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Change vs. Transformation

Musedogy isafield in transition.
(Trarsforming Museums 2008)

The purpose of the museum isto survive.
(Richard Hardler 1993, 34)

This has been thelitany poged on Trangorming MuseumsOwebsite, |etters, and
marketing materials, ad nauseum. Just wha doesit meanN what is the nature of this
trangtion? Definingit isfar more difficult than smply acknowiedging its presence.

Certain aspects of its character may bearticulated, for example:

Standardizaion and accredtation

Prdfessionalization

The development of museum studiesprograms

The proliferaion of museums and similar institutions

Significart growth in museun education and visitor studies

More inclusive approachesto interpretation and collecions maragemert

KK K K KK

However, these aspects speak only to what is hgppening within thefield. Many changes
are also beng driven fromwithout by factors such as:

Fag-paceddevelopmertsin technol ogy

No Child Left Behind

Global environmertal change

Economic threats, shiftsin funding sources
New business models

KK K K K

Throughcomparison of the doaumentation of such changes and proposd
responses over time, it becomes obvioustha museums exist in a congant state of
trangtion fromwhich enduing needsarise. JohnCotton Danaand Elaine Gurian,
writingspublished nearly a century apart from each other, discuss the concept of fashion

in relationto these enduling needs
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| have tried to show that [the art] museum hasbeen so absorbedin one agect of
its work that it hasleft untouched its more importarnt and pressing duties It has
built itself an elaborate and costly home, beautiful after the fashion of its time
ard the tage of its community. E Now seems to come the demard that the
museun serve its pegole in the tak of helping them to appreciate the high
importance of mamer, to hold by the laws of simplicity and redraint, and to
broadentheir sympathiesand multiply their interess (Dana 2004 [1917], 29).

We should be afraid of fashion, since it is certain to changeE. The quesdion
should read OSbuld museums be socially regponsible institutions?O And the
arswer should be, OyesO(Gurian 2006, 73).

In 1917,John Cotton Danawrote areality check for art museums tha, asidefrom
afew details, could be easily applied to many of today@ museums. Thecontinued
relevance of Dana® writing may well persist because the museum structure has remained
largdy the same over thelast 90 years while the environment and the publics have
changed. Thusthe concept of fashion to which both Danaand Gurian refer in thar
writingsprovides thetoudhgonefor a comparison of museums past and present (Dana
2004,15; Gurian 2006 73). Both authors bdieve, as evidenced in the quotes above in
an enduring role for museums to bendfit the people tha give them life. Thissmple
soda contract was as often forgatten in the age of mechanical reprodudion asitis now
in theageof digital information exploson.! Fashionable jargonand conaepts ask
questionstha may never beresolved butingead continueto changewith time.

Museums should only concern themselves with fashion where it provides
oppotunities to connect with and better serve thepublics. 1t mug bethework of such
prophés as Danaand Gurian to remind ustha progressisirrelevant. Theprocess
missionN the maintenance of museumsOdynamic baance between people and inditution,
whether by Gurian@® sodal responsbility score or by other means musgt bereiterated time
and agan when we mog need it. | bdievethat thisiswhat Richard Handler meant when
hesaid that museumsOpurmpose is to survive (Handler 1993,34).

Far from being atemporary state, trangtionisthereality of mussumsin

perpetuity; therefore, it is essential tha museum research, training, and practice address

! See Walter Benjamin@® 1936 essay, Orhe Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.O
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changeand enduring needs by adoping flexible structures. Museum trangtionis both
initiated by professionds and imposed uponthem by ther ingitutionglenvironments.
Wha is so empowering aboutthis realization isthe knowledgethat we professonds have
some measure of controlN a capability and therefore responsbility to impact some types
of changes tha occur, to direct the shgpethey take, and to carefully choos our responses
to changes we cannotcontrol. This selective, thoudhtful, creative processis wha my
Student Leadership Committee and | have come'to call transformation? This
tranormation is not merely changel it is aligned, intentiond, innovaive change®

Asagradude student, | have encountered the same evidence of trangtionwithin
my program. This changeisnot paalel to tha occurringin thefield at large, but part
and parcd of it. Asthefield changes, so too mug training changeor it risksirrelevancy.
The question on many studentsOmindsis, (How can we transorm our learning so tha we
can tranform museums?0 | bdieve tha the answer to this question, and to thoe of all
professionds regarding trangtion, lies in the exchangeof ideas.

