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o r i ent a t i on

Museums and libraries as
learning environments

Museums and libraries, as repositories
of human knowledge and culture, are
obvious places of learning, but ones that
are in rapid transformation. The pace of
development of, for instance, information
technology causes pressures for change in
these institutions, while also creating new
opportunities.  
This issue of LLinE offers a collection of
contributions from this world: the world
of art galleries and historical and cultural
museums, and libraries. Practically all of
the articles, although written in different
corners of the continent, spontaneously
display the same recurring themes: multiprofessional cooperation as a way of
expanding access to services, the need to
entice new audiences and the desire to
encourage these audiences to be active
agents in their own learning.
The geographical scope is wide: contributions from Egypt and the Caucasus region
complement the European voices in the
issue. An article from Australia launches
our new article series on the impact of
lifelong learning.

Marika Kereselidze
Overcoming boredom, dust
and decay –turning post-Soviet
museums into lifelong learning
spaces

The EU project A-MUSE-ALL seeks to
transform museums in the post-Soviet
countries of the Caucasus and in Russia
into effective spaces for lifelong learning.
Fostering transnational museum cooperation is also hoped to alleviate political and
ethnic tension in the region.

Rhonda Wynne
Accessing Irish national heritage:  
A university and library
collaboration.

Irish adult educator Rhonda Wynne introduces a collaboration between University
College Dublin’s Adult Education Centre
and the National Library of Ireland to
provide a range of courses to adult learners
on literature- and history-related themes.
Dr Wynne argues that this kind of course
provision highlights the multiple formats
of adult learning and taps into the vast
social and civic possibilities of learning.
Multiprofessional cooperation is needed
to broaden the interpretation of lifelong
learning beyond the predominant economic focus.  

Leena Tornberg
Open museum – Training for multiprofessional groups in museum 
education

This contribution from Finland describes
the project Open museum, which is a
museum staff training programme. The

project’s aim is to increase the adult education skills of museum staff and to develop
new activity models and services for adult
visitor groups, especially the unemployed,
immigrants, senior citizens and company
employees. The project also employs nation-wide study groups to disseminate
the good practices discovered during the
project. To place her discussion into context, the author first gives a short general
review of museum education in Finland.

Helene Illeris

presented two million years of human
history through a hundred objects from
the collections of the British Museum.
The first part of the article, by the head of
BBC Learning, Saul Nassé, recounts the
history, activities and the new learning
strategy of his organization.
In the second part, Jane Ellison, editor
of A History of the World, explains the
details of the museum-broadcasting
partnership and the lessons learned for
audience work in the UK and beyond.

Employability or empowerment?

Debate

Learning in art galleries from a
critical curriculum-theoretical
perspective *

Stevan Harnad, Ian Russell

This article by Professor Helene Illeris is a
critical study of the relationship between
theory and practice in the field of gallery
education from a critical curriculum-theoretical perspective. The study individuates
four conceptions within contemporary
gallery education: education based on
theories of aesthetic experience, on theories
of learning and cognition, on theories of
curriculum and “Bildung” and on theories
of social change. Professor Illeris then
analyses each of the four conceptions
through texts of gallery education. Finally,
studies of the relationships between lifelong learning aimed at “empowerment”
versus “employability” within these four
conceptions allows the author to argue for
curriculum-based practices aimed at the
empowerment of learners within gallery
education.

Ismail Serageldin
In the eye of the storm:
The Library of Alexandria and the 
Egyptian and Global revolutions

The ancient Library of Alexandria is often
regarded the mother of all libraries. The
present-day Bibliotheca Alexandrina in
Egypt is heir to the legendary centre of
ancient knowledge. The director of the
Library, Dr Ismail Serageldin gives the
reader a tour of the activities of his library,
discussing ways how libraries might best
adapt to the digital age. He also sheds light
on the role the Library played in the Egyptian revolution of 2011. Since its founding,
the Library has arranged pan-Arab events
calling for political and social reform. However, it has eschewed overt political action
in favour of nurturing the deep currents of
social thought, promoting human rights,
pluralism, peace and rationality.   

Saul Nassé and Jane Ellison
A house of stories (and how the 
BBC and the British Museum built it)

An innovative partnership between the
British Museum and the BBC has changed
the perception of how museums and broadcasters can work together. This two-part
contribution recounts A History of the
World, a multimedia programme that
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Open access publishing
– research and publishing
communities in debate 

The open access movement  argues that
scientific articles should be made freely
available on the web, as most research
findings are at present accessible only to
a fraction of their potential users. Free
access is, however, a difficult issue for
the publishing industry, which relies on
paid subscriptions and upholds certain
quality control mechanisms.
Debating, as it does, access to information, the open access discussion is also
very salient for the library community.
In this debate article the voices of a
promoter and a sceptic of open access
engage each other in debate. Ian Russell
is Chief Executive of the Association of
Learned and Professional Society Publishers (ALPSP), the largest association
of scholarly and professional publishers
in the world. Stevan Harnad, a cognitive
scientist, is widely considered to have
been one of the founders of the open
access movement.
Impact of lifelong learning

Barry Golding
Shedding ideas about older
men’s learning

Older men are largely missing as adult
learners in Europe. The situation is no different in Australia, where men have clear
learning needs, yet are put off, through
feelings of being patronized, by explicit
attempts to include them in learning. In
his article Australian researcher Barry
Golding presents a solution to including
older men in learning in settings beyond
work. In community-run “men’s sheds”
men engage in hands-on activities such as
woodwork. At the same time they develop
their identities in like-minded company
and learn to look after their health and
wellbeing. The learning benefits work
best for these men if the learning activities and the outcomes are not named or
fore-grounded. Men’s sheds practices
are now springing up also in European
countries.  
*Double-blind peer reviewed

Museums and libraries have long had
an important role in the promotion of
the intellectual and cultural capital of
our societies and its individuals. The
learning environments of museums and
libraries have the potential to advance
lifelong learning, social cohesion and
collective construction of knowledge
and understanding. The resources, artifacts and funds of knowledge of our
museums and libraries - their displays,
advice and search services as well as
educational services have provided citizens with varied learning experiences at
different phases of our lives. As physical and architectural spaces, museums
and libraries are also often valuable
sources for inspiration, creativity and
wellbeing.  
Museums and libraries have always
had an important function in the promotion of democracy and equity in society. Everyone should have an opportunity to harness the resources, services
and funds of knowledge of these institutions. Every learner should also have
adequate skills and competencies to
participate actively in these learning environments. Rapid increase in the
amount of available information, the
development of technology and social
media, multiculturalism, globalization,
and economic developments are all factors that challenge museums and libraries to maintain and develop their resources and functions to meet the challenges of 21st century knowledge society and to serve the needs of its
citizens.
The traditional role of museums and
libraries as transmitters of knowledge
has evolved considerably as our understanding of the conditions and processes of lifelong learning have matured.
The technological developments have
also created new possibilities for museums and libraries to extend and even
transform their function and services.
Today, many museums and libraries
can be conceptualized as ubiquitous

collaborative learning spaces. In addition to site visit, the materials and services of these learning environments
are potentially accessible to everyone
irrespective of time and place. Moreover, social media allows everyone to
actively participate in the utilization
and even construction of the resources
and services of museums and libraries,
as well as in the evaluation and development of these learning environments
in collaboration with others. The role
of active citizens who harness museums
and libraries as sites of learning are
clearly changing from passive knowledge receivers to active and participatory agents and collaborative knowledge
constructors.  
But is there equal access to the learning environments of museums and libraries so that they can accelerate active agency and participation among
every learner? Are museums and libra
ries potential learning environments for
everyone? Do these environments authentically support lifelong learning
among diverse learners and cultural
groups? How to develop libraries and
museums towards participatory learning environments for diverse individuals and user groups, such as the elderly,
long-term unemployed, immigrants and
refugees, mental health patients and
others in danger of exclusion?
The extended and diversified functions of museums and libraries as
learning environments call for highly
skilled and networked staff who are
able to continuously update and further develop their expertise. It is also
vital that the continuous professional
development of museum and library
workers together with the holistic development of museums and libraries
needs to be led by a strong visionary
and multilevel leadership culture. In order to function as an open lifelong
learning environment for every individual, museums and libraries need also to
be well connected and networked with

the rest of the society. Multi-professional collaboration and partnerships
are vital with different cultural institutions, education providers, working
life, health care sector and with the
representatives of different age and cultural groups. The development work of
the learning environments of museums
and libraries must also give a voice to
their visitors and users and recognize
their varying needs. These new partnerships and the general opening up of
these cultural institutions for diverse
individuals calls for the critical investigation of the existing working cultures
and building of new cultures with reconceptualized solutions.
The transformation of museums and
libraries into authentically open lifelong learning environments calls for local and global collaboration, partnerships, expertise, skill and will. At best,
these places of culture, art and knowledge can be hubs of learning whose visitors, professional staff members, and
collaborating partners together create
bridges for lifelong learning and wellbeing for every one of us.

Kristiina Kumpulainen
Editor-in-Chief of LLinE
Director, Information and evaluation
services
Finnish National Board of Education
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e d i to r i a l

Museums and libraries as lifelong
learning environments for all?

i nt i me ont i me

Helping to remember
The Helsinki City Museum is among
the largest cultural history museums in
Finland. The museum, celebrating its
100th anniversary this year, has a sevenperson educational team that plans and
realises the museum programme for
various target groups.
The museum pedagogues help to interpret historical phenomena and illustrate them through practical activities.
For children and the young, museums
are about learning new things. However, for older people, museums are also
about remembering and recollecting.
Today, museums’ possibilities for evolving into a dynamic, interactive learning
environment are recognised more and
more, for both school education and
lifelong learning.
During the last few years, the Helsinki City Museum has strived to answer the challenge set by the aging
population structure in Finland, and
pedagogical activities have been developed for and aimed especially at senior
citizens.
Memories and recollection
Activities aimed particularly at elderly
citizens began in the City Museum
some years ago with the recollection series organized as part of What a Feast
exhibition in the Sederholm House, one
of the historic buildings cared for by
the Museum. The series involved recollection sessions regarding various parties and festivity traditions, set casually
over a cup of coffee. The afternoon sessions were open for all and usually attracted some 20 people, mainly pensioners. The sessions provided valuable
insights with respect to participants’
wishes and generated a lot of good
contacts.
At the same time, the museum organised a workshop with a “tips from
the rationing period” theme for the

general public. Shortage and rationing
which followed the Second World War
were once everyday life for the baby
boomer generation. People could drop
by at the workshop to try out various
activities related to this period, such as
mending socks, cutting weft for rags,
turning envelopes inside out, attaching
children’s colourful pictures to notebooks using boiled potatoes as glue,
and tasting coffee substitutes and dried
carrot slices. Workshops have also been
organised for various teaching institutions. In these cases, the goal has been
to describe the period to these young
people and establish a connection with
their grandparents’ experiences.
These experiences resulted in new
ideas and connections. A clear need for
recollection and sharing memories was
identified. Workshops for people with
memory disabilities have been organised in cooperation with the Helsinki
Alzheimer Association. Recollection
and crafts activities have also continued with the Recollections and Knitting
event, a supplementary programme for
the Night exhibition documenting the
nocturne city, and through the Knitting
Club events that bring lost crafts-based
skills back to life.
The City Museum’s photo collections have provided a new perspective
to recollection activities. A small-scale
Places of Reminiscence workshop has
been organised a few times, with the
purpose of discovering photos of personally important locations and sharing related memories. The participants’
own photos have also been used for
awakening memories. Sometimes the
workshops get very emotional: for example, when the museum archives produce a photo of a now torn-down
birthplace.
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Memories in a Suitcase – a new 
working method
Helsinki service homes and homes for
the elderly house a lot of senior citizens
who cannot participate in what the
City Museum has to offer. On the other
hand, the museum educational team
has limited resources. In 2009, cooperation with students in social studies
from the Arcada University of Applied
Sciences was launched to fill this very
gap. The cooperation resulted in Memories in a Suitcase, a project that aims
to help service home staff to organise
recollection sessions.
The students sought suitable objects
from their grandparents’ basements
and flea markets for the suitcases. The
items were everyday objects from the
early and mid-1900s, including for example a prayer book, coffee grinder
and candy box. The students wrote
free-form recollection cards for the
items. The cards were then compiled
into an idea notebook for the persons
using the suitcase. One suitcase carries
a few dozen different items. The students put the method to a test with two
suitcases in the Kustaankartano and
Munksnäshemmet homes for the elderly. The items in the suitcases raised a
lot of discussion and memories, and the
seniors were eager to run their hands
over them. The items proved to be an
effective way to reach even quiet and
solitary senior citizens.
After this, the museum has compiled
suitcases for different themes, such as
winter sports. The experiment has
turned into a new working method and
a set of best practices. Now suitcases
are being lent to service homes and
homes for the elderly in return for only
the transportation fees. In order to get
familiar with how the suitcases work,
the homes can request a museum educator to attend the first recollection

The museum’s new working methods have received good feedback.
Remembering and recollection
boost personal identities. Active recollection is also therapeutic and
constructive. In group recollection
sessions, participants can touch on
even painful memories. The session
is a social event and people often
discover that generations’ experiences in post-war Finland are amazingly similar.
Recollection is also about bringing memories alive. It is simply
amazing how people with memory
disabilities may rediscover lost
words when they pick up a familiar
item or smell a familiar scent.
The museum’s recollection workshops record recollection data only
in exceptional situations, as this is
not the main reason for the workshops. Rather, they cheer up participants, create and boost community
spirit, energise the memory, and create a sense of togetherness through
experiencing and doing things with
others.

Helsinki City Museum

Experiences and points of
view

i nt i me ont i me

event. After the first event, the suitcase can be borrowed for a set period of time.

A suitcase packed with memories.

Hilkka Vallisaari
Museum Educator
Helsinki City Museum
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M u se u ms a n d l i b r a r i es a s le a r n i n g en v i r onments

Overcoming boredom, dust
and decay
– Turning post-Soviet
museums into lifelong
learning spaces

The EU project A-MUSE-ALL seeks to turn museums in
the post-Soviet countries of the Caucasus, and in Russia,
into genuine spaces for lifelong learning. Many museums
in the region have suffered from poor funding and little
contact with potential audiences. The project aims to
change this by training museum staff and facilitating
cooperation among museums in the area. In the context
of political and ethnic tension in the area, this
cooperation is also a bridge-builder between nations and
ethnic groups.

M a r i k a K e r e s e l i d ze
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Cultural policy in the Soviet Union was
part of the ideological policy of the
Communist Party. Museum systems in
the post-Soviet countries were highly
developed. However, after the collapse
of the Soviet Union, museums in the
post-Soviet countries were faced with
great financial problems, challenges of
a market economy and the necessity to
reposition themselves as institutions.
Furthermore, growing socio-economic problems in recent years, including the global economic crisis, are accompanied by increasing political tensions and rising intercultural and interethnic problems throughout the
former Soviet Union. Independent experts agree that relationships between
direct border neighbors are more than
just complex – due to historical, economic, social and political problems
and conflicts searching for joint solutions will require a lot of time.
The role of culture and especially
museums as strong tools for solving socio-economic and interethnic problems
has been underestimated. In this critical
time the project A-MUSE-ALL has
turned out to be very helpful. The
project “Beyond Boredom, Dust and
Decay - Museums as Life Long Learning Spaces for Intercultural Dialogue
(A-MUSE-ALL)” was launched in
2009 under the auspices of the program of the European Commission
“Investing in People: Access to local
culture, protection and promotion of
cultural diversity”. This regional
project operates in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia and in the Russian Federation over a period of 30 months. Implemented by the Institute for International Cooperation of the German Adult
Education Association (dvv international) and following eight partners
from the target regions, the project is
co-funded by the European Commission and the German Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development
(BMZ).

Partners in the target regions include: Armenian Association of Museum Workers and Friends (AMWF), Armenian Scientific and Educational Centre for National Development (SECND), Azerbaijan National Committee
of the International Council of Museums (ICOM), The State Museum of
Azerbaijan Carpet and Applied Art,
Georgian National Museum Friends
Association (GNMFA), Adult Education Association of Georgia (AEAG),
Centre of Traditional Culture (Tosno,
Russia) and the Karelian Centre of Culture (Petrozavodsk, Russia).
The project’s main aim is to support
capacity building of staff of cultural
and learning institutions in the Caucasus Region and Russia in order to
transfer existing museums into active
spaces of lifelong learning. The project
strives to enhance professionalism and
intercultural competence of museums
and to foster more active engagement
of museums in social learning and inclusion processes.
Shared problems in the postSoviet space
Although there are some differences between the participating countries in
terms of current political and economic
processes, they are united by shared
challenges of the rapidly changing
world, the need to enhance mobility
and to overcome similar
difficulties. One answer to these “challenges” is the introduction of the lifelong learning concept in these countries
in general as well as to clarify the role
of the cultural institutions in this regard. International exchange and joint
projects along with a close connection
with the activities of the European Union in this field are making a useful
contribution to the development of
long-term and sustainable strategy for
joint cultural and educational activities.
“Cultural understanding” is important in times of conflict, tension, glo-

balization and multicultural challenges
of the social structures of societies and
nations. There is a lot of political tension especially in the Caucasus region
and with Russia. It is enough to mention the tensions between Georgia and
Russia especially after the war in August 2008 and the Karabakh-problem
between Armenia and Azerbaijan.
The very nature of museums, offering formal and non-formal education
through their collections and knowledge, gives a unique opportunity to address this issue. Museums offer more
insight and reflection than most other
media, which tend to offer their digested opinions to the public. The museum
is often in competition with these other
media for the favor of the public. But
here it is important for museums to
have the media and politicians recognize the museums’ potential and attribute the right support and role to
them when addressing and fostering
cultural understanding. The specific potential that museums have to contribute to participative and democratic
learning of societies is demonstrated by
many examples throughout Europe.
If we talk about adult informal
learning, museums can be most appropriate places to provide leisure atmosphere, untapped information and communication opportunities with companions at the same time (compare:
Museums and informal education,
CMS Bulletin Vol. 1 No. 1, 1993, Dr.
Chandler Screven: “Informal settings
such as museums offer untapped potential for communicating social, cultural
and scientific information, correcting
misconceptions and improving attitudes and cognitive skills. Learning is
voluntary and self-directed in such informal settings. It is driven by curiosity,
discovery, free exploration and the
sharing of experiences with companions. Learning in museums, in its
broadest sense, is a by-product of the
free interaction of leisure oriented visitors with exhibitions and their surroundings.”)
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M u se u ms a n d l i b r a r i es a s le a r n i n g en v i r onments

Project basics

M u se u ms a n d l i b r a r i es a s le a r n i n g en v i r onments

Looking at the situation of museums
in the Caucasus countries and the Russian Federation the following common
specific problems of museums can be
identified: lack of government financing, sponsoring or donation and
knowledge about fundraising, lack of
practical habits and skills of management in a market economy, inadequate
use of modern technologies, unattractiveness to new audiences and especially young people, no reach-out programmes, lack of motivation of museum staff and a general lack of dialogue
with the public. These general problems have led to a lack of cooperation
between museums, culture centers and
entities and, accordingly, had a negative impact on their activities. This has
also deprived the museums of this region of representation in various international projects and events. People
have lost interest in visiting museums,
because most of them have also been in
a bad physical condition. Museums
have turned into spaces of Boredom,
Dust and Decay.
Overcoming inertia,
overcoming barriers
Though the participants of the project
realized the urgent need of introducing
the lifelong learning concept in museums, creating target-group-oriented
programs and an attractive environment for visitors, they were not able to
implement these due to certain reasons
(financial problems, insufficient competences, low motivation etc.). On the
other hand, the workers of small country museums were not familiar with the
modern development trends of museums, so these museums slowly decayed
without any chance of success. The AMUSE-ALL project turned out to be
very timely in this regard.
Cultural institutions need to expand
the range of their work, along with the
traditional offering of new ways of
working that promote active dialogue

”

Museums
offers insight
free of predigested opinions of
other media.
with society at all levels - from state to
individual.
The role of lifelong learning is invaluable in this dialogue - a concept that
adequately reflects the current trends of
development of society. Traditional
forms of education and cultural activities within cultural institutions, such as
lectures, concerts, art exhibitions and
creative meetings with artists, partly
fulfill this function. However, contemporary approaches to a vibrant cultural
life presuppose an active participation
of the museum visitor, i.e. a person entering into an active dialogue with the
object, with a museum, with the past
and the present. This seems a point of
mutual enrichment for adult education
and the museum as the cultural institution, where education can draw on the
resources and cultural treasures, and
museums can actively and creatively
exploit the potential of adult education.
The work of the dvv international’s
representation in Caucasus (dating
back to 2001, with distinct offices in
Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia since
2005) focused at the first stage of its
activities on the field of the Vocational
Education and Training (VET) due to
the grim economic situation of the
countries. However, the field of adult
education, as we know, is very broad
and comprehensive. It can imply general adult education, vocational education and training, civic education, informal education, including such forms
of learning like distance learning,
blended learning, training on the job
and so forth.  
Cultural education is very often undeservingly considered a secondary in-
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strument, in fact the role of the culture
in bringing different ethnic groups closer, removing barriers, deploying creative potential of people and contributing to general education and development can not be underestimated.  AMUSE-ALL has demonstrated this with
its positive, partly unforeseen effects.
It showed us, that it is necessary to
lobby for the role of museums and cultural institutions on a political level. A
participant of one of the study visits in
the framework of the project wrote:
“Five countries are involved in the
project and two ‘couples’ have serious
political problems with each other. But
here we discovered that we can work
very well with each other.”
The activities in the framework of
the project were conducted on different
“fronts”. One of the most important
fronts was the capacity building of museum workers.
Training the museum staff
The educational program for the museum staff of the participating countries
has been elaborated on the basis of a
training needs assessment that was conducted at the first stage of the project.
The results of the study showed a high
motivation and demand for further
qualification of the museum workers.
As a result many training events took
place within the project, giving the museum workers the opportunity to update their knowledge with valuable information and experience from European countries.
A good number of training events
took place in the project countries, in
addition to those organized abroad.
Study visits were made to Germany
and Denmark, giving the participants
the opportunity to make important
contacts (e. g. with the Grundtvig project as well as with the Institute of the
Museum Research in Berlin, etc.) and
gain valuable experience, which they
then were able to share with their col-

A-MUSE-ALL project

leagues. Fruitful training sessions were
arranged in the project countries, with
invited international experts.
Trainings on topics of Museums and
Education, Museums Management and
Marketing, Study of Museums’ Visitors
Circle, Interactive Training Methods in
Museums, Intercultural Dialogue etc.
took place in different museums in Armenia. A lecture on “Media Technology in the context of museums presentations and exhibition design” was also
held, which aroused great interest.
Over 45 persons attended the lecture;
they included university students, museum specialists, and other interested
groups.  
Series of training sessions and museum consultations took place in Azerbaijan. A good example is the regional
training on “Museum Network in
Azerbaijan: realities and perspectives”,
held in Guba (Azerbaijan), where the
region’s museum professionals, civil society representatives, local businessmen
and the media were among attendees.

The 2-day-long course focused on topics as diverse as: educational programs
for adults, improving expertise of museum workers, strengthening of intermuseum relations, the prospects of implementing joint projects, “Club of
Museum Friends” and a network of
museums in Azerbaijan.
Experts of the Georgian National
Museum created a series of publications (three electronic books) on the
topics of Museums of the 21st century
as Spaces for Life Long Learning and
Intercultural Dialogue. These publications are very useful guides for museum
workers and all interested parties. Museum workers from 5 different regions
of Georgia participated in the training
program, created on the basis of these
guides.  The book Lifelong Learning in
Museums. A European Handbook edited by Kirsten Gibbs, Margherita Sani
and Jane Thompson was translated
from English into Armenian and electronically delivered to all beneficiaries
(museum staff, local experts and university students).

Creating lifelong learning
strategies
One of the project outputs was the
elaboration of the LLL- and mediastrategies of museums, aiming to transform museums into attractive spaces
for the broad public and into platforms
of intercultural dialogue.
The project implementation team realized the necessity of broadening and
activating the museums friends’ circles.
Such circles help draw new audiences
to museums, connect the museum and
the public and sustain educational and
exhibition activities of the museum.
They organize various outreach programs (exhibitions, workshops, public
lectures/talks, community events, art
festivals etc.) that help to build public
interest in museums’ collections and
promote learning and appreciation of
the collections.
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Staff training under way at the Georgian National Museum.

