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Change vs. Transformation 
Museology is a field in transition. 
(Transforming Museums 2008) 
 
The purpose of the museum is to survive. 
(Richard Handler 1993, 34) 

 
 This has been the litany posted on Transforming MuseumsÕ website, letters, and 

marketing materials, ad nauseum.  Just what does it meanÑ what is the nature of this 

transition?  Defining it is far more difficult than simply acknowledging its presence.  

Certain aspects of its character may be articulated, for example: 

¥ Standardization and accreditation 
¥ Professionalization 
¥ The development of museum studies programs 
¥ The proliferation of museums and similar institutions 
¥ Signifi cant growth in museum education and visitor studies 
¥ More inclusive approaches to interpretation and collections management 

 

However, these aspects speak only to what is happening within the field.  Many changes 

are also being driven from without, by factors such as: 

¥ Fast-paced developments in technology 
¥ No Child Left Behind 
¥ Global environmental change 
¥ Economic threats, shifts in funding sources 
¥ New business models 

 

 Through comparison of the documentation of such changes and proposed 

responses over time, it becomes obvious that museums exist in a constant state of 

transition from which enduring needs arise.  John Cotton Dana and Elaine Gurian, 

writings published nearly a century apart from each other, discuss the concept of fashion 

in relation to these enduring needs: 
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I have tried to show that [the art] museum has been so absorbed in one aspect of 
its work that it has left untouched its more important and pressing duties.  It has 
built itself an elaborate and costly home, beautiful after the fashion of its time 
and the taste of its community. É Now seems to come the demand that the 
museum serve its people in the task of helping them to appreciate the high 
importance of manner, to hold by the laws of simplicity and restraint, and to 
broaden their sympathies and multiply their interests (Dana 2004 [1917], 29). 
 
We should be afraid of fashion, since it is certain to changeÉ.   The question 
should read, ÒShould museums be socially responsible institutions?Ó  And the 
answer should be, Òyes,Ó (Gurian 2006, 73). 
 

In 1917, John Cotton Dana wrote a reality check for art museums that, aside from 

a few details, could be easily applied to many of todayÕs museums.  The continued 

relevance of DanaÕs writing may well persist because the museum structure has remained 

largely the same over the last 90 years while the environment and the publics have 

changed.  Thus the concept of fashion to which both Dana and Gurian refer in their 

writings provides the touchstone for a comparison of museums past and present (Dana 

2004, 15; Gurian 2006, 73).  Both authors believe, as evidenced in the quotes above, in 

an enduring role for museums to benefit the people that give them life.  This simple 

social contract was as often forgotten in the age of mechanical reproduction as it is now 

in the age of digital information explosion.1  Fashionable jargon and concepts ask 

questions that may never be resolved but instead continue to change with time.  

Museums should only concern themselves with fashion where it provides 

opportunities to connect with and better serve the publics.  It must be the work of such 

prophets as Dana and Gurian to remind us that progress is irrelevant.  The process 

missionÑ the maintenance of museumsÕ dynamic balance between people and institution, 

whether by GurianÕs social responsibility score or by other means, must be reiterated time 

and again when we most need it.  I believe that this is what Richard Handler meant when 

he said that museumsÕ purpose is to survive (Handler 1993, 34). 

 Far from being a temporary state, transition is the reality of museums in 

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

                                                
1 See Walter BenjaminÕs 1936 essay, ÒThe Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.Ó 
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change and enduring needs by adopting flexible structures.  Museum transition is both 

initiated by professionals and imposed upon them by their institutionsÕ environments.  

What is so empowering about this realization is the knowledge that we professionals have 

some measure of controlÑ a capability and therefore responsibility to impact some types 

of changes that occur, to direct the shape they take, and to carefully choose our responses 

to changes we cannot control. This selective, thoughtful, creative process is what my 

Student Leadership Committee and I have come to call transformation.2  This 

transformation is not merely changeÑ it is aligned, intentional, innovative change.3 

 As a graduate student, I have encountered the same evidence of transition within 

my program.  This change is not parallel to that occurring in the field at large, but part 

and parcel of it.  As the field changes, so too must training change or it risks irrelevancy.  

The question on many studentsÕ minds is, ÒHow can we transform our learning so that we 

can transform museums?Ó  I believe that the answer to this question, and to those of all 

professionals regarding transition, lies in the exchange of ideas. 

