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ABSTRACT 

For my Master of Arts in American Indian Studies at the University of Arizona I have 

done a comparative analysis of the Docent program's at the Arizona State Museum and 

the National Museum of the American Indian. A docent program or guided tour program, 

is part of educational programing at each museum. In order to fully understand and 

appreciate objects in a museum, especially those in exhibits dealing with Native 

Americans, requires interpretation. The guided tour is one of the most popular 

interpretive techniques. In this particular study, I focus on the use of storytelling as an 

interpretive technique. 

This study was done in an educational setting through informal observation of the 

docents, personal interviews and discussion with the docents and Educational 

Coordinators at each museum, examination of educational training, examination of 

Native American education techniques, and investigation of storytelling and its 

relationship to museums and Native peoples. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Throughout history, museums have had an association with learning and 

education. Museums representing Native Americans are no exception. However, 

museums that have collections of material culture from American Indian groups have 

historically sought to "interpret" the "vanishing" Native and many continue under this 

premise, despite the fact that Natives have not vanished and now seek to speak for 

themselves. Native voices or the voice of the object-maker have seldom been included in 

education or interpretive programs. Fortunately, this is changing, albeit slowly. This 

study will address two specific museums that seek to incorporate the voice of the Native 

in interpretation and education. In particular, these programs use the narrative or 

storytelling voice of Native peoples to interpret and in some cases to reinventing the 

exhibit. This kind of educating, called informal education, is what museum education 

programs are all about. Interestingly enough, informal education is also the method by 

which Native people have been educating their children for eons. In Native communities, 

storytelling has been a prime method for this tj^e of informal education. Now these two 

museimis are incorporating Native stories and storytelling, told by Natives, to educate the 

public. This study seeks to examine this issue through comparative analysis of each 

museum's education programing and will explore various learning theories and their 

applications to each museum's setting. The two museums to be examined in this study 

are; the Arizona State Museum and the National Museum of the American Indian. While 
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both of these museums and their collections have similarities they also have extreme 

differences, which are reflected in their educational programs. 

The Arizona State Museum represents the Southwestem region of Native 

Americans from pre-historic, historic and the present through collections primarily 

comprised of archaeological and ethnographical material. This museum is a public 

institution which has a long history and is affiliated with a research one institution and is 

a part of one of this country's top Anthropology programs. Its origins are wrapped up 

with the begiimings of the University of Arizona prior to the territory of Arizona 

becoming a state. According to the mission statement "Major museum research programs 

and activities include archaeological research on state lands, the management and 

protection of the state's archaeological and historical resources through administration of 

the Arizona Antiquities Act, and archaeological contracting services for assisting 

sponsors in meeting federal and state environmental protection mandates"'. The exhibits 

and the educational program that supports the Arizona State Museum, reflects this 

commitment to the resources of this state which are primarily Native American in origin. 

The museum works closely with the tribes individually and with a Native advisory board. 

In addition, many of the tribes in the state of Arizona borrow from the collections for 

their exhibits. The education and docent program at ASM is highly structured so as to 

respect the wishes of exhibited communities in what information is disseminated. 

However, the exhibits and the education program include a special place for the 
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representation and transmission of Oral Traditions. The use of storytelling has been 

successfully incorporated into the educational program. The docents are given a plethora 

of background material on the tribes represented in the exhibit, however, part of the 

material includes some of the stories of the people. These stories were chosen in 

conjunction with the Native Advisory board and the museum and they represent what the 

tribes want to convey. The docents reinterpret these stories thereby employing Native 

education techniques. In effect, the docents are using Native voice and multiple layers of 

them. But, the public does not know this, they only know they got to hear a Native 

American story and it makes their visit to the museum more memorable and learning 

occurs. 

The National Museimi of the American Indian has a much different agenda and 

origin. This museum began in the early part of this century as the private collection of a 

wealthy business man, George Gustav Heye. The museum became a part of the 

Smithsonian Institution in 1989. This collection consists of ethnographic and 

archaeological materials. The collection spans 10,000 years and is a broad spectrum 

collection specializing in no particular area, having objects from Alaska to Tierra del 

Fuego. Prior to the Depression, research and publication were priorities for this museum, 

but the Depression had a negative effect on this privately owned institution. In the years 

following the Depression the commitment to publication and research declined. The 

mission statement of this museum differs greatly from that of the Arizona State Museum 
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and is as follows; "the Smithsonian's National Museum of the American Indian is 

dedicated to the preservation, study, and exhibition of life, languages, literature, history, 

and arts of Native Americans"". The Smithsonian does encourage Native involvement as 

indicated in the NMAI Cultural Agenda. The statement of purpose of the NMAI Cultural 

Agenda is as follows; "The National Museum of the American Indian shall recognize and 

affirm to Native communities and the non-Native public the historic and contemporary 

culture and achievements of the Natives of the Western Hemisphere by advancing - in 

consultation, collaboration and cooperation with Natives - knowledge and understanding 

of Native cultures, including art, history and language, and by recognizing the museum's 

special responsibility, through iimovative public programing, research and collections, to 

protect, support and enhance the development, maintenance and perpetuation of Native 

culture and community" The Smithsonian is committed to research, however, the 

location of the National Museum of the American Indian in lower Manhattan is far 

removed from Native America. There are no local Native communities to involve other 

than the Urban Indian community and often their ties to the objects in the collections are 

far removed. However, the education and interpretation program that NMAI employs is 

innovative to be sure, and in many ways very effective. This Interpretation program is 

much different than the highly structured Docent program at the Arizona State Museum. 

There is little structure and Native Interpreters are encouraged to develop their own 

programs to interpret the exhibits. Each Interpreter chooses what objects from the 
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exhibits he/she prefers to interpret and they link these objects by theme and relate this 

information through storytelling. In a way, they almost reinvent the exhibit. 

It is interesting to note that while NMAI is writing policies and affirming their 

commitment to Natives, the Arizona State Museum has been working with local Native 

communities since the turn of the century. This in no doubt partially due to the locations 

of the museums in relation to Indian tribes. This study is a comparative analysis of two 

museums, the Arizona State Museum and the National Museum of the American Indian, 

and their use of storytelling as an interpretive and educational methodology. 

