of museums 

and the arts community, reaching into neighborhoods, universities, and cities.  

When teen programs network with neighborhood organizations, museums strengthen 

local connections, person-to-person. In Boston, the Gardner reaches out to include area teens 
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from nearby schools, such as Edward M. Kennedy Academy for Health Careers and Boston 

Latin; teens also sponsor summer activities at the Gardner’s Highland Street neighborhood 

nights. The ICA actively seeks to involve teens from the three neighborhoods that surround the 

museum. In Dallas, at the Nasher Student XChange, groups of teens presented a work of public 

art from their own neighborhood at a forum uniting teens from disparate neighborhoods. 

Educators in every group I studied seek a balance in their teen groups by choosing members that 

represent various neighborhoods, schools, and even homeschools. This naturally creates a 

diverse group of students who work collaboratively, presenting a positive view of an inclusive, 

cooperative community in action.  

Universities should be included in a museum’s community network. Even though the 

teen programs in my study focused on high school students, the educators also worked with local 

universities. Bands from the Berklee College of Music play at the ICA’s Teen Nights. Harvard’s 

research informs teen programs at the Gardner (Project Zero) and the ICA (Berkman Klein 

Center for Internet and Society). The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco and the Santa Cruz 

Museum of Art and History hire college interns to work with their teens. The Nasher, in an 

innovative move, brings groups of high school students together with groups of college students 

in their Student XChange. Teens learn about the possibilities offered by college, museums 

benefit from university research, and it all contributes to creating a more vibrant community.  

The programs I studied networked with a broad variety of organizations in their cities and 

states. The Massachusetts Cultural Council and ZUMIX, an East Boston non-profit, support teen 

programming at the Boston museums. The Dallas museums extend their audiences, online and 

in-person, by partnering with Big Thought and the Dallas City of Learning. There is a waiting 
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list for San Francisco’s Museum Ambassadors to present art from the de Young at city 

organizations such as the YMCA, Parks and Recreation Department, and senior centers. Santa 

Cruz teens began their group at the MAH keenly aware that they have agency in the city. They 

used their connections to the Santa Cruz Youth City Council, Queer Youth Task Force, Teen 

Court, and food justice programs to strengthen their Teen Night activities. Working with 

organizations outside of the museum helps extend the museum’s reach, makes teens aware of 

civic opportunity, presents the museum’s art for a larger community to enjoy, and uses 

technology to enhance these connections. The value of networking outweighs the cost and 

creates a stronger impact than any one museum could create. Teens not only develop 

relationships with local organizations; they learn how to leverage these relationships for success.  

This dissertation presents teen programs from nine museums spread across the United 

States. These museums offer vastly different styles of art and approaches to technology, yet each 

program consists of committed teens and dedicated educators, represents a considerable 

investment of resources, and seeks to expand the museum’s audience. My study proposes that the 

success of teen programs in art museums lies in a delicate balance of three components: the art 

and architecture that create place, the digital technology that pervades teens’ lives, and 

interpersonal relationships. Since teen programming in art museums is a relatively new field, 

additional research is needed to refine these programs. Room to Rise684 is the first professional, 

long-term impact study in the field. It covers teen programs at four large contemporary art 

museums and examines the impact on program alumni and the sponsoring museum. Further 

research studies are indicated, particularly in smaller museums as well as in museums that 

                                                 

684  Linzer, Munley, and Hirzy, Room to Rise: The Lasting Impact of Intensive Teen Programs in Art Museums, 1-92. 
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exhibit more traditional works. While my work studied the impact of teen programs on the teen 

participants and the museum, it also examined the impact these programs had on the surrounding 

urban community. There is a need to conduct further research into the impact and financial 

benefits of networking with related neighborhood, university, and city programs. A richer 

understanding of teen programming will aid in the development of twenty-first century museums 

that are a vital part of public life, benefitting their own institutions, their participants, and the 

surrounding urban community.
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