 
 

                                                
2 It 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.  As such, 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. 
3 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. 
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Rethinking, Then Transforming 
The past 25 years has evidenced a growing professionalization of the field, and 
the next 25 must see its solidifi cation as an interdisciplinary, applied academic 
field.  Growth and innovation can only occur when a tradition of scholarship, 
academic dialog, and informed practice is fostered in new museologists. 
(Transforming Museums 2008) 

 
 Thus I embarked last autumn on the coordination of the University of Washington 

Museology ProgramÕs second annual conference.  The founding coordinator of the 

conference, Molly Dalessandro, had envisioned a small two-day event with 50 attendees.  

The focus would be on the changing environments and needs of museums, on academic, 

interdisciplinary work, and on the development of studentsÕ leadership skills.  In five 

months, she managed to guide a group of nearly thirty student volunteers in organizing 

and planning Rethinking Museums, which took place on May 3-4, 2007.  Due to a grant 

requirement, registration was free for the event; this serendipity fostered an emphasis on 

accessibility, which has become a central tenet of the conferenceÕs model.  I, along with 

seven other Committee chairs, coordinated everything from marketing to submissions to 

registration.  Molly brought Carlos Tortolero from the National Museum of Mexican Art 

in Chicago to speak for us, and by the time registration closed the week before, 200 

people had signed up to attend.   The event was a fabulous and surprising success.  

Clearly, our conference had the opportunity to fill a niche which had been previously 

ignored but for which there was considerable demand. 

 Additionally, according to the summative survey, over 43% of responding 

students were from other academic departments, including education, anthropology, and 

art history.  Six museology graduate students and three UW students from other 

departments presented papers and panels alongside 32 experienced professionals in the 

field.  Among the participants, 8 other universities and 40 museums and related 

organizations were represented; attendees came from all over the country.  While our 

Committee had certainly learned lessons in the planning and coordination process, we felt 

that we had succeeded in fulfilling our vision of an academic, interdisciplinary 

conference and in providing a valuable professional development opportunity for 
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museology students. 

 Molly left tough shoes to fill.  As I set out to coordinate this yearÕs conference, I 

was faced with the challenge of fulfilling a national scope and meeting the expectations 

defined in the comments from our summative evaluations.  The Committee had realized 

in the course of planning Rethinking Museums that the name was similar to the title of a 

Stephen Weil book as well as shared with a couple of other conferences; we wanted a 

name all our own.  Though Transforming Museums was also shared with a book, we 

couldnÕt 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 and Practice, speaks to the incredible insights to be gained by crossing 

the boundaries between disciplines. 

 Vision, mission, and planning documents were my next steps; in the transient 

situation of a two-year graduate program, continuity would be a constant issue.  As I 

planned, I began to borrow concepts from my museum administration and operations 

coursesÑ we needed a strategic plan, a funding plan, and comprehensive evaluations.  It 

gradually became clear that the conference bore certain characteristics in common with 

museums, and that enduring needs in the field would reverberate within the structure of 

Transforming Museums as well.  Further, solutions offered for enduring needs in the field 

could provide the basis for resolving issues in planning the conference and in contributing 

to the growth 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 documents I prepared needed to reflect the context of 

Transforming Museums and our resolve to do our part in driving transformation.  After a 

series of informal focus groups with volunteers, I developed the following statements that 

reflect our vision and goals:4 

Mission 
Our mission is to foster transformation in museums. 
 
 

                                                
4 These are taken from the Transforming Museums Three-Year Strategic Plan; see Appendix A. 
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Vision 
Museums are constantly evolving institutions, responding to their ever-changing 
environments.  Transforming Museums endeavors to bring people together to 
engage in an essential, critical dialog so that we can seek out ways to meet 
change deliberatelyÑ to catalyze strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats into assets. 
 
Assumptions 
Through dialog and the exchange of ideas, 
Through proactive engagement and critical reflection, 
Through the inclusion of multiple perspectives, 
Through the development of future leaders, and 
Through accessible registration, 
We provide experiences that foster transformation in museums. 
 
Proactive engagement is a flow experience; it is both dialog and silent 
contemplation, but its foundations are motivation and anticipation.  It is the 
process of gathering information inclusively and simultaneously focusing that 
new knowledge into actions to share and implement.  Participants must be 
imaginative, open, and full of energy. 

