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individuals who are seeking to use museums for
their own self-seeking ends. It is not appropriate to
use museum resources to try to resolve political
struggles which have been centuries in the making
and which have the potential to distract museums
from their broader educational mission. Instead,
museums must seek out and work with those mem-
bers of the public who value the democratic process
and wish to work cooperatively for the benefit of the
wider society.

Museums have to commit their resources to creat-
ing and pursuing conversations with the public about
what new roles museums can play in a rapidly
changing physical and social environment. Finally,
museums should encourage a broad public involve-
ment by promoting careers in museum work within
the education system, by educating the public about
the traditional and changing role of museums and by
visibly contributing at many levels to the quality of
life in their communities.

I am not sure all of us are ready for this emerging
brand of museclogy but, with the stakes this high,
we had better be. Museum workers have worked
hard to obtain and honour the public trust vested in
museums and we will have to continue to work hard
not to lose it. M
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In search of meaning:
“Reflective practice”
and museums

Douglas Worts

To this museum educator/evaluator, cultural institu-
tions such as museums are essentially charged with
the responsibility of facilitating a process of human
growth (be it intellectual, emotional, spiritual or
social) that can and does occur when people interact
in a “meaningful” way with objects that are at once
both unique and highly symbolic. It is through this
growth that an individual can develop a sense of his/
her own personal identity, as well as an understand-
ing of hig’/her relationship to a set of collective values,
beliefs and behaviours. Quite a mission for a
museum!

This paper is organized on two levels. Beginning
the analysis are some of the broad contemporary
issues facing museum professionals, particularly edu-
cators, as viewed through the notion of “reflective
practice” introduced at the 1990 AAM Conference by
Mary Ellen Munley. A parallel discussion, presented
as an annotated model of the complexity of the visitor
experience, offers a departure for the examination of
the role of museums both in society and in the lives of
individuals,

Museums have traditionally performed two basic
functions in their efforts to contribute to the well-
being of society. Both are in need of review. The first
is the selection/collection of cultural objects that con-
tain meaning and significance on a scale that
warrant their being held in trust by a museum. The
criteria for the requisite assessment of desirability or
“quality”, particularly within the realm of art,
remains largely unarticulated and therefore contin-
ues to be something of a mystery for most individuals
in society. The second major function that museums
must perform, and the main subject here, is that of
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