THE ARIZONA STATE MUSEUM 

The Arizona State Museum has a long and interesting history. The story of the 

museum actually begins prior to Arizona's statehood and revolves around three directors 

who ran both the museum and the Department of Archaeology/Anthropology. The 

museum has only had three full- time directors in 104 years. Each of these directors also 

served as the head of Archaeology (later changed to Anthropology). This integral tie 

between Anthropology and the museum coupled with the continuity of having only three 

directors has helped put the department in the top five among research institutions with 

the museum supporting the research of these efforts. The unique history of the Arizona 

State Museum has shaped and determined the direction the museum has taken and the 

Museum Education department is no exception. The focus of this museum has always 
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been on research and education and this tradition continues on today, manifesting itself in 

many new directions. 

The begirmings of what we now know as the Arizona State Museum date back to 

territorial days. Arizona was not yet a state in 1893 when George P. Hunt, a 

representative to the 17"' legislative Assembly, proposed the creation of a Territorial 

Museum. The act he proposed sponsored the creation of "...a territorial museum for the 

collection and preservation of the archaeological resources, specimens of mineral wealth, 

and the flora and fauna of the territory"This act, which was popularly received and 

passed, specified that the museum be housed at the Territorial University in Tucson. This 

was all well and good, but the funding for the new museiun was not approved for two 

more years. The funding was $100 dollars per year and intended to secure a curator for 

the museum. 

The first curator of the Territorial Museum was Herbert Brown. A reporter by 

trade. Brown had an intensive interest in Native American material culture, as well as 

bird skins. He collected a variety of objects including bird skins, elephant teeth, minerals, 

and arrowheads. During his time at the Territorial Museum, Brown also collected a 

number of Yuma bows, arrows, flutes and dolls. He was the first person associated with 

the museum to publish an article in American Anthropologist, as he wrote a short article 

on a Pima-Maricopa ceremony. At this time, the museum occupied a portion of 
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University Hall, in the Old Main building. In 1913, Herbert Brown died and the 

collections were removed and put into storage. While the budding collection was in 

storage. Professor John J. Thomber, assumed a role as caretaker. 

By 1915, the university decided to hire a Ml-time director for the museum. 

Arizona had recently become a state and the museum was renamed the Arizona State 

Museum. Dr. Byron Cummings was offered the position of both full-time director of the 

museum and Head of the new Archaeology program. From this time on, the department 

would be an integral part of the museum and each director for the next sixty five years 

would hold this dual position. Prior to coming to the University of Arizona, Dr. 

Cummings had spent 20 years at the University of Utah. During that time, he developed a 

keen interest in the archaeology of the Southwest. The directorship of the Arizona State 

Museum and Department Head of Archaeology was an exciting opportvmity and Dr. 

Cummings rose to the challenge. It has been stated that upon his arrival at the university. 

President Kleinsmid told Dr. Cummings, "here's your museum, go to it!", referring to the 

collections in storage. 

Dr. Cummings set about the task of finding a building to house the collections and 

found that there was room in the new agriculture building, the building now known as the 

Forbes Building. As director he began the task of setting up his collections. As if running 

a museum and a department were not enough for Dr. Cummings, he got involved in the 
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larger archaeological community outside of the university, as well. In 1916, he organized 

the Arizona Archaeological Society which later became the Arizona Archaeological and 

Historical Society and participated in many archaeological excavations throughout the 

state. While on a archaeological dig at Cuicuilco, south of Mexico City, Dr. Cununings 

met a very young Emil Haury. He persuaded Haury to come and take a part time job 

assisting him at the Arizona State Museum as well as continuing his studies. In 

September of 1925, Haury did just that. In fact, the Class of 1928, which included Haury 

along with Clara Lee Fraps (Tarmer) and Florence M. Hawley (Ellis), were the first to 

receive their M.A.'s from the Department of Archaeology. This class, however, had just 

begun their long associations with the department and Museum. All were hired as 

instructors by Dr. Cununings the following year as the Department of Archaeology grew. 

During this same period of time. Dr. Cununings was also the President of the University a 

position that he held for 18 months. One tradition founded by Dr. Cununings in 1931, 

was the first archaeological field school at BCinishba which is still a vital part of both the 

Department and the Museum. 

In 1936, the museum moved to the new Museum Building which was built with 

Works Progress Administration funds. The following year, Dr. Cummings stepped down 

and his former student. Dr. Emil Haury took the reigns. 
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Haury was immanently qualified. Dr. Haury had recently completed his Ph.D. at 

Harvard. After teaching at the University of Arizona in the Archaeology department, 

Haury left in 1930 to take a position as assistant director of the Gila Pueblo Foundation. 

The Foundation had agreed to pay for his Ph.D. if he took the position. His work at both 

the Gila Pueblo Foundation and at the University of Arizona as a professor, exposed him 

to the great's in archaeology. He was involved with the development of tree-ring dating 

or Dendrochronology and ongoing field excavations throughout the state. In March of 

1937, Dr. Haury was offered the position of Archaeology Department Head and the very 

next year Dr. Cummings retired and Dr. Haury took over the position as Director of 

Arizona State Museum as well. It was then, that the Department of Archaeology was 

changed to the Department of Anthropology. 

Dr. Haury accomplished many things during his tenure at the Arizona State 

Museum. In 1939, he moved the field school to Point of Pines and in 1946 he moved it 

yet again to San Carlos Reservation where it stayed until 1960. The department and the 

museum were growing by leaps and bounds with the post-war boom. In 1938, the annual 

budget was approximately $7,000 dollars, but by 1964 the annual budget had grown a 

whopping 1500 percent, to approximately $110,000 dollars ^ This represented incredible 

growth and success. Perhaps one of Dr. Haury's greatest contributions to the department, 

the museum and the field of Archaeology was in his excavations of Snaketown. The 

work he did there in during 1934-1935 and again in 1964-1965 to reconfirm his findings, 



is considered a classic in Southwestern Archaeology. Dr. Haury increased 

professionalism at the museum, and he fostered the growth of modem exhibition 

techniques, cataloging and documentation, and he secured the development of the 

Arizona State Museum Library based on a contribution by Father Victor Stoner, a former 

student of the department. In 1964, after 25 years, Dr. Haury stepped down and Dr. 