 

The organization of Transforming Museums has two overlapping but distinct 

parts.  The role of the conference in the Museology Graduate Program is to catalyze vital 

development opportunities for students.  Through exposure to enduring needs and 

solutions as they impact the conference, student volunteers will emerge from the planning 

process with concrete insight into meeting the needs of museums.  This development will 

have far-reaching implications as these students bring new leadership qualities and 

inquisitiveness to their future careers.  Coupled with the participation of scholars in other 

fields, exposure to current work in museology will empower student participants to 

thoughtfully contribute to literature and enter the workforce.  In addition to providing the 

practical information and networking opportunities that every museologist needs, 

Transforming Museums will help students to understand the state of the field and their 

role in it. 

For museum professionals, Transforming Museums will provide a space for 

sharing transformative ideas and methods that spring us into action.  It will be a forum for 

discussing the who, what, where, when, why, and how of adaptation, so that professionals 

can transform changes into strengths.  Creating such a niche will benefit both the 
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Museology Graduate Program and the professional community by connecting them more 

closely together and by providing a space for exchange. 

These two parts intersect where students meet professionals and where thought 

meets work.  In creating a forum for the state of museums, wherein the ideal is 

transformation, students encounter a museum reality that is transformation.  Likewise, in 

providing development opportunities for students, professionals set aside space for 

critical reflection on the state of museums, leading to transformative action.  These 

processes are essential to a revised museological perspectiveÑ one that includes training, 

research, practice, theory, history, and methods in the anatomy of this emerging field. 

Transforming Museums: Bridging Theory and Practice took place this May 22-

23, 2008, at Hotel Deca in Seattle, WashingtonÕs University District, with sessions at a 

handful of local museums: the Burke Museum of Natural History and Culture, Henry Art 

Gallery, Seattle Art Museum, Experience Music Project | Science Fiction Museum and 

Hall of Fame, and Pacific Science Center.5  Nearly 170 participants, including over 50 

presenters, came from all over the country to share their transformative ideas and 

methods for museums.  A team of outstanding student volunteers demonstrated newfound 

leadership skills as they simultaneously engaged in conversation and ran the event.  From 

my perspectives as conference coordinator and museology graduate student, I now take 

time to reflect on the successes and failures of our efforts, on our vision, and on the role 

and future of Transforming Museums.

                                                
5 See Appendix E for a copy of the conference program. 
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Leadership Feeling Forward 
Here was I, preparing to unfold the pageant of the past, and the present quietly 
put its hand through the printed page of history and said, Òit is here, it is now.Ó  
History is not events, but people. 
(Jacob Bronowski 1974, 438) 
 
How do you enter this space? 
(Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren 2008) 

 
 I am driving down the smooth country roads of northern Ohio to my birthplace.  

Kirshenblatt-Gimblet's concepts of actuality and virtuality take center stage to a 

soundtrack straight out of my childhoodÑ ZZ Top, Stevie Nicks, Depeche Mode 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblet 1995, 375-9).  I skip over Boston's Don't Look Back.  

Superimposed over the far-reaching cornfields, my thoughts float and flow.  Here am I, 

returning to my hometown.  I have not lived here for more than two-thirds of my life, but 

somehow I still call it home.  Yet this home is not the same as it was.  My home is a 

virtuality that coexists with the real, the now, the ever-changing actuality that is the 

village of Mount Gilead on December 26, 2007.  The virtuality is filled with my family, 

forever young as only in memory.  The reality, full of strangers and forgotten neighbors, 

fades in the face of remembrance.  Bygone fields erase newly constructed buildings.  I 

feel as if I am returning to a home that is yet not homeÑ returning to a place I don't know 

and calling it homeÑ returning to a past that never existed. 

 Out of this ambivalent state, how do I construct a real and meaningful personal 

mythology?  Who am I and how will this help me coordinate a conference?  I want to 

know who my people areÑ what our legacy is.  I want to tell a story about Mount Gilead 

that is recognizable and usable both for myself and for current residents.  If we were 

represented in a museum exhibit, what would it say?  I pass a fake street sign my 

grandmother often quotes with a chuckleÑ Òjackass junction.Ó  It rises from the front 

lawn of a man who once kept donkeys that played basketball. 