Not only international experts but
experts from partner countries were invited to Georgia. One example is the
training “Museums and Adult Education - a step forward to each other”,
which was held by the Russian expert
of the dvv international for the museum workers of Georgia.
Specialists from Russia who took
part in a Training of Trainers (ToT)
course in Bonn developed a training
module. The module was based on the
experience gained in Bonn.
In Russia a very useful learning tool
for active methods of adult education
in museums has been developed by
project experts and disseminated in the
project countries. It is also available on
the web portal of the project www.
amuse-all.net , which was created in
the framework of the project.
The capacity building courses were
very successful, well-liked and appreciated by the participants. Participants
showed great motivation and always
expressed their need in such kind of capacity building.
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There were different initial situations in project countries in this regard.
In Armenia and Georgia Museums
Friends’ Associations existed already
before the project had started: it remained the task of the project to support and activate these associations. In
addition to the Armenian Association
of museum workers and Friends, each
of the ten project partner museums
were equipped with newly established
Circles of Friends, including publicity
materials and in some cases formal
statutes. Circles of Friends were also
established in ten Armenian museums
involved in the project. These Circles
were equipped by publicity materials as
well. Some of them have already developed their charters. In Georgia a new
concept for the cooperation with the
friends of the Georgian National Museum and a benefit package has been
elaborated. In Azerbaijan and Russia
structures had to be built more or less
from scratch in this regard. In the partner countries of the project, considering the present situation, it was very
important not only to get acquainted
with the European best practices but
also to share local experience with each
other.
A virtual exhibition
In addition to the comprehensive web
portal, the project used the social network to disseminate information and
materials to the interested public.  A
project facebook page informed interested users about project and museum
events. Partner museums created their
own pages on facebook sharing their
news with friends: indeed they still
keep doing so.
The web portal hosted one of the
most remarkable outputs of the project
– the Virtual Exhibition, in which the
project countries presented different
photographs on the topic of “Everyday
Life in Art”. The photographic collections have been printed and toured Europe. The tour was complemented by

public lectures on the arts and culture
of their respective countries held by experts from each project partner country. These lectures were held in the folk
high schools of 15 cities of Germany.
The exhibition contained pictures from
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Russia. The exhibition was also organized
in Vanadzor Museum of Fine Art in Armenia.
Tending to community
relations
The ties between museums and society
were expanded through cultural activities in the frame of the project. Festivals, master classes, musical and literature events, public lectures and exhibitions implemented in the framework of
the project won a lot of new friends to
museums. At the same time, participants in these events had the opportunity to become familiar with the culture, habits and art of different ethnic
groups and make parallels to everything that brings people closer to each
other.
Dvv international assisted the museums in working with ethnic minorities
in all target countries.
In Georgia different training programs and public lectures have been
conducted on the topics of intercultural
dialogue, ethnic diversity of the Georgian population, the role of museums
and cultural institutions in social inclusion and dialogue. A very good example was the public lecture on GeorgianOssetian Relations, accompanied by an
electronic publication with a number of
archive photographs and valuable information from the museum. These
programs were offered to different age
and ethnic groups in the whole of
Georgia, helping them to get acquainted with each others’ culture and traditions and to initiate dialogue between
different ethnic groups living in Georgia. Such events were very useful with
respect to the tensions between the
Georgian and Ossetian populations.
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Besides the in-country contacts and
initial cooperation that dvv international supported between the museums
within the countries, dvv international
facilitated communication and cooperation between museums of neighbouring countries as well. Armenians met
with the Azerbaijanian people on neutral territories (Georgia, Germany,
Denmark, and Turkey) and Russians
met with Georgians. It is worth mentioning that despite a strained political
situation between Georgia and Russia,
a Russian project representative – a
trainer – arrived to Georgia and conducted trainings to Georgian and afterwards to Armenian and Azerbaijanian
colleagues.  
The project has covered groups of
people who had never been to museums before. That means that  museums
have gone and contacted different segments of society including  different
ethnic groups like school children,
teachers, parents of the school children,  
university students and professors, elderly people, veterans and disabled very
effectively. The project has consolidated very effectively the way information
about museums reaches these target
groups.
The project provided a platform for
interaction for Azeris and Armenians,
after years of severed contacts. The regional cooperation within the frames of
the project encouraged a start of the dialogue between the conflict states. In
the words of a participant: “We are
happy that we are able to discuss some
issues and share some experiences.
However, we used to meet on neutral
territories.”
The overall results were more than
positive.  A huge number of unplanned
events and trainings, organized by the
dvv international offices in cooperation
with local partner institutions, took
place due to big interest and demand of
the beneficiaries. One good example is
the mobile exhibition of the drawings
of the German ethnologist Max Tilke,
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presenting diverse costumes of the Caucasian people in the beginning of the
20th century. The exhibition was complemented by an educational program,
created by a Georgian museum expert.
This program has been conducted in
more than 10 different museums and
educational institutions in different regions of Georgia, with great success
and positive feedback.
Museums in Yerevan have participated in the international event “Night
of Museums” for many years. Inspired
and supported through the A-MUSEALL project, 10 project beneficiary museums organized the “Long Night of
Museums” for the first time. Museums
developed interesting programs and
opened their doors to visitors until late
evening.  Along with “Night of Museums” several other public events, such
as concerts, music festivals, performances and such were organized in the
regional towns and villages in Armenia.
One of the challenges of the project
was the fact that the participants were
museums of different development levels, from small country museums to
huge national museums. Despite the
size differences, the project helped them
exchange their knowledge and experience, get connected and enrich each
other.
Overall, this project demonstrated
the importance of cultural work in interethnic dialogue, the invaluable role
and potential of museums and other
cultural institutions in adult education
and lifelong learning, in meeting the
challenges of the 21st century.
It showed how much can be done
and how much still has to be done in
order to transfer the museums into lifelong learning spaces.
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Accessing Irish national
heritage:
A university and library
collaboration
University College Dublin’s Adult Education Centre and
the National Library of Ireland work in collaboration to
provide a range of courses to adult learners.  This article
explains the nature of this collaboration, the teaching
methodologies adopted and the benefits to both
institutions and students.  The article then argues that
such course provision is essential to broaden the
interpretation of lifelong learning beyond the
predominant economic focus.  Having a space for adult
learning within a cultural institution highlights the
multiple modes and formats of adult learning and taps
into the social and civic possibilities of learning.

R h o n d a Wy n n e
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This article details the story of a colla
boration between the Adult Education
Centre at University College Dublin
(UCD) and the National Library of Ireland.   
Through this public engagement
partnership a series of courses for adult
learners, which incorporate access to
the exhibitions and archives of the library with inter-disciplinary academic
course content, are offered.  The article
commences with a brief overview of
the partner institutions and how the
collaboration came about, before moving to look at the division of roles and
responsibilities and the pedagogical approach adopted.  Once the practicalities are discussed, the paper then reviews the benefits of such partnerships
to both students and institutions.  The
final section considers the philosophy
and conceptualisation of adult learning
underpinning this work, and concludes
with some recommendations and tips
for others.
The partners: Who are we?
University College Dublin (UCD) Adult
Education Centre has a long record in
providing part-time courses to adult
students.  The programme has evolved
and changed over time, but consistent
throughout has been the provision of a
range of ‘interest’ courses which are
open to all learners irrespective of
background and prior educational attainment.  These courses cover topics
from Astronomy through to Literature,
History and Philosophy.  With increased adult education provision, aggressive competition and expensive
marketing campaigns, the “pressures to
stay ahead of the game, and provide
courses on the latest hot topic” (Field,
2006, p. 63) are real and call for responsiveness and creativity.   Thus,
trends in lifestyles and changing public
interests determine what courses we
run, and how and where we run them.  

While traditionally the courses tended
to be formal lectures, more recently, the
aim has been to enhance course provision, through the addition of field trips
and visits to galleries, museums and exhibitions.  This “out and about” dimension has been well received by students and added not only to their
learning experience, but also to their
understanding of the materials and
concepts under discussion.  
The National Library of Ireland is
based on Kildare Street in the centre of
Dublin city.  The mission of the Library
is to collect, preserve, promote and
make accessible the documentary and
intellectual record of the life of Ireland
and to contribute to the provision of
access to the larger universe of recorded knowledge.  In addition to the main
building, which is located just beside
the Dail, (the Irish parliament), the Genealogical Office, the Office of the
Chief Herald in Kildare Street, and the
National Photographic Archive in Temple Bar are all part of the National Library. The Library is open and free of
charge to all those who wish to consult
the collections for material not otherwise available through the public library service or an academic library.  
The Library does not lend books, and
reading is done in the various reading
rooms. The Library has an ongoing
programme of exhibitions (National
Library of Ireland, 2010).
The collaboration: How it
evolved and what we do
In early 2007, the education staff of the
National Library responded to a UCD
Adult Education advertisement seeking
course proposals.  Initially, the library
staff wished to organise a lecture series
to accompany a major exhibition on
Irish poet and dramatist W.B. Yeats.  
However, following discussions we developed an eight week course, based in
the library, which mixed academic content and access to the exhibition and
archives.  

The first course WB Yeats at the National Library ran in the Autumn of
2006. Since then further courses on
Yeats have evolved as well as new
courses on the Literature of Edwardian
Ireland, the Literature of Victorian Ireland, Dublin: UNESCO City of Literature, Uncovering 1916 and the Irish
War of Independence.  To date there
have been 458 registrations across 16
courses. There is a fee for these eight
week courses (currently €175) but concessions are offered to those on low income or pensions.
Berchem suggests that universities
represent both the “memories and curiosity of a society” (2006, p. 396).   Arguably, museums, galleries and libraries
also represent the memories and curiosity of a society.  In either setting, adult
learning is an ideal forum to discuss
memories and give rein to curiosity.  
The UCD/National Library programme
of courses draws on both these domains. The course content deals with
the memories of Ireland as presented in
literature and historical narratives and
as represented through artefacts.  Class
discussions and interaction with exhibits provide a space to engage student
curiosity.
The courses are interdisciplinary in
nature, drawing on literary, historical,
political and archival materials to illuminate key figures or times in Irish life.  
Students access artefacts, multi-media
displays, newspaper collections, manuscripts, prints and drawings, photos,
and historical posters.  Students also
become familiar with online resources
on the 1916 Rising and (http://www.
nli.ie/1916/) and on W.B. Yeats (http://
www.nli.ie/yeats/).  Each class includes
a mix of lecture/seminar, multi-media
presentation, exhibition tour and access to the archives.
Who does what?
This collaboration draws on the
strengths of both institutions: UCD
Adult Education uses their experience
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of designing and delivering courses for
adult learners to devise courses that
combine a sound academic basis with
participative and engaged teaching
methodologies; the National Library
facilitates people to access archives, resources and facilities which have a central role in our national heritage.  By
working in partnership, cultural resources have been made accessible to
adult learners in a way that was not
previously possible.
This collaboration leverages the expertise of the staff in both organisations, with one individual in each institution taking responsibility for liaising
on course development and provision.  
UCD Adult Education is responsible
for ensuring the course fulfils university
course approvals criteria, recruiting tutors, enrolling students, and processing
registrations. The UCD tutors, who assist in developing the courses, work in
conjunction with the staff of the library
to match the academic dimensions of
the course to the relevant archives and
exhibitions.  UCD also conducts a
course evaluation and liaises with the
various tutors and the library on the
outcomes.  The National Library provides a seminar room where the classes
are held.  The library curators and archivists prepare materials for viewing
and inform students about their nature
and significance.  Library staff assist
students apply for library membership.  
Both organisations publicise the course
through their websites and publications.  No new or additional resources
are required as existing systems and facilities have been adapted to develop
and deliver these courses.
The benefits
This partnership enables both institutions to extend their remit in opening
access to educational resources and to
our national cultural heritage.  Subsequently, both institutions have benefitted from enhanced programme provision.  UCD Adult Education can now

offer a more diverse and dynamic programme, with a new mode of learning
in a new centre.  As these courses have
been consistently popular, registration
numbers have been above the average.  
The National Library benefits through
having more adults engage with their
resources and facilities, both as students and also as library members who
attend events, sometimes bringing
friends and family.  
For universities, external connections are imperative in order for institutions to contribute to major policy
debates as collaboration, with non-governmental organisations and others, enhances strategic conversations (Gourley, 2009).  Working in partnership has
brought both institutions exposure to
broader debates and domains thereby
providing insights which can inform future strategic planning and programme
provision.
Most importantly, there have been
significant benefits to students.  The
opportunity to engage with the rich resources of the National Library, in a
more sustained way than was previously possible, has been welcomed.  The
mix of seminars, tours and archival access has been widely praised by students who appreciate the opportunity
to observe documents, photos, and
records not typically on display or
available in an adult education course.  
The courses provide students with an
opportunity to consider the people,
events, and works that have shaped our
country and society.  The question of
remembrance, and the stories told, but
also those forgotten, was a theme identified and discussed during UCD Adult
Education’s involvement in a Grundtvig
Learning Partnership on Active Citizenship.  By considering stories, statues,
symbols and how we honour the past,
students’ curiosity about their own
identity as citizens is ignited (European
Puzzle, 2008). With this perspective,
students are better placed to interpret
how contemporary events are rooted
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in, or influenced by, the past.  Such
learning is vital for an informed and
engaged citizenry.
The Yeats exhibition has won a
number of awards (e.g. Association of
Heritage Interpretation, Irish Digital
Media Awards, and Institute of Irish
Designers Awards) for the use of innovative technologies in displaying valuable manuscripts and personal artefacts.  Students have not only had access to these materials but also witnessed how technology can be used to
create dynamic interactive multidimensional exhibits.  Using the various resources, students learn that the National Library is about more than just
books as it has a rich collection which
is both significant for and vital to our
national heritage.  

”

Understanding
stories and
symbols of
the past is vital for
engaged citizenry.
Student feedback has been very positive with students commenting on how
much they enjoyed attending a course
in a beautiful city centre location and
having a mix of methodologies.  Rather
than attend an exhibition or talk on a
once-off basis, they now have a greater
knowledge of both the subject and the
work of the National Library.  Students
have particularly enjoyed the sense that
they have a “behind the scenes” access
to the library.
Sample student comments include:
The course provided a wonderful insight into the 1916 Rising (and
events preceding and following it).
It also provided an excellent opportunity to experience the many facilities and resources of the National
Library. Stimulating and inspiring.
The variety of presentation methods
worked very well. The short tours

It is this broad level of engagement,
both in learning, and beyond that is a
key aspiration underpinning the work
of both institutions.  This philosophy is
now discussed further.
The philosophy
This collaboration taps into the view
that universities should be considered
institutions of democracy rather than
institutions of the economy (Fallis,
2007). Central to this argument is the
belief that “an idea is a public good,
not a private good” (Fallis, 2007, p.
266).  As an institution of democracy,
Fallis argues that the university’s “responsibility to be public intellectual,
critic, and conscience is a responsibility
to contribute to the lifelong liberal
learning of the entire society” (2007,
p.214).  Delanty argues for a more
communicative concept of the university, and suggests that an unexplored
task of the university is how it might
serve or function as a site of interconnectivity between diverse forms of
knowledge (2001, p.8).  Museums, libraries and galleries are also well
placed to connect different forms of
learning and to make complex materials available more broadly.  “Cultural
institutions are not passive repositories” (Taylor, 2010, p.6) but engage
with the public in ever more dynamic
ways.  Hence, “cultural institutions are
rich locations for adult learning”
(McKinley Parrish, 2010, p. 87).  It is
these ideas which inform our work and
our thinking about the possibilities of
adult learning.  Thus our work is driven by a desire to democratise knowledge so that the rich resources and intellectual life of the university and the
National Library are more readily
available to all.  It is with a vision of
lifelong learning as enriching not just
for the individual but also for society
more broadly, that the UCD/National
Library collaboration attempts to foster “a vision of lifelong learning which
is valuable for its own sake”(Gorard,

200, p. 6).  This approach is not without its challenges.
Original writings on lifelong learning took a humanistic view of learning.  
The 1972 Fauré Report, Learning to
Be, remains one of the landmark publications on the concept of lifelong education and learning.  This report had a
vision of lifelong education and the
learning society serving personal, social
and economic purposes, with the demo
cratic function central and paramount
(Fauré, 1972).  However, as Jarvis argues, “the concept of lifelong learning
has been usurped by those who use it
to define work-life learning” (2004, p.
19).  Hence, many of the sentiments
and aspirations of the Fauré report
now seem utopian as the philosophy
has moved ‘from “learning to be” to
“learning to be productive and employable” (Biesta, 2006, p. 172).
In recent times, the dominant discourse equates lifelong learning with
learning for the economy, so that learning which enhances employability is
privileged.  This is particularly evident
in higher education.  Fallis expresses a
fear that a view of higher education as
an “institution of the economy” is becoming normalised (2007, p.291).  Lee
highlights how “discourse determines
the types of argument that are viewed
as fair game in discussions about policy” (2009, p. 159) and “informs people’s understanding of their own role
and appropriate behaviour” (2009, p.
160).  A dominant discourse then sets
the framework and parameters within
which other debates take place.  Thus,
macro-level discourses define “what is
necessary/unnecessary, sensible/nonsense, meaningful/meaningless” (Warren and Webb, 2007, p. 7).  In this

”

Universities
are institutions
of democracy,
not of the economy.
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of the exhibition each week reinforced what we had learned during
the lecture. I certainly wanted to
learn more and spent some time going around the exhibition on my
own. I will come back to the exhibition and will recommend it to all
my friends and family. The course
was excellent.
As a person with an idea of W.B.
Yeats as a national figure, the course
opened up for me the beauty of his
poetry, the complex content, the
practical elements and the recent
historic perspective – a wonderful
experience.
Such collaborations are, as yet, not
common in the Republic of Ireland, so
this model has been informative in
showing how to harness and leverage
the resources of two institutions for the
benefit of adult learners.  This model
has now been adapted as the basis for a
partnership between UCD and the
Hugh Lane Gallery, a Dublin city centre Art Gallery.
This collaboration has had a “legacy
effect” which was not foreseen at the
time of planning.  Many students proceeded to attend further UCD courses
and have recommended these courses
to friends and colleagues.  Students
who register to the courses obtain a
National Library Reader’s Ticket so
that they can access the library on a
more regular basis.  Following these
courses a number of students have
trained as library volunteers and become actively engaged in the work of
the library.  They have taken part in the
library’s involvement with the Bealtaine
Festival, an Irish arts festival celebrating creativity in older age. These students acted as volunteers and guides
during this festival highlighting what
they had gained from the course, both
in terms of knowledge and through becoming sufficiently confident to share
this knowledge with others.  Therefore,
they now act as ambassadors for both
the library and adult learning.
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way, ideas and discourses take hold
and become default understandings.
A consistent focus on the economic
and utilitarian relevance of education,
and an emphasis on quantitative deliverables, transferable skills, employability, and key performance indicators, establishes a culture where it becomes
more difficult to argue for alternative
conceptions of lifelong learning.  Given
this backdrop, much work of adult educators has been on technical considerations rather than on philosophical and
ideological matters.  Emphasis has been
placed on trying to quantify learning to
fit the requirements of qualifications
frameworks, accreditation mechanisms,
and modularised programmes.  Illich in
his much cited book, Deschooling Society, argues that “personal growth is not
a measurable entity” (Illich, 1970, p.
40) but finding a way to measure learning has been a predominant focus over
the past decade.  Thus, as Thompson
suggests we are restricted “by functional definitions of learning which reduce
the complexity of intellectual, emotional, practical, pleasurable and political
possibilities to the language of targets,
standards and skills” (2000, p. 135).  
Consequently, forms of critical, engaged, and open-ended adult education
have almost disappeared, as “it has
been commodified, credentialised, incorporated, co-opted, marketised, competence-ised out of existence” (Martin,
2003, p. 573).  
Many of these debates are most visible in what Biesta calls the “struggle
over what counts as ‘real’ or ‘worthwhile’ learning” (2006, p. 177).  As illustration of this struggle, Nussbaum
argues how increasingly policy makers
see the arts and humanities as “useless
frills” (2010, p.2).  Others are also expressing alarm at the neglect of these
subjects and what is perceived as higher education’s focus on training and
skills rather than education and critical
thinking (Evans, 2004; Kronman,
2007; Lynch, 2006).  

As the UCD/National Library courses are not accredited, and do not offer
an immediate or obvious entry point to
the job-market, some question the value of such provision.  For this reason,
our aim is to persuade that learning
serves many purposes beyond the economic.  
Societies are faced with challenges
other than the purely economic as they
come to terms with globalisation, technology, and environmental issues.  Increased levels of freedom and choice
have brought many benefits, but increasingly individualised societies also
bring many anxieties.  Glastra et al. argue that “constructing ‘the good life’
has become an individual responsibility
demanding reflexivity and skills”
(2004, p. 291).  The certainties and traditions of the past no longer exist, and
“what all of us are increasingly called
upon to do, in the frame of globalising
social processes, is reshape, reconstruct,
reinvent and transfigure ourselves” (Elliot and Lemert, 2006, p.3).  Bauman
suggests that “the lack of clarity and
unpredictability of life can breed anxiety and fear, but also trigger ambition
and resolve” (2001, p.141).  
Daily, adult educators meet students
who value both the sustaining and
transformative effects of adult learning.  
Some approach learning motivated to
make significant changes in their lives,
either personally or professionally.  
Others participate as part of an ongoing learning habit or “come to see lifelong learning as a basic survival mechanism” (Field, 2006, p. 131).  While credentials are important for some, “many
adult learners do not want or need certification” (Taylor, 2005, p. 26).  Those
who have the capacity for self-assertion, the identity capital, to recreate
their biographies in response to the
changes around them “are much better
placed to navigate the new opaque
spaces of late modernity” (Field, 2005,
p. 151).  Consequently, as “the evidence that learning promotes well-be-
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ing is overwhelming” (Field, 2009, p.5),
lifelong learning can be seen as a mechanism to help people cope with the “vicissitudes of individualistic societies”
(Côté, 2005, p. 234).
Thus, we need to constantly advocate for adult learning as a social experience that is nurturing and enriching.  
Fortunately, there is growing interest in
the wider benefits of learning (Feinstein
et al., 2008), the social outcomes of
learning (OECD, 2007), and in well-being and happiness (Field, 2009).  These
emerging discourses offer scope to argue for broader interpretations of lifelong learning.  Thus, at a time when the
prevailing economic crisis further entrenches ideas of work-life learning, it
seems ever more important to argue
whenever and wherever possible for a
broad conceptualisation of lifelong
learning that accounts for the personal
as well as the economic.  
The UCD/National Library collaboration plays both a practical and symbolic role in highlighting the multiple
possibilities of adult learning.  Taylor
highlights how
…as institutions of learning, libraries, zoos, parks, and museums offer opportunities for expanding the study and
promotion of lifelong learning beyond
its more formal education boundaries.
By stepping outside the formal setting,
adult education takes on a more public
face and broadens its reach and professional identity (2010, p. 12).

”

Lifelong
learning is a
basic survival
mechanism.
The existence of the courses formed
through this collaboration makes a
strong statement about the importance
of multiple modes and formats of adult
learning.  The collaboration aims to
highlight that providing adult learning
in spaces beyond formal education set-

Conclusions and
recommendations
The factors which underscored the initial success and then further development of the UCD/National Library collaboration included drawing on the existing expertise and resources of both
organisations and institutions.  Rather
than require new personnel or resources the collaboration worked with the
people in place and brought resources
together in a new way.  Each institution
had a champion, who advocated for
the collaboration and worked to promote the evolving programme.  The
partnership started with one course on
a trial basis and then built on its success to add further courses.  The key
factor in the success of this partnership
has been a strong commitment to the
wider benefits of learning and an appreciation of the multiple possibilities
of adult learning.
While we are convinced of the merit
of open access liberal adult education,
our ongoing challenge is to find ways
to advocate for such provision.  Thus
leveraging new, emerging and related
discourses on well-being and active citizenship can give force to our arguments.  Likewise, it is necessary to look
to institutional mission statements to
see where there is a remit or support
for, social, cultural and civic functions.  
There is a need to not only challenge
dominant discourses, but also to
broaden the scope of prevailing measurement criteria.  Return on investment
formulae tend to be narrowly conceived and do not consider the full
range of returns from investment in education.  Thus, it is argued there is a
need to consider externalities, or third
party effect, such as the social, cultural
and environmental impact of universities, and to develop a strong evidence

base for the value of higher education
impact, which takes account of different forms of value, not just economic
(Kelly, 2009).  Moving away from a focus on quantitative measures of educational outcomes is necessary.  Building
up a record of the stories of adult
learning and the impact on people’s
lives is just one action that can be taken to document the wider benefits of
learning.  As such stories give voice to
the sustaining power of adult learning,
this is our next task.  
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The project Open museum – a developing learning
environment for adults is presented in this article
from the perspective of museum staff training. The
article gives first a short general review of museum
education in Finland, moving then to discussing the
staff training, which takes place in two levels
organized by CICERO Learning Network at the
University of Helsinki. The first one is the project
level of five “co-museums” of the project. On the
second, national level, so called AVAAMO study
groups have been developed and implemented to
disseminate the adult education models and practices
in the museums. The project started in the beginning
of 2010 and will span three years.

L e e n a To r n b e r g
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– Training for multiprofessional groups in
museum education
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History of museum education  
The museum’s traditional tasks as collecting, documenting and exhibiting
material of cultures have been complemented with a prominent field in the
last 20-30 years, which can be called
public, visitor or audience services.
Who do our museums serve? Who goes
to the museum? Why do we go to museums? Why do we not visit museums?
These are the questions which the museum field has discussed in the last decades. There are some answers and one
of the factors which bring people for a
visit is one’s aim to learn something
new. What kind of a learning environment is a museum? Should it be a space
for learning? If yes, what kind of a
learning setting should it be? The discipline of museum education originally
emerged to discuss these questions. It
took its first steps as a subfield in the
1950’s, but in general it has started to
become a more essential part of museum practices from the 1960’s and
1970’s onwards. From this time its significance has increased up to these
days.
It is difficult to define, where and
when the history of museum education
starts. One starting point could be
when guided tours or lessons1 were
started for the working class, guiding
them through collections of art (Levanto, 2004). For example there is evidence in Finland from the late 19th century that museum curators and intendants (acting also as museum directors
at that time),  administrative personnel,
teachers  and other volunteer-like members of art and nature associations and
even museum caretakers have given
guided tours in the museums for educative purposes.  Charles Gwynne, an
American, published Museums of the
New Age in 1927, giving an international perspective to this history. He
wrote the book after visiting museums

in Europe and having seen, among others, the Deutsches Museum in Munich
with its novel way of communication
and interactive exhibitions. In the context of museums this meant models, exhibits and demonstrations which visitors were allowed to touch, as Salmi
writes (Salmi, 1993). Gwenny described interactive exhibits and mechanical models in the European museums as a possibility to make the exhibition more attractive for visitors. Gwenny talks about a learning-by-doing
method, which was a progressive
change in museum pedagogy  at that
time (Salmi, 1993). Both methods,
guided tours and learning-by-doing, are
still widely used in museum education,
even though new methods have
emerged and keep emerging all the time
in pace with the development and
change of general education theories.  
Learning in museums as a research
theme has surfaced more widely in the
1980’s and 1990’s. Constructivism
came into the museum education during that time (look for example Hooper-Greenhill, 1991, 1994a, 1994b,
1995, 2007; Dufresne-Tasse, 1995;
Hein, 1998; Falk & Dierking, 1992,
2000, 2007; Gesche-Konig, 2007). Museum education, as mentioned earlier,
has focused on children and school
groups as late as the beginning of the
20th century. Today’s museums have a
wide variety of educational programs
for children, families, school groups as
part of their formal learning, and for
special groups like immigrants, children with special needs and also for
adults.  
The first museum educators started
their work in Finland also in the
1970’s, at the National Board of Antiquities and National Gallery “Ateneum”. An association for museum educators was founded in 2005 in Finland
to develop educational perspective and
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professionalism in Finnish museums
based on the Finnish museum education culture and practices but also to
follow actively the international development of the branch. 30-40 years after the creation of the first museum educator posts there are now more than
100 employees in Finnish museums,
who are members of the association
and are working in the field.
Museum education work historically
originated with educating children and
in the context of school- museum cooperation. There have been plenty of
projects internationally and nationally
to develop this section. The first larger
project in Finland, which raises the
question of museums as learning environments for adults is the project Open
museum. The head co-ordinator of the
project is Finnish Museums Association.
Open museum – a developing
learning environment for
adults
The project Open museum has two
aims. The first one is to increase adult
education skills of museum staff members by developing new operation models and services for adult visitors in
four co-partner museums (referred to
as co-museums) and one co-ordination
unit of museum education2. The comuseums represent public museums3
such as Pori Art Museum and Satakunta Provincial Museum. Two of the museums represent so called special museums in the museum field, The Finnish
Museum of Technology in the field of
history of technology and The Finnish
Labour Museum Werstas, history of industrialism in Finland. Museum Education Unit of Tampere museums TAITE
co-ordinates museum education in 10
museums in the municipality of Tampere. The unit is working in the sector
of education in close co-operation with
the culture sector.  

