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Object Observation

Educators at the Brooklyn Museum of Art originally developed the “Object Observation” exercise as a strategy for honing their skills as careful lookers and gallery teachers.  NYC Museum School teachers have refined it for use with students, and in the words of a NYCMS high school history teacher:

While this process is designed to facilitate teaching and learning in the museum, I find it equally applicable to the traditional academic classroom. It is useful to be able to ask students to study a piece of text, a map, a political cartoon or a graph with the same care and attention to detail with which they study a painting or an object of art.  (Jill Bloomberg, US History teacher)

Throughout their classes, New York City Museum School (NYCMS) students engage in The Museum Learning Process™.  Students (1) do extended observations, (2) engage in questioning, (3) employ research skills to study from a variety of sources,  (4) analyze and synthesize information, (5) present their findings in many formats, and (6) reflect on their learning process and work, through peer and professional critiques.  Each of these steps is closely aligned with the literacy work being done in our school district.

During the extended observation and questioning processes students are engaged in “accountable talk.”  They must observe the object, document, or exhibit closely, describe it objectively and subjectively, and formulate questions.  “What do you see that made you ask that question?”  “Where do you see that?” As students master this process, teachers become less and less involved.  The students hold each other accountable for their observations. 

In the museum galleries, Object Observation is designed to:

1) Encourage longer and closer looking skills;

2) Increase articulation skills, by focusing on the use of descriptive language;

3) Develop interpretation skills, or the ability to discern and extrapolate information based on observation and previous knowledge vs. that which requires new research;

4) Stimulate curiosity, and the quest for additional information;

5) Emphasize the possibilities of new research; and,

6) Begin a process of synthesizing information (from observation, research, questioning, listening to and conferring with colleagues) that ultimately leads to new understanding.

In addition, Object Observation encourages educators to:

1) use listening as a teaching and learning tool, and;

2) Incorporate diverse perspectives, interests, concerns and skills.

Object Observation Exercise

1) Observation and Recording  

After selecting an object, divide a piece of paper into two columns. (See the attached sheet.)  Without any introduction to the object, or (if in a museum) without reading the label, take 10 -15 minutes to record observations that are:

a) OBJECTIVE (Describe what can be perceived by the senses – e.g.  sight or touch.  Students begin to understand that they can describe color, size, shape, texture, and parts of the whole or specific details.  It is difficult to find the language that will describe something objectively.)

b)
SUBJECTIVE (What does this object make you think about?  What does it remind you of? Students understand that prior knowledge, cultural biases, stories, and their own imagination give them insights into what they experience.)

List 3 - 5 questions about the object.  

You may also want to make a sketch of the object, noting colors, etc.  

2) Sharing Observations

Individuals present their objective and subjective observations and their questions to others in the group.

3) Presentation of Available Information and Research

When available, the group leader presents label information, curatorial notes from catalogue entries, related myths, stories, etc.  

4) Discussion

The group compares their observations and insights with the information presented, and notes which questions were answered and which questions require further research.  

The New York City Museum School
at THE O. HENRY BUILDING

Community School District 2    333 West 17th Street, Room 222
New York, New York 10011

Ron Chaluisan and Sonnet Takahisa
American Museum of Natural History

Founding Co-Directors
Brooklyn Museum of Art


Children’s Museum of Manhattan


South Street Seaport Museum
Object Observation

	OBJECTIVE 

Describe the object
	SUBJECTIVE

What does it make you feel/think about?

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


QUESTIONS

What do you wonder?  What do you want to know?
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