 My people put signs in their yards that say jackass.  This is not rowdy; it's 

conspiratorial.  Such is the way we playfully subvert the watchful expectations of a small 

Christian community, the stress of blue-collar work, the misfortunes of life, othersÕ 

perceptions of us.  This subversion allows the expression of criticism and sarcasm 

without damaging the beloved fabric of our community. 
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 As I pull into town, I close in on a run-down, rusty black truck with a sticker on 

the back that reads, "Get Ôer done."  There's my sign.  My people get things done.  We are 

farmers and children of farmers, factory-workers, salt of the earth.  Ideally, we want to be 

efficient, hard working, and critical for the purposes of creation and growth.  We go to 

the jackass junction to get Ôer done. 

 The jackass junction, like a conference, is a liminal space for the subversive 

process of transformationÑ getting Ôer done.  This is the foundation upon which IÕve 

embarked on a professional journey toward leadership not divorced from the personal.  

As I discussed with some of my mentors how to reflect upon coordinating Transforming 

Museums, some of them suggested that I prepare a manual for establishing a student-led 

conference, detailing my exact steps and procedures.  However, as I began to reflect, I 

found I couldnÕt write about that.  My experience as coordinator has been bound up in a 

reinvention of my sense of self.   

 Similarly, James Clifford reflected on the planning discussions for an exhibit on 

Tlingit art at the Portland Museum of Art.  He described how the ÔartÕ objects, rather than 

being discussed directly, were almost an afterthought as Tlingit elders told the stories and 

sang the songs depicted in and on the objects.  The elders didnÕt speak about how the 

objects were made, but what they meant and why.  Many of the stories became symbolic 

of contemporary social and economic struggles in the Tlingit community and between 

that community and the government (Clifford 1997). 

 I find it imperative to speak not just about how Transforming Museums was 

coordinated, but also about what my experiences as coordinator mean and why the 

conference is important.  The professional challenges I faced came alongside personal 

ones as I stepped out of my comfort zone to recruit, to speak publicly, and to find my 

place in this blooming, changing field of museums.  Enduring needs in museums 

threaded through these challenges, making them relevant on multiple levels.  The process 

of coordinating the conference, as well as the event it produced, is thus the story of 

transformation on individual, institutional, and museological levels, and can only be 

understood in this context.  Accordingly, I believe that the development of leadership 

skillsÑ institutionally or individuallyÑ must be a holistic, lifelong process if it is to be 

successful.  The development of transformative leadership also constitutes an enduring, 
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and perhaps the most pervasive need in museums.  Leadership is an essential part of 

transformation, and it is redefined by transformation. 

 At the American Association of MuseumsÕ Annual Meeting this year, I attended 

Any Title, Any LevelÑ Growing the Leader in You, a panel chaired by Randi Korn, 

Founding Director of Randi Korn & Associates, Inc. (Korn 2008b).  To illustrate the 

necessity of leadership learning as a lifelong, institution-wide process, Korn introduced 

leaders at three levels of experience and spoke of the qualities that distinguished them: 

humility, listening to understand rather than respond, having purpose and passion, 

negotiating that passion rather than championing one perspective.  These qualities were 

framed within Jim CollinsÕ Leadership Hierarchy, which describes how professionals at 

every level can be great leaders, regardless of their management responsibilities (Collins 

2005, 12).   

 From a business perspective, John Kotter illuminates this distinction.  He 

describes management as Òensur[ing] plan accomplishment by controlling and problem 

solving [sic],Ó while Òfor leadership, achieving a vision requires motivating and inspiring 

[sic] (Kotter 1990, 104).Ó  He also emphasizes the importance of lifelong leadership 

learning:  

 
Corporations that do a better-than-average job of developing leaders put an 
emphasis on creating challenging opportunities for relatively young employees. 
É [D]eveloping people for important leadership positions requires more work on 
the part of senior executives, often over a long period of time.  That work begins 
with efforts to spot people with great leadership potential early in their careers 
and to identify what will be needed to stretch and develop them (Kotter 1990, 
111). 