%1t should be noted here that Program Director Dr. Kris Morrissey and Program Administrator Maya Procel
acted as consultants to the Committee and I, and as representatives of the Museology Program in the
planning process. Assuch, they played a supervisory role in our decisions to maintain our alignment with
the Program. Their names are omitted for the sake of brevity, however, they should be assumed to
accompany the Committee throughout this paper.

% For more on intentionality, see Korn, Randi. 2007. "The Case for Holistic Intentionality,” Curator: A
Quarterly Publication of the American Museum of Natural History. 50 (2): 255-264.



Rethinking, Then Transforming

The pad 25 yearshas evidenced a growing professionalization of the field, ard
the next 25 must seeits solidificaion as an interdsciplinary, applied acagmic
field. Growth and innovation can only occur when a tradtion of scholarship,
acackmic dialog, and informed practiceis fosteredin new musedogists.
(Trarsforming Museums 2008)

Thusl embarked last autumn onthe coardindion of the University of Washington
Museology Program@ second annua conference. Thefounding coordinator of the
conference, Molly Dalessandro, had envisioned a small two-day event with 50 attendees.
Thefocuswould be on the changing environments and needs of museums, on academic,
interdisciplinary work, and onthe development of studentsQleadership skills. In five
months, she managed to guidea groupof nearly thirty student volunteersin organizing
and planning Rethinking Museums, which took place on May 3-4, 2007. Dueto agrant
requirement, registration was free for the event; this serendipity fosered an emphasis on
accessibility, which has become a central tent of the conference@® modd. 1, alongwith
seven other Commiittee chairs, coordinaed everything from marketing to submissionsto
registration. Molly brough CarlosTortolero from the Nationd Museum of Mexican Art
in Chicago to spesk for us and by thetime registration closed the week before, 200
people had signed upto attend. Theevent was afabulousand surprising success.
Clearly, our conference had theoppotunity to fill a nichewhich had been previoudy
ignored butfor which there was consderable demand.

Additiondly, accordingto thesummative survey, over 43%of responding
students were from othe academic departments, including education, anthropology, and
art history. Six museology graduae students and three UW students from other
departments presented pgpers and pands aongsde 32 experienced professiondsin the
field. Amongthe paticipants, 8 other universities and 40 museums and related
organizationswere represented; attendees came from all over the county. While our
Committee had certainly learned lessonsin the planning and coordinaion process, we felt
tha we had succeeded in fulfilling our vision of an academic, interdisciplinary

conference and in providing avaluable professiond development oppotunity for



museology students.

Molly left toughshoesto fill. Asl set outto coordinae this year® conference, |
was faced with the chdlengeof fulfilling a naiond scopeand meeting the expectations
defined in the comments from our summative evaluaions The Committee had realized
in the course of planning Rethinking Museuns that the name was similar to thetitle of a
Stephen Weil bookas well as shared with a couple of other conferences; we wanted a
name all ourown. ThoughTrangorming Museuns was also shared with abook,we
couldn®resist rethinking and then transforming museums. That phrase encapsulates the
vision of the conference, which invites reflection in anticipation of action. Our theme,
Bridging Theory andPractice, speaksto theincredible ingghts to be gained by crossing
theboundaies between disciplines.

Vision, mission, and planning doauments were my next steps in thetransent
situdion of atwo-year graduae program, continuity would beacondantissue Asl
planned, I began to borrow conaepts from my museum administration and opeations
coursesN we needed a strategic plan, afunding plan, and comprehensve evaludions It
gradudly became clear that the conference bare certain characteristics in common with
museums, and that enduring needsin thefield woud reverberate within the structure of
Trandorming Mussunms aswell. Further, solutionsoffered for enduiing needsin thefield
could providethebasis for resolving issues in planning the conference andin contributing
to thegrowth of museology as an academic field. Just as museums need a mission and
vision with which to align practices, so too does a conference need such tools. The
guiding statements and doauments | prepared needed to reflect the context of
Trandorming Museums and our resolve to do our part in driving trandormation. After a
series of informal focusgroupswith volunteers, | developed the following statements tha
reflect ourvision and gods:*

Mission
Our mission is to foster transformaton in museuns.

* These are taken from the Transforming Museums Three-Y ear Strategic Plan; see Appendix A.



Vision

Museums are constartly evolving ingtitutions, regponding to their ever-changing
environments. Transforming Museums endeavors to bring pegple together to
engace in an essertial, critical dialog so that we can seek out ways to meet
charge deliberatelyN to catlyze strengths, weakiesses opportunities and
threas into assets.