Raymond Thompson, a former student of Haury's stepped in. 

Dr. Thompson, also an archaeologist, specialized in Meso-American and 

Southwestern archaeology and thus continued the departmental and museum emphasis on 

archaeological research, fieldwork and publication. By this time, the Department of 

Anthropology had a ranking in the top five in Anthropology programs in the nation, no 

doubt due to the dedication and continuity that mark this department. Dr. Thompson 

served, as the directors before him, as the head of the Department of Anthropology until 

1980. By this time, the museum and the department had both grown so much that it was 

decided to separated the two positions. Dr. Thompson held the position of Director of 

Arizona State Museum for 32 years and in Jime of 1997, he retired. 

Throughout his tenure at the museum. Dr. Thompson, has placed a strong 

emphasis on continuing the research traditions started by his predecessors and he 

instituted many modem irmovations. He has worked at the national level on the 

development of conservation standards and he maintains that caring for the collection 
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has been one of his primary goals as director. Under his direction, the Arizona State 

Museum was one of the first to hire a fiUl time conservator. The conservator at ASM, is 

one of the top in her field and one of only a handful of people who have a Ph.D. in 

Conservation. Dr. Thompson also instituted the computerization of the collection making 

Arizona State Museum one of the first museums to do this. In addition. Dr. Thompson 

had a role in creation of major laws surrounding the governance of archaeological sites 

and the material obtained firom them. In the age of the Native American Graves 

Protection and Repatriation Act, his involvement in legislation has signaled the level of 

commitment this museum maintains and has maintained throughout its history, with the 

Indian tribes in the state. 

It is important to remember that the Arizona State Museum is a research facility, 

located on the University of Arizona campus, a state run facility and a repository for 

objects found on state land. The museum has a responsibility to the objects and the 

people the objects belong to. The collections, while vast, came firom a variety of sources. 

Most of the significant collections came firom donations, for example, when Gila Pueblo 

Foundation closed, its extensive collection of Southwestern pottery was donated to the 

Arizona State Museum. Also, the extensive archaeological collection comes firom the 

Department of Anthropology's field school. While the field school has been in existence 

since 1931, excavations took place prior to that, and all the objects obtained from these 

excavations are in the Arizona State Museum. The collection is vast with approximately 
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150,000 catalogued archeological and ethnological artifacts, 13,000 cubic feet of bulk 

archaeological research collections, 225,000 photographic images, 1220 hours of sound 

recording, 950 linear feet of archives and manuscripts, 3,000,000 pages of microfilmed 

archival documents and 48,000 pages of transcribed documentation on Spanish 

exploration and settlements. In addition, the Arizona State Museum library houses a 

reference library of40,000 volumes These collections reflect the museum's focus on 

Native cultures of the southwest, from pre-historic to the present and this is 

complimented by historic collections reflecting settlement in the area. 

A HISTORY OF THE GEORGE GUSTAV HEYE COLLECTION OF THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF 
THE AMERICAN INDIAN, SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION, NEW YORK CITY. 

The National Museum of the American Indian has a rich and diverse history. 

Originating as one man's collection, it now belongs to the people of the United States of 

America as a part of the Smithsonian Institution legacy. This collection began as George 

Gustav Heye's personal obsession. He was shaped by his time, a time where collections 

of objects demonstrated status and knowledge. 

Initially founded on May 10, 1916, by George Gustav Heye, it was deemed the 

Museum of the American Indian. The collections at the time included 400,000 objects 

collected since 1896. With flmding from his fnends, relatives and other trustee's, Heye 

had a building constructed in upper Manhattan. The Museum of the American Indian was 



opened to the public on November 15, 1922. Heye remained in control of the museum 

from 1916-1956, serving as its director. However, following a series of heart-attacks he 

retired and the museum floundered. By 1960, Frederick Dockstader had been appointed 

director and the museum began major renovations and a concerted effort to draw the 

public back into the fold. A major source of information on the Museum of the American 

Indian is an article written in 1960, for the New Yorker magazine, which by no 

coincidence was meant to expand public knowledge and interest in the museum. These 

efforts were in vain and over the next few years problems multiplied. A combination of 

insufficient endowment, lack of government support, an eroding membership and 

patronage base, and trouble management all contributed to a decline in visitor-ship. By 

the 1970s, the collections were in need of serious attention because of poor storage 

facilities. In addition, there was a greater need for cultxiral sensitivity and involvement of 

Native peoples. It was at this point that negotiations with the Smithsonian Institution 

began. In 1989, the Museum of the American Indian became a part of the family of 

Smithsonian Museums. 

GEORGE GUSTAV HEYE 

George Gustav Heye (1875-1957) a wealthy, second generation German American 

began collecting American Indian objects in 1897. Upon his graduation from Columbia 

University's School of Mines (which is no longer in existence), with a degree in 

engineering, Heye left Manhattan to work for ten months on a rail-road construction job 
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in BCingman, Arizona. This is where he met his first Native American. He was twenty-

three years old and though he did not yet know it, he had just embarked on his life's 

work. He was later quoted in the New Yorker magazine recounting this experience, "One 

night I noticed the wife of one of my Indian foremen biting on what seemed to be a piece 

of skin. Upon inquiry I found she was chewing the seams of her husband's deerskin shirt 

in order to kill the lice. I bought the shirt [and it] was the start of my collection. 

Naturally when I had a shirt I wanted a rattle and moccasins. And then the collecting bug 

seized me and I was lost" Thus began what has been called one man's obsession or the 

George Gustav Heye Collection. 