 
Kotter further characterizes why strong leadership is essential to pro-active change: 
 

Management is about coping with complexity. É Leadership, by contrast, is 
about coping with change.  Part of the reason it has become so important in 
recent years is that the business world has become more competitive and more 
volatile.  Faster technological change, greater international competition, É and 
the changing demographics of the workforce are among the many factors that 
have contributed to this shift. É More change always demands more leadership 
(Kotter 1990, 104). 

 
 At another AAM panel, I listened to Michael Spock, former executive director of 

the Boston ChildrenÕs Museum, as he described each of his failures as a leader and 
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manager in great detail (Spock 2008).  He used graphs and statistics.  Spock spoke over 

time of the ways in which he grew as a leader, both personally and professionally, to 

transform his situation.  As I reflected on the session with other attendees, several 

commented that this type of honesty was unusual and refreshing in the fieldÑ that 

professionals rarely confronted their weaknesses in public.  This is due in large part to 

concerns regarding reputation and marketing.  However, if professionals and publics 

demand accountable curation, in the form of pluralism, open subjectivity, and 

transparency, then they must also demand the same accountability of leadership.  This 

accountability takes the form of honesty, of personality, and of admitting weaknesses as 

well as strengths.  It means saying, ÒI made a mistake,Ó and, ÒI donÕt know,Ó and, ÒWhat 

do you think?Ó as well as, ÒWe did great!Ó   

 When we professionals gather to learn about and discuss museums, when we 

write and reflect on them, we need to make space for this kind of constructive critical 

inquiry into our own and othersÕ actions, free of blame and accusation, and with a vested 

interest in transformation.  Such a step may seem at odds with leadership because it could 

damage a reputation or disappoint people.  Yet when it comes to the mission of an 

institution, the right kind of criticism can only empower a team to fulfill it further.  

Leaders, at any level and with a selfless dedication to the mission, will understand this 

need and embrace the potential for transformation it entails. 

 A strong support network is essential to the development of transformative 

leadership qualities.  In my own journey toward leadership, I had a group of incredible 

leaders and followers as my mentors, who taught me through example, were willing to sit 

with me and dissect situations in which I felt I had made mistakes, and encouraged me 

when I did something well.  They took risks with me, and protected me from self-

scrutiny.  I learned how strong a guiding vision and sense of purpose can be, and came to 

empathize with leaders as individual people.  Without such support, there can be no space 

for the self-reflection necessary to take on a long and difficult project.  With such 

support, leaders at any level can accomplish what they previously thought impossible. 

 Perhaps most essential to transformative leadership is the ability to recognize 

enduring needs in museums and to fearlessly dismantle the fashions that hinder meeting 

those needs.  Ron Chew did this when he came to direct SeattleÕs Wing Luke Asian 
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Museum from the field of journalism.  In the space of a few years, he overturned 

traditional ideas of collections management and exhibition development.  He rejected 

institutional authority and embraced subjectivity to confront controversies that ran deep 

in Northwest Asian Pacific Islander American communities.  Chew was able to do this 

because he recognized the needs in his audiences for reflection and reconciliation, and 

understood how these needs previously went unacknowledged in the Museum (Chew 

2008). 

 In her workshop, Interdisciplinary Project Design, Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren, 

Associate Professor of Interdisciplinary Arts & Sciences at the University of Washington 

in Bothell, drew a circle in the middle of the room.  She asked participants to enter the 

circle as we felt appropriate, and I came to dance in anxious, tentative flirtations at the 

edge.   Next, we shared stories about what brought us to the workshop; I shared the one 

about going to the jackass junction to get Ôer done.  These exercises represented essential 

qualities of project leadershipÑ the importance of readiness, of narrative, of vision, and 

of edges.  I learned that day that we grow most from our encounters with the latterÑ with 

conflicts and anomaliesÑ and that my first foray into leadership as conference 

coordinator was an encounter with the edge.  I realized that we come to projects as people 

and as actors in our own narratives, and that our stories intersect briefly when we come 

together to develop and realize a shared, negotiated vision. 

These shifts in perspective and their corresponding practices form at least a partial 

foundation for transformative leadership.  Yet this constitutes only one enduring need in 

museums.  Enduring needs and the questions surrounding them have been, and continue 

to be, articulated in observations and solutions offered by leaders at every level in the 

field.  Certainly, the list I have developed in the following pages is not exhaustive; I hope 

that it is instead suggestive and that my peers will continue to build on it as needs, 

questions, and solutions are reflected in their own work. 