Meaning of informal learning
settings
When talking about learning or learning settings, we quite often associate
this concept with some educational institutions, or to an institution which
can be seen as an informal learning environment, like museums. Learning is
seen as institutionalized. According to
LIFE Center publication (Au, Ball, Bell,
Gordon, Gutiérrez, Heath, Lee C.D.,
Lee Y., Mahiri, Nasir, Valdés & Zhou,
2007) people spend the majority of
their time from infancy to adulthood in
informal learning settings. The writers

estimate one’s waking hours to span
approximately 16 hours a day.  One’s
life span is split into five categories:
early childhood from 1–5 years, formal
basic learning period, other formal education after basic education, working
period and retirement. Banks & al. estimate that one spends only 18,5 % of
the waking lifetime in formal learning
institutions, mostly in the formal education system i.e. at school. If we add
to this professional education after basic education,12,8 %, that makes altogether about 30 %. This means that
one spends 70 % of his or her time
somewhere, where he or she continually learns different kinds of knowledge
and skills. The writers call the locus of
this type of learning an informal learning environment. Learning does not
end when formal education ends. The
Finnish researcher group have defined
this as ubiquity of learning  (Kumpulainen, Krokfors, Lipponen, Tissari, Hilp
pö & Rajala, 2010).  
Definition of museum 
education
The definitions for “museum education” vary. There is a wider definition
which sees museum education as part
of so called public or audience services.  
In a more specified definition museum
education is connected to the learning
processes of visitors in the museum.  In
this article museum education is defined according to the mission of the
Association of Finnish Museum Educators (Tornberg & Venäläinen, 2008):
…Task of museum education is to
bring the visitor perspective to museum
culture, to consider the general audience as several audiences with different
needs (see also Kaitavuori, 2007). Museum education has a two-way activity
in its character. It serves as mediator
between the museum institution and
the public. Museum education sees the

museum visit as holistic, not only the
content which the museum presents,
but all that which a visitor faces during
his or her museum visit, even outside
the museum. Museum education can be
seen having three starting points. Museum education activities should a)
make it easier for a visitor to encounter
the museum, encourage and support
his or her personal interpretation of the
museum visit experience and to use
one’s own creativity b) to communicate
with the public, deepen and add understanding and knowledge c) to present
and open the museum as a public institution to the visitor, as a place and an
environment. A very important task for
museum education inside the museum
is to integrate the whole personnel of a
museum into a visitor-oriented visitor
perspective geared towards achieving
the pedagogical goals that have been
set.
Museums are meant to be open for
every citizen in the country, as well as
to citizens from other countries in the
form of culture tourism. Museums do
not have - unlike another public institution, the library - free admission.
Public museums try to keep the entrance fees as low as possible or free
for certain groups, but there are many
museums that are financed by foundations or private funds. These museums
mostly have entrance fees. Even though
museums are open for everyone, there
are plenty of adults who do not find
their way into museums frequently.
The context of the project:
museum visits in Finland
The latest statistics regarding participants in cultural events in Finland
in 2009 also features visitors in the
art museums and galleries (Suomen
virallinen tilasto [Finnish official statistics], 2009). The statistical data
has classified 5 age groups following
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The second aim of the project is to
develop new activity models and services for adult visitor groups. Co-museums have chosen to focus on adult
groups such as the unemployed, immigrants, senior citizens and company
employees. New knowledge and good
practices achieved during the project
will be conveyed nationwide to museum professionals in different ways.
Models and practices will be distributed widely to various actors in the field
of cultural heritage and arts.
The results of the project’s evaluation will be internationally presented
for example in ICOM (International
Council of Museums) conferences as
well as in its sub-committee CECA
(Committee for Education and Cultural
Actions) which focus on museum education issues4. Finnish Museums Association is co-partner in the European
LEM (The Learning Museum)5 network to disseminate project results. All
co-museums will use their own national and international networks to specialize in the information of their own
target group. A book will be published,
in electronic or/ in the traditional publication form, to disseminate the information of the whole project in the year
2012.  
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the report: 10–15, 15–24, 25–44,
45–64, 65 years and more. If we
combine the three last groups to
comprise 24–65 years and over, they
form the biggest visitor demographic
in the art museums. The highest
score, when comparing the groups
to each other, has the age group of  
15–24.  The group of younger visitors from 10 to 15 years gets the
third place. This may indicate that
contemporary museum education
services for schools are remarkable
and that this can be seen in the statistics. This is also the contact surface between museum education for
children and museum education for
adults. When educational activities
have been developed for children
from the 1970’s onwards, the children of that time are now between
20 to 50 years old. If the museum
education has now reached the aim
of “learning-to-learn-to-go to museums” and it has turned the variety
of museum services to a meaningful
and holistic experience for children,
it is now important to start talking
about adult education as promoting
lifelong learning in the museum context.
CICERO Learning Network as
co-partner in the project
Open museum project is one of the pioneers of those museum education
projects in Finland, in which university
level education research acts as a copartner parallel with the museums.
There is co-operation in several faculties of education and museums for example in the form of short internships
in the museums for teacher students.
It is good here to distinguish two
levels concerning education sciences,
which are present in the project Open
museum. The first level, according to
the project aims, is museum as learning

organization. The second level presents
museum education from a visitor’s
learning perspective. This article is
more focused on the first level, museum
as learning organization, but in close
connection with the perspective of developing a museum into a learning environment for adults.
CICERO Learning is a network for
distinguished researchers and research
groups on learning6.  It acts as an expert body on learning, in this case on
museum education in general, but especially on adult education in the development work. It works in co-operation
with all museums in the project sharing
its expertise in the field of planning and
implementing of learning environments
and in evaluation. CICERO Learning’s
main task is to develop models and
processes to increase knowledge and
skills in adult education among museum personnel. One of the developed
models is the so-called AVAAMO study
groups. The general educational philosophy of CICERO Learning and study
groups is integrated to the project name
AVAAMO, roughly translating to “ a
place that opens” , to open the knowledge of adult education in museums.
The approach is based on socio-cultural learning, which the Finnish research
group Kumpulainen & al. (2010) have
defined in their publication:
In the socio cultural perspective,
learning is seen as a process of gradually deepening participation, during
which the individual achieves a central
position in the community and learns
to use its material and cognitive tools
in her/his action. Learning then, concerns both the development of one’s
thinking and changes in one’s position
and way of being in the world. Besides
individuals, communities can also
learn. This is seen as an expansion or
transformation of the practices of the
community.  
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The philosophy focuses on and endorses a holistic learning experience as
Hakkarainen & al. talk about learning
including brain, emotions and culture
(Hakkarainen, Lonka & Lipponen,
2004). Another important task for
CICERO Learning in the project is to
disseminate the models and practices in
the national and international field of
education and museums.  
The expertise of CICERO Learning
will be distributed inside the project
with co-partners, but also nationally in
the Finnish museum field.
The project starts: intern
training
The adult education training process of
the whole project is primarily conducted through project employees. There
are altogether 7 coordinators or project
planners in the project. In practice the
core group consists of 10 persons, because some of the museums have allocated a working pair from the museum
staff to accompany the project worker.
At the start of the project in the beginning of 2010, CICERO Learning
made a group interview in all co-museums. The museums were instructed to
collect a group of those agents in their
museum who are involved in Open museum. In most of the museums this
group consisted of the museum director, the project employee and the pair
worker. One group featured a more
multi-professional group, benefitting
from the services of an employee presenting museum marketing and public
services.
The starting phase expectedly
showed that museum education was
seen as a rather separate entity from
the museum’s other activities. Museum
personnel not related to museum education in their museum did not have a
connection to the project: this phenomenon has been discussed during last
years for example in CECA.  The Presi-

The Open Museum Project

Teaching assistant Kirsi Ojala, of the
Museum of Central Finland, examines
the result of a museum workshop.
Ojala’s AVAAMO study group
observed a workshop on slavic pisanka
egg painting.
could make a list of issues of what one
can learn when visiting their museum.
Museums were mentioned as rich
sources of knowledge, especially local
history knowledge and contemporary
visual art. One museum raised suspicions of the assumption that adult visitors come to museums primarily for
learning.  This particular museum
stressed the role of the museum as a relaxing place to spend one’s spare time,
as museums compete of adults’ attention as a source of enjoyment. According to them the motivation to learn
could be seen as secondary. This is an
interesting perspective in the year 2010.
This may be a sign of a change in attitudes in museums, at least when we
compare this view to a questionnaire
made by Finnish Museums Association
in 2003. In this questionnaire most of
the visitors expressed their interest in
museums as places to find information
(Taivassalo, 2003).  Similar kinds of

discussions have been had also later inside the project.  It is good to ask questions, which are considered as self-evident.  If a museum does not have or
does not want to have such a strong
emphasis on adult education, it is good
to become aware of that both inside
the museum but also outside the museum.
If the respondents have a need to
search for information, this may be interpreted as a motive to solve a lack of
information in the form of learning
something new.  Another co-museum
expressed the definition of learning
during a museum visit: learning is
growing as a human being, learning is
not only knowledge, knowledge may
be part of museum learning, but it cannot be only this, learning in museums
can help construct one’s identity.
For CICERO Learning it was important to understand definitions or concepts of learning in different co-museums. We found out that the definitions
and concepts vary a lot. This finding
was taken into account, when the
training process of adult education for
museum personnel was continued in
the project.
The  group interview in the co-museums had a second phase with questions
drawn from the project title. The whole
name of the project is “Open museum
– a developing learning environment
for adults”. Three questions were
raised based on this formulation: What
causes a museum to become an open
one? What causes it to become a learning environment? What makes it special from the perspective of adults?  All
museums in the project have worked
with museum education for several
years, especially for children. These
questions were of special interest for
CICERO Learning because museum
education seemed to be still quite ambiguous. To demonstrate this ambiguity
it is useful to visit the work of Ljung
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dent of the committee Dufresne-Tassé
expressed in annual conference welcoming speech in August 2007: … But
the situation seems to be changing, for
certain countries. Educators are beginning to be invited to sit as full members
on exhibition planning committee. One
of the main aims in the staff training of
the project is to add multi-professional
thinking and perspective to museum
education.  This means, for example,
thinking how collection work in its different forms and exhibition planning
could have a connection to public or
audience services. Indeed, these fields
cannot be separated from each other in
today’s museum concept.  
The point of the group interview
was to start the process of learning in
the co-museums. The learning issues
connected to adult education in the
museum do not have as strong tradition and culture as museum education
aimed to children. There was a semistructured form to the interview. There
were themes like: What do you think
the visitor gets during the visit (knowledge, experience, feelings, skills) in
your museum or in your educational
programs in general? What kind of
thoughts the visitor could have in his
or her mind when leaving your museum after some program? Could you
imagine the thoughts of those people
who do not visit your museum?  
These questions were designed to
stimulate discussion and to find out if
the personnel is aware of their customer’s expectations and thoughts of their
museum. These are only thoughts:
there is no right or wrong answer. Also
the following questions concerning
learning were presented: What do you
think a museum visitor can learn in
your museum? What kind of a learning
environment or setting of learning is
your museum?
Lively discussions could generally be
observed in the groups. Some museums
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(2009), who has researched the concept
of museum education in Swedish museums, interviewing museum educators
on how they see or define their work.
Museum education does not have similar kind of national or local curriculum
to be based on like formal education.  
Ljung points out for example that this
is the reason, why museum education
takes different kind of expressions because museums are not similar so the
museum education is defined according
to each museum.  The descriptions of
museum educator ‘s work vary according to museums. When there is so much
variety, museum education is difficult
to verbalize or define. This brings the
difficulty for possible common discussion or exchange of expertise of the
theme.
Again any precise answers or definitions were not expected by CICERO
Learning in the group discussion, each
co-museum was only encouraged to
start verbalizing the thoughts and ideas
of museum education. In the last interviewed museum a participant noted:
This was a good discussion. Myself
and our project employee have learned
a lot during this discussion. We have a
culture of discussion, but always there
is a lack of time. There are so many
new ideas, thoughts, when a new
project is about to start. In this discussion we have had the possibility to concentrate on them. What we could do
more in the future, is to discuss museum education in a much wider group
here at the museum, in a multi-professional group.
This statement could well be seen as
a start for the learning process of the
theme in the co-museums.
Study groups also for project
employees
On the internal level of the project, the
persons employed in the project gather
to one-to-two days meetings approxi-

mately once a month. The meetings act
as coordinative meetings for general
project administration issues, but also
as places for learning from each other
in the project. Monthly meetings act as
study groups for the project employees.
CICERO Learning brings participatory
pedagogical methods to the meetings,
for example in the form of shared and
multi-professional discussions, based
on each participant’s experience combined to some theoretical articles. The
“elevator pitch –method” was introduced to urge the project workers to
learn to tell the main point of one’s educational idea in five minutes, as if to a
stranger in a moving elevator. This correlates to a museum context where the
time with an audience group is quite
often short. Discussion-and-listening  
as an interactive method was both used
in the meetings and also discussed as a
method of encounter between a museum professional and a visitor or visitors.  The aim in the study groups was
to introduce new methods in practice,
which could be applied to each museum’s own planning work among adults.
One observation, which was made
during the initial interviews, was that
the concept of museum education was
not so clear for the participant museums. A possibility was offered to the
project employees to make acquaintance with the literature written in Finnish about museum education. CICERO
Learning collected five articles from the
latest publications. Everybody read the
articles and in the following meeting
they were discussed briefly. The aim
was not to find one definition suitable
for everybody, but to start understanding that there are different kinds of emphases and concepts. During this process a blog website was launched for the
project in the fall of 2010. It was
agreed in the project meeting to publish
employee concepts of museum education in the blog site, reflecting the read
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articles. This was done by the end of
the year 2010. All this material can be
found in Finnish on the project blog
website http://avaramuseo.blogspot.
com/ (only in Finnish). The articles
were discussed in the first meeting in
2011, with the focus on which similarities or different emphases the co-museums share. The blog site works as a
common platform for the museum field
for discussion, ideas and thoughts, national and international links, literature
advice and activities in the field of
adult museum education.

”

“Self-evident”
assumptions
were
questioned, among
them the museum
visitor’s desire to
learn.
When comparing the museum education concepts of co-museums to the
definition by the Finnish Museum Educators Association (see the definition in
this article on page 73), there are quite
many similarities. The people working
in the project point out that the learning in the museum is seen more as a
holistic experience than a product of a
certain learning goal.  When trying to
achieve a holistic experience during the
museum visit, participatory methods
could be preferred.  Both emotions and
the museum’s cognitive content will be
combined to give a holistic experience
for a visitor (see Hakkarainen & al.,
2004). Museum educators or guides
are seen more as interpreters than
transferrers of knowledge.
Next phase: Evaluating
the project
Next phase of the project was writing
an evaluation plan. The idea was to
write the plan in co-operation with all

Study Group Model AVAAMO for dissemination of models
and practices by CICERO Learning Network, University of
Helsinki

Planning
information and
registration
Study group no 1

Study group no 2
Study group no 3

National seminar 2010

Project
meetingNational

National seminar 2012

2011 spring 2011 fall 2012 spring 2012 fall
National seminar 2011

2010 fall

(Study group no 4)

trying to support these processes. This
is not the easiest way and may have
caused some confusion in co-museums.
According to the socio-cultural perspective adult learning  is seen more as
a process than a product. When concerning museum professionals, their
own museum surrounding will be used
as learning environment as much as
possible.  
National dissemination –
AVAAMO study groups
The description so far has dealt with
the activities inside the project. The
project is financed by the European Social Fund (ESF), which supports the
dissemination of results in projects as
wide as possible. Dissemination of
adult museum education models and
practices is one of the main tasks for
CICERO Learning. A new model for
dissemination is developed in the
project.  It will be presented in so called
national AVAAMO study groups, that
were briefly mentioned in the beginning
of the article.

When the project was launched and
the names of the partner museums
made public, there were some questions within the museum field of how
these particular museums were chosen.
The questions were mainly raised
among the museums which already
have developed programs for adults in
museums and found the project very
interesting. Acknowledging  the impossibility of having all interested museums as co-partners,  project management saw that the dissemination model
of  AVAAMO study groups could compensate for this. The model of dissemination is aimed to be geographically
balanced. The Finnish museum  network is spread across the whole country. Every citizen can find one of the
1000 museums quite close to him or
her, if desired. On the other hand museums have limited resources for staff
training. CICERO Learning wanted to
turn the traditional model of museum
staff training around. Museum personnel do not have to travel anywhere to
be able to study adult museum educa-
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of the project participants led by CICERO Learning. The commitment to the
evaluation process and also simultaneously to the learning process of the
evaluation was evident from the very
beginning. In the initial interview one
of the questions concerned each museum’s internal evaluation work and, separately, audience evaluation work.
Audience evaluation work has been
done mostly with written feedback
forms.  It has been quite systematic and
long-term in project museums, but still
there was a clear need for developing
evaluation work in the museums either
on organizational level as well as visitor level.  When writing the evaluation
plan among project employees, some
participants expressed a lack of know
ledge and experience of evaluation
work.  In this situation CICERO
Learning thought it even more important to do the plan as a co-operative
and participatory effort. In this way the
process of project evaluation could be
learned by all partners by using a learning-by-doing method. The plan became
finished at the time of writing, in May
2011. During the following project
meeting CICERO Learning will open a
feedback discussion about the process
of writing the evaluation plan with
project employees. First results of evaluation work will come out in fall 2011.
An observation which the project
management has done during the process of its expertise role in the project
concerns the concept of education or
learning in general.  It was perceived
that the museum field is inclined to
think that the project management’s
task is to give out some kind of normative information, knowledge or theory
on how adults learn, to be easily applied to practical activities. CICERO
Learning has not taken this role, but
instead has started learning processes
in the participant organizations and
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tion. Training comes to the museums.

National training days and AVAAMO
study groups
Open museum arranges once a year (in
2010-2012) a one-day national seminar, which acts as general training day
for museum field workers. The first one
was held in 2010 in Helsinki. CICERO
Learning also probed for interest for
establishing local study groups in Finland with the theme of adult education.
CICERO Learning was prepared to
build a network of three study groups
around Finland. The idea was to keep
the groups relatively small, 5-8 persons, to be able to keep the learning
methods as participatory and active as
possible. Almost 80 participants expressed interest and the AVAAMO
groups were born.Six local study
groups were then established in different parts of Finland (see figure on this
page, idea of study group network Figure by P. Kinanen).
The educational thinking of the
study groups mainly stems from the socio -cultural perspective via the Learning Bridges research project. Its publication is one of the main reference
sources of the groups (Kumpulainen &
al., 2010).  The main educational principle of the study groups is that learning is a process, so minimum amount
of sessions is three. All study groups
have the same basic structure.  
• During the first session CICERO
Learning acts as activator to get the
members of the study group to perceive themselves as active learners in
their own learning processes. The
members are activated to tell what
kind of experience each of them has
in the field of adult education in the
museum context. The material for
studying in the groups will be drawn
from and inspired by the local environment. One of the participating
museums works as a responsible

museum in three sessions.  In this
way the “funds of knowledge” of
the place, as Kumpulainen et.al.
(2010) refer to knowledge resources
will be exploited as much as possible. The idea is not to find something totally new, but to continue
from the ideas which are already in
use and to study them more from
the perspective of adult visitors and
learners. The main methods in the
study groups are participatory methods: group discussions, listening and
sharing experiences. The aim of the
first session is to find a case, as practical as possible in the hosting museum, which will be followed up with
discussion in the second session.
• During the second session, a case,
an activity or a program with real
visitors will be observed by the
group. Field notes are made and
possibly audio or videotapes are
used. In the end of the second session a short feedback discussion is
arranged among the study group,
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possibly also with the participants of
the observed case.
• During the third session which is
also the last session, the observed
case will be analyzed once more in
the group. During this last meeting a
workshop is held on how the case
study could be documented and distributed to the museum field both on
the blog site and in upcoming
project publications. All documented
output will focus on the practical
level, on new or otherwise useful
adult education practices. Each session takes about 4 hours, altogether
amounting to about 12 hours of
training.
The last session is crucial for the
AVAAMO model and its future. The
very basic idea of the model comes
from the practical museum field. The
AVAAMO groups try to raise and deal
questions of museum education in a
very practical level, for example what
is the role of museum education in the
process of exhibition planning. The exhibition environments are the main

Multiprofessionalism in the study
groups
In the beginning of this article it was
mentioned that one aim of the project

”

The museums
expected
top-down,
normative tips on
adult learning but
were faced with an
interactive process.