Assumptions

Through dialog and the exchange of ideas

Through proaciive engagemert ard critical reflection,

Through the inclusion of multiple perspecives

Through the developmert of future leaders ard

Through acessible regstration,

We provide experiencesthat foster transformation in museums

Proactive engagement is a flow experierce; it is both dialog and silent
contemgation, but its foundations are motivation and articipaton. It is the
proces of gathering information inclusively and simultarecusly focusing that
new knowledge into acions to share and implement. Paticipants must be
imagnative, open, and full of erergy.

Theorganization of Trangorming Museuns has two overlapping butdistinc
pats. Therole of the conference in the Museology Graduae Program is to catalyze vital
development oppotunities for students. Throughexposure to enduiing needsand
solutionsas they impact the conference, student volunteers will emergefromthe planning
process with conaete ingghtinto meeting the needs of museums. This development will
have far-reaching implicationsas these students bring new leadership qudities and
inquisitiveness to their future careers. Coupled with the participation of scholarsin other
fields expoaire to current work in museology will empower student participantsto
thoughtully contribute to literature and enter theworkforce. In additionto providing the
practical information and networking oppotunities tha every museologist needs
Trandorming Museums will hdp students to undestand the state of thefield and thar
roleinit.

For museum professionds, Trandorming Museums will providea space for
sharing trandormative ideas and methodstha spring usinto action. It will beaforumfor
discussing thewho, wha, where, when, why, and how of adgptation, so tha professionds
can trandorm changesinto strengths Creating such a nichewill ben€fit bath the
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Museology Graduae Program and the professiond community by connecting them more
closly togehe and by providing a space for exchange

These two parts intersect where students meet professionds and where thought
meets work. In creating aforumfor the state of museums, wherein theided is
trandormation, students encounter amuseum reality tha istrandormation. Likewise, in
providing development oppatunities for students, professionds set aside space for
critical reflection onthestate of museums, leading to trangormative action. These
processes are essential to a revised museological perspectivelN onetha indudes training,
research, practice, theory, history, and methodsin the anaomy of this emergingfield.

Trandorming Museums. Bridging Theory and Practice took place this May 22-
23,2008 at Hotel Decain Seattle, Washington® University District, with sessionsat a
handful of local museums. the Burke Museum of Natural History and Culture, Henry Art
Gallery, Seattle Art Museum, Experience Musc Project | Science Fiction Museum and
Hall of Fame, and Pacific Science Center.”> Nearly 170 paticipants, induding over 50
presenters, came fromall over the county to share thar trandormative ideas and
methodsfor museums. A team of outstanding student volunteers demondrated newfound
leadership skills asthey ssmultaneoudy engaged in convesation and ran theevent. From
my perspectives as conference coordinator and museology graduae student, | now take
time to reflect onthe successes and failures of our efforts, onourvision,and ontherole

and future of Trandorming Museuns.

® See Appendix E for a copy of the conference program.



Leadership Feeling Forward

Here was|, prepering to unfold the pageart of the pad, and the presert quietly
put its hand through the printed page of history and said, Ot is hereg, it is now.O
History is not everts, but peagple.

(Jacd Bronowski 1974, 438)

How do you erter this space?
(Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren 2008)

| am driving down the smooth county roads of northern Ohio to my birthplace.
Kirshenblatt-Gimblet's conaepts of actudity and virtudity take center stageto a
soundtack straight out of my childhood\ ZZ Top, Stevie Nicks, Depeche Mode
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblet 1995 3759). | skip over Bogon'sDon't Look Back.
Supeimposed ove thefar-reaching cornfields my thoughsfloa and flow. Heream |,
returning to my hometown. | have notlived here for more than two-thirdsof my life, but
somehow | still call it home. Yet thishomeisnotthesame asit was. My homeisa
virtudity tha coexists with thereal, thenow, the ever-changing actudity that isthe
village of MountGilead on December 26, 2007 Thevirtudity isfilled with my family,
forever youngas only in memory. Theredlity, full of strange's and forgoten neighbors,
fadesin theface of remembrance. Bygonefieldserase newly condructed buildings |
feel asif | am retumningto ahome that is yet nat homeN returning to a place | don'tknow
and calling it homeN returning to a past that never existed.