Despite Heye's obvious need to collect, he was apparently uninterested in Native 

American culture on the whole. An unidentified source the New Yorker article calls 'the 

professor' claimed to know Heye quite well and answers numerous questions regarding 

Heye's obsession with Native American material culture. The professor explains how in 

the twenties everyone seemed to be fascinated with Indians, yet this did not apply to 

Heye. Heye collected for the sake of collecting and it is stated that he did not care about 

Indians. In fact, the professor goes so far as to say, "George didn't buy Indian stuff in 

order to study the life of a people, because it never crossed his mind that that's what they 

were. He bought all those objects solely in order to own them-for what purpose, he never 

said" There is however, one interesting story of two Gros Ventre Indians who in 1938, 

negotiated with Heye for the return of several sacred medicine bundles. These bundles 



contained the skulls of two thimderbirds and possessed the power to make rain and North 

Dakota was experiencing a great drought at the time. The Indian elders, Drags Wolf and 

Foolish Bear, negotiated with Heye for the return of the bundles and finally convinced 

him to return their bundles in exchange for a buffalo medicine horn. It was at this meeting 

that George Gustav Heye received his Indian name, the Gros Ventre elders named him 

Slim-Shin and they smoked on the deal they made that night. The story goes on to say 

that it rained that night in North Dakota. Documented articles report that Heye was 

uninterested in Natives and that his sole purpose was to collect objects, but the story 

above demonstrates the human side of Heye, although it was rarely seen. 

COLLECTING AND RESEARCH 

The Museum of the American Indian's official purpose was to collect, preserve, 

study and exhibit objects associated with Native peoples of the Americas. Heye 

supported many field representatives (not necessarily anthropologists) who traveled 

Indian country and acquired artifacts for him. Early on, in the history of this museum, 

Heye was also an avid sponsor of ethnological fieldwork and the publication of the 

findings of his research employing many of the top Anthropological professionals of the 

time. Heye did archaeological expeditions in Ecuador, the Bahamas, Jamaica, the Virgin 

Islands, Guatemala, Honduras and Costa Rica. Ethnological research was done among 

such tribes as the Crow, Menominee, Blackfeet, Shoshone, Arapaho, Assiniboine, Cree, 

Northem Piegan, and tribal groups in Central and South America. 
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Heye and his representatives collected indiscriminately. Usually, they collected 

objects without an understanding of the context or cultures from which the objects came 

or the impact of their loss on the Native conununities. His people collected everything 

from a location, often wiping out the material culture of an area or group. Heye sent out 

hand picked people to obtain his artifacts and do research and it was not uncommon that 

his representatives were not anthropologists, although many were. More than one of his 

people was a driver or a person he met and offered the job of Anthropologist. However, 

research and publication work slowed drastically as a resiilt of the depression. Heye was 

forced to reduce his staff and the volume of fieldwork and publication reflected this. Yet, 

Heye continued adding to his collection after this by exchanging items with other 

museums. The result of Heye's indiscriminate appetite for collecting resulted in a 

collection that now encompasses more than one million objects, a 40,000 volume library 

and a photo archive of more than 86,000 prints and negatives. 

George Gustav Heye was known to be compulsive about his collection. He 

personally cataloged and documented every piece he acquired. He remained this involved 

with the collection and museum until 1956 when he suffered a series of heart attacks 

which eventually led to his death early the next year. Following this, Edwin K. Burnett 

served as director of the museum for three years. In 1960, Frederick J. Dockstader was 

appointed director and he ran the museum for the next fifteen years. This was a time of 



much renovation of the facility, additions of new exhibits and a stronger commitment to 

the public. Dockstader, of Oneida descent (although he claims no affiliation or 

enrollment), had quite an interest in Native Americans. He spent his high school years 

living in Flagstaff, Arizona where he leamed much about Native Americans and the 

tourist market. In addition, he was a commissioner for the Indian Arts and Crafts Board. 

When Dockstader retired in 1975 under suspicious circimistances, Alexander F. 

Draper took over as the Museum Administrator. Under Draper, a comprehensive 

inventory of collections was begim and a new Board of Trustees was formed. The new 

Board formed a task force to select a new director. Dr. Roland W. Force was the director 

of that task force and in 1977, he was appointed director of the museum as well. It was 

under his direction that an inventory of the collection was completed in 1979 and it 

became evident that the collection was in serious need of attention. Storage facilities 

were inadequate and storage techniques were worse. Native communities were 

complaining about the difficulties in accessing the collection and the need for greater 

cultural sensitivity. And finally the location was considered remote and museum 

patronage was seriously declining. For seven years, the director and the Board of 

Trustees sought a new location within New York City for the collection, this search 

proved futile. In 1984, the museum began accepting offers from other cities that were 

interested in housing the collection. After numerous offers from other cities, the City of 



25 

New York took notice. Negotiations began with the Smithsonian Institution and finally 

an agreement was reached in January 1989. 

The National Museum of the American Indian within the Smithsonian Institution 

was established in 1989 when Congress passed Public Law 101-185. This law, sponsored 

by Representative Ben Nighthorse Campbell of Colorado and Senator Daniel Inouye of 

Hawai'i, provided for transfer of the collection of the Heye Foundation's Museum of the 

American Indian to the Smithsonian Institution. This act funded implementation of 

repatriation and training programs and appropriated funds for construction of facilities at 

three sites; the George Gustav Heye Center, in the Alexander Hamilton U. S. Custom 

House in lower Manhattan, the Cultural Resources Center, currently being built in 

Suitland, Maryland, and the National Museum of the American Indian, to be located on 

the National Mall in Washington, D.C. The George Gustav Heye Center is an exhibitions 

and public programing space with the primary museum on the National Mall slated for 

opening in 2001. Currently, the museum's collections and activities such as research, 

conservation, exhibition supports are all located at the Research Branch, a facility now 

located in the Bronx that will move to Suitland in October 1997. 

PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY 

This smdy is a comparative analysis of two museums, the Arizona State Museum 

and the National Museum of the American Indian, and their use of storytelling as an 



interpretive and educational methodology. Native American material culture comprises 

the collections and exhibits of both museums and Native interpretation and explanation of 

the objects and artifacts is of primary importance. Each museum utilizes the guided tour 

technique, in some variation, in their educational programing. The Arizona State 

Museum uses a cognitive approach when designing their educational tours, whereas the 

National Museum of the American Indian utilizes a more experiential approach. 

However, the interpretive focus of both educational programs is that of storytelling. This 

unique approach to education and interpretation is at the same time irmovative and 

inclusive. The use of storytelling in this manner is rare in the museum world and 

therefore innovative. However, this technique is inclusive in that it is the method by 

which Native peoples have educated successive generations throughout time. It is 

appropriate that museums are educating visitors about Native Americans and their 

material culture using Native voices and stories. 

METHODOLOGY 

During this study a nimiber of methodological techniques were used, resulting in 

sources that include; published sources, unpublished sources, internal documents from 

both institutions, and personal observations and interviews. Published sources include: 

references on educational theories and their application to museum education programs; 

information on Native American educational practices, both historic and current; and 

sources on the history of museums. Sources of unpublished materials from the Arizona 
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State museum were generously provided to this researcher by Dr. Raymond Thompson 

and Bruce E. Hilpert. These internal documents include; the unpublished memoirs of Dr. 

Emil Haury and those of Dr. Thompson. Between these two documents alone, there was 

over 100 pages of primary source material. Sources of unpublished materials from the 

National Museum of the American Indian were also generously provided to me by 

Johaima Gorelick. These materials include sources such as; interpreter job descriptions, 

teacher materials. Interpretive program materials, internal documents pertaining to the 

history of the Museum of the American Indian and the Smithsonian Institution. Much of 

this study is based on my own personal observations of the educational programs 

concerned. I have worked for the Arizona State Museum in some capacity, for over a year 

and I worked at the National Museum of the American Indian for three months. 

Throughout my employment at these two institutions, this researcher made the necessary 

connections and friendships that allowed both personal observations and interviews to a 

part of this study. 

With a combination of original sources, personal observations, interviews and 

research, the resulting document attempts to contribute to the extremely limited body of 

knowledge pertaining to Native American museums and their educational programs. It is 

sincerely hoped that this work will encourage the analysis of other such programs and 

perhaps provide the critical analysis about the museums concerned, so that they may 

better their already ambitious and successful programs. 



28 

I. MUSEUMS 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF MUSEUMS 

The history of museums, as we know them, is relatively short and they have their 

origins in ancient Greece. Unfortunately, museums as most higher culture, disappeared 

during the dark ages and were not seen again until the Renaissance. Most of the world's 

best museums developed out of the collections of art and oddities of the natural world 

that the royal and wealthy in Europe collected. Collections entertained and enlightened 

and eventually grew so large that they needed somewhere to house them. Thus the 

creation of the museum. In America, museums developed later and numbers of them 

increased markedly after the various world's fairs in the late nineteenth century. 

Different museums served different purposes, art for fine art and natural history for 

artifacts of the natural world, anthropology for material culture. However, Native 

American material culture can be found in each type of museum, defying categorization. 

It somehow seems appropriate that Native Americans are now redefining what museums 

are as they gain access to various collections of material culture. 

The first known museum was established in 290 B.C.E. by Ptolemy I. He 

"established a center of learning dedicated to the muses" thus creating the first museum ^ 

Ptolemy's museum was a center for learning, living and researching. The collections 

included a library, a collection of biological specimens and a collection of cultural 



objects. Ptolemy's museum did not survive the ages and was destroyed by a riot or 

uprising sometime between 270-275 C.E. and another museum of this kind was not to be 

constructed for centuries. 

By the middle ages, churches and abbeys were beginning to accumulate and 

collect religious relics and the wealthy elite of Europe were collecting oddities of the 

natural world as well as art. The Renaissance marks the first art museums and not 

surprisingly this movement originated with the Medici family in Florence. A wealthy 

family, the Medici's were originally bankers. They built biiildings, supported the arts, 

started libraries, and collected curiosities. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw 

the rise in popularity of the "Cabinet of Curiosity's" in Europe. These were private 

collections of the wealthy who needed a hobby. The focus of these collections was often 

on the entertainment value of the objects. Soon, everyone who was anyone in Europe 

was collecting something. Britain's Charles I began his collection in 1627. The royalty of 

France began developing a collection of art as early as 1622, of course the woman of the 

house at this time was a Medici. Louis XIV continued collecting art for France or rather 

himself, largely under the direction of Jean Baptiste Colbert, his manager. In Germany, 

the Hapsburg's had begim collections. In Russia, Peter the Great started the royal 

collections and it continued under Catherine the Great who admitted she was compulsive 

about collecting. Museums then developed in response to a need to house collections. 

The Louvre housed the private royal collections of France, but was opened to the public 
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during the French revolution. Great Britain opened the National Gallery in 1824. The 

Germans opened a series of museirais between 1830-1921 on Museum Island. America 

eventually followed suit, but much later. 

By the eighteen century, there were clear divisions between art museums and 

natural history museums. At this time, the value of museums was deemed educational. 

Natural history museums generally served the purpose of disseminating knowledge while 

art museums served to civilize the masses, or so says the literature of the time. The first 

museums were private, mainly because the royalty and elite classes did not want to mix 

with the lower social classes. Eventually, the upper classes felt that culture, contained in 

museum, would serve to educate the lower classes. With this reasoning, museums were 

slowly opened to the public. Collecting art for the good of France became a national 

obsession of Napoleon's. Unfortunately when he lost at Waterloo in 1815, France had to 

retum some 2,000 pieces of art and sculpture that Napoleon had taken 

Museums developed much slower in America, no doubt due to the newness of our 

country. One of the earliest museums was a natural history museum called the American 

Museum. When P.T, Bamum (of Bamum and Bailey Circus fame) took over directorship 

of this museum, it took on a whole new purpose. Bamum felt that museums should 

entertain and he collected the oddities for the museum. Of course, scientists were 

appalled that he was amusing the public at the expense of science. By 1835, James 
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Smithson had bequest his fortune to America so that an institution in Washington would 

be built to "increase the diffusion of knowledge among men". In addition, many 

museums, both local and national, developed out of the World Fairs that were taking 

place in the later half of the nineteenth century. The Centennial Exposition of 1876 

resulted in the development of the American Museum of Natural History, the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Natural History Museum of the Smithsonian *. 

