Museums and HE: rekindling the romance
Use of museums by HE students varies from one-off field trips to museum-based modules which are part of HE curricula. This paper reports on an example of the latter, ‘Breaking into the V&A’, a module for second year art and design students.  The module offered students a range of ‘ways in’ to using museums, including exploring the history of museums, visiting behind the scenes at the V&A and designing an exhibition. Sponsored by the Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning through Design (CETLD), it was developed in response to research findings showing students needed support using collections.  Student feedback is summarised and elements which could be used in other courses are highlighted.
Introduction: museums and HE courses
There is a growing interest in the role of museums in students' learning in a range of HE subjects.  This role includes one-off trips to museums as complements to core courses, and at the other end of the spectrum, courses and modules about museums. Examples of museum-based courses are the Museums and Heritage Studies BA offered by Brighton's Faculty of Arts from 2008, which developed from museum-focused elements which were already part of other courses in the Faculty.  Examples of museum-based modules which students take in addition to their core subjects include those at the Museum of English Rural Life (MERL) in Reading run by the Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning Applied Undergraduate Research Skills (CETL-AURS).  

A continuum of museums' involvement in HE is suggested by this comment from Carin Jacobs, Director for the Center of the Arts, Religion and Education at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, USA: 'I assert that there exists a hierarchy of involvement with museums in education, beginning at the level of the ad hoc field trip and ending, in a perfect world, with museums as satellite universities (Jacobs, 2009).  (An interesting debate on the relationship between HE and museums was sparked by Jacobs's article and can be found in the same issue of Museum Management and Curatorship). 
Here I report on ‘Breaking into the V&A’, a museum-based module for second year art and design students.  This aimed to enable students to explore a series of ‘ways in’ to using museums, with the Victoria and Albert Museum, London as a central example, but also using other museums. It should be of interest to HE tutors from a range of disciplines who use museums, archives or collections of objects in their teaching, or who are interested in doing so. 

First I will give some background on the development and content of the module.  I then give examples of activities, an example of student work and a summary of student feedback on the course.  I then reflect upon the module as a whole, highlighting some areas which could be developed and used in different contexts.

Background
The module was developed and taught as part of my role as Higher Education Officer for the Centre For Excellence in Teaching and Learning through Design (CETLD), a five-year long partnership between the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), the Royal College of Art (RCA), the University of Brighton and the V&A. Among the aims of CETLD are embedding the use and understanding of museum and archive collections in the experience of design students.  I am one of a three-strong team based at the V&A for the duration of the partnership.

The module was optional and could be taken by any student from the Faculty of Arts as part of the Faculty's extension studies programme, whereby students choose from a range of courses to take in addition to their core studies. There were nine weekly sessions.  Seven of these consisted of a three-hour taught session at the University, and two were day visits to the V&A, one to explore the displays and one to visit behind the scenes. So far it has been caught twice and is due to run a third time in the autumn term 2009-10.
A course ‘map’ is shown below:
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‘Ways in’ to using museums included:

· exploring different conceptions of museums’ roles and ideology now and in the past.  Activities here included analysing pictures of different museum interiors from different periods; students independently visiting local museums and speaking to visitors and museum staff to establish the purpose of these museums and their audiences; analysing different galleries at the V&A.

· exploring motivations for collecting and different types of collection. Activities included discussing collections made by students and tutors using Susan Pearce's categorisation of collections as systematic, souvenir and fetishistic (Pearce 1991) as a way of understanding personal collections and museum collections.

· Testing the museum environment.  Activities included doing mildly unacceptable things during a visit to the V&A, such as lying on the floor, listening to music on MP3 players and running.  The purpose of this was to identify some boundaries of acceptable behaviour in the public space of the museum and consider how these may affect our relationship with objects within them.
· Drawing out different significances of objects within different places and within different exhibitions.  For example, in one activity students considered a watch with a picture of Saddam Hussein on the face, and considered different exhibitions this could be part of - for example, an exhibition on dictators, or moustaches, or the 'axis of evil'.  The purpose of this was to see how an object's significance could change according to the context it was placed in.  Students then drew diagrams of different aspects of objects which could be highlighted when interpreting them.  

· Finding out about the different areas of museums' work and different museum-based resources students could draw on.  This included talking to artists in residence at the V&A, touring the conservation studios, and visiting the V&A art and design archives.
· Analysing galleries. For example, during the first visit the V&A students were invited to analyse galleries in two ways. The first drew on their knowledge of the history and purposes of museums and focussed on the gallery’s design, type of collection and the way in which the collection was displayed.  The second way invited a more lateral and imaginative approach, for example imagining films that would be shot in the space or what kind of personality the gallery might have. 