is to introduce more multi-professional
activities to museum education.  The
AVAAMO study groups consist of
many different museum professions:  
for example directors, collection curators, museum educators, guides, workshop leaders, exhibition directors, exhibition planners, office workers and education planners. There was also an
aim to get a representative of education
research, others than CICERO Learning representatives, to join the group.
One AVAAMO group used this option.
They invited a lecturer of adult education from the local university to the
group. The meaning of this is to continue the co-operation between a museum and field of education, also after
the three sessions are over. There is a
faculty of education almost in all regions where the AVAAMO groups exist.
In addition to CICERO Learning
and Finnish Museums Association, the
co-museums arrange half-day or oneday training courses for their own museum staff and museums in the surrounding area. Courses have been arranged with various themes such as
guide work, audience services and seniors with memory disorder. Most of the
project employees participate as lecturers or workshop leaders in the common
ESF training courses arranged by the
AktiiviElgg joint project, which is networking ESF projects in the field of culture. Common training for museum
personnel has been arranged also with
library professionals. In these training
courses libraries and museums have
started to find common links concerning their work with adults.7
Concluding thoughts
The project Open museum will continue to the end of 2012. CICERO Learning is working in the project to the end
of 2011 and will be responsible for

project level evaluation. It acquires material of the museum personnel who
have participated in the Open museum
activities during 18 months. The material collecting period will be summer
2011: there will be a questionnaire including questions to be analyzed both
quantitatively and qualitatively. A
“halfway” report will be written in the
fall of 2011 mainly for project developing purposes for the last year. An article about evaluation will be published
in the project publication 2012.
The evaluation plan states: the aim
of evaluation is to make museum education among adults more visible on
the practical level in museums but also
in the field of literature. Time will tell
to what extent general education research will include museum education
as part of its research themes. There
are already signs of this happening  (see
for example Kumpulainen & al.,
2010). Similarly, it will be interesting to
see what kind of role museum education will play in the field of museum research.
Museum education has established
its place in the museum world in 40
years. It is even more important to increase multi-professionalism inside the
museums when creating holistic learning environments for all ages. It is both
a question of supporting one’s learning
outputs as starting new learning processes. The challenge in the museums is
not lack of knowledge or information
as was evident in the museum questionnaire in 2003. The field of museum education is developed to satisfy the expectations of people outside the museum. Even if the expectations revolve
around knowledge, which is suitable
for a memory organization, enjoyment
is not excluded. Museum education
methods are developing in pace with
general education development. So far
several good practices and applications
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tools for museum educators to proceed
or promote one’s learning processes.   
The voluntary perspective is important in the AVAAMO model. The study
groups consist of members from several
museums, which are located more or
less close to each other. The museum,
which has hosted the three session’s set
has benefitted from multi-professional
feedback and impact. The idea is that a
similar kind of three-sessions model
will be continued in other participant
museums. A new study case will be
chosen again in the next museum. This
kind of a training model and at the
same time small-scale evaluation work
would, in time, become a practice.
Literature and literature links connected to the special case will be offered by CICERO Learning and Finnish Museums Association but also by
participants. There is not so much literature about adult education in museums, so producing a paper of one’s case
during the last session serves this aim
at least on national but maybe also on
international level when written in e.g.
English.  
Two new groups, in the Turku and
Helsinki regions, will be established in
the fall of 2011. (See structure of study
groups in the figure below.  Figure by
L. Tornberg)   
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have been found in 40 years of history.
It is prime time to continue to stress the
importance of museums as lifelong
learning sites with the assistance of innovative and active methods of latest
education science.
ENDNOTES
1
N.B. Hooper-Greenhill (1991) talks
about ‘object lessons’.
2
N.B. Later in the article the
coordination unit is counted into the
group of ‘co-museums’.
3
N.B. Public museums are defined in
this article as museums financed by
public municipalities.
4
More information in http://ceca.icom.
museum/
5
More information in http://www.
lemproject.eu/
6
  More information in http://www.
cicero.fi/sivut2/about.html
7
  CICERO Learning invited Senior
Lecturer Berit Ljung from the
University of Stockholm in March
2011 to present museum education
studies in Sweden. It is possible to
study basic museum education studies
(30 sp) and advanced course (Master
Studies, 60 sp) in the faculty of
Education in Humanistics and Social
Sciences. This study option is
remarkably wider than in Finland.
The idea of the presentation was to
inform interested parties of the
possibility of museum education
studies for example in Sweden or
elsewhere.
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Employability or empowerment?
Learning in art galleries from a
critical curriculum-theoretical
perspective
This article presents a critical study of the relationship between theory
and practice in the field of gallery education from a critical
curriculum-theoretical perspective. The study individuates four
conceptions within contemporary gallery education, which are
presented within a dynamic model: 1. Gallery education based on
theories of aesthetic experience, 2. Gallery education based on
theories of learning and cognition, 3. Gallery education based on
theories of curriculum and ‘Bildung’, and 4. Gallery education based
of theories of social criticism and change. In the second part of the
article, each of the four conceptions is exemplified through an analysis
of texts on education and learning in museums and galleries. Finally,
studies of the relationships between lifelong learning aimed at
“empowerment” versus lifelong learning aimed at “employability”
within these conceptions allows the author to argue for curriculumbased practices aimed at the empowerment of learners within
European gallery education.
Helene Illeris
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The concept of learning has been a central focus of museological and museum
education research since the paradigm
shift of the early 1990s, when a predominantly behaviourist-positivist approach was replaced by the constructivist -relativistic notion, which focuses
more on the learner than on the content of what is being taught (Adams et.
al., 2003, 16). In earlier texts based on
constructivist learning theory, the authors were primarily concerned with
how learning and meaning-making in
relation to a museum or gallery visit
could be studied and described altogether1, but research gradually became
more specialised, partly in relation to
the type of institution and partly in relation to the various groups of learners.
Over the past 10–15 years, a series of
studies have been published dealing
with specific target groups viewed in
terms of socio-cultural categories, such
as age, gender, ethnicity, geography, education, occupation and financial circumstances. At the same time, a new
and inclusive ideal about museums and
galleries as a potential arena for lifelong learning for all has generated specific attention to groups that seldom
takes advantage of museums, the “nonvisitors”, comprising young people,
low-educated people, and large groups
of citizens with an immigrant background.2
“Lifelong learning” is an ambiguous
concept because it is used in two very
different discourses (Illeris, 2006). On
the one hand, there is a humanistic discourse, conceived in the 1970s, which
focuses on civil society and which is
first and foremost used by the politically independent sector, such as the Scandinavian “folk high schools”. This discourse is associated with social and
democratic ideals about welfare and
equal opportunity, the goal of which is

empowerment, understood as increased
agency with regard to fighting together
for a better and more equal society
based on ideals on the quality of life
for all. On the other hand, there is a
market-oriented and neoliberal discourse that arose in the 1980s, which
takes its point of departure from the
question of how the economy of Western societies is to meet the challenges of
a globalised market. In this instance,
lifelong learning becomes a question of
employability, understood as an increase in the value of the individual as
“human capital” in relation to parameters, such as a measurable and incessant willingness to adapt, which can be
linked directly to the changing needs of
employers (Rubenson, 2004).
Traditionally, art galleries have had
an ambivalent relationship to all types
of educational discourse due to the special status of art as, ideally, “independent” of instrumentalist motives. Since
the establishment of the modern art institution in the late 1800s, the field has
been infused with a self-awareness in
which “art” has been characterised as
existing entirely outside of societal interests and serves solely to generate
“disinterested pleasure”3 (Bourdieu,
1993). In the period before the abovementioned paradigm shift of the 1990s,
growing interest arose in sociological
studies of the implicit favouritism of a
well-educated public (the classic study
in this area is by Bourdieu and Darbel,
1969/1991) and anthropological studies on art galleries’ demand for ritualised behaviour (for example, Duncan
and Wallach, 1980). This contributed
to gradually clearing the way for recognition of the socially segregating role
played by the field of art, which in turn
has led to a certain receptiveness to educational thought, concerning not only
“initiating” the learner in the notion of
“disinterested pleasure”, but also using
art as a resource for lifelong learning

within a broader social perspective.
Within this context, as we shall see, arguments have been given from both a
quality of life-oriented empowerment
discourse and a competence-oriented
employability discourse.
This article can be viewed as a contribution to this process. By adopting a
critical, curriculum-theoretical perspective of contemporary educational theory and practice4 concerning art galleries, I aim to challenge both the traditional art-centred understanding of gallery education where the art work is
seen as “magical” and therefore impossible to understand for anyone who is
not by nature sensible to its unquestionable qualities, and those aspects of
the newer learner-centred understandings where the goal of educational
practice is turned into a question of individual adaptation and willingness to
learn. In both cases, in my opinion, one
risks approaching the employability
discourse by leaving out the structural
and social context in which the learning takes place5. Conversely, I wish to

”

Galleries
have been
ambivalent
towards educational
discourse due to art’s
“independent” status.
focus on the curriculum-based practices
which, contrary to the continued conservatism of art institutions, attempt to
work with a collective empowermentoriented learning concept aimed at social criticism and change.
The curriculum-theoretical
perspective
The application of curriculum theory
to museum practice affords a way to
embrace shifting notions about knowl-
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edge and to make them central to the
work of education (Roberts, 2006, 77).
In educational theory, the terms didactics and curriculum are used for
two partly overlapping disciplines,
both of which deal with research into
education and learning. The German/
Scandinavian notion of “didactics” has
traditionally concerned the planning
and implementation of teaching with a
focus on objectives and content, while
the Anglo-Saxon “curriculum” focuses
more on design and an evaluation of
curricula for schools based on research
into learning processes (Schnack,
2000). Since the 1970s, both disciplines
have expanded their fields of interest to
cover a broad spectrum of problems
within education and learning in relation to psychological and social issues.
Inspired by John I. Goodlad (1979),
among others, I have also chosen to define “curriculum” very broadly, namely,
as a field of practice that encompasses
all theoretical and practical forms of
activities, where defining, studying,
problematising, framing, planning, implementing, experiencing and reflecting
takes place through education and
learning.  For the sake of simplicity, I
primarily use the term “curriculum” in
the rest of this article, both when referring to English and American texts and
to Scandinavian texts.
As a curriculum-theoretical framework for the discussions in this article,
I wish to use the introductory chapter
to Elliot Eisner and Elisabeth Vallance’s
book Conflicting Conceptions of Curriculum (1974), in which five curriculum-theoretical conceptions are defined: Self-Actualization or Curriculum
as Consummatory Experience; Curriculum as the Development of Cognitive
Processes; Curriculum as Academic Rationalism; Curriculum for Social Reconstruction-Relevance and, finally,
Curriculum as Technology (ibid.,1974,
1–19). Below, I use four of these con-

ceptions as inspiration for a categorisation of four theoretical approaches to
art education at galleries.
Nordic museum and gallery
education between theory
and practice
Whereas British and American researchers have a long tradition of close
collaboration with museums and galleries, empirical studies of the correlation between theory and practice in
museum and gallery programmes continue to be relatively rare in the Scandinavian countries. As pointed out earlier
(Illeris, 2005, 61 ff.), Nordic researchers within several fields have considerable theoretical interest in museum and
gallery education, but, unfortunately,
this research is conducted only in limited collaboration with the institutions
themselves. As a result, museum and
gallery education is a relatively autonomous field of practice, in which individual educators and those responsible
for education generally develop objectives and itineraries based on their own
experience, often combined with ad
hoc knowledge of adequate educational
theory. Only in a few cases do we see
long-term collaboration between researchers and museums and galleries.
Perhaps the most notable case is at the
Esbjerg Art Museum in Denmark,
where collaboration has taken place for
many years with art psychologist
Bjarne Sode Funch (see, for example,
Funch et al., 2009).
Furthermore, it has been surprisingly
difficult to find texts that combine theories of museum and gallery education
and curriculum theory. I have found a
handful of articles in English, almost
all of which are found in the same issue
of Journal of Museum Education (No.
2, 2006)6, yet none of which focuses
specifically on art galleries. In the Scandinavian literature, on the other hand, I
have found several examples of curri
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culum-oriented texts with gallery education as a specific topic7.
Four conceptions of gallery
education
Characteristic of the majority of the
above-mentioned texts is that they
sketch a genealogy in which the (still
active) positions to date are presented,
only to subsequently propose a more
current curriculum-theoretical understanding. In contrast to this, this article
aims to establish a synchronic perspective by focusing solely on contemporary understandings. Using the work of
Eisner and Vallance (1974), the article
pinpoints four current gallery educational conceptions:
1. Gallery education based on theories
of aesthetic experience
2. Gallery education based on theories
of learning and cognition
3. Gallery education based on theories
of curriculum and Bildung
4. Gallery education based on theories
of social criticism and change.
To create a comprehensive overview
of these different notions, I have placed
the conceptions in relation to one another in a two-dimensional model (Fig.
1 on the next page). Here I have partly
arranged the conceptions based on
whether they are primarily oriented towards individual or collective-oriented
learning theories, partly based on
whether they are primarily oriented towards learning as an understanding of
an already accepted and established
curriculum (for example, to learn about
art or to look at art in a broader sense),
or whether they are oriented according
to learning as a transgression and
transformation of commonly used objectives with a view to acquiring completely new and unanticipated knowledge (for example, about oneself, about
the community or about art). Moreover, it is my hypothesis in relation to
lifelong learning that the employability

Learning and cognition

Aesthetic experience

Individual orientation
(➜ employability)

Curriculum and ‘Bildung’

Social criticism and change

Collaborative orientation
(➜ empowerment)

Learning
as understanding
(➜ employability)

Learning
as transformation
(➜ empowerment)

discourse in particular is nourished
when the curriculum is oriented towards individual recognition of an already established curriculum, while the
empowerment discourse is particularly
supported when the curriculum is oriented towards collaborative forms of
learning in which learning is viewed as
transformative.
I use the model in my global characterisation of the chosen conceptions, as
well as in the critical analyses of the individual texts, in order to clarify the
differences in their curriculum-theoretical perspectives. At the same time, I
wish to emphasise that the model and
my characterisation of the individual
conceptions naturally constitutes a
highly simplified picture of reality,
whereas all of the theories and practices described within the individual conceptions are in fact preoccupied in different ways with capturing the relationships between the individual and collaborative, understanding and
transformation. Although the models
indicate tendencies and directions and
not absolute categorisations, it is nonetheless my critical position that the
conception of “social criticism and
change”, the only one oriented towards
both the collaborative and transformative, contains the greatest genuine potential for lifelong learning as empowerment, whereas the others more or less
risk contributing to lifelong learning inscribed in a replicating employability
discourse.

Examples used: choice of texts
The article is based on studies of examples of current gallery educational texts
from Denmark, Norway and Great
Britain. Inspired by Goodlad (1979, 66
ff.) and his differentiation between five
difficult “curricula”8, I analyse the correlation between a) the theoretical basis
of the text (the educational conception), b) the global educational objective expressed in the text (the ideological curriculum) and c) a proposed or
implemented teaching programme,
which is presented as exemplary in relation to the objective (the formal/operational curriculum). What the texts
have in common, with the exception of
a small folder from the Esbjerg Art
Museum, is that they were written
within the last 10 years, that they aim
to combine a theoretical understanding
with a more concrete objective and, in
most cases, an intended or implemented educational programme, and, last
but not least, I find them fairly representative in terms of the above-mentioned educational conceptions.
First conception: Gallery
education based on theories
of aesthetic experience 
Strongly and deliberately value saturated, this approach refers to personal
purpose and to the need for personal
integration, and it views the function of
the curriculum as providing personally
satisfying consummatory experiences
for each individual learner. It is child

centred, autonomy and growth-oriented, and education is seen as an enabling process that would provide the
means to personal liberation and development. (On the conception of Self-actualization or Curriculum as Consummatory Experience, Eisner and Vallance, 1974, 9)
Gallery education based on theories
of aesthetic experience focuses on individual encounters between the viewer
and the work of art. From a curriculum-theoretical perspective, this educational conception therefore involves
creating the best possible conditions to
ensure that the encounter can take
place and can be of the intensely engaging quality necessary for the aesthetic
experience. The objective is distinctly
transformative in nature, since the encounter ultimately revolves around
achieving a transcendental state of consciousness that leads to personal development towards increased self-enlightenment, greater openness and emotional maturity. In other words, it is not a
matter of the learner learning to master
knowledge and skills in the traditional
sense, but rather a stimulating and liberating effect that is linked to the work
of art’s particular potential as simultaneously open to various interpretations
and existentially oriented.

Example: aesthetic experiences at
the Esbjerg Art Museum
In the article Børn i nærkontakt med
kunst [Children in Close Contact with
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Art] (Funch et al., 2009), a group of researchers and educators present a substantial experimental educational
project 4a – mellem musik og billedkunst [4a – Between Music and Visual
Art], which took place at the Esbjerg
Art Museum in South-Western Jutland
in Denmark during the 2006–2007 academic year. The project only involved
one class of fourth grade pupils (approx. 20 ten- to eleven-year-olds), who
were instructed for an entire year alternately at the gallery, the Western Jutland music conservatory, and at the
school.
The theoretical starting point for the
project lies in the long-term work of art
psychologist Bjarne Sode Funch with
the development of “aesthetic experience” as a psychological concept that
solely concerns the experience of works
of art, since, unlike other types of flow
experiences like sports and play, this
experience touches on existential
themes (Funch, 1996, 204). Based on
an existential-phenomenological understanding, Funch explains the uniqueness of the aesthetic experience of art
in that it involves an experience of a
specific transcendental nature, in which
a previously unconstituted emotional
quality in the viewer is suddenly
evoked with an “adequate and distinct
form” via a particular work of art
(ibid., 242).
In the current project, the objective
is “…to establish an attitude towards
art in which the children are involved
on a psychological level”, “…to establish a sensitivity to the interplay that
can exist between art and viewer” and,
more generally, to achieve “…an emotional state that is fundamental for
openness” (Funch et al.,2009, 4–5). After all, the particular focus in on the
development of “visual sensitivity” and
“emotional intonation”, in which the
former entails attention to the visual
manifestation of the work of art, com-

bined with an understanding of one’s
own emotional reaction, while the latter entails a “…capacity to identify
with a work of art in such a way that
emotions are evoked and become a
meaningful part of the experience”
(ibid.).
The programme itself is divided into
a number of sub-programmes over the
course of the year. During the introductory sub-course, each pupil chooses a
work of art that he or she would like to
focus on throughout the entire programme (with the possibility to switch).
This piece is then the focus of a series
of activities, intended to give the children a stronger connection to the
work, such as by choosing musical
pieces to accompany the work and
playing them for each other, by working with visual dialogues, writing texts
to accompany the works and drawing
them from memory. Afterwards, musicians help the children transfer their art
experience to music and they interpret
the works through music and dance
under the guidance of dancers and, finally, work with sound lyrics, rap music, portraits, abstract self portraits,
sound portraits, poems and narratives.
Parallel to large-scale education
projects like this one, the Esbjerg Art
Museum has for some time been working on proposals for aesthetic experiences with art aimed at adults. The
folders in the series Nye kunstoplevelser på Esbjerg Kunstmuseum [New
Experiences at Esbjerg Art Museum]
are available free of charge to the public. The first folder, published as far
back as 1998, contains, for example, a
little “experiment” that is introduced
as follows:
Choose one object, such as a piece
of jewellery, a scarf, something from
your pocket or handbag, anything at
all. […] Think about what this object
means for you and why you chose it.
Give yourself plenty of time to think
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about this. Now return to the exhibition, have a good look around, and find
a work in the collection that in some
way corresponds to the object you
chose. Try to see the painting or sculpture ‘through’ or with the help of your
object (Esbjerg Art Museum, 1998, 1–2).
Similar to the longer programme
with the children, the goal of the experiment is “to focus on the individual museum visitor”. The visitor is also asked
to fill out a very brief questionnaire
about the experience. The focus here is
once again on the emotional aesthetic
encounter with a personally chosen
work of art.

Discussion
With projects like these with a solid research foundation, the Esbjerg Art Museum aims to highlight the aesthetic experience for a nuanced and experimental gallery educational practice. The
point of departure for this practice is
that the encounter between the viewer
and work of art is viewed as an existentially oriented encounter between two
restricted objects: a unique individual
and a unique work. A link can be made
here to contemporary notions of “art”
as being determined by inspirational
and utterly self-mediated works and to
“the human being” as implying a “self”
that can be realised to some degree according to the extent to which the perception and experience processes manage to create or constitute this self.
Objectives like “openness” and
“emotional intonation” indicate that
the aesthetic experience largely concerns
feelings and underscores the exceptional
significance of the art encounter for the
development of emotions. Contrary to
Dewey’s understanding of aesthetic experience as something that, first and
foremost, concerns the quality of the
experience (regardless of whether or not
an experience of art takes place), the

Second conception: Gallery
education based on theories
of learning and cognition
[…] the cognitive process approach
sees the learner as an interactive and
adaptive element in a system which, if
given the correct intellectual tools,
could grow almost indefinitely. The
problem of the educator and curricu-

”

Unlike
other flow
experiences,
the aesthetic
experience touches on
existential themes.
lum specialist, then, is to identify the
most salient and efficient intellectual
processes through which learning occurs and to provide the setting and
structure for their development. (Concerning Curriculum as the Development of Cognitive Processes, Eisner
and Vallance, 1974,6)
This conception of gallery education
focuses on how learners learn and how
to provide for optimal learning processes. The learning objective is problematised to a lesser extent, since the
focus here is on the means to the goal,
rather than new thinking with regard
to content. Through learning and cognition, optimal learning processes are
studied and produced of the forms of
knowledge represented by the gallery
and art. This takes place without doubt
being created or transgression taking
place.
As stated in the introduction, learning has been a very central theme in
museum and gallery education since
the 1990s, when the constructivist-relativist notion was introduced. Furthermore, a shift has taken place within
this concept from a focus on individual
learning, such as inspired by Jean Piaget’s cognitive development stages or
Howard Gardner’s theory on the multiple intelligences, to a growing focus on
collectively oriented, socio-cultural
learning theories inspired by the likes
of the Russian cultural-historical school
and its updated form in contemporary
theory of education (Insulander, 2005,
Pierroux, 2007).

Example: Tate – meaning and
understanding in art encounters
Britain’s Tate, which has major galleries in London, Liverpool and St. Ives
(www.tate.org.uk), has long been at the
forefront with the development of educational practice based on constructivist learning theory. In 2006 Tate Publishing released the book The Art Gallery Handbook (Charman et. al.,
2006), a practice-oriented book primarily aimed at teachers. The book is divided into two parts: “Thinking about
Galleries” and “Learning in Galleries”.
The latter contains chapters on “Ways
in to Looking at Art”, in which the approach to the curriculum is explained
and motivated, and “A Structured Approach”, in which a proposal for a
“gallery workshop” is discussed step
by step.
The book’s main curriculum-theoretical concepts are learning and interpretation, in which interpretation in particular is explained in detail. Among
the assertions made is that knowledge
of and the ability to interpret visual
phenomena is an essential qualification
in today’s world: “For those pupils
who do not continue their art practice
beyond school, the creative and critical
skills of interpretation are equally necessary as a tool to negotiate our world
of visual complexity and richness”
(ibid., 54). The book’s vision of learning claims to be constructivist, which is
defined as the learner forming an opinion through identifying junctions between his own prejudices, values and
views and the work of art in what I
would define as a hermeneutic process
(ibid., 57).
Generally speaking, the objective for
the educational encounter here is to
“open” a work of art in different ways
to learners in order to make art and
artworks appear meaningful to them.
Another essential factor is that every
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works of art are emphasised as having
a totally unique educational experience
potential.
Viewed in relation to the initial curriculum-theoretical model in the article,
this conception of gallery education is
highly ambitious about the inherent
qualities of the encounter as tools in
the learner’s self-creation and self-transcendence process. In this instance, an
ideal about empowerment is clearly approached, but remains individually oriented towards the learner’s personal
development. The other positions of
the encounter are very poorly sketched.
The museum as institution and physical
environment, the theme of the exhibition, if any, and, as far as the first programme is concerned, the presence of
an educator appear almost to be disruptive elements in relation to the
“pure” encounter between art and
viewer. Individual and collective differences among the learners, for example
in relation to gender, age, social background, etc., are not thematised, therefore carrying the risk of indirectly encouraging a typical Western understanding that the “self” is the same for
everyone, which again can be linked to
the employability discourse’s notion
that developing and learning are the responsibility of the individual and that
those who do not manage to attain
“self-awareness”, for example through
an aesthetic experience, must deal with
the problem on their own (also see Illeris 2006, 20–21).
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pupil learns to be “an independent museum visitor” (ibid., 80). As regards the
proposed workshop, the formulations
are characterised by a learning terminology aimed directly at school requirements, in which the primary goal
remains “…to extend your pupils’
learning whilst meeting the requirements of the national curriculum”
(ibid., 79) and, viewing the individual
steps of the model, the goals are clearly
oriented towards supporting effective
learning, such as in the first step, “orientation”, in which it is emphasised
that “When the pupils have an overview of the format and rationale of the
session they become more committed
and therefore effective learners” and, in
the final step, ”Whole-group session/
plenary: ‘[…] to ensure that pupils have
understood their learning’ ” (ibid., 80,
my emphasis).
A 90 minute long workshop is presented in Chapter 7, which teachers
can carry out using the enclosed “Visit
Planner”. The workshop is structured
to guide the pupils from an immediate
response to the works of art to increasingly more profound analytical approaches (ibid., 79). There are five
steps totalling 90 minutes: 1) “orientation” (15 min.), 2) “a work in focus”
(20 min.), 3) “additional activity/introduction to small-group work” (20
min.), 4) “working in small groups/reporting back” (20 min.), and 5)
“whole-group discussion/plenary” (15
min.) (Ibid., 80). As a framework for
an interpretive practice in step 2 and,
possibly steps 4 and 5, “Ways In” is
presented, with four approaches to interpreting a work. It starts with the individual participant’s personal associations and continues towards the object
(physical presence of work), content
(what the work depicts/deals with) and,
finally, the context (artist, culture, society, etc.). In this way, learners are guided towards the work of art’s various

levels of meaning and a close correlation is created between the pupils’ experiences and the codes of the art
world.