While the Colimibian Exposition of 1893 resulted in the Field Museum of Chicago. The 

relationship is clear, the expositions created grand displays of objects, and after the fair, 

there needed to be a place to house the collections, a museum was a natural choice. 

At this same time, during the nineteenth century, the field of anthropology was 

coming into its own in America. The development of anthropology museums was also 

taking place, mostly on college campus'. Many private collections were begun at this 

time, as well. America, seized by the collecting bug, had a resource that they exploited 

greatly; the American Indian. By the 1890s, the Indian Wars were over and it was 

assumed that it would be only a matter of time before the Indians were gone. While this 

idea had begim with Fenimore-Cooper's writings, it was a widely accepted theory by the 

end of the nineteenth century. Rapid and large scale collecting on the part of the public, 

private and museum sector ensued, resulting in some of the finest collections and 

museums in this country. Both ethnographic and archaeological material was being 

collected. 
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Both of the museums explored in this study, Arizona State Museum and the 

National Museum of the American Indian, developed out of this collecting tradition, out 

of this vanishing Indian mentality, and both at the end of the last century. While their 

collections are largely Native American, they differ in their composition. NMAI's 

collection is largely ethnographic while ASM's is largely archaeological. These two 

museum's, while developing out of the same time period and ideals, developed 

differently, for different reasons and the end results are different. It logically follows that 

their educational programs are different, based on needs, location and collection. 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MUSEUMS AND EDUCATION 

Throughout most of the history of museums, they have been considered 

educational institutions. In nineteenth century Europe, museums were seen as a method 

to educate the lower classes. Many were designed to enable people to educate themselves 

using various means. By the eighteenth century, there are clear divisions between art 

museums and natural history museums. Natural history museums generally served the 

purpose of disseminating knowledge while art museums served to civilize the masses, or 

so says the literature of the time. The first museums were private, mainly because the 

royalty and elite classes did not want to mix with the lower social classes. Eventually, the 

upper classes felt that culture, contained in museum, would serve to educate the lower 

classes. With this reasoning, museums were slowly opened to the public. When the 



Louvre opened up it was to "serve the common man of the new republic"Often 

museums were established in conjunction with libraries, or had lecture halls or 

laboratories, for the use of visitors. By the time of the First World War, museums served 

many educational functions as the war called on more and more people and used many of 

the buildings. Museums stepped in and took over much of the educating of school 

children After the war, the museum's interest in educating children declined, despite 

the education field's interest in continuing this partnership. It was not until the 1960's 

that this role resumed, as museums began responding to a growing number of requests to 

work with schools. 

Early educational programs in museums were (and many still are) based upon the 

Piagetian model of cognitive learning. Educators in museums designed tours for school 

children around this model and many still do. However, by the late 1980's museums had 

begim to find that this approach was falling short of meeting the learning needs of the 

visitors. As new learning theories have developed museums have begun to incorporate 

these models. 

INFORMAL VERSUS FORMAL EDUCATION 

In the recent past, much emphasis has been placed on the perception of museum 

education being a institution of informal education. The field of education artificially 

created a distinction between informal and formal learning. Schools have been 



34 

considered places of formal learning, where the sole purpose of the institution is to teach. 

In many ways the museum's purpose is similar, but museums take a more indirect 

approach at teaching and have been considered informal learning institutions. However, 

recent sources point out that "learning is learning, no matter the setting, it is strongly 

influenced by physical settings, social interactions, personal beliefs, knowledge and 

attitude"". Learning can take place anywhere; in the home, in schools or in a museum. Is 

the definition of informal versus formal learning really necessary? This remains to be 

seen. 

MUSEUM EDUCATION DEFINED 

The basic function of museum education is to clearly define the relationship 

between the collection or objects exhibited and the visitor, by explaining the meaning, 

context and uses of the objects, through a variety of educational techniques. In order to 

impart this information, museums employ educators. Generally the museum educator is 

referred to as a Docent and sometimes as an Interpreter. The flmction of the docent is to 

facilitate the learning of the visitor through the interpretation of objects. Learning in the 

museum is object centered, making learning largely visually oriented. However, with 

creative interpretation, learning can be facilitated to meet other learning styles. 

INTERPRETATION 



In the museum world, interpretation has a special meaning: explaining an object, 

its significance and its context. Museums interpret things all the time. Museums use a 

variety of interpretation methods, including; drawings, models, photographs, dioramas, 

information sheets, guide books, handling objects, computer displays, interactive video, 

video explanation, and story boards. The most important and the most popular form of 

interpretation though, is the guided tour. These types of tours are presented by a guide, 

usually called a docent or in the case of NMAI they are called Cultural Interpreters. 

Guided tours can mean a variety of things, a guided visit through the exhibit, a thematic 

presentation of the highlights of the exhibit, but in general it refers to some kind of 

interpretive tour educating visitors about objects exhibited in the museum. The docent's 

role in the museum is important. Not only do they interpret the objects and exhibits, they 

facilitate learning and they act as a representative of the museum. The docent may be a 

volunteer or may be a paid employee, but their flmction is essentially the same. Docent's 

must know the collection, understand learning styles and be able to work with the public 

to impart this information, differences lie only in the construction of the program. 

While interpretation can be simply defined as the learning process that goes on in 

a museum, a more in depth assessment is warranted and is as follows. Good 

interpretation programs attempt to present the context of objects or impart understanding 

by making use of sensory perception in order to accommodate all learning styles. 

Interpretation is based on an exhibit of objects. When Native American artifacts are 
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properly arranged and interpreted, they have the power to impart and inform. 

Interpretation generally is supported by scientific or historical research that not only 

examines the object, but every program in the museum, the museum audience, and it 

must evaluate methods of presentation to assure more effective communication. 