These 'ways in' were explored during the first half of the course, and students could draw on these in the second half of the course when they focused on the final task, which was to design an exhibition or piece for an existing exhibition.
The rationale for such an approach to course design is supported by a comment by the eminent museum educational theorist Eilean Hooper-Greenhill on the complex educational role of the museum: ‘It is not enough to focus only on the learning strategies of individuals, and the educational potential of museums and their collections, it is also necessary to place this within a knowledge of the social and cultural roles museums play.’(Hooper-Greenhill 1999: 22).

Another statement by the same author provides something of a challenge to those using museums with their students in HE courses: ‘Accessible exhibitions can lead to greater enjoyment and more effective learning, even though the nature of the learning is probably rather unfocused; leisure-learning, a stirring of interest, an extension of something already known.' (Hooper-Greenhill 1999: 24). This characterisation of  much learning from exhibitions as ‘leisure-learning’ and ‘a stirring of interest’ is attractive and is in my view accurate as a description of learning in museums by many visitors. However, ‘leisure-learning’ may be taken as only a partial description of the optimum use of museums in formal education and in HE courses, particularly those such as design where object-based learning is central. Part of the aim of the module was to explore how students could be encouraged to engage more deeply with museums and their collections.
Impetus for course development also came from baseline research carried out by CETLD at the V&A into the use of collections by HE design tutors and students.  This showed that students would welcome support in using collections but help ‘ must not appear to demystify, simplify, underestimate’ (Fisher, 2007:14). It also showed that museums and practising artists had similar priorities in desiring to display works effectively, write descriptions of work, and market it to the public through sales and advertising. Insight into museum work might therefore help artists and designers commercially. This research also showed that barriers to students visiting the V&A included lack of knowledge of what it offered, difficulties with orienting oneself within the museum, high exhibition charges, lack of opportunity to handle objects, crowds in the museum, and distance.  
Student feedback
At the end of the module students filled in a feedback form on the different parts of the course, numbering each part according to how interesting they found it.  Below is an average mark given to each part, taken from feedback from 15 students (out of the 20 students in total who have taken the module).  Each part of the course received a mark from between 11 and 15 students (some students were absent for some parts).  To get the end total, all the marks are added together and then divided by the number of students who gave them. They are given here in descending order, and selected comments from students are added.
	Part of course
	Number from 1 to 5 (1=not interesting, 5=very interesting).
	Student comments

	Visit Behind the Scenes 
	4.7

	‘ a great opportunity to see what happens to objects before they end up in the museum’.
‘ it ‘unglamourises' the V&A’.

	Explore significances of objects
	4.4

	‘ it got me thinking of a simple object in so many different ways.’


	Explore types of collection and motivations for collecting 
	4.3

	‘ helpful in both history of museums and human activity.’

	Design an exhibition or piece for an existing exhibition (final task)
	4.1

	‘ allows for a more creative application of theory.’
‘ never thought about holding my own exhibition before.’

‘ stressful and very time consuming, but useful.’

‘ it makes a change from writing essays.’

	Investigate purposes of museums 
	3.9

	‘ very interesting-made you think about why and how'
‘ already learnt a significant amount from my course (visual culture).'

	Visit to archives 
	3.9

	‘ I thought it was a great opportunity to find out about new research sources.’
‘ I had no idea that you could access these-very good database and interesting’

‘ a bit boring’

	Explore history of museums 

	3.8

	‘ some stuff I didn't know.’

	Test the museum environment 
	3.6

	‘ makes you question museum environment.’
‘ although uncomfortable ultimately useful’

	Explore your learning preferences

	3.5

	‘ was fun-but didn't agree with result!’

	Investigating virtual resources (V&A website)
	3.3
	‘ new source, but I didn't find it all too useful’
‘alright-not so enlightening’


Reflection

The module contained many elements which could be developed further and used on other courses and learning contexts.  These include:

· learning how to use different museum resources -displays, archives, web-based resources and so on 

· analysing museum displays  

· exploring collections and motivations for collecting 

· exploring different significances of objects

· learning about different aspects of museum work 

Parts of the course which needed to be improved included students analysing how they best preferred to use museums.  Many students already had strong preferences about this.  What generally interested them more was learning about others’ strategies for using museums, and thus considering alternatives to their own.  Another part which needed improvement was investigating virtual resources. Some students found visiting the V&A website helpful and surprising, but others did not.  What might be more interesting here is including an element in the course which compares virtual and real resources more generically, for example by asking whether an object 's three-dimensionality is affected if it is behind glass and cannot be touched, and investigating types of resource which the web offers which cannot be offered in any actual museum.
Conclusion

On the basis of the course I would suggest that ‘museum literacy’ involves more than knowing what is available in museums, and that it cannot be assumed that students, even those who are practised at working with objects, will be able to get the most out of museums without support.  However, if we return to the continuum in museum involvement in HE mentioned at the beginning of this article, it is likely that different tutors will give differing emphases to the role of museums in courses, depending on factors such as the nature of the discipline, available museum collections, preferred teaching approaches and so on.
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