Discussion
In a curriculum-theoretical perspective,
the focus of the text lies on the pupils’
learning processes in relation to the
creation of meaning and understanding. However, understanding should
first and foremost be found in relation
to the gallery’s own foci, namely, the
art work, the concept of art, and the
gallery visit. The personal relationship
is intended to give the learner a meaningful experience of art and the understanding that it is meaningful to learn
about art. At the end of the day, it is
the learner’s identity as “art knowledgeable” or perhaps even an “art lover” that is at stake. In other words, it is
not enough to know something about
art; it is preferable that the learner “appropriate” this knowledge as an integral part of his or her personality, so
that, for example, he or she can be enlisted as an “independent museum visitor”.
In this conception, it is first and
foremost the role of the educator to act
as facilitator for the learners’ individual
and collective construction of meaning
in the encounter with the art works,
exhibition and museum. Whereas the
aesthetic experience was based on the
work of art as “magical”, here it is the
learner’s inner and hidden learning potential that is “magical”, and the text
deals with how this can be encouraged
and revealed in order to optimise the
desired results.
In relation to the initial discussions,
I believe this conception is the one that
most clearly approaches the employability discourse, partly because it is predominantly individually oriented, since
it primarily places responsibility for the
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construction of meaning with the individual learner, and partly because it
does not call attention to any form of
criticism or transformation of already
existing understandings of art and the
values of art and museum institutions
in their current form.
Third conception: Gallery
education based on theories
of curriculum and Bildung
As with “didactics”, “Bildung” is a
concept virtually unknown in Englishlanguage curriculum texts and, in Eisner and Vallance’s text, the closest concept to the notion of Bildung is a conception called Curriculum as Academic
Rationalism. This concerns a discipline-oriented approach based on classic humanistic formation theory, in
which Bildung primarily revolves
around cultural heritage knowledge
(Eisner and Vallance, 1974,12–13).
In Scandinavia and Germany, on the
other hand, it is traditional to think of
Bildung in broader terms than the type
of relationship developed through various learning processes between the individual’s relationship to himself, to the
world and to society (Slagstad et al.,
2003, 9–12). This means that society
and the individual’s development and
learning is considered closely linked,
and that education should always be
conscious of the relationship between
the individual learner, educational situation as a whole, and institutional, cultural and societal factors of which it is
comprised.
Gallery education based on theories
of curriculum and Bildung focuses on
how the encounter with art can contribute to giving the learner tools and
forms of thought that will enable him
or her to encounter reality (and art as a
part of that reality) in a manner that,
on the one hand, is independent and
free, while, on the other hand, is relat-

Example: Relational-pluralistic art
didactics and visual reflexivity at
Arken
In the article Formidling av bilder til
barn – som kunstdidaktisk diskurs
[Gallery Education for Children - As
Art Didactic Discourse] (2006) Norwegian researcher Venke Aure introduces
the concept of “art didactic discourse”
(kunstdidaktisk diskurs), by which “art
didactics” is defined as: “The art-related and didactic phenomena that form
part of the educational context” (Aure,
2006,135) and “different ideologies
and practices linked to art exhibition
activities” (ibid, note 6)9.
Theoretically, the article analyses
three traditional types of art didactics:
“formal aesthetic”, “Bildung theoretical” and “dialogue rooted”. These are
described as carriers of closed and existentialist “art didactical codes” (kunstdidaktiske koder) (ibid., 141). In continuation of this, a fourth type is presented that takes into account the characteristics of modern art:
“relational-pluralistic art didactics”.
Theoretically, Aure applies a relational
and dynamic curriculum thinking, in
keeping with Bjørndal and Lieberg’s
(1978) relational model of curriculum.
According to Aure, this model’s mutual
relationship between educational factors conforms to the open and communicative aspect of contemporary art, in
which the “work of art” can no longer
be understood as an autonomous object, but rather as an event that is realized in the interaction with the viewer.
This paves the way for what Bahktin

has called “dialogical relationships”
between the work of art, learner and
instructor based on “open codes”
(ibid.,142–145).
The goal of relational-pluralistic art
didactics is to increase learners’ “gaze
of familiarity” in their encounter with
art, contemporary art in particular. But
that familiarity should not be limited to
the encounter with the works of art,
but be of an open and curious nature,
so that the pupils achieve an open experience that can be immediately linked
to the “reality narratives” outside the
realm of art: “This art didactic approximation attempts to anchor art in contemporary reality narratives and, unlike a closed art understanding linked
to self-image, the ideal is a work that
can be pertinent to different environments, situations and interpretations”
(ibid., 142).
As a practical example within the
context of this conception, I have chosen to include a programme in which I
was personally involved, namely, the
experimental “Art Relay” (Kunststafetten) at the Arken Museum of Modern
Art in Ishøj, south of Copenhagen, in
which I took part in 2008 as an observer (Illeris, 2008a). Theoretically, the
programme was based on the article
Performative positioner i kunstpædagogik [Education in Art Galleries: Performative Positions](Illeris, 2003),
which contains a model for the educational encounter that, in spite of its
simplicity and variations, has since
served as a point of departure for a
number of areas of curriculum thought
in gallery education, such as at Arken.
The article operates with an objective
that is quite similar to Aure’s: “Instead
of attempting to force pupils to accept
the art gallery’s objectives and the rituals of the classroom, a relevant role for
art education in late modern society is
to show how one can interact with art

in different ways” (Illeris, 2003, 27).
The Art Relay was divided into five
sub-programmes, three at the school
and two at the gallery. I wish to discuss
the gallery programmes here, the
themes of which were the gallery and
the art works. During the first visit, the
gallery’s performance as an institution,
as a work of architecture, and as a
space were examined through the staging of different types of relationships,
such as walking twice through “the red
hallway”, the first time reflecting on
the personal experience of the hallway
and the second time reflecting on the
collective experience based on a shared
focus. The second visit to Arken revolved around a number of selected
works of art that, likewise, were given
the opportunity to perform in different
manners, such as by having the children make glasses out of paper so that
they could attempt to “see” a work in
different ways, depending on whether
or not they were wearing the glasses.
The specific goal of the Art Relay
was to stimulate “visual reflexivity”, i.
e. that the pupils should be observant
“…not only of what they see, but how
they see it and that what one sees differs depending on who one is and the
situation in which one finds himself”
(Illeris, 2008a, 27). The long-term goal
was that the children would learn to relate to collective forms of imagery,
which was defined as “In today’s complex society, works of art, no more
than all other visual phenomena, are
taken for granted as sources of specific
forms of experience…” (ibid.,29).

Discussion
As demonstrated above, gallery education based on theories of curriculum
and Bildung focuses primarily on creating a link between the encounter with
art and a broader spectrum of insights
related to a complex late modern real-
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ed to “a cultural, social and/or political
community and to humanity as a
whole” (ibid., 11). This paradox is
most often resolved through a distinction in the relationship between the
values of the community and the attitudes of the individual.
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ity. The focus is on contemporary art
because it claims to operate with the
same relationally oriented forms of
communication as those that might be
relevant from a late modern Bildung
perspective. Viewed in relation to
Goodlad’s “operational curriculum”,
the emphasis is on open forms of dialogue, a combination of physical and
reflexive approaches, along with attempts at role changing and positioning.
From a critical curriculum-theoretic
perspective, this conception is positioned between empowerment and employability. On the one hand, it contemplates active participation in society
at large through a focus on meta-reflection, collaborative forms of learning,
and creating connections between art
and “contemporary reality narratives”
while, on the other hand, it is more
aimed towards an understanding of
these reality narratives than a transformation of them.
Another question that needs to be
addressed is the extent to which such
open forms of curriculum thinking are
able to consider the needs of all learners, or whether they only consider
those already adept at reflecting and
perhaps also used to viewing art, serving as competent navigators in complex
realities. It is precisely because this conception predominantly focuses on a
collaborative exploitation of the encounter with art through the creation
of shared narratives that it runs the risk
of not capturing and reflecting the individual learner’s learning processes, just
as the focus of the examples on open
and inquisitive familiarity and visual
reflexivity can show traces of “perceptiveness” in relation to the implicit
codes of contemporary art and art education.

Fourth conception: Gallery
education based on theories
of social criticism and change
With this orientation there is a strong
emphasis on the role of education and
curriculum content within the larger
social context. Social reconstructionists
typically stress larger societal needs
over individual needs; the overall goals
of education are dealt with in terms of
total experience, rather than using the
immediate processes which they imply.
Social reform and responsibility to the
future of society are primary. (Concerning Social reconstruction-relevance, Eisner and Vallance, 1974,10)
In spite of its roots in critical education as far back as the 1930s and, in
particular, the 1970s, this conception is
relatively new in the field of museum
and gallery education, where concepts
like multicultural education, fellow citizenship, social inclusion and social sustainability began to emerge in the late
1990s and were not truly integrated into Scandinavia art educational practice
until the last 5–10 years. In Great Britain, museological and museum educational research into “social inclusion”
is customary and, after the turn of the
new century, several major reports and
other publications in this area have
been produced (for example, GLLAM,
2000; DCMS, 2000; Dodd and Sandell,
2001). In Scandinavia, the number of
publications is far fewer, but a number
of those that have been produced, unlike the British texts, take a specific interest in social inclusion at art galleries
(for example, Laigaard, 2005; Illeris,
2008b; Aure et al., 2009).
Gallery education based on theories
of social criticism and change take their
point of departure from a confrontation with the traditional role of the art
gallery as an elitist and excluding
realm, instead of working with inclusive practices specifically targeting vul-
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nerable social groups, for whom art
and galleries are rarely experienced as
“their place of belonging”. The goal of
curriculum thinking is therefore, with
the help of a clear transformation of
both the learner’s and art gallery’s traditional roles, to create new and different meeting places, in which both
learner and gallery can initiate and employ inclusive understandings of one
another. British museum researcher Viv
Golding, for example, uses the term
“Museum Frontier” as a metaphor for
such a “realm” (both figuratively and
literally), in which a “fusion of horizons”, although temporary, can be
achieved (Golding, 2007, 2009). The
British Ministry of Culture also emphasises that cultural inclusion entails different and greater risks than target
group development and accessibility; it
revolves around the museum or gallery
as an active factor in processes of social
change (Illeris 2008b: 10).
Perhaps since this area of research is
relatively new, there continues to be a
shortage of gallery educational texts
that link curriculum theory and practice from a social change perspective,
but, in my opinion, Golding’s articles
(2005, 2007) and her recently published book (2009) contain clear and
bold messages, although some might
say that, with their problematisation of
the traditional division between art and
artefact, they cannot claim to deal with
art education in the traditional sense,
i.e. as something that only occurs in relation to canonical (Western!) works.

Example: Learning at the museum
frontiers – Horniman Museum
For many years, Viv Golding served as
museum educator at the Horniman
Museum, located in southern London.
In the chapter Learning at the Museum
Frontiers. Democracy, Identity and Difference (Golding, 2007), she discusses

of complex layer of ideas: Difference
and similarity, between and within
communities, at a local and a global
level” (Golding, 2007, 315). The Nkisi
project, also called the “power
project”, took its starting point in the
Horniman Museum’s collection of
“minkisi” (plural of nkisi), “power figures” made by ritual experts from the
Kongo people. With this project, the
teachers were hoping to transgress established power structures by working
in a non-hierarchical manner in a multiracial team (ibid., 318). A particular
challenge was to involve the predominantly white but socially vulnerable pupils and introduce them to the multicultural reality of London. From an educational perspective, another goal of
the project was to challenge the classic
Western notion of art by involving objects that, from a traditional white and
Western perspective, are considered
“culture”, not “art”.
The project lasted a total of eight
weeks and began with an intro day at
the school, which included a workshop
with art/artefacts from Africa, involving discussion, reflection, dance, drama
and creative writing, followed by a second artist-led workshop in which the
boys learned, among other things, silk
screen printing, and created their first
banner based on the power theme
(ibid., 319). This was followed by a
visit to the museum with a presentation
by Golding on the minkisi collection in
relation to “power”. This gave rise to
efforts to deconstruct the notion of
“fetish” and the prejudices related to it
viewed from a Eurocentric historic perspective. Using the collection as inspiration, the boys worked on writing
“acrostic poems”, first in pairs and later in groups, an assignment that was
continued at the school by examining
different types of personal poems that
relate to the power of the nkisi figures.

To conclude the project, the pupils created a “power book” containing their
poems and tableaux vivants on their
new nkisi-inspired understandings of
“power”. Golding’s conclusion of the
project was as follows:
“During the collaborative project
notions of failure and inadequacy were
interrogated, destabilised and reconstructed in new alliances that redefined
the terms ‘self’ and ‘other’, and demonstrated that in a twenty-first century
world of suspicion and misunderstanding, museums can provide a new space
of coherence, relevance and meaning
for democratic society” (ibid., 328).

Discussion
This conception views the objective of
gallery education as being a transgression of established power relationships
at the art gallery and in society, aimed
at creating liberating possibilities for
new and different collective and individual positionings. It can therefore be
viewed as predominately collaboratively oriented and directed towards learning as transformation.
The educational programme used in
the example is longer than “normal”
museum and gallery visits and results
in the pupils ending up with one or
more individual projects that they can
then present to one another and, in
some cases, to a larger public. In the
same way as in the previously discussed
4a – Between Music and Visual Art
project, the pupils and the gallery/
works’ perspectives merge in a third
product as part of a collaboration between the school, museum and outside
world. As a result, a distinct opportunity is utilised to work with empowerment, not only in relation to the art experience, but also in relation to the reality of the learners as such.
The projects were given an actionist
and experimental foundation by devel-
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three case studies from a large-scale research collaboration between Horniman Museum Educational Department,
Goldsmiths College and a team of 25
local teachers and their students, many
of whom from socially vulnerable
groups and suffering from learning difficulties. This collaboration also constitutes an important part of the empirical
methods in Golding’s later book publication Learning at the Museum Frontiers. Identity, Race and Power (2009).
One of the three studies, the “Nkisi
project” involved teachers and pupils
from Kemnell Technical College and
took part both at the school and in the
museum’s permanent art and cultural
exhibition African Worlds.
Theoretically, Golding takes her
point of departure from a post-colonial
feminist-hermeneutic perspective that
attempts to respond to stereotypical divisions between “us” and “them” by
developing a shared humanistic understanding that neither effaces nor ignores diversity (Golding, 2005, 51). In
the Frontier project, this tradition is developed further through studies of
“Black theoretical perspectives” and
position, supplemented by a long-term
collaboration on “Collaborative Theory-building” with a group of writers
from the Caribbean Woman Writer’s
Alliance (Golding, 2009, 41 ff.). Using
references from this collaboration,
Golding succeeds in deepening and nuancing the reader’s understanding of
the interface between race, gender, geography and power in relation to complex nomadic understandings of identity in postcolonial society, as well as
discussing the deep connection between
ethics and aesthetics that the museum
and gallery world has thus far only
dealt with on a rather superficial level.
The primarily educational objective
of the Frontiers project is “…to promote learning that involves recognition
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oping an “alternative space” for the
practice of gallery education. As a result, the examples, in continuation of
the critical and liberating education of
the 1970s, also there and then and perhaps especially in the Nkisi project, run
a certain risk of falling into some of the
same “pitfalls” with regard to a normative, almost patronising, attitude towards how the “needs” and “interests”
of socially vulnerable groups are defined. In other words, if one is not continuously reflective about the types of
tools used in this kind of gallery educational practice, one runs the risk of replacing old power relations with new
ones – provided this solely takes place
“in service of a good cause”. But the
use of feminist and post-colonial thinking, which asserts the right to diversity
and democracy, should provide the opportunity to develop long-lasting dynamic educational relations that, contrary to the other conceptions, have
more obvious radical potential in a collaborative and transformative empowerment discourse.
Conclusion
By examining two discourses and four
conceptions of gallery education and
by applying these to an analysis of various current texts of gallery education I
hope to have provided (in my opinion
much-needed) insight into the curriculum-theoretical discourses that currently operate in the field of gallery education and their implications on lifelong
learning. Although many art galleries
have gradually begun to work with formulating and implementing precise curricula, I continue to be surprised, based
on my many years of involvement as a
researcher in this field, about the fact
that curriculum-theoretical reflection in
many instances appears to be of secondary importance in terms of approaches, which are oriented in a relatively unreflective manner towards ei-

”

Galleries
should know
their visitors
and why and how one
wishes to have them
use the gallery.
ther the immediate experience (it
should be “fun”, “exciting” or “different”) or meeting the demands of the
schools (particularly upper secondary
schools) for clearly defined art-related
content. It should instead be natural
for galleries, as is the case in the examples I have analysed, to work with developing relevant forms for practice
that are commensurate with a reflective
and justified relation to the type of attitude one desires for learners to develop towards art, towards galleries and
towards educational activities. It is not
sufficient to merely have the goal of “it
should be fun to go to a gallery” and,
regardless of age and background, encourage visitors to “return”, but one
must also know why and how one
wishes to have the visitors use the gallery and art in the future, as well as
which learners (and instructors) one is
in fact addressing. If one does not reflect on this, one runs the risk of “automatically” replicating the stereotypes
learners already have, such as that
“white” art is the “right” art, that the
art codes are found in the works of art
and not in the relationship, that one
can view an exhibition in an hour’s
time, that one should not question the
gallery’s authority, and that, when all is
said and done, art and art galleries are
first and foremost the realm of young,
well-educated women (as a rule, directly represented by the gallery educators).
The examples provide very different
messages about how theory and practice in gallery education can be reflected in a curriculum-theoretical sense,
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but what they all have in common is
that they aim to provide the learners
with something and that they attempt
to clarify what this “something” is. The
differences illustrate the fact that there
is no definitive answer to the objective
and method of gallery education, but
that it is necessary to take a stand on
this, both as a gallery educator and a
learner. If, like me, one believes that all
theory and practice of gallery education
ought to work in a critical and political
manner on its own position in society
as a whole and not isolate itself in an
atmosphere of superiority in particular,
one cannot avoid but actively decide to
work both collaboratively and transformatively. Although by far the majority of visitors continue to experience
gallery education as equivalent to a
one-hour guided tour, in which the
learner is assigned the role of “guest” in
the more or less mystifying universe of
art, fortunately, there are more and
more examples of engaging curriculumtheoretically based long-term projects
that are inscribed in a discourse on life
quality and empowerment, and therefore avoid contribute to the prevailing
neoliberal discourse on market-oriented
competence development and employability.
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In the eye of the storm:
The Library of Alexandria
and the Egyptian and
global revolutions

The Bibliotheca Alexandrina in Alexandria, Egypt, is
heir and namesake to the legendary ancient center of
erudition, Library of Alexandria. The Library has had
its part to play in two revolutions: the Egyptian
uprising in early 2011 and the sweeping global
knowledge revolution. Ismail Serageldin, director of the
Library, takes us through both transformations
examining the role of libraries as promoters of political
and social reform. He will then contemplate the future
role of libraries, and also of museums, in a world
revolutionized by the Internet.  

Ismail Serageldin
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The Library of Alexandria, reborn in
October 2002 to reclaim the mantle of
its ancient namesake, has rapidly become synonymous with the values of
pluralism, freedom of expression and
the promotion of youthful merit and
gender equality.   It is not just a vast
and extraordinarily beautiful building,
it is also a vast complex that comprises
19 museums and permanent exhibitions, nine research institutes, a planetarium, an Exploratorium, four art galleries, a convention center for thousands of persons, six specialized libraries and the big library.  It aims to be a
center of excellence in the production
and dissemination of knowledge and
has adopted four specific goals:
• The world’s window on Egypt;
• Egypt’s window on the world;
• A leading institution in the digital
age; and
• A place for dialogue and understanding between peoples and cultures.

Born digital
But the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, or the
BA as it is commonly called, is also one
of the only great libraries to have been
Born Digital!  It is the child of this century, the first of the third millennium,
and as such we embraced the new digital technology from the beginning, recognizing that this will give this new
version of the great library its edge.  So
from the beginning we assured that it
would function in “Hybrid” mode, and
it has both many printed books and
many electronic ones as well as databases and other electronic resources.  
Over 3300 computers are spread
throughout its halls and offices, and in
addition, it has the Culturama (a patented multimedia interactive nine
screen system) the VISTA (a virtual reality cave for science and technology
applications), a Supercomputer, and the
only copy of the Internet Archive outside of California, which has many bil-

lions of pages of digital text and thousands of hours of digital film and video.
Within less than two years, the Bibliotheca Alexandrina had succeeded in
being recognized as a serious partner
for many joint projects with institutions such as the US National Academy
of Sciences, the French Academy of Sciences and the many distinguished universities that participate routinely in its
hundreds of annual seminars, conferences and lecture series.  
The BA is an established institution
despite its very short existence. It has a
collection of about 1.3 million books
and monographs, and thanks to
France’s gift of about 500,000 French
books, it is the fourth largest franco
phone library outside of France.  
It is difficult to imagine that the BA
is barely eight years old: it has become
the uncontested beacon of humanist
values in Egypt and the region.  Since
its inauguration, it received both supporters and opponents of the Mubarak
regime, and today it is the place for
open debate, discussion, dialogue and
understanding in the rapidly evolving
Egyptian landscape.   It is the hub of
many activities, and the acknowledged
leading convener for some domains in
science, such as BioVision Alexandria
which is in partnership with BioVision
(Lyon, France) and held on alternate
years. BioVision specifically addresses
the life sciences and the environment.  
Its 2300 staff average 29 years of
age, and the youthful and gender balanced management holds some 700
cultural events in this vast and impressive complex, and receives some
1,400,000 visitors and 600,000 readers’ visits annually.  Our websites receive some 450 million hits per year
and the BA is actively involved with
some of the biggest and most important digital projects in the world, including the World Digital Library
(WDL)1, the Encyclopedia of Life
(EOL)2 and the Universal Networking
Language (UNL)3.

II.  Building the “Deep Currents”

The BA and the drive for reform
Starting less than 18 months after its
inauguration, the Bibliotheca Alexandrina has been holding Egyptian and
pan-Arab events calling for reform of
the political, economic, social and cultural systems of Egypt and the Arab
world.  Most notably with the clarion
call of the Alexandria Declaration of
March 2004, it has become the beacon
for such ideas among many youths.  
This declaration calls for political, economic, social and cultural reform and
is signed by over 160 eminent Arabs
from 18 Arab countries and has become a major landmark in the call for
reform in the Arab World.
But we specifically eschewed overt
political action in favor of nurturing
what we call the “deep currents” of social thought that will make ideas take
root in a society.  We have worked and
continue to work tirelessly at fighting
bigotry, fanaticism, xenophobia and
obscurantism, while promoting the values of human rights, gender equality,
pluralism, peace, rationality, dialogue
and understanding.   These are the
“deep currents” that nurture these important values in Arab society generally
and Egyptian society specifically, and
we work specifically with young people.  
As I personally look at societies, local, national, regional or global, I am
struck by the difference between two
types of forces that affect events or activities.  There are those that grab the
headlines, that are the focus of intense
debate and make or break careers.  
They are undoubtedly important, but
they lack the staying power, the lasting
effect that real societal change is based
on.  The other kind of force is the deep
currents that affect societal values,
where attitude shifts may appear to be
imperceptible at some point and then
one day, things that were deemed unthinkable become commonplace.  
Sometimes these deep currents interact
with burgeoning technologies to initiate profound changes.  
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I. The Rebirth of the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina (BA)

Bibliotheca Alexandrina
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I have likened these two types of
forces to the winds on the surface of
the ocean and the deep currents that
move enormous amounts of water such
as the Gulf Stream in the Atlantic or
the el-Niño effects in the Pacific.  These
deep currents are not easily seen or felt,
but they have a profound impact on
our lives, they even affect the weather.  
In the meantime, the surface storms are
very important and they can reach hurricane force, and they can destroy and
sink ships and drown people and destroy property in the billions.  But all
scientists would agree that shifts in the
deep currents are far more significant
even if they take years to become measurable.
The parallels with the discussion of
political revolution are clear.  It is the
deep currents that have the lasting effects.  It is at the level of the deep currents that the Bibliotheca Alexandrina
wants to act on Egypt, the Arab world
and through them on the Muslim
world.  Organizing a debate between
political candidates would make good
television, but would not have a lasting
effect as would thoughtful discussions
of constitutional reform or even arranging for committees of experts to
review and revise the math and science
curricula of the schools, suggesting educational system reforms and changing
the priority structure of the national
scientific research program, to name
but a few topics we regularly tackle.  
Ultimately, we fight for nurturing the
humane values that any truly modern
democratic society must possess.  These
are but a few of the components that
go into the “Deep Currents”, and it is
to affect these currents that the BA targets its actions. We are thus locked into
a battle for the hearts and minds of a
generation of young Egyptians, promoting rationality, tolerance, openness,
dialogue and understanding in the face
of obscurantism, extremism and xenophobia.
Yet many complained that these endless meetings, lectures, forums and
events were not producing anything.  

The Bibliotheca Alexandrina overlooks the Mediterranean. The Library is located
near the site of its ancient predecessor.
Our confidence in youth was nevertheless unshaken, and sure enough, they
were the ones who would unleash the
latent power of the Egyptian people in
the historic events of January 2011.

tors or totally absent from the scene,
there was not one incident of burning
of churches, indeed we saw Christians
and Muslims praying by the thousands
in Cairo’s Tahrir square, each protecting and respecting the other.  Hundreds
The Egyptian revolution and the
of thousands of young men and women
“Arab Spring”
demonstrated for days on end, and not
So, a salute to Egypt’s wonderful
one case of harassment was noted.  
youth, who changed the course of hisVolunteers provided safety and order,
tory through 18 days of peaceful demand neighbors came together to form
onstrations.  The moral power of nonneighborhood watches to protect their
violence was never more ably deployed homes and families against thugs and
for the cause of more freedom, more
ruffians who attacked homes and lootjustice and to lay the foundations of
ed public buildings, and to provide
better tomorrows.  By the moral force
public services by sharing as never beof their solidarity, and the nobility of
fore.  The people got to know each
their cause, they challenged all expecta- other better than ever before. Neightions and triumphed.
borhoods became more than physical
In these 18 days that shook the
definitions, they became communities
world, men and women, young and
again.  The demonstrators protected
old, Muslims and Christians, rich and
cultural institutions like the Egyptian
poor came together as never before.  
Museum and the Library of AlexanThe army never unleashed a volley
dria, which they recognized as their
against any of the millions of demonown.  They linked arms and formed a
strators.  All melded together and
human chain to protect the BA from
showed the true mettle of “the people”.   any harm during the demonstrations
They redefined the meaning of Egypand upheavals. Subsequently, young
tian greatness.  During those long days
people prepared an enormous flag that
of struggle, days when the police forces they put on the steps of the library as a
were either attacking the demonstramoral barrier to direct demonstrators
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This surge for freedom will face setbacks to be sure.  But ultimately, it
must triumph.
Today there are those who fear that
the Arab Spring will give way to the Islamist winter.  That the idealism of the
revolutionary democrats will only pave
the way for theological autocrats. Yes,
Islamist sentiment is rising and zealotry
is expanding in parts of the public
realm.  But the defense against extremism is not by censorship or autocracy;
it is by embracing pluralism and defeating ideas with ideas.  