However, interpretation takes on a special meaning in regards to Native American 

collections. In this case, interpretation must involve the voice of the people. Much care 

must be taken to balance these approaches, the scientific, the historical and the Native 

voice, so that the objects do not be come static or appear out of context. 

How EDUCATIONAL THEORY IS EMPLOYED IN MUSEUMS 

COGNITIVE APPROACHES 

Early educational theory employed in museums developed around two schools of 

learning, the Stimulus-Response School and the Cognitive School. The Stimulus-

Response School advocates that learning can be programmed through control over the 

environment. This school of thought developed out of Pavlov's theory that learning 

evolves out of the development of associations between stimuli and response. This 

particular school of thought is not usefiil in a museums setting and is not treated in 

literature. However, some museum education programs feel that the second school of 

thought, the Cognitive school, is very applicable in a museum setting. 



37 

The Cognitive School maintains that intellectual processes that affect behavior, 

concept formation, categorization, and the like form a hierarchy or structure of concepts 

from concrete to abstract. This school of thought is based on the work of Piaget. Piaget's 

theory illustrates the development of cognitive processes in four stages. The first is the 

sensory motor phase which takes place between the ages of 0-2 years old. During this 

stage, the desired state of cognitive development takes place when the child recognizes 

Object Permanency. In other words, if one removes an object from the sight of the child, 

it will still remember the object. In the second phase, or the Symbolic and Pre-logical 

phase a child between the years of 2-7, explores symbols, language begins, accepts what 

seems to be and does not understand causal relationships. The child will next move into 

the Concrete Operations stage which takes place from age 7-11. During this stage, the 

child is involved with the present and concrete, begins cause and effect reasoning, and 

begins to put objects in some kind of order. The final stage is that of Formal Operations 

and begins in adolescence and continues through adulthood. In this stage the person can 

use logic effectively, can think in abstractions, can conceptualize the linear nature of time, 

and uses deductive, inductive and hypothetical thinking. The Piagetian learning model 

promotes the interaction of the leamer with the environment via the inquiry method. 

When applied to the museum guided tour, the inquiry method includes: the Guided 

Discovery technique, where the guide tries to stimulate new directions of thought using a 

thematic emphasis; or the Inquiry Discussion method, which consists of questions, 

answers and discussion between the guide and the students. 
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The Piagetian approach to education is usually coupled with the Social Cognition 

Theory developed by Selman. The Social Cognition Theory involves five stages that 

children go through in their perceptions of the world around them. These stages align 

with the Piagetian stages and are as follows. Stage one takes place firom ages 3-6 and is 

called the Egocentric Stage. In this stage the child is only concerned with themselves and 

their own perspective. The second stage or the Subjective Perspective stage is associated 

with the ages of 5-9. This is where the child develops friendships, their judgement is 

based on physical observation and they recognize other's perceptions. The next stage, the 

Self Reflective stage takes place from ages 7-12. In this stage the child can understand, 

not just recognize the other person's perspectives and begins to understand why others act 

the way they do. The next stage is the Mutual Perspective stage and is associated with 

early adolescence or the ages of 10-15. At this point the person can generalize about 

concepts in the broader social system. The final stage, the In-depth and Societal 

perspective stage begins around the age of 16. Here the person develops their own 

societal viewpoint though analysis and their own perspective. This model analyzes the 

social factors of cognition only, that is why it is coupled with Piaget's cognitive model. 

Many museum education programs and educational guides have incorporated 

these models in the development of their educational programs for children. Many 

educators feel that the docent must be understand these developmental processes in order 

to tailor their educational programs accordingly. However, in the last ten years, new 



educational theories have emerged and focus on learning styles and influences on them. 

The cognitive model seems rigid and outdated given the newer models now being 

advocated and employed in museums. 

SOCIAL THEORISTS 

According to a growing body of researchers and scientists, the biggest flaws of the 

cognitive learning theories is that they neglect the social nature of learning as well as the 

role of motivation ". This growing body of research strives to incorporate a broader 

definition of learning. According to this model, learning is seen as being socially 

mediated and usually taking place in physical as well as psychological constructs where 

there is perception of multiple stimuli. In this model, learning as an experience is a 

constructed reality. With this in mind, a definition of learning is; that it is an active 

process of assimilating information in three contexts, the personal, the social and the 

physical In the case of museum education, the physical context is the museum. 

However, the personal and the social are what the museum educator needs to keep in 

mind when designing an educational program. 

The personal context involves analyzing learning styles. Howard Gardner has 

developed a model based on the theory that people can develop multiple intelligences, in 

differing degrees, for the construction of knowledge which can then be added to 

conventional logical and linguistic skills that constitute I.Q. These seven intelligences 
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include the linguistic, logical-mathematical, spacial, musical, kinesthetic, interpersonal 

and the intra-personal. Linguistic intelligence is demonstrated by the person who is highly 

verbal, that likes to read and write. Logical-Mathematical intelligence is recognized by a 

person's ability to conceptualize math problems. Spacial intelligence includes the visual 

learner who easily understands maps and charts. Musical intelligence is seen in those 

who relate to music by playing an instrument or remembering melodies. Kinesthetic 

intelligence is exhibited in skill at sports or crafts. Interpersonal intelligence is seen in 

social people while Intra-personal intelligences is seen in independent persons who work 

well alone and have initiative. The important issue concerning multiple intelligences is 

that they can be developed to differing degrees and education can be tailored to meet 

these differing learning styles. Gardner himself goes so far as to suggest that schools 

employ a more museum-like model, meaning a model that includes content experts and 

apprenticeships for teaching and learning ". 

Another model with implications for effective teaching and learning within a 

museum setting is Bemice McCarthy's 4MAT system, which is based on a learning style 

inventory developed by David Kolb. This theory states that there are four learning styles 

or preferences for processing information. These preferences include, concrete 

experience(feeling), reflective observation (watching), abstract conceptualization 

(thinking) and active experimentation (doing). These ideas are further extended into 

types of learning or four types of learners, including: the diverger, who integrates 
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experiences and answers the question "why?"; the assimilator, who formulates concepts 

and answers the question, "what?"; the converger, who practices and personalizes and 

answers the question, "how does this work?"; and the accomidator, who integrates 

application and experience and answers the question, "what can this become?"". 

