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Why Do We Spend So Much Time in Museums?

Parents of prospective students, school administrators, and district personnel often ask, “Why do students spend so much time in museums?”  It comes in many forms:  When do the students do their “real” work?   How many days are they out of school?  Do they go to the museums every week?

The time that New York City Museum School (NYCMS) students spend in our partner museums—American Museum of Natural History, Brooklyn Museum of Art, Children’s Museum of Manhattan, and South Street Seaport Museum— and the work that they do in these institutions make their academic experiences and our school unique. 

Museum Learning Process

NYCMS students work in museum galleries a minimum of two afternoons a week.  The collections represent traditions of intellectual rigor and high standards that provide the basis for interdisciplinary learning.  Faced with scientific specimens, works of art, historical documents, and artifacts, students learn to construct their own knowledge. By attending the museum regularly, students become skilled at the museum learning process—extended observation, questioning, research, synthesis and analysis, presentation, and reflection—that is based on the process of discovery exemplified by the work of museum professionals.

NYCMS students are taught different strategies—taking notes, comparing and contrasting, sketching, and describing in oral and written formats—to improve their extended observation skills. They look closely at primary sources, extract information from the exhibited items, and look at the context in which these items are displayed.  

NYCMS students engage in models of scholarship found in museums that complement work done in the classroom.  They participate in the museum learning process by asking questions about the objects and discerning which questions can be answered by further observation and which require additional research.

Students learn to utilize a range of resources including textbooks, literature, the Internet, other museums and collections, and subject specialists in the museums and at school to gather information. Students develop the skills necessary to synthesize and analyze information from different sources, and to make decisions about how to use the information.

Students experience a variety of high quality presentation models in the galleries, publications, and programs of our partner museums. Over the course of their experience at NYCMS, students are expected to move toward these professional presentation standards in their own work through an on-going assessment and reflection process.

Although NYCMS students are introduced to the museum learning process in the galleries and halls of our partner museums, they utilize the process in their school-based subject classes when confronting a mathematical problem, designing a scientific experiment, studying a new map, or reading difficult text.  

The NYCMS Partnership

NYCMS students are immersed in museum and classroom environments dedicated to scholarship, filled with primary sources, and committed to high standards of presentation.  On a daily basis, they experience academic situations where problems are stated, evidence is cited, and solutions are presented. NYCMS classrooms, like museums, become forums for interaction between people—students, teachers, and museum educators— with different points of view.  

The NYCMS partnership ensures that all students, regardless of their test history, have opportunities to engage in authentic situations that require them to utilize the learning process and be accountable to content standards.

In Their Own Words
NYCMS is “a unique learning environment specializing in the educational use and benefit of places where items of permanent and historical value are kept.  These places are part of the curriculum.” (Fatoumata Magassa, Emily Martin, Harold Ohayon, 10th grade students)

“Most importantly, my students have learned to slow down and look.  A difficult piece of text, confusing chart or detailed map reveals more information when they literally look at it longer. Questions are part of the process, not the end of the process.  Asking ‘what does it mean?’ may make them look deeper into the text or go elsewhere for more information.  They also take their responsibility to present what they have learned much more seriously.  For each eight-week course of study…they (are) required to present what they have learned.” (Jill Bloomberg, High School History teacher)

“Over the past summer, I went to the Brooklyn Museum with a friend of mine.  I felt like a genius because I was able to explain to him how African tribes worshipped their leaders with different pieces of art that symbolized many different things.  We had a twenty-minute conversation about the Sande Society Mask…This is my most memorable experience at a museum.  I got the chance to speak intelligently about a piece in the museum without being coached on what to say.” (Quiania Thomas, 11th grade student)

“The Museum School tries to keep students involved during the summer also.  This year the students were asked to visit a museum and take notes on an exhibit of their choice.  When they returned to school they discussed, wrote, and made a display about what they saw.  So you see, no matter what they are doing or learning, they are always getting a little extra due to their access to museums.” (Ashlee Stevens, 11th grade student)

“My students love learning in museums, and they have learned an enormous amount.  The museums allow us to study things that can’t possibly be learned from books.  For example, to understand differences in Christian and Islamic [points of view] you need to actually look at Christian and Islamic art. The other thing museums offer that books sometimes don’t is an element of fascination…My students really love learning about other cultures and I know this has a lot to do with so many great experiences in museums.” (Jody Madell, High School Global Studies teacher)
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