Mahmoud Saaid

The entrance to the Bibiliotheca Alexandrina is flanked by an ancient statue. The
walls are Aswan granite bearing carvings with characters from 120 different
human scripts.
As we move from political revolution to societal transformation, the
wrenching, interacting currents of political thoughts and competing visions
try to shape the future of our societies.  
The BA, the new Library of Alexandria, is both an observer and a participant in this process.
III.  In the Eye of the Storm
Beyond the revolutionary 18 days that
shook the world, in the ensuing societal
transformation that we are undergoing,
the BA was, by and large, a peaceful island in a sea of struggle.  It was literally, that place of quiet: the “eye” of the
tropical cyclones5 – it is in the eye of
the storm!
The staff are involved in the organization of events that eschew the newsworthy political immediacy of the formation of new political parties, or the
organization of debates between selfdeclared candidates for future high office, and rather focuses on the real issues facing the population and the
country: what kind of a constitutional
system should we have? What are the

institutional guarantees of freedom of
expression? Does one protect group or
individual rights? What are the advantages and disadvantages of different
voting systems? And so many more issues that a fledgling democracy will
have to confront.  We can learn from
the experience of others, but ultimately
each society will have to forge its own
destiny.   
The BA will become the refuge for
thoughtful scholars who do not easily
find a haven in this time of screaming
headlines, topical TV, public demonstrations, and 140 character tweets or
short messages on Facebook.
But there is another storm that is
transforming our world, the world of
libraries, museums, and research.  That
vast storm is technology-driven and
profound, and it promises to be far
more devastating than the “Arab
Spring” in its reach and transformative
effects on the whole world. It is the
“New Knowledge Revolution”.  Here
again, the BA sits in the eye of the
storm.  It is very much involved with
thinking through the issues ahead, and
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away from the building.  Subsequently,
after these early tumultuous days of the
revolution, when people were concerned about the kind of future they
would have, these same steps of the BA
became a favorite rallying spot for
those who would want to demonstrate
for religious freedom and equality.
The Egyptian Revolution of 25 January, 2011 now belongs to the history
books.  It is a brilliant chapter in the
unfolding story of the struggle for human dignity and the values of our common humanity.  But Egypt was just the
crowning achievement of what has
been called the “Arab Spring”.  Ordinary citizens have toppled autocrats
and still battle dictators armed with little more than their convictions.   Ultimately, they cannot be denied. For as
Victor Hugo has said: “No army can
defeat an idea whose time has come”.  
And freedom, human rights and democracy are ideas whose time has come
for even the most remote corners of the
globe.
Sparked by the successes of Tunisia
and Egypt, the people speak. From the
Syrian demonstrators of Damascus and
Deraa to the embattled Libyan defenders of the encircled Misrata to the
chanting Yemeni crowds in Sanaa,…
they are the embodiment of the unconquerable spirit described by Henley’s
Invictus4:
It matters not how straight the gate,
How charged with punishments the
scroll,
I am the master of my fate,
I am the captain of my soul.

will most likely be interacting with
knowledge, whether we are academics
or researchers or simply the descendants of those who used to go to public
libraries and ask the librarian for assistance with a good book to read or a
reference source for the paper they are
preparing for college.  It is this that I
refer to as the “New Knowledge Revolution”, a subject I have treated elsewhere at length and in more technical
detail6. This knowledge revolution can
be diagnosed by seven key characteristics, which I like to call “pillars”, and
which I shall briefly describe here.   
These are:
• Parsing, Life & Organization
• Image & Text
• Humans & Machines
• Complexity & Chaos
• Computation & Research
• Convergence & Transformation
• Pluri-Disciplinarity & Policy
A word about each of these seven
pillars is pertinent here:

First: parsing, life & organization
Since the beginning of time, whether
we were writing on scrolls or on codexes and whether the codexes were manuscripts or printed, the accumulation of

IV.  The Seven Pillars of the New 
Knowledge Revolution
We all agree that we are moving rapidly towards the knowledge-based society
and the technologically based economy,
with the well-known and well-documented aspects of globalization overlaid on this transformation. Here I am
speaking of the structure and presentation of knowledge and how we humans
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knowledge was based on parsed structures, with units put next to each other
like bricks in a wall of an emerging
structure.  It was the juxtaposition of
these individual parsed works that created the accumulation of knowledge…
the rising edifice built piece by piece,
brick by brick or stone by stone…
In addition each piece was “dead”.  
By that I mean that once published it
stayed as it was until a second edition
would appear.  If we both had copies of
the same book, we could both open to,
say, page 157 and find exactly the same
thing in our respective copies.  It did
not change whether we did it immediately after the book appeared or decades later.
The Internet changed all that. The
web page became the unit of parsing.  
Instead of the classical sequence of
presentation, we now think in terms of
a home page and then hypertext links
into other related documents.  We can
expect more fluidity into the merging
of image, both still and video, and the
transitions from one reference link into
another.
Search engines complement the
World Wide Web as the on-line material—unlike the traditionally published
Bibliotheca Alexandrina
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is part of the major decision makers
working on the big issues that may represent the important “Deep Currents”
of that vast transformation, although it
is not directly involved in the major
battles that are the driving winds of the
storm such as the Google/publishers
lawsuits, or the commercialization of
new technologies of communication
and of preservation/replication of documents.  Let us look a bit at that global
knowledge revolution.
We are at a junction between two
eras, from a moment when order ruled
to one when complexity and chaos (in
the scientific sense of the term) are the
norm.  It is a moment when human civilization teeters on the brink of a new
world system, for we are witnessing a
revolution in the structure and meaning
of knowledge that is more profound
than anything humanity has known
since the invention of writing!  Writing,
not printing.  For the former allowed
the accumulation and transmittal of
knowledge across space and time, and
allowed primitive agglomerations to
become thriving civilizations. Printing
merely spread the benefits of reading
by multiplying the number of copies of
manuscripts that could be produced accurately and inexpensively.  That is no
mean feat in itself, but is far less significant than the invention of writing.
So am I exaggerating when I compare the current revolution to the invention of writing?  I think not, and I
believe that the evidence that I shall
marshal will satisfy the reader that this
is indeed the case.

Second: image & text
Throughout history, the primary means
for the transmission of information has
been text.  Images were difficult to produce and to reproduce.  This has
changed.  With the digital revolution,
everybody can record images, both still
and video, and computer generated
graphics are becoming affordable by
everybody.  
The human brain can process visual
information with enormous rapidity.  
Enormous detail can be captured and
processed in a fraction of a second.   So
some new features of the current
knowledge revolution appear imminent.  One is the far larger reliance on
image – in addition to text – in the
communication of information and
knowledge and the changing forms of
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Demonstrators
formed a
human chain
to protect the Library
of Alexandria, which
they recognized as
their own.
the storage and retrieval devices that
this will require as we move from text
dependent book and journal to digital
still and video image presentations as
well as three dimensional virtual reality
and holographic presentations.  Interactivity will also become a feature of
this new image-based virtual-reality
world.  Again what does that mean in
terms of the presentation, the search
and retrieval functions and the interaction between the researcher and the
material in the future?
So what does all this mean for the
effective description in meta-data, the
storage, searchability and retrievability
of this enormous and growing world of
still and moving images, both fixed and
interactive?   We will no longer be
looking up images through key words
entered into text data bases such as meta-data catalogues.  Computers will do
this for us.

Third: humans & machines
With the exception of pure mathematics
and some aspects of philosophy, it will
no longer be possible for any human to
search for, find and retrieve, and then
manipulate knowledge in any field,
much less add to it and communicate
their own contribution, without the intermediation of machines.   Even in literary criticism and the social sciences,
the stock of material to search through
can no longer be done manually.   This
is not good or bad.  It just is.  
Now, after a special chess playing
program called Deep Blue of IBM defeated world champion Garry
Kasparov in chess in 1997, can we indeed ask, as some visionaries are doing,
whether “consciousness” and “intelli-

gence” are emanating qualities from
very complex systems?   According to
some, we are going to witness that happening with machines when they will
pass certain thresholds of complexity
and power, such as when the level of
the processing power reaches certain
sizes, and software advances within a
decade or so after that to certain levels,
all of which is likely to happen within
the first half of the 21st century.
But whatever the merits of that particular debate and its ramifications, it is
clear that changes are already noticeable in the domain of libraries and the
Internet.  One example of that is the
new World Digital Library (WDL)8:  
The system allows one to link video,
image text and commentary and maps
into one seamless whole and to be able
to search by many different approaches
(time, geography, theme, cluster, or
even by a single word) and browse the
material as well as find what one wants
from the digitized material on offer
from all the countries of the world.

Fourth: complexity and chaos  
The world we live in is remarkably
complex. The socio-economic transactions of a globalizing world are exceedingly complex as, with the click of a
mouse and the flight of an electron, billions of dollars move around the planet
at the speed of light. The web of interconnected transactions is enormous,
and the ripple effects of any single set
of actions and its interaction with other
effects is difficult to predict. Our cities
have become not only much larger but
also much more complex, and ecosystems are not only delicate, they are intrinsically very intricate.  So are biological systems.
The reality is complex and chaotic,
meaning that complex systems have
non-linear feedback loops that result in
systems and subsystems that are extremely difficult to predict.   Many of
our models, based on the simple mathematics and analogies drawn from
physics, are proving inadequate.
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material – becomes alive.  Today if I
look up a web page, and you look it
up, at the same location a few hours
later, it will probably have changed,
since the material is constantly being
updated.
Furthermore, as we move beyond
the current structures of the web, towards the semantic web, where we can
search for relationships and concepts
and not just objects, the structure of
organization and presentation of
knowledge will become one large interconnected vibrant living tissue of concepts, ideas and facts that is growing
exponentially and which will require
new modes of thinking to interact with
it.  It will automatically spawn these
new modes of thinking, and scholarship will no longer be parsed like
bricks in a wall, it will be more like a
smooth fluid flowing river.
If one were to try to take into account as well the emergence of the social linkages phenomena that the Internet and  the web have now made possible,  we can now visualize what some
specialists have called the “Meta-Web”7,
with high knowledge connectivity and
high social connectivity.  Does the Meta-Web prefigure the connectivity of intelligence?

M u se u ms a n d l i b r a r i es a s le a r n i n g en v i r onments

Fifth: computation & research
Until now, computing has been largely
seen as the extension of a large calculating machine that can do dumb calculations at incredible speeds.  Computer
scientists and engineers were implementers who made the life of the creative people and the researchers less tedious.  Wonderful tools, no doubt, but
just tools all the same.  Today, the concepts and the techniques of computing
will become a central part of the new
research paradigm.  Computational science concepts, tools and theorems will
weave into the very fabric of science
and scientific practice.
Consider data management: data,
when organized, becomes information.  
Information, when explained, becomes
knowledge.  That in turn, when coupled with reflection, insight and experience, may lead to wisdom, but that is
another story.

”

Scholarship
will no longer
be parsed like
bricks in a wall, but
rather like a flowing
river.
But beyond the scale and magnitude
of the collections of data, we are looking for connections between collections
of data. These pose particular problems
that involve qualitatively different issues.  Computer science is where the
most work on such classes of problems
has been done.  

Sixth: convergence & transformation
Domains are gradually converging.  In
simplest terms, once upon a time we
had chemistry and biology as distinct
and separate enterprises, now we have
biochemistry.  Such moments of convergence, generating new sciences and
insights, turn out to be some of the
most fecund moments in the evolution
of our knowledge and the development
of our technologies. Today we are witnessing the convergence of three hither-

to-separate fields with the birth of
BINT: Bio / Info / Nano Technology.  
At the same time, we need to develop what the National Science Foundation calls Transformative research.  
That is research capable of changing
the paradigm in some fields and domains, such as synthetic biology and
femto-chemistry9.  Such research is extremely valuable.  Thus we witnessed
the discovery of the structure and
mechanism of DNA engender entire
fields like genomics, proteomics and
metabolomics.
Will such developments remain serendipitous or will our research paradigm systematically force the development of such converging domains and
transformative insights?  I believe we
are poised to do the latter.

Seventh: pluri-disciplinarity & policy
There is real value in crossing disciplines.   Increasingly, both in academic
organization and in tackling real-life
problems, we note that the old “silos”
of disciplines are counterproductive.  
Much of the most interesting work is
being done in between the disciplines,
where they intersect or where the gaps
are.  We also recognize that our real life
problems, such as poverty, gender or
the environment, are all multi-dimensional and complex and require a special way of organizing all the various
disciplinary inputs.  Just as we say that
diversity is enriching, so is the sharing
of knowledge across disciplines.
V.  Implications of the 
Knowledge Revolution

General implications
It is clear from the preceding that we
are entering a new age where the production and dissemination of knowledge, its storage and retrieval, its understanding and manipulation, its interpretation and reinterpretation, its integration and reinvention, all necessary
parts of a functional cultural legacy
and a dynamic cultural scene, will be
different.  
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If the diagnosis is correct, then we
should be thinking from now as to how
to design the infrastructure of knowledge in our societies to take into account The Seven Pillars of the New
Knowledge Revolution, as I have chosen to call them, and their implications.  
By the infrastructure, I mean the education system from pre-school to post
graduate studies; the research institutions in universities, independent labs
and in the private sector, and the supporting structures of knowledge and
culture that are libraries, archives and
museums.  
The BA which encompasses not only
research institutes but also libraries and
museums must be engaged since the
implications for libraries and museums
are profound.  Everything from storage
to retrieval poses problems of technical
and physical obsolescence.  For despite
their enormous convenience and their
ability to expand our mental and physical reach in many innovative ways, the
new digital technologies are quite susceptible to rapid obsolescence.  

The future of libraries
The experience of the World Digital Library (WDL) shows glimpses of what
the future may hold for libraries.  This
raises the question that if all the material will be presented in virtual forms
and brought to us wherever we are at a
home or the office, what will become
the purpose of the space we now call a
library?  There are at least five special
functions that these new institutions of
the third millennium will undertake:   
First, they will continue to harbor
the originals.  Manuscripts and first
editions will continue to work their fascination for us, as the objects -above
and beyond the content - are seen to
have intrinsic value and worth.  Being
able to consult them will confer on the
visitor special joys and possible new insights.  
Second, the library will become a
meeting place for the like-minded and
the interested in particular themes.  A
treasured meeting place, evoking the

Bibliotheca Alexandrina
past and surrounded by the treasures of
our heritage, it will be an inspiring venue for the literati and for the public at
large.   
Third, there will continue to be certain materials that for institutional and
monetary reasons will be beyond the
reach of most people to get for a nominal fee, and that the libraries will be
able to provide only in situ.  In addition, the libraries will have an integrated infrastructure for researchers, artists
and critics that will enable them to find
in one place, with excellent services,
the full gamut of the materials and facilities they need.   
Fourth, the library will be the appropriate bridge between the population,
and especially the researchers among
that population, and the national and
international archiving system.  There,
the sheer scale of the enterprise will
pose particular problems, that are likely only to be addressed by libraries and
archiving institutions.   
Fifth, the library will continue to
have special programs that involve children, schools, youth and their parents
in the magnificent enterprise of socialization and learning that will continue
as long as societies continue to exist.  

Such an enterprise may change in content as the world around us evolves, especially in the radical manner that I
have described, but it will continue
nonetheless.  The transition from childhood to adulthood involves more than
skills transfer, it involves the learning
of who we are and where we belong.  
Culture manifests itself at every turn.  
The institutions of culture will therefore be part of that future that we look
to, as much as they have been part of
our past.   

The museums of tomorrow
Museums will have to become much
more than the storage place of rare
originals and the general imparters of
knowledge.  Yes, there will always be
that unique joy, that special feeling of
awe that one has in being in the presence of the actual original piece of art
or that rare object that has been recognized as worthy of being a “museum
piece”. For specialists, there may well
be additional and possibly profound insights that can be gained only by the
examination of the original work.  But
museums deal with more than specialists; they have to cater to the needs and

VI. To the Future
Today is a time of change, globally and
locally.  In these raging currents, the Library of Alexandria stands in the eye of
the storm, an oasis of calm in a turbulent sea of transformative currents that
are reshaping the world in countless
ways.  Both globally and locally, the BA
is both an observer and a participant in
the process of change, but it is not in
the front lines of conflict.  It is a refuge
for the thoughtful and a bulwark of the
timeless values that must be protected
despite all changes if we are to advance
towards democracy in Egypt.  It is also
a contributor, in a much smaller way,
to the global effort to keep humanity
on the path of recognizing our common humanity, protecting the environment and abolishing extreme poverty
and hunger in the world.  
In Egypt, the people are all celebrating the start of a new era.  But the road
ahead is going to be difficult.  Views on
what sort of system the country should
have invariably vary.  Worse, there are
those who believe that they have a godgiven right to impose their narrow per-
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The library building is designed by Norwegian architecture office Snøhetta.

wants of the general public.  They must
take note of the fact that the web will
provide excellent materials, in 3-D animations that will look very lifelike, and
will provide access to many sources of
information.  Thus the displays of tomorrow will change.  They will be
more like curated shows, perpetually
changing as the institution tries to
reach the public in myriad ways.  The
skill of the curators will be apparent in
the quality of the shows that they organize. So rather than standardized
fare, we can expect that the museums
of tomorrow will have perpetually
changing displays, that make full use of
the available technologies, but provide
an added “oomph” that can only be
provided by the size of the exhibition,
the excellence of the space, the attractiveness of the surroundings, and the
exciting manner in which the building
itself provides a sense of place.

M u se u ms a n d l i b r a r i es a s le a r n i n g en v i r onments

spectives on all others by force or by
ruse.   Sometimes they are incorruptible
men such as Oliver Cromwell10 or
Maximilien Robespierre11… Men who
believe that they are entitled by the correctness of their cause to trample afoot
the rights of others, who believe that
the ends justify the means.  
But if they are incorruptible in their
devotion to an ideal and their rejection
of personal wealth, they are corrupted
by power.  They are the epitome of the
famous statement by Lord Acton12:
“Power corrupts and absolute power
corrupts absolutely.”
Today, the soul of the revolution, so
brilliantly embodied by the youth of 25
January 2011, is being fought over by
the forces who would want to reinstate
stifling state power in the name of “law
and order”, or those who seek to instill
forms of religious rule that could be inimical to the rights of women and nonMuslim minorities, or those who in the
name of revolutionary fervor would
want to create a new form of McCarthyism.  Yet, I have no doubt that in
the enormous struggle with conservative, anti-reformist forces for the hearts
and minds of our people, we shall ultimately prevail.
The tide of history is on our side.  
The forces who would try to stop the
march of liberty shall not succeed.  
They try, Canute-like13, to force back
the waves.  The entire history of the
world is about the increasing emancipation of humans, and respect for their
inalienable human rights.  Those who
try to turn back the tide of democracy
with its messy freedoms are afraid.  
Afraid of pluralism and diversity, afraid
to lose control, afraid to tolerate the
contrarian view, afraid to open up to
the other.
These obsessions and fears will not
beget policies that can respond to the
challenges of tomorrow. The new century requires access to science, not just
consumption or mastery of technology.  
It requires the space of freedom to create, to dream and to think of the new
and the untested, not the constraints of

”

Future
libraries will
act as intergenerational places
of socialization and
learning.
dogma and tradition.  It requires a forward looking vision of a better future
to guide our actions in the present.  
We must ensure that this moment of
euphoria and the solidarity created by
this revolutionary movement launched
by our youth on January 25th is effectively transformed into the institutions
and laws that will be the real guarantors of a true democracy.  After the
demonstrations, the battles and the celebrations in the streets, we must now
do the equally demanding work of designing new institutions, selecting new
leaders and creating new laws -- to
fashion the wise constraints that make
people free.
But I have unlimited confidence in
youth.  It is the dawn of a new day, for
Egypt and the world, and for the Library of Alexandria as well.  And soon,
in this new century, we will transform
our country, so that it will indeed be as
Tagore14 said:  
Where the mind is without fear and the
head is held high;
Where knowledge is free;
Where the world has not been broken
into fragments by narrow domestic
walls;
Where words come from the depth of
truth;
Where tireless striving stretches its
arms towards perfection;
Where the clear stream of reason has
not lost its way into the desert sand of
dead habit;
Where the mind is led by thee into ever-widening thought and action --Into that heaven of freedom, my father,
let my country awake.
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E n d notes
1
An international undertaking
launched by the US Library of
Congress and supported by
UNESCO, it regroups some of the
best exemplars of world culture and
involves many libraries around the
world.
2
A vast enterprise coordinated by some
of the world’s greatest natural history
museums which is trying to provide a
single homepage for each of the
world’s 1.9 million species and
backing it up with links to the
Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL)
which is to include some 300–600
million pages of scientific literature on
biodiversity from 18 international
libraries.  See www. EOL.org. The BA
is a member of the executive council
of this inter-agency undertaking.
3
The Universal Networking Language
(UNL) system is a program launched
by the UN University and coordinated
by a team based in Geneva, which
involves relying on a rules-based
approach to machine translation,
using a hub and spoke design to
translate all languages through the
hub: a Universal Digital Networking
Language, thereby allowing small
languages to participate.  The BA is
handling the Arabic language part of
that enterprise.
4
Invictus (meaning unconquerable in
Latin), published in 1875 by William
Ernest Henley (1849–1903).
5
The eye is a region of mostly calm
weather found at the center of strong
tropical cyclones. The eye of a storm
is a roughly circular area and
typically 30–65 km (20–40 miles) in
diameter. It is surrounded by the
eyewall, a ring of towering
thunderstorms where the most severe
weather of a cyclone occurs.
(Wikipedia definition).
6
See Ismail Serageldin, The Shape of
Tomorrow: The seven Pillars of the
Knowledge Revolution and their
Implications, Bibliotheca
Alexandrina, Alexandria, Egypt,
2010.

arrogance, and has entered the
language as such.
14
Rabindranath Tagore, The Gitanjali,
Poems, 1913.  The Gitanjali is a
collection of 103 English poems,
largely translations from the Bengali,
produced by Tagore and published in
1913 with an outstanding preface by
W. B. Yeats.  It is worth noting that
Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941) –
poet, philosopher, author,
playwright, musician, artist, reformer
and educator – was the first Asian to
win the Nobel Prize in 1913.  He is
also known as the author of both the
Indian National Anthem and the
Bangladeshi National Anthem.    

(CGIAR, 1994–2000), Founder and former
Chairman, the Global Water Partnership
(GWP, 1996–2000) and the Consultative
Group to Assist the Poorest (CGAP), a
microfinance program (1995–2000) and
was Distinguished Professor at Wageningen
University in the Netherlands. Serageldin
has also served in a number of capacities
at the World Bank, including as Vice
President for Environmentally and Socially
Sustainable Development (1992–1998), and
for Special Programs (1998–2000). He has
published over 60 books and monographs
and over 200 papers on a variety of
topics including biotechnology, rural
development, sustainability, and the value of
science to society. He holds a Bachelor of
Science degree in engineering from Cairo
University and Master’s degree and a PhD 
from Harvard University and has received
30 honorary doctorates.
Contact
Dr Ismail Serageldin
Director
Library of Alexandria
Shatby 21526
Alexandria, EGYPT 
www.bibalex.org

Ismail Serageldin
Ismail Serageldin, Director, Library of
Alexandria, also chairs the Boards of
Directors for each of the BA’s affiliated
research institutes and museums. He
is Professor of the International Chair
Savoirs contre pauvreté (Knowledge
Against Poverty), at Collège de France,
Paris. He serves as Chair and Member
of a number of advisory committees
for academic, research, scientific and
international institutions and civil society
efforts which includes the Institut d’Egypte
(Egyptian Academy of Science), TWAS (The
Academy for Sciences for the Developing
World), the Indian National Academy of
Agricultural Sciences and the European
Academy of Sciences and Arts. He is
former Chairman, Consultative Group
on International Agricultural Research
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See the work of Nova Spivak at www.
mindingtheplanet.net
8
See www.WDL.org.  The Library of
Alexandria is currently the chair of
the executive committee of this
collaborative enterprise that involves
the national and major libraries of
over 90 countries.
9
Capturing reality of chemical
reactions at the femto-second level
allows a whole new understanding of
chemistry and physics.  A femtosecond  is 10 to the power -15 of a
second.  This feat earned Egyptianborn and Caltech-based scientist
Ahmed Zewail the Nobel Prize in
chemistry in 1999.
10
Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658) was
an English military and political
leader who overthrew the monarchy,
established a republican
Commonwealth, and then ruled as a
dictator as “Lord Protector” of
England, Scotland and Ireland.
11
Maximilien de Robespierre (1758–
1794) a leader of the French
Revolution, he established the Reign
of Terror, which ended with his own
execution in 1794.
12
Sir John Dalberg-Acton (1834–
1902), known as Lord Acton, was an
English Catholic historian, politician,
and writer.  
13
The reference is to King Canute the
Great, or “Cnut”, King of England,
Denmark and Norway, who ruled
England for almost twenty years to
his death in 1035.  He also
controlled the majority of
Scandinavia.  Legend has it that he
sat on his throne on the British shore
and ordered the waves to stop in the
face of a mounting tide (the story is
recounted by Henry of Huntingdon,
the 12th-century chronicler).  The
rise of the water was unstoppable,
and he used it as a lesson to those
around him not to deify the king,
and he hung his gold crown on the
crucifix, never to wear it again.  Yet
the story is usually misrepresented by
popular commentators and
politicians as an example of Cnut’s
7
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A house of stories
(and how the BBC and the
British Museum built it)
A pioneering partnership between the British Museum
and the BBC has changed the perception of how
museums and broadcasters can work together. This
contribution recounts A History of the World, a
multimedia programme that presented two million years
of human history through a hundred objects from the
collections of the British Museum.
The article has two parts: in the first one, the head of
BBC Learning, Saul Nassé provides context for the
subsequent project description by offering a grand tour
of BBC Learning, its history, activities and its new
learning strategy.
In the second part, Jane Ellison, editor of A History of
the World explains the details of the museumbroadcasting partnership and the lessons learned for
audience work in the UK and well beyond.