Out of this ambivalent state, howdo| congruct areal and meaningful pasond
mythology? Whoam | and howwill thishdp me coordinate a conference? | wantto
know who my people areN what ourlegacy is. | want to tell a story aboutMount Gilead
tha isrecognizable and usable both for myself and for current residents. If we were
represented in a museum exhibit, what would it say? | pass afake street sign my
grandmother often quotes with achudkleN Qackass jundion.O It rises fromthe front
lawn of aman who once kept donkeys that played basketbdl.

My people putsignsin thar yardstha say jackass. Thisisnotrowdy; it's
congiratorial. Such istheway we playfully subvert the watchful expectationsof a small
Christian community, the stress of blue-collar work, themisfortunes of life, othersO
perceptionsof us This subvesion alows the expression of criticism and sarcasm

withoutdamaging the be oved fabric of our community.



As| pull into town, | closein onarun-down, rugty black truck with a sticker on
theback that reads "Get @r done" There'smy sign. My people get thingsdone We are
farmers and children of farmers, factory-workers, salt of theearth. Ideally, we want to be
efficient, hard working, and critical for the purposes of creation and growth. We goto
thejackass jundionto get @r done

Thejackass jundion, like a conference, isalimind space for thesubveasive
process of transformationN getting @ done Thisis thefounddion uponwhich Qe
embarked on a professiond joumey toward leadership not divorced from the persond.
As| discussed with some of my mentors how to reflect uponcoordinaiing Trangorming
Museums, some of them suggested that | prepare amanud for establishing a student-led
conference, detailing my exact stepsand procedures. However, as| began to reflect, |
found! couldn®write abouttha. My experience as coordinator has been boundupin a
reinvention of my sense of self.

Similarly, James Clifford reflected on the planning discussionsfor an exhibit on
Tlingit art at the Portland Museum of Art. He described how the GrtQobijects, rather than
being discussed directly, were almog an afterthought as Tlingit elders told the stories and
sang the songsdepicted in and ontheobjects. Theelders didn®spesk abouthow the
objects were made, butwhat they meant and why. Many of the stories became symbolic
of contemporary soda and econonic struggles in the Tlingit community and between
that community and the government (Clifford 1997).

| findit imperative to speak notjug abouthow Trandorming Museums was
coordinated, butaso aboutwha my experiences as coordinaor mean and why the
conferenceisimportant. The professiond chdlenges | faced came alongsde persond
ones as | stepped out of my comfort zoneto recruit, to speak publicly, andto find my
place in this blooming, changingfield of museums. Enduiing needsin museums
threaded throughthese chdlenges, making them relevant on multiple levels. The process
of coordinating the conference, as well astheevent it produced, isthusthe story of
trandormation onindividud, ingitutiond, and museological levels, and can only be
undestoodin this context. Accordingly, | bdieve tha the development of |eadership
skillsN inditutiondly or individudlyN musg bea holistic, lifelongprocessif it isto be
successful. Thedevelopment of trandormative leadership aso conditutes an enduring,
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and perhgpsthe mog pevasive need in museums. Leadership is an essential part of
trandormation, and it is redefined by trandormation.

At the American Assodation of MuseumsOANnnud Meeting this year, | attended
Any Title, Any LevelN Growing the Leade in You, apand chared by Randi Ko,
Founding Director of Randi Korn & Assodates, Inc. (Korn 2008b) To illudrate the
necessity of leadership learning as alifelong,inditution-wide process, Korn introducd
leaders at three levels of experience and spokeof the qudities tha distinguished them:
humility, listening to undestand rather than respord, having purpose and passion,
negotiating tha passion rather than championing one perspective. These qudities were
framed within Jim Collins0L eadership Hierarchy, which describes how professionds at
every level can begreat leaders, regardless of their management responsbilities (Collins
2005,12).

From a busness perspective, JohnKotter illuminaes this distinction. He
describes management as Gensur[ing] plan accomplishment by controlling and problem
solving [sic],Owhile Gor leadership, achieving a vision requires motivating andinspiring
[sic] (Kotter 1990,104).0 He also emphasizes theimportance of lifelongleadership

learning:

Corporations that do a better-thanraverage job of developing leaders put an
emphass on creating challenging opportunities for relatively young emgdoyees

E [D]eveloping peaple for importart leacership positions requiresmore work on

the part of senor execuives oftenover along period of time. That work begns

with efforts to spot pecple with greatleadership potertial early in their careers
and to identify what will be neecktd to stretch and develop them (Kotter 1990,

111).