S a u l N a s s é a n d J ane Ellison
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Sau l N a s s é
A Life full of learning
For the vast majority of people in the
UK BBC is woven into the fabric of life.
It is a constant presence from our earliest years, introducing us to a world full
of possibilities before we enter formal
education and actively supporting our
learning while we are at school. As we
grow older, we may turn to the BBC for
information, entertainment or pure
spectacle. But that sense of the BBC as a
gateway to learning never leaves us.
BBC Learning aims to work with
some of the BBC’s best known programmes and brands to maximise their
learning value and take advantage of
the revolution in technology that is
bringing radio, television and the internet ever closer. Across the UK, people
are learning because the BBC has
opened a door to learning opportunities.
The BBC’s groundbreaking Bitesize
online learning tool is supporting
school students up to the age of 16 with
homework, coursework and exam revision. Teachers are accessing a comprehensive library of Class Clips, a rich online source of audiovisual material
tagged to the school curriculum.
The BBC Languages website offers
engaging interactive content suitable for
all ages, in more than 40 languages —
from Albanian to Urdu. The BBC’s
WebWise website is a gateway to all aspects of living with and learning from
the internet. It also hosts the First Click
campaign, a new BBC digital literacy
initiative that targets the over-55s in
particular.
BBC Learning is also working with
popular programmes to create inspirational campaigns that champion learning in a range of subjects. Our Bang
Goes the Theory roadshow tours the
popular science programme across the
UK, staging live demonstrations and encouraging public participation in sci-

ence. The Hands on History campaign
builds on the enthusiasm generated by
popular shows such as Turn Back Time
to encourage families to get out and
about and experience history for themselves.
In addition, BBC Learning is discovering exciting new ways to harness the
power of its biggest brands. We’ve commissioned E20, the online spinoff of the
hugely popular BBC One soap, EastEnders. The aim is to use E20 and the
EastEnders brand to animate the personal, social and health education curriculum, helping young people come to
terms with real-world issues such as
bullying or finding a job.
BBC Learning’s recently renewed
strategy aims to unlock the learning potential inherent across the vast range of
the BBC’s output and activities We want
to inspire a life full of learning for all
our audiences. Learning opens windows
on to unfamiliar places, people and cultures. It increases knowledge, expands
the imagination and nourishes communities. Learning changes people and
makes the world a better place. We
want everyone to share the benefits that
learning delivers.
Public Purpose
The promotion of education and learning is not merely a noble aspiration of
BBC executives. It is explicitly listed as
one of six public purposes contained in
the BBC Royal Charter. The Charter
underpins everything that the BBC
does: in fact, the BBC’s continued existence as a state broadcaster is dependent
upon the Charter’s periodic renewal by
Parliament. The Charter also sets out
the BBC’s mission “to inform, educate
and entertain”(Department for Culture,
Media and Sport, 2006).
Flowing from the Charter, the BBC
has produced a remit that states what it
will do to achieve its public purpose to

promote education and learning. Divided into three parts, the remit declares
that the BBC will:
1. Stimulate informal learning across
a full range of subjects and issues for all
audiences. The BBC should enable people to learn about many different topics
in ways they will find accessible, entertaining and challenging.
2. Engage audiences in activities targeted to achieve specific outcomes that
benefit society. The BBC should engage
audiences in output that brings benefits
to the UK as a whole.
3. Promote and support formal educational goals for children and teenagers and support adult education, especially related to essential skills development. The BBC should maintain its key
role of providing formal educational
output for everyone in the UK, including skills for learning, work and life.
The BBC should provide a safe environment for learning, especially for children (Department for Culture, Media
and Sport, 2006).
BBC Learning’s new strategy identifies three target audience groups, as it
seeks to implement the education and
learning public purpose remit. The first
group is children and young people under 19; the second is adults who need
help with basic skills such as literacy
and numeracy. There is also a third,
very important, group that BBC Learning wants to do more for — the broad
BBC audience, many of whom have
learning needs or, at the very least, are
open to learning opportunities.
In order to encourage learning in all
three audience groups, BBC Learning is
identifying core BBC content with high
educational potential and working with
commissioners and producers to maximise its value.
We want to make our material easier
for audiences to find and use and we
want to help them discover opportuni-
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Inspiring a life full of learning
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ties and resources for learning beyond
the BBC.
A new medium
BBC Learning’s current strategy builds
upon a proud history of promoting education and learning that dates back
nearly 90 years. In 1924, the British
Broadcasting Company, as it was then
called, made its first radio broadcast for
schools. In his book, Broadcast over
Britain, published in 1924, the BBC’s
first chief, John (later Lord) Reith, was
already laying the foundations for the
broadcaster’s approach to learning.
There are three separate lines of educational activity. There is the broadcasting of talks of general information in
the course of evening programmes;
there is, secondly, the broadcasting of
lectures for reception in schools; and
thirdly, a line of activity which has not
yet been started, but which will be begun in the winter — a systematic series
of lectures for adults at some convenient hour which will not interfere with
the normal work. (Reith 1924. Quoted
in Cain & Wright, 1994, p.15)
In 1927, the BBC became the British
Broadcasting Corporation, operating
under its first Royal Charter. Educational broadcasting at the BBC, including
early adult education programming,
was evolving steadily. Already, the BBC
had become a cross-media educational
producer: in 1927, it distributed around
233,000 pamphlets supporting school
broadcasts (Cain & Wright, 1994,
p.19).
By 1928, school broadcasts accounted for 8.5% of the total hours of broadcasting, based on a weekly output of 80
hours. Talks and discussions, which included adult education, occupied a further 7.9%. The BBC was also producing 30 school and 12 adult education
pamphlets a year (Cain & Wright,
1994, p.19). As the 1920s drew to a
close, the educational establishment had
accepted the BBC as part of the learning

landscape and the scene was set for rapid expansion in the following decade.
Despite the financial hardship of the
1930s, school radio broadcasts continued to expand, as more and more
schools tuned in. By the end of the decade, the number of schools with wireless sets had doubled to more than
10,000 (Cain & Wright, 1994, p.23).
Production and presentation techniques
improved, as educational programming
adopted formats from the BBC’s general
output, including drama and the emerging technology of “outside broadcasts”,
which allowed producers to create
“sound pictures” for their young listeners.
The Second World War caused understandable upheaval at the BBC but
schools broadcasting finished the war in
a stronger position than ever. Furthermore, adult education received a boost
in the post-war years, as the BBC addressed the needs of thousands of servicemen and women returning to civilian
life.
During the 1950s, radio school
broadcasts boomed: the number of
schools with wireless sets reached
29,000 in 1957. The same year, the
BBC distributed around 7 million pamphlets (Cain & Wright, 1994, p.40). In
addition, there was real excitement over
the potential of another medium yet to
be used for educational purposes — television.
Emerging, converging
technologies
The history of the BBC’s approach to
learning has always been one of embracing the latest technology, and the
corporation launched its first serious pilot television school broadcasts in 1957.
By 1962, nearly 3,000 schools had televisions. The figure rose to 25,000 by
the beginning of the 1970s (Cain &
Wright, 1994, p.47). Meanwhile, the
BBC was continuing to expand its multimedia offering, developing a package
known as Radiovision — recorded
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broadcasts used in conjunction with
slide projectors and print materials. A
Radiovision package on sex education
introduced in 1969 attracted much controversy (Cain & Wright, 1994, p.48).
The establishment of the Open University in 1969 marked another important milestone in the history of the
BBC’s association with learning. By the
early 1980s, BBC/OU staff were making
around 600 radio and television programmes a year (Cain & Wright, 1994,
p.60).
In 1993, the BBC established a single, multimedia education directorate.
That year, 95% of all UK primary
schools and 89% of secondary schools
were using the BBC’s educational
broadcasts (Cain & Wright, 1994,
p.84). Increasingly, the corporation was
making use of new technologies, such
as the compact disc. By the beginning of
the 21st century, the impact of the internet had begun to revolutionise the
BBC’s learning offering.
During the latter years of the 20th
century, the BBC developed a number
of campaigns in wider society pegged to
programming. A pioneering adult literacy campaign in the mid-1970s established an important precedent — the
setting up of a telephone helpline from
which people inspired by the programming could get further information and
support. It was the FAQ webpage of its
day. The Second Chance campaign utilised all sectors of the BBC’s output to
encourage people to return to education
and training. The highlight was a series
of witty sketches featuring top BBC talent, scattered throughout BBC One’s
schedule during Adult Learners’ Week
in March 1992.
A history of the BBC’s involvement
with education, written in 1994, could
not have predicted the dramatic rise of
the internet. Nevertheless, it concluded
with the following observation on the
future of the corporation’s learning offering:

Learning in a digital context
The spirit reflected in the quote above
has certainly informed the BBC’s adoption of the internet as a powerful learning platform. As with all new technologies, the BBC has been quick to exploit
the potential of the web. But the spread
of digital technology has resulted in
more than a proliferation of internet
gateways. It is changing the nature of
learning. The interactivity of digital
technology is prompting a steady move
away from teaching models in which
teachers impart facts to learners. Increasingly, teachers teach learning techniques and learners discover new facts
for themselves, often by using interactive digital technology.
In the digital environment that learners increasingly inhabit without the direct supervision of teachers, there are as
many challenges as there are rewards.
The bewildering array of links to sources thrown up by modern search engines
presents the learner with much material
that cannot be verified as authoritative,
trustworthy and accurate. In addition,
some, less wealthy learners find themselves on the wrong side of a ‘digital divide’, lacking the resources to make the
most of the learning opportunities offered by digital technology.
In this context, the BBC’s Promoting
Education and Learning Public Purpose
Remit sets out a “clear public service
imperative for the BBC to support a
wide range of formal and informal education and learning for all UK citizens
regardless of age, income or cultural
background.” (BBC Trust, 2007). This
material must be “authoritative and intellectually robust,” the remit states,

adding that it should also “demonstrate
cultural sensitivity”. At the same time,
the remit also recognises that the BBC is
not the only player in this marketplace,
and encourages the corporation to
work in partnership with other providers of educational content.

”

Adults with
basic literacy
and numeracy
learning needs are
a focus group of
BBC Learning’s new
strategy.
The best of the BBC
At the heart of BBC Learning’s new
strategy is the desire to use BBC programmes that are known and loved by
people and can serve as springboards
for learning. The department is setting
up a new Learning Fund of £5m
(€5.72m) per year to enhance the learning impact of commissioned radio or
television programmes or online content.
The money is available to any BBC
service or platform, in any genre,
whether made in-house or by independent producers. We hope it will act as a
catalyst for creative conversations
across the BBC about how to fulfill our
new vision for learning.
BBC Learning is already harnessing
the power of programming to inspire
people to learn. Stargazing LIVE, a
three-day event featuring epic images
from observatories around the world,
and fronted by the popular presenter,
Professor Brian Cox, drew in around
3.5 million viewers. But the involvement of BBC Learning generated so
much more than a passive TV audience.
There were more than 330 Stargazing
LIVE events across the UK, attracting
an estimated 50,000 people eagerly
grabbing the chance of a hands-on encounter with astronomy. The online
Stargazing guide was viewed more than

2.3 million times and there were
250,000 unique users on the Stargazing
homepage in January 2011 alone (BBC
Learning, 2011).
The Bang Goes the Theory roadshow
mentioned at the beginning of this article has been another BBC Learning success. The show features exciting live
demonstrations by the programme’s
presenters. But, crucially, it also collaborates with key partners, including the
Open University, STEMNET (Science,
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics Network) and local science centres, to encourage learners to deepen
their involvement with science.
The BBC’s commitment to lifelong
learning is nowhere more evident than
in the First Click campaign to promote
new media literacy, especially among
the over-55s. In partnership with Race
Online 2012, UK online centres, and
the Post Office, BBC Learning launched
First Click in October 2010 with the
aim of encouraging people who have
never used the internet to take the first
steps to get online.
Timed to coincide with a nationwide
Get Online Week, First Click tapped the
unrivalled reach of the BBC to get the
message out on television and radio.
Top BBC broadcasters joined the campaign to encourage viewers and listeners to call a helpline for information on
First Click Beginners’ Computer Courses at libraries and community centres
across the country. In a sign of the powerful position the BBC occupies when it
comes to promoting lifelong learning,
scriptwriters for The Archers, a longrunning drama on BBC Radio 4, crafted
a storyline in which an elderly character
discovers the value of surfing the internet.
The unique reach of the BBC — this
time into the past — is at the heart of
another exciting new BBC Learning local history campaign, Domesday Reloaded. In 1986, 900 years after William the Conqueror’s original Domesday Book brought us the first overview
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What is certain is that the learner
will be in a better position than ever before to control the supply of what is
wanted at a time that it is wanted in a
way that it is wanted. When that position is reached, educational broadcasting will finally have come of age (Cain
& Wright, 1994, p.129).
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of English society, the BBC’s Domesday
Project encouraged more than 1 million
people to contribute to a digital snapshot of the UK. The result was an archive of 147,819 pages of text articles
and 23,225 amateur photos, recorded
on an early form of laser disc (BBC
Domesday Reloaded, 2011).
Unfortunately, competing technologies overtook the disc format and it became difficult to support, meaning the
material never achieved the exposure it
deserved. Working in partnership with
The National Archives, BBC Learning’s
Domesday Reloaded project has resurrected this digital treasure trove by
making it available online. The project
also encourages people to enrich the resource, by adding their own, contemporary words and images to a Domesday
Reloaded website, comparing the snapshot of 1986 with that of today.
A future for learning
As we look to the future, we are aiming
to exploit the learning potential of the

BBC’s biggest brands. BBC Learning’s
involvement with E20, the online
spinoff of EastEnders, is an example of
this approach. BBC Learning has commissioned a third series of the awardwinning drama, in partnership with
BBC Drama and external educational
consultants, to bring the personal, social and health education curriculum to
life. The scriptwriters are young people
themselves and the subject matter is
topical and hard-hitting.
This is real drama about real issues
and young people know it. E20 is not
about inventing games designed to
teach. This partnership is about applying an original idea and the best technology to a real brand — and extracting real learning from it.
Of course, the emergence of new
technologies dominates any discussion
of the future at BBC Learning. The potential of mobile technology to revolutionise the way we learn is tremendously exciting, for example. But the chal-

lenge for BBC Learning is to exploit this
potential in a way that works for everyone.
What we are all waiting for is the
move to common standards for mobile
phone technology. When a teacher can
say to the class, ‘get out your phones,’
without any concern about which
phones are got out, then learning really
can become part of a continuum between school, college or work, home
and leisure time, and social networks
can really become learning networks.
The BBC will always seek out the
latest technologies as it pursues its mission to “to inform, educate and entertain”, just as it has done since 1924.
Our job at BBC Learning is to combine
the best technology with the best content. We are aiming to provide everyone
with the best possible experience of
learning – to inspire people to learn.
And, in the end, it will not be us who
decide what works best. It will be the
audience.

still alive today; four years after it was
first conceived, the content produced
has generated over  21 million downloads world wide, reached 4 million listeners on Radio 4 alone, 685 000 children (6–12 year olds)  have seen some
of the accompanying TV programmes
and millions of  adults have sampled related programmes on BBC TV. Some
big numbers that exceeded the  expectations of programme makers; equally rewarding is the idea that this unique
partnership has changed the perception
of how museums and broadcasters can
work together in the public space.
At the heart of the partnership –perhaps surprisingly for some – was a ra-

dio series, A History of the World in
100 Objects, a major commission on
Radio 4, Britain’s pre –eminent cultural
speech network.  For 20 weeks last
year, the 15 minute programmes were
broadcast from Monday to Friday three
times a day in three distinct tranches of
six to eight weeks.
Written and presented by the British
Museum’s Director, Neil MacGregor
and launched in January 2010, the series aims to tell a different kind of history, taking an object per episode from
the British Museum’s large permanent
collection.  
From the earliest known human
things, hand-tools from the Olduvai

A House of stories
Ja n e E l l i s o n
“..a truly pioneering use of digital
media” which “led the way for museums to interact with their audiences in
new and different ways”.
These were just two of the comments
made by Michael Portillo, Chair of the
Judges, as the British Museum won the
prestigious 2011 Art Fund Prize for a
project called “A History of the
World”.
So what exactly was this much
talked about project all about?
A History of the World is a unique
public service partnership between the
British Museum and the BBC, also involving over 550 museums across the
United Kingdom. The partnership is  
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Interactive and multimedial
The idea for the programmes emerged
at a meeting between the Editor of the
BBC Radio Documentaries unit Robert
Ketteridge and the British Museum,
prompted by Radio 4’s desire to find a
fresh approach to history for a mainstream audience. As Commissioning
Editor for the series, I was struck by the
combination of simplicity and ambition
that lay at its heart: to tell a story of human evolution in 100 short chapters.
That clarity did not change from day
one.  Other things did though. There
are some 40 drafts of the object list running at the British Museum and over
200 hours of unedited audio on producers Paul Kobrak and Anthony
Denselow’s desktops.

As with so many great ideas, the
complexity is in the execution not the
original concept. In this case, getting
the series on air meant combining the
invaluable curatorial and research expertise of the British Museum with the
production expertise of the BBC.
The strength of the idea that objects
tell stories also captured the imagination of other programme makers and
museums around the country. Some fifty hours of television and radio programming were commissioned on network television, on CBBC, the children’s channel and across the BBC’s
Nations and Regions services. The
World Service joined in, relaying the
Radio 4 programmes to a global audience.  
The project was held together by a
special website, the largest ever undertaken for speech radio in this country.
Pointing listeners and viewers to it was
one of the key challenges across all platforms. On the site, audiences could see
the objects in splendid detail, download
the broadcasts for free, post their own
comments or catch up with all the other
activities generated by A History of the
World. Opportunities were also created
for the public to contribute images and
stories of their own objects in a major
participation campaign.  A site with
100 objects from the British Museum at
its hub now counts nearly 6000 museum and individual uploads that can all
be seen today; the radio series can still
be downloaded.
The potential for ambition and innovation was evident to the British Museum and the BBC from the start. It became clear very quickly that to realise
that potential, there would need to be a
different and closer relationship – a
challenge for both organisations.
As Neil MacGregor, Director of the
British Museum, explained:
“This partnership between the BBC
and the British Museum is the fulfilment of an Enlightenment dream. Parliament set up the British Museum to

allow all ‘studious and curious persons’
both ‘native and foreign born’ to construct their own history of the world
and to find their place in it. Thanks to
the incomparable reach of the BBC –
radio, television, World Service and
web – as the series develops, everybody
across the UK and across the world will
be able to participate, using not just the
things in museums, but their own objects as well, to tell their history of the
world.”
When the project was launched,
Mark Damazer, Controller of Radio 4,
added:
“The partnership with the British
Museum has brought to Radio 4 the
most exciting history project in my five
years as Radio 4 Controller. The idea of
a ‘History of The World’ told through
objects is audacious and it has been
endlessly stimulating to see two creative
organisations – animated by public
service – coming together to produce
what I believe will be thrilling programmes – not only on Radio 4, but
now across the BBC.”
The BBC is uniquely placed to reach
audiences with an idea not just repackaged but re-interpreted for different
people in different contexts and on different platforms. The British Museum
holds in trust a remarkable and unique
collection that lends itself to just that
kind of treatment.
As Joanna Mackle, Director of Public Engagement at the museum and my
co-chair on the project explains:
” The British Museum is fortunate to
enjoy a high public profile, with more
than six million visitors coming into the
museum each year. However partnering
with the BBC has enabled us to speak
to audiences globally, on a previously
unimaginable scale.”
Child adventurers in the 
Museum
Closer to home children are a very special  audience for both organisations
and one of the first relationships that
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Gorge in Tanzania, to the credit card,
the chronological sweep spans 2 million
years. By dipping in and out of different
cultures, civilisations and continents the
programmes highlight parallel developments and gradually trace the origins of
empires, the growth of trade, globalisation and interconnectedness.
For Neil MacGregor it is a history of
the world in way that has not been attempted before:
”..by deciphering the messages which
objects communicate across time - messages about peoples and places, environments and interactions, about different moments in history and about our
own time as we reflect on it. These signals from the past – some reliable some
conjectural, many still to be retrieved –
are unlike other evidence we are likely
to encounter. They speak of whole societies and complex processes rather than
individual events and tell of the world
for which they were made, as well as of
the later periods which reshaped and relocated them, sometimes having meanings far beyond the intentions of their
original makers.”
(Introduction: Signals from the Past,
A History of the World in 100 Objects.)

British Museum
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children alone at night with a ghostly
tour guide and ‘dark forces’, we were
able to capture the viewer’s imagination
– especially as there were consequences!
If the children taking part in the show
remembered the stories, they would become Guardians of the Museum and
were rewarded with a golden scarab. If
they didn’t remember key facts, they became trapped in the Museum forever.
By having this real game play we were
able to hook the audience in so
that whilst they watched and engaged
with the series they also remembered
and were inspired by the stories of the
objects.”
CBBC online produced a website to
accompany the TV series, expanding on
the game and pointing to further information. The 13 objects featured on CBBC were also used as the starting point
for BBC Learning to create on-line content specifically for primary schools
(Key Stage 2) with links to the national
curriculum.  

was forged beyond Radio 4 was with
CBBC – the children’s BBC.  Applying
the development focus that you find in
a television department aimed at 6 to
12 year old kids to the rich and detailed
work of the British Museum curators
led to the creation of “Relic: Guardians
of the Museum”. In the programme,
teams of children visit the museum at
night to unlock the mysteries behind 13
of the objects featured in the Radio 4
series. Accompanied on their journey by
Agatha, a mysterious tour guide, the
adventurers must complete challenges
and confront visions from the past in
their quest for answers. While avoiding
the ‘dark forces’ that roam the galleries
at night, they discover the history behind some of the British Museum’s
most famous exhibits, the Easter Island
Statue, the Rosetta Stone and the Sutton Hoo helmet to name but three.
Gillan Scothern, Head of Development at CBBC is very conscious of what
younger viewers now expect:
“They are a demanding, techno- savvy audience that need to be drawn into
content in stimulating ways. By having
real objects, with real stories, as well as

National outreach
The British Museum also seized the opportunity of working with the BBC and
partner museums to highlight the depth
and richness of museum collections
across the United Kingdom.  The
project around the country was a vital
editorial component of  A History of
the World, connecting each area of the
country to the rest of the globe through
its museums.
Around the country, BBC regional
and local teams partnered with museum
“buddies” in their area to produce a list
of objects each telling global and local
histories. 440 in England, 50 in Wales,
60 in Scotland and 25 in Northern Ireland, these objects not only featured on
the website but also in  BBC local, regional and national TV and radio
broadcasts, with features and interviews
telling the stories behind this wider collection.  Specially commissioned half
hour regional films for the main TV
network BBC One highlighted   and re-
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flected periods of great historical
change across England. In Wales, four
half-hour television documentaries
highlighted National Museum of Wales
objects in rugby broadcaster and journalist Eddie Butler’s story of Wales in
the world. Northern Ireland focused
one programme on Sir Hans Sloane, the
County Down man whose eclectic collecting habits led to the foundation of
the British Museum.
This cornucopia of ideas was aligned
to the central theme that objects tell
stories and often global stories too. Yet
creative decisions were devolved within
the framework of the project to local
level and individual “buddies” from
museums and local radio stations. That
autonomy generated a lot of enthusiasm
for the project and the creativity that
led to so many successful and varied
broadcasts, with objects discussed on
local radio - and audience members
urged to think about how their own
family or community might have an
item to contribute.
The branding agreed jointly with the
British Museum reflected this with flexible lock-ups to include a multitude of
BBC and museum stakeholders at national and local level.
As Neil McGregor put it:
“The linking up of the web, TV, nations and regions with radio enabled
the country to rediscover museums as a
civic space that we share equally and
for free…”
Within that civic space, audiences
enjoyed A History of the World through
events and exhibitions as well. Local
museums and BBC stations teamed up
to organise over 120 events across the
country, encouraging people to upload
their objects to the website. Curators
and museum staff with local journalists
providing support on the ground made
the task of unpacking intriguing and
well focused submissions easier. It was
quite an “ask”  of the public but the
quality of the stories behind the objects  
made for some wonderful finds that

Lessons learned
So what, after all of this activity, have
we learnt?
In a survey conducted amongst participating museums 90% said that they
would be involved in a project like this
again. Difficult as it is to measure, over
a quarter said they believed they had
seen an increase in footfall as a result of
A History of the World.
If the Relic Trails were judged to be
highly successful, the link to the British
Museum and the exposure and support

”

The
partnership
between
the BBC and the
British Museum is
the fulfilment of an
Enlightenment dream.
gained from the BBC were also highly
valued.
For some, museums had collaborated
locally as they had never done before.
In the words of Martin Ellis, Curator at
Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery:
“...the project has had a fundamental
influence on our approach to partnership working. Apart from offering us an
extraordinary opportunity to work with
our local BBC regions and the British
Museum, it has offered a new perception of collaborative working, which
gives all partners and their priorities
equal weight. Equally, the foregrounding of story and narratives drawn out of
museum objects themselves has encouraged us to think about our collections
and their presentation in new ways. It is
a conversation in which we are just beginning to engage - with our Friends’
organisation and other user groups. I
do not believe that Birmingham is
unique in feeling these impacts, which, I
am sure, have the potential to achieve a
level of change across the whole sector.

Two other themes dominated the
feedback – earlier involvement with the
planning of the project and simpler
tools, especially for financially hard
pressed collections.  How the different
rhythms and demands of the worlds of
broadcasting and curation reconcile
these tensions remains to be seen. Deadlines that seem generous in programme
making are very challenging for many
museums. Yet as cultural and arts institutions begin to develop more of the
tools to produce content for themselves
and the opportunities offered by new

technology multiply, this discussion
needs to transcend timetables, important though they are.
There is no doubt that the involvement of so many different parts of the
BBC generated a presence across the
year both on and off air. It made it possible to cross trail and choreograph
transmissions across platforms, exploiting the length of the series to build momentum for the whole project.
Indeed, letting go of the idea to see
how and where it would catch fire was
vital in sustaining that momentum and
giving A History of the World as a
whole a greater resonance beyond the
broadcasts. The series continues to be
downloaded well after the end of its
broadcast life.
The guiding principle across the
project was to see how much could be
achieved by placing the combined public resources of two public institutions
on the table, for the benefit of audiences
and visitors in the linear and digital
public space.
The perception that A History of the
World in 100 Objects was original,
unique and different drove not just audience appreciation but also the critical
acclaim, reflected in press coverage both
nationally and locally.  Responses from
the audience also suggest that the Radio
4 programmes did indeed change people’s perceptions of world history.    
But what of the objects themselves?
Those touchstones of cultural and global history that have come to mean so
much to so many people. For Neil MacGregor, the series’ author, the legacy is
transformative:   
“I came to understand that it is more
valuable to listen to an object than to
see it…. Museums have not thought
about this before. Looking is passive –
listening requires the listener to participate, engage and own it…Museums always think about image and label and
very little through voice. A museum collection of objects should be a house of
stories... … we should use voices as
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translated into compelling broadcasts.
Some of these were turned into 40 second items dropped into key junctions of
the Radio 4 schedule. They too can still
be heard at  bbc.co.uk\ahistoryof
theworld.
All one hundred objects have been
(and many remain) on display in the
British Museum’s galleries. They have
been showcased since early 2010, with
specially created branding and interpretation. Footfall is estimated to have increased by over 250 000. Joanna Mackle and her team have been analysing the
outcome:
“Engagement with the objects on site
has been incredible. Many more people
are visiting the objects but perhaps
more importantly, we know from evaluation that those who do engage are doing so on a much deeper level.”
Guides to all the objects were published and a special Relic Trail set children their own challenges as they discovered the real objects featured on
their television screens.
The idea of the Relic Trail was simplified and distilled from the British
Museum’s model and offered to museums in the partnership as templates to
be adapted to their premises including
objects from their collections.  Around
the country, 174 Relic Trails jointly
branded between museums and CBBC
were created – one of the most popular
manifestations of the partnership on the
ground.

M u se u ms a n d l i b r a r i es a s le a r n i n g en v i r onments

people confront the objects. What is interesting is voices and stories, not objects per say…”
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Open access publishing is a hotly debated issue in academic and publishing communities. Should scholarly articles, book chapters and monographs be made freely
available on the web? Many voices within academia would point to the fact, that,
due to a lack of freely accessible material, most research findings are only accessible
to a fraction of their potential users. It is also often argued that taxpayers should
have a right to freely acquaint themselves with research funded through government
grants.
Freely accessible online material, however, is a problematic issue for the publishing industry, relying on paid subscriptions. Voices from the industry also argue that
completely free access bypasses established, authoritative subscription journals and
their quality control mechanisms.
The issue is also very significant for the library community. Many librarians support open access, arguing that it removes the barriers that undermine library efforts
to provide access to the journal literature.
In this debate article LLinE gives the floor to two prominent voices from both the
academic and publishing communities. Ian Russell is Chief Executive of the Association of Learned and Professional Society Publishers (ALPSP), the largest association
of scholarly and professional publishers in the world. Stevan Harnad, a cognitive scientist, is widely considered to have been one of the founders of the open access
movement.

Open access
– viewpoints from the publishing industry
Ian R u s s e l l
I am sometimes asked why it is that the
publishing industry is opposed to open
access.  My answer is that the publishing industry is not opposed to open access; it is in favour of a sustainable,
scalable mechanism for scholarly communication.  And that’s it, plain and
simple.
Open access publishing (also 
known as ‘gold’ open access)
In open access publishing, the publication process is funded by author-side
payments – now commonly referred to
as article processing charges or APCs.  
When open access publishing models

were being discussed in the mid-1990s
some commentators wondered if this
“pay to publish” model would amount
to little more than “vanity publishing”
with publishers accepting articles from
anyone with the funds available to pay
for publication.  By and large this fear
has been unfounded with publishers
understanding that in order to remain
attractive publication vehicles for authors, they must deliver readers.  This
provides an overriding incentive to
keep the quality of their publications
high.  A bone fide concern raised by
publishers when this model was first
discussed was more fundamental; it

just wasn’t clear where the money
would come from to pay the APCs and
any transition path from the established subscription model was uncertain.  In the intervening years it has become clear that some research funders
– particularly those in relatively well
research funded disciplines like biomedicine – are very willing to meet the
costs of the dissemination of the research they fund and open access publishing has become a mainstream model
in some areas of academic endeavour.  
Indeed the major commercial publishers have embraced open access publishing as evidenced by Springer’s ac-
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quisition of OA publisher BioMed Central, the partnership between SAGE
publishing and Hindawi and the Wiley
Open Access programme of open access journals.  Many publishers now
have at least some journals that operate
on a fully open access publishing model
and still more have adopted a “hybrid”
model where authors can pay an APC
to make their article open access if they
wish or publish for free and have their
articles available only to subscribers.  
There are issues with the hybrid model
too, such as having transparent mechanisms to reduce the subscription price
if and when the proportion of open access content increases, but it is another
mechanism by which publishers are engaging with open access in a practical
way.

erature; in short to give readers a signpost to content that is likely to be trustworthy and to help them decide what
to read and in what order.  It seems intuitively obvious that if all articles were
freely available from repositories, subscription journals would fail and would
no longer be able to provide that authority; surely not a good thing for
scholarship.  The future may bring other ways of quality assessing and ranking the literature but we are not there
yet.  It can therefore be argued that
green open access is parasitic on the established journals system and if adopted widely I believe there would be a
very real prospect of the parasite killing
the host.

Delayed free access

The fact of the matter is that, over the
same period, the introduction of “Big
Deal” (meaning bundled site licenses
that allow electronic access to nearly
all of a publisher’s subscription list at a
price that depends on historical expenditure on print journals from that
publisher) packages and consortia selling have done much more to increase
access to the scholarly literature among
researchers than all of the various
forms of open access put together.  It is,
though, equally clear that open access
in various guises is here to stay and is
being embraced by the scholarly publishing industry.  
I would contest that the publisher
view is now generally that open access
is just another business model, and it
works well in some circumstances, and
not in others.  Everyday I see a scholarly publishing industry that is innovative, creative and adaptable, despite
what some may say to the contrary.  
The industry exists primarily to serve
the needs of researchers both as readers
and authors and to do that it needs to
be sustainable and therefore to generate income.  Certain models used to
generate that income will be more suit-

Very early in the open access debate
a sizable number of publishers decided
to make their content freely available
to all after an embargo period.  The
feeling was that this would increase access for readers that could wait, but
that those needing to access the information immediately would continue to
fund the scholarly publishing system by
purchasing subscriptions.  This model
gets relatively little attention, in part
because it is not seen by some as true
open access because the publishers
sometimes still retain some rights, but I
believe it is important and millions of
articles have been made freely available
worldwide by publishers in this way.
Author self archiving (also 
known as “green” open access)
The model that causes the most concern among publishers is the so called
“green” open access where authors
make their papers freely available by
depositing them in online repositories.  
The problem here is that the scholarly
communication process still relies on
the brands of journals in order to apply
a level of authority to the corpus of lit-

able for some disciplines of academic
endeavour than for others and it seems
that we are set for a period where
scholarly publishing will be supported
by mixed models and a mix of models.

Mixed models and a mix of
models
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Stev a n H a r n a d
Unlike other kinds of authors, who
publish their writings for royalties or
fees, researchers publish their findings
so they can be used, applied and built
upon by other researchers. Research
uptake and impact is what both research progress and the careers of
scholars and scientists depend upon.
Researchers accordingly give away
their writings to their journal publishers for free – in exchange for having
them peer-reviewed and certified as
having met the quality standards of the
journal in which they are published.
The peer-reviewers (who are likewise
researchers) also do the refereeing for
free. The journal manages the peer review, with a qualified (and usually
paid) editor selecting the peer reviewers, adjudicating their referee reports,
indicating what revisions the author
must make for acceptance, and deciding whether the revisions have been
sufficient to meet the journal’s quality
standards.
The researcher usually assigns all
rights to sell access to the published article – in print or online – to the publisher. The publisher uses this assigned
right to sell journal subscriptions to institutions, providing access to the print
and online edition for all the institution’s researchers. Today, this subscription-based system is covering all the
publisher’s expenses (plus a profit,
which varies from small to large) – for
producing the print and online editions, for providing access to them, for
archiving the online edition and for
managing the peer review.  

plines worldwide, publishing about 2-3
million articles per year.  About a quarter of these journals are “Gold” Open
Access (OA) journals, meaning that
they make their articles accessible online free for all immediately upon publication. A small fraction of these Gold
OA journals (perhaps 10% of them) do
not have a print edition, do not charge
subscription fees for access, and cover
their costs through author publication
fees. The trouble is that most of the top
journals in each discipline (the ones
with the highest quality standards) are
not OA journals. Hence for 75% of all
journals (and almost 100% of the top
journals), their articles can only be accessed by researchers whose institutions can afford to subscribe to the
journal in which they are published.
No institution can afford to subscribe
to all or most journals, and because of
the high and rising costs of journal subscriptions, most institutions can only
afford to subscribe to a small and
shrinking fraction of them.
There is a simple but extemely important consquence of this state of affairs: most research findings are only
accessible to a fraction of their potential users. This means that scientific
and scholarly research is only making a
fraction of its potential progress, purely
because of access denial. Among the
many kinds of evidence for this research impact loss are the many studies, in discipline after discipline, reporting that articles that are made OA are
downloaded and cited significantly
more than articles that are not.

Limited access to research

The solution: Green OA 
self-archiving

There are currently about 25–30 thousand peer-reviewed research journals
across all scholarly and scientific disci-

There was no remedy for this state of
affairs in the print era; but in the online

era there is a simple, natural remedy,
and it is entirely in the hands of the research community – the researchers,
their institutions, and their funders – as
well as being in the interests of the taxpaying public that funds the research
and for whose benefit it is being conducted. The remedy is definitely not to
continue losing research usage and
progress while waiting for publishers to
raise the proportion of Gold OA journals from 25% to 100%. The remedy
is for researchers to immediately begin
supplementing the subscription access
to the publisher’s proprietary version of
their research with free online access
(OA) to their peer-reviewed final drafts,
by depositing them in their institutional
repositories immediately upon acceptance for publication. This is called
“Green” OA self-archiving.
Publishers – whose primary concern
is not with maximizing research usage
and progress but with protecting their
current revenue streams and modus operandi – are waiting for funders or institutions to pledge the money to pay
Gold OA publishing fees. But research
funds are scarce and institutional funds
are heavily committed to journal subscriptions today. There is no extra
money to pay for Gold OA fees – nor
do Gold OA fees need to be paid, as
long as subscriptions are covering all
the costs. In other words, what is missing and urgently needed today is not
more money, to pay Gold OA fees, as
the publishing community sees it, but
more access to articles published in all
those subscription journals whose expenses are being fully covered by subscriptions, but inaccessible to nonsubscribers. Publishers will not provide
this urgent access: the research community itself must provide it, through
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Green OA self-archiving. Indeed, researchers’ institutions and funders need
to mandate OA self-archiving, as a natural extension of their existing publishor-perish mandate, upgraded for the
online era, as a growing number (including Harvard, MIT, NIH, all the UK
Research Councils and over two hundred other institutions and funders
worldwide) are already doing.
It is ironic that some publishers are
calling Green OA self-archiving “parasitic” when not only are researchers
giving publishers their articles for free,
as well as peer-reviewing them for free,
but research institutions are paying for
subscriptions in full, covering all publishing costs and profits. The only natural and obvious source of the money to
pay for Gold OA fees – if and when all
journals convert to Gold OA - is hence
the money that institutions are currently spending on subscriptions! If and
when Green OA self-archiving ever
makes subscription publishing unsustainable, journals will be able to cut
costs by jettisoning their print version
and its associated expenses, and off
loading onto the worldwide network of
institutional OA repositories the task
and cost of producing, archiving and
providing access to the online version.
The only remaining service (and expense) will then be peer review, and
that much-reduced cost, per paper, will
be easily covered by institutions out of
just a fraction of their annual windfall
subscription cancellation savings.
But in the meantime, full speed
ahead with mandating and providing
Green OA, in order to maximize research usage and progress, today. Both
the research and the economic benefits
are all in the favor of the research community as well as the tax-paying public
that supports their research. Publishers
are performing a service to research,
not vice versa; it’s time for the publishing tail to stop trying to wag the research dog.
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Most people working in the field of adult education need little convincing of the
benefits of lifelong learning for the learner and his or her community. The impact
of lifelong learning, however, must be made more visible and explicit to the wider
society. Advocacy for the right to learn in all ages is most effective when evidencebased. This new article series presents and documents research and case studies
into the impact of lifelong learning.

Shedding ideas about older
men’s learning
Men, particularly older men, are largely missing as adult
learners in Europe. The same problem persists on the
opposite side of the globe. In Australia older men have many
learning needs, yet are put off by explicit attempts to include
them in learning. In this article Australian researcher Barry
Golding presents a working solution to getting older men
into learning. In community-run “men’s sheds” men engage
in hands-on activities such as woodwork. At the same time
they develop their identities as men and with men and learn
to stay healthy, in settings beyond work. The learning and
wellbeing benefits work best for men if the activities and the
outcomes are not named or fore-grounded. Now men’s
sheds practices are spreading also to European countries,
assuming local forms and themes.  
Barr y G o l d i n g
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Impact of lifelong learning

The idea of the Antipodes, a faraway,
unknown region on the diametrically
opposite side of the globe, has fascinated people in Europe since the time of
Copernicus. Though Europe and Australia, where I began penning this in the
Australian summer as northern Europe
froze over, are approximately antipodean, there is great value and many new
tools in 2011 for us to us bridge the tyranny of distance and learn from each
other. This article sets out good reasons
for some reciprocal learning about adult
education, specifically about men’s
learning beyond work.
In summary, despite approximately
equal numerical involvement by gender
in formal and non-formal education and
training in most European countries
(Eurostat, 2009), other data confirm
that older men in most nations tend to
be missing from and less engaged in
many areas of formal and non-formal
learning beyond work. In essence, when
learning becomes more discretionary
and less “hands-on” or vocational, older men tend not to participate. Veronica
McGivney (McGivney, 1999; 2004) was
one of the first researchers to rigorously
document the nature and extent of
“missing men” in adult education and
training, in an environment in the United Kingdom where it was then unfashionable and sometimes hostile to write
about such matters.
Dujo and Garcia’s (2009, p.247) categorization of the three main adult
learner groups in Spain has parallels in
many developed nations including Australia. Aside from adults already securely in work, adult education in developed
nations is primarily composed of young

”

Adult
education
is primarily
composed of young
people, migrants and
mature women.

Barry Golding
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iNTRODUCTION

Men in the Aldinga Bay Community Shed with the author
Barry Golding (second from right).
people, migrants and mature women.
This final group of mature women who
tend to participate in adult education,
along with mature men who tend to be
missing, are typically beyond work
through withdrawal from the workforce, disability or retirement. As Dujo
and Garcia note (p.247), such groups
hardly generate “interest on the part of
the labour market, either as producers
or consumers”, since “they do not generate wealth, they are not large consumers and therefore there is no interest in
modifying their status quo.”
It would be bad enough if people
with more limited, early education were
missing as adult learners simply because
an adult education and training system
was not available (as is the case in some
Australian states). It is worse that education for adults that is hierarchical,
formal, individualistic, user pays and
work or market-based actually reinforces inequalities. Fullick (2009), in a thematic paper for the Inquiry in the Future of Lifelong Learning in the UK observed that an “explosion in training
and education in recent times has itself
contributed to the diminishing status of
people who are poor, unskilled and unqualified.” Fullick (2009, in Schuller &
Watson, 2009, p.35) concluded that
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“The explosion in learning as an aspect
of consumption … has … become part
of the complex patterns of inequality
and exclusion.”
Dujo and Garcia (2009) concluded
that “it is precisely in the industrialized
countries with advanced economies
where there is a high percentage of
adults who, lacking the aptitude necessary to participate effectively in the society and the economy, are doubly marginalized by the educational and labour
system or systems” (p.247). There is an
overwhelming emphasis in education
and training in most developed nations,
including Australia, on getting people
into work and upskilling them once
there. There is very little thought about
what people, particularly men, want
and need to learn to re-create and
broaden their identities towards the end
of and beyond their working lives.
LEARNING NEEDS OF OLDER MEN 
BEYOND WORK
Schuller and Watson (2009, p.70) note
that research evidence on gender differences in adult education is scarce. My
research interest in the past decade
(summarized in Golding, 2011) has
sought, beginning in Australia, and very
recently in Europe, to go beyond an in-

”

Men are
less likely to
participate in
learning if education
is named as the
activity.
Gender aside, people have needs, including for learning, which relate very
much to their life stages. While younger
people tend to learn to develop their educational and social potential (Digital
Britain Media Literacy Working Group,
2009, Table 2, p.18), adults in mid-age
tend to learn to enhance their employment and to look after their families. By
contrast, older people typically need to
learn a whole new set of skills, to over-
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vestigation into “Why do men tend to
be missing as adult learners in learning
beyond work?” This question is relatively easy to answer in relation to older
men. Any educational (or health) system
which operates from a deficit model,
“treating” older men as students, clients, customers (or patients), including
in remedial and compensatory literacy
and vocational programs, without accounting for their personal, social and
community interests and needs (including their diverse masculinities), is at best
insensitive and inappropriate, and at
worst degrading and patronizing.
What adult and community education does exist, tends, for already marginalized groups, to be assistential, second chance and compensatory. In Australia and many other developed nations, adult and community education
has tended for over 50 years to be women’s sector, in which most men, particularly older men, do not feel welcomed,
included or at home. In the UK also,
men are known “to be more likely to
learn at work or independently, and
women are more likely to learn at publicly funded institutions of community
facilities” (Schuller & Watson, 2009,
p.70).

Woodwork in Bowral’s Men’s Shed, New South Wales.
come the risk of social isolation and depression, to stay healthy and to remain
independent. The older people get, the
more they have to learn to adapt to
change: to cope with new non-working
identities, changes in mobility, health, financial and living arrangements as well
as to changes in personal and family relationships. Much change in older life is
existential and ontological. As Schuller
and Watson (2009, p.109) put it,
“[T]here can be few more important
learning tasks than learning to make
sense of the life you have lived.”
Despite these diverse needs for lifelong and lifewide learning for and by
adults, recent national surveys (ABS,
2006) in Australia have shown that only
one half of all adults currently in paid
work have completed an education or
training course beyond school. As concerning, around one third of Australian
adults (increasing with age) have such
low prose, document and numeracy
skills that they would struggle to cope
with many daily tasks in the contemporary workplace, home or family setting,
let alone participate in an accredited

course of education or training (ibid.).
Six out of ten Australians also failed the
internationally benchmarked health literacy test, which presumably greatly
complicates older people’s struggle to
independently maintain their health and
wellbeing (ibid.) and remain socially included. All of these concerning statistics
are significantly worse for older people
in Australia whose early formal education was typically very brief.
And yet when I first naively “grazed”
as a researcher into the area of men’s
learning I was assured that older men
were missing because they were reluctant to learn, and that there was nothing they needed to know. Schuller and
Watson (2009) cite “strong anecdotal
evidence” from the UK “that women
encourage each other more to learn, and
support each other in their learning, at
all ages” (p.70). My research over the
past decade has proved each of these
contentions, at best, to be only partly
true in Australia. Research with men of
all ages who are actively involved in
community organisations (Golding,
Brown, Foley & Harvey, 2009) such as
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“Learning” scares men away
A decade of research, most recently
with colleagues Annette Foley and Mike
Brown in Australia through the University of Ballarat, has identified that while
older men have much that they need to
learn in order to maintain their health
and wellbeing and cope with radical
changes as they age, they are much less
likely to participate or be engaged if education, learning, health or wellbeing
are fore-grounded and named as the activity or within the name of the program or the organization (Golding, Foley, Brown & Harvey, 2009). In essence
and for very good reasons, older men
tend to avoid being put in situations
and programs where they are at risk of
being patronized or shamed for being illiterate or not knowing something.
Barry Golding
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through participation in voluntary fire
and emergency service organisations,
sporting clubs, age-related and men’s
special interest organisations, religious
and Indigenous community organisations, show that most men need and
want to learn, but not necessarily in formal, cognitive, literary and decontextualized ways. My research over the past
decade shows that older men in Australia generally prefer to learn in familiar
places and spaces, where it is regular,
social, in groups, hands-on or outside.

A low threshold at the
Wycheproof Men’s Shed,
Victoria.

Contrary to the negative, hegemonic
stereotype of the “bullet proof”, uncaring, and antisocial, older man, our research shows that most men beyond the
workplace have a range of life-enhancing learning needs that are typically not
available in market driven, vocational
programs pitched to young people who
are preparing for their first job or who
are already in work. At the same time,
health and wellbeing statistics show that
men not in work are often in poor
health, and that older men in particular
are prone to social isolation, poor
health, depression and suicide. Most
older men surveyed and interviewed in
our learning-focused research in Australia say that they want to develop
identities beyond work, learn to stay fit
and healthy, overcome social isolation
and remain connected to the community. For most older men with and without a partner beyond work in Australia,
this need includes somewhere to regularly go and contribute to the community, aside from being at home.
Given these complex (and sometimes
contradictory) lifewide learning needs
and preferences that older men have, it
is unsurprising that participation in “off
the shelf”, vocationally oriented adult
education and training programs are often perceived by older men to be unattractive, totally unsuited and inappropriate to them. Most older men have a
lifetime of skills and experiences, but
many have limited formal literacies and
limited paid workforce aspirations, particularly where the learning is concentrated, formal, abstracted, distilled and
named or fore-grounded as ‘education’,
or located in a setting where learning is
the primary or only purpose or outcome.
All of this raises the question about
whether any contexts can or could
“tick” all of these boxes for older men.
Our research has stumbled on one such
context, that in Australia are collectively
called “men’s sheds”, that have the capacity to holistically meet a wide range
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of needs for men beyond the paid work
and to positively transform many men’s
later lives.
MEN’S SHEDS IN COMMUNITY 
SETTINGS
While hands-on participation in workshop-type settings is known to be attractive to men in many nations, personal sheds in Australian back yards
have been recognized as being particularly iconic for men for many decades.
The term “shed” has long been applied
also to many rural Australian community fire stations and sporting clubs, as
well as to community spaces occupied
by woodworking, railway, engine and
farm machinery enthusiasts. Around fifteen years ago, in a very small number
of locations and organisations across
Australia, some men began to come out
of their backyard sheds into community-based men’s sheds. With the support
of a very diverse range of community
organizations concerned about men’s
health, wellbeing, productive ageing, social engagement and adult learning, the
community “men’s shed” has since become a highly successful, grassroots
community space for men. Indeed, it is
now recognized in Australia and a small
number of other nations as a powerful
and unstoppable “movement”. While
most of the men who participate in
community men’s sheds are older, retired or otherwise beyond paid work,
some sheds actively involve and informally mentor unemployed younger
men, school age children and men with
a disability. The attraction is the opportunity to regularly socialize and “do
stuff” together regularly in productive
and salutogenic (health-giving) communities of men’s practice.
The community “men’s shed” movement has caught on and rapidly proliferated across much of populated Australia in less than 15 years. By May
2011 there were around 540 sheds open
in Australia, with approximately 30
men’s sheds open in New Zealand, 30

What goes on in a men’s shed?
Unsurprisingly, all men’s sheds tend to
be different, catering for men’s diverse
needs in very diverse contexts and
springing from these very diverse auspice and support organizations. What is
typical is that men enthusiastically and
voluntarily participate in communities
of men’s practice. The motto of the Australian Men’s Sheds Association is that
“Men don’t talk face to face, they talk
shoulder to shoulder”. In most cases,
men make and do things together, practicing hands-on skills and former trades.
In the majority of cases it is woodwork.
In some it involves metal work, fixing
machines or gardening. However in
some sheds men simply sit and talk over
a cuppa’ (tea or coffee). In effect men
are also remaking themselves. Men report feeling included and “at home” in
their shed, developing a new social identity beyond paid work, and caring more
for each other, for themselves, and by
extension, for their partners and/or families. The products and services from
men’s sheds typically help support both
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in Ireland and several in the UK and
Canada. Most men’s sheds rely heavily
on the passionate voluntary contributions from the men themselves as well
as from their local and regional communities. The State government in Victoria,
Australia is the first in the world to fund
men’s shed start-ups as part of health,
wellbeing and social inclusion policies.
While the Australian government has
recently funded the Australian Men’s
Sheds Association as a peak, national
body to coordinate and support sheds
along with its six State counterparts,
most men’s sheds still rely on some support from very diverse auspice or support organisations in equally diverse geographical communities. These organisations include war veterans, aged care,
health and wellbeing, adult and community education, local government,
church and Indigenous community organisations.

Clem’s Shed in Yorketown, South Australia, brings men together.
the shed and the communities or organisations that support or auspice them.
As alluded to above, and as anticipated in previous research in other, very
diverse community contexts, men’s
sheds are innovative in that they give license to men to develop identities as
men and mainly with men, in grassroots
community settings beyond work, to
learn to stay fit and healthy, to overcome depression and social isolation
and remain connected with and contributing to their communities. The learning, health and wellbeing benefits, while
significant, work best for men if the activities and the outcomes are not named
or fore-grounded, and if men are not
patronized as students, customers, patients or clients from ageist or deficit
models. While there is no compulsion,
older men who participate (median
men’s shed participant age is approximately 65 years) are typically passionate
about their one day per week (on aver-

”

Men don’t
talk face to
face, they talk
shoulder to shoulder.

age) in the shed. There are rarely teachers or programs, through there are coordinators and facilitators in the background who are responsible and who
make sure that the shed and the equipment are safe. In the case of men’s
groups with high needs, such as men
with dementia or acquired brain injury,
the activity is often modified and the
staff are more likely to be trained or
paid specialists. The men who benefit
most are those who are much less likely
to voluntarily participate in adult and
community education or to join a health
or fitness program, particularly alongside women.
While men’s sheds in community settings are an Australian invention, the interest and growing popularity of men’s
sheds in other nations on the other side
of the globe is indicative of a grassroots
need for many older men in nations experiencing population ageing to have a
“third place”, aside from paid work and
home or family, where they can regularly, voluntarily, productively and enjoyably contribute to the community and
learn informally with other men
through an informal, grassroots, community organization. My recent (and
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2011 forthcoming) visits to several nations in Europe anticipate that there will
likely be other hands-on or workshoptype places and spaces, not necessarily
called “sheds” and not currently named
as being specifically about or for men,
that will prove to be amenable to a similar (but not identical) development in
some parts of Europe. While new organization names will likely be found,
some common themes are anticipated.
In several nations, some similar principles might be expected to apply to
men participating in fire and emergency
service, religious or sporting organisations, as in Australia. In some Mediterranean countries it might be the men’s
“coffee clubs”. In Portugal it might be
the pigeon racing clubs. In Ireland it
might be the Gaelic Athletics Association. In Scandinavia it might have something to do with men’s hunting or fishing. Wherever these men’s places or
spaces are, the common theme is anticipated to be the critically important interactions between positive community
participation and social inclusion, men’s
health and wellbeing, and learning for
life beyond work.
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