Kotter further characterizes why strongleadership is essential to pro-active change

Managemert is about coping with complexity. E Leadership, by contrag, is
about coping with change. Part of the reason it has becane so importart in
recern yearsis that the business world has becane more competitive and more
volatile. Fager techological change, greaer international competition, E ard
the changing demagraphics of the workforce are among the mary factors that
have contributed to this shift. E More charge always demards more leacership
(Kotter 1990, 104).

At another AAM pand, | listened to Michael Spodk, former executive director of

the Bogon Children® Museum, as he described each of hisfailures as aleader and
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manager in great detail (Spodk 2008) He used graphsand statistics. Spodk spokeover
time of thewaysin which hegrew as aleader, both persondly and professiondly, to
trangorm his situation. Asl| reflected onthe sessonwith other attendees, severa
commented that this type of honesty was unusud and refreshing in thefieldN that
professionds rarely confronted thar weaknessesin public. Thisisduein largepat to
concernsregarding reputation and marketing. However, if professionds and publics
demand accountble curation, in theform of pluralism, open subjectivity, and
trangparency, then they mug aso demand the same accountbility of leadership. This
accountbility takes the form of honesty, of personality, and of admitting weaknesses as
well as strengths 1t means saying, @ made amistake,Oand, @ don®know,Oand, QWhat
do you think?as well as, QVe did great! O

When we professionds gather to learn aboutand discuss museums, when we
write and reflect onthem, we need to make space for this kind of condrudtive critical
inquiry into our own and othersQections free of blame and accusation, and with a vested
interest in trandormation. Such a step may seem at oddswith leadership because it could
damage areputation or disappoint people. Y et when it comes to the mission of an
ingitution, therightkind of criticism can only empower ateam to fulfill it further.
Leaders, at any level and with a selfless dedication to themission, will undestand this
need and embrace the potentia for trandormation it entails.

A strongsuppot nework is essentia to thedevelopment of trandormative
leadership qudities. In my own journey toward leadership, | had agroup of incredible
leaders and followers as my mentors, who taughtme throughexample, were willing to sit
with me and dissect situationsin which | felt | had made mistakes, and encouraged me
when | did somethingwell. They took risks with me, and protected me from self-
scrutiny. | learned how stronga guiding vision and sense of purpo<e can be, and came to
empahize with leaders asindividud people. Without such support, there can beno space
for thesalf-reflection necessary to take on alongand difficult project. With such
suppot, leaders at any level can accomplish what they previoudy thoughtimpossible.

Perhgps mod essential to trandormative leadership is the ability to recognize
enduring needsin museums and to fearlesdy dismantle the fashionsthat hinde meeting
thos needs Ron Chew did this when he came to direct Seattle®@ Wing Luke Asian
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Museum fromthefield of joumdism. Inthe space of afew years, he overturned
traditiond ideas of collectionsmanagement and exhibition development. Heregjected
ingitutiond authority and embraced subjectivity to confront controversies tha ran deep
in Northwest Asian Pacific ISanda American communities. Chew was able to dothis
because herecognized the needsin his audiences for reflection and recondliation, and
undestood how these needs previoudy went unacknowledged in the Museum (Chew
2008)

In her workshop, Interdisciplinary Project Design, Kanta Kochhar-Lindgen,
Assodate Professor of Interdisciplinary Arts & Sciences at the University of Washington
in Bothdl, drew acircle in themiddle of theroom Sheasked participants to enter the
circle aswe felt appropriate, and | came to dance in anxious tentative flirtationsat the
edge Next, we shared stories aboutwhat broughtusto theworkshop;| shared theone
aboutgoing to thejackass jundionto get @ done These exercises represented essential
qudities of project leadershipN theimportance of readiness, of narrative, of vison, and
of edges. | learned tha day tha we grow most from our encountrs with thelatterN with
conflicts and anomaliesN and tha my first foray into leadership as conference
coordinaor was an encounter with theedge | realized tha we come to projects as people
and as actors in our own naratives, andthat our stories intersect briefly when we come
togeher to develop and realize a shared, negotiated vision.

These shifts in perspective and ther corresponding practices form at least a patial
foundaion for trandormative leadership. Y et this conditutes only oneenduring need in
museums. Enduiing needsand the questionssurrounding them have been, and continue
to be articulated in observationsand solutionsoffered by leaders at every level inthe
field. Certainly, thelist | have developed in thefollowing pagesis not exhaudive; | hope
that it isindead suggestive and tha my peerswill continueto build onit as needs
questions and solutionsare reflected in their own work.