McCarthy has done work with museums and sees the application of this theory or concept 

in exhibit design and programs to help ensure all learning styles of visitors are 

accommodated. It is important to note here, that Gardner, Kolb and McCarthy are on 

three of a growing body of researchers who take into account the individual learning 

differences and learning styles in their models of learning. By recognizing learning 

styles, museum professionals can enhance the museum's ability to understand and 

respond to the visitors personal context. 

Yet another variable in the personal context of the museum visitor is motivation, 

which is based on attitudes and beliefs. Attitude is a part of the personal context often 

not recognized by traditional learning theory. Yet, evidence suggests that feelings, beliefs 

and attitudes strongly influence learning. In regards to motivation, Carl Rogers' view of 

the social aspects of learning, tells the educator that a persons learning can only be 

facilitated, not taught directly. Also, a person only leams well the things perceived to be 

of value. Traditional leaming theory has only focused on the external sources of 

motivation, not the intemal. It is important to remember that museums are free choice 

leaming environments, so motivation is important. 
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In the earlier definition of learning being an active process whereby physical, 

personal and social contexts influenced learning, the social context has yet to be 

addressed. The major aspect of the social context of learning is modeling. Modeling is a 

socially mediated form of learning which is especially significant in museum learning. 

Many of the social, emotional and intellectual abilities of humans are learned by 

modeling. Modeling means what the term implies and is a non-verbal method of learning 

based on imitating or modeling other people. This type of learning takes place in all 

settings; family, schools, peer groups, social groups, school groups. People come to 

museums in social groups, the two most prevalent being the family group and the school 

group. Research indicates that as one might expect, visitors have a much different 

experience when visiting the museum with a school group than in a family setting. This 

is to be expected as school groups come with different agendas. In addition, there are 

multiple variables that affect learning, including: interaction between peers, guided 

experiences versus unguided, the age of the groups interacting and if there are multiple 

age groups involved in the tour. The issues raised here certainly indicate that the social 

aspects of the group and how they affect learning requires more study. 

MUSEUM TEACHING/LEARNING TECHNIQUES 

As previously stated, museum education guides have historically advocated the 

use of cognitive development models in the creation of educational programs. These 

models have been relied upon most heavily for the development of school programs. One 
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source that is especially popular in the development of educational programs in museums 

is the book The Good Guide. This source for the museum professional, although written 

in 1985, advocates the use of the Piagetian model. The Good Guide suggests that there 

are four tour techniques and each of these is based solely on cognitive development for its 

effectiveness. The four techniques are: the guided discovery method, which is good for 

all age groups, including adults; the lectiu-e discussion method, this type of tour is only 

appropriate for adults; the inquiry discussion method, which is appropriate for ages 8 and 

up, including minorities; and the guided involvement method, which is only appropriate 

of ages 3-7. The Good Guide gives many helpful suggestions for developing a tour based 

around these models or combinations of these models, all based on age appropriateness as 

determined by cognitive development. This book does not take into consideration any 

other variables, such as social contexts, psychological contexts, or learning styles. 

A newer source for the museum education professional, The Museum Experience 

presents an all encompassing holistic approach to designing guided tours. This book 

advocates considering a number of factors when planing a guided tour. These eight 

elements should be incorporated into the framework or plaruiing process and include: 

understanding the agenda of the group and how that will influence behavior and learning; 

an understanding of learning styles; knowdng that a visitor will comprehend their 

experience in a concrete way, which is age dependent; an understanding of the social 

nature or context of the visit; realizing the impact of the museum professional and the 



personal interaction; knowing the physical context or which part of the exhibit to 

incorporate; an understanding the outcome of the visit will result in an attitude change on 

the part of the visitor, whether negative or positive; and understanding that children often 

get sensory overload in museums. This framework encompass' cognitive implications, 

social contexts, personal contexts and physical contexts. This type of accommodation on 

the part of the educational program will no doubt reach a wider audience and be more 

interesting. 

The use of a more holistic and encompassing educational method in museums is 

especially important for the interpretation of collections and exhibitions centering around 

Native Americans. Historically, museums with large collections of Native American 

objects, have taught about these objects from a Euro-centric perspective often without 

understanding of the meaning, context or power of the object, and always without the 

voice of the maker. Native American objects have historically been displayed as 

artifactual curiosities in the so called "Cabinet of Curiosities", or as specimens of nature, 

or as elements or building blocks in reconstructed contexts, or as works of art or as 

fragments of history However, new approaches to exhibit design emphasize Native 

involvement. In the two museums examined in this study, the Arizona State Museum and 

the National Museum of the American Indian, a commitment to Native peoples is 

paramount. These museums and the exhibits in them utilize Native involvement. Native 
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voices. Native interpretations, and Native oral traditions all combined together to create 

new cultural landscapes both orally transmitted and contextually displayed. 
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III. STORYTELLING 

STORYTELLING AS A METHOD OF TEACHING: 
NATIVE TEACHING AND LEARNING 

The Native voice and all that it implies; oral traditions, storytelling, interpretation, 

all play a part in the two museums being examined here. Native voice exhibits itself on 

various levels of experience, including; the object level, the level of language, the visual 

level, the environment of the objects, the museum environment, the voice of the 

interpreter and in the stories. Each museum utilizes the Native voice in many aspects, 

including; exhibit design, curation, conservation, and among others, education. The focus 

of this study, is the use of Native voice in education. Despite the difference in application, 

these two museums come together in the use of Native docents, interpreting Native 

objects, through the use of traditional Native Educating techniques such as storytelling to 

interpret and teach about the objects and about Native Americans. 

Storytelling, oral traditions, mythology, legends, these are all words used in 

regards to Native American oral history. None of these words leads the reader to assume 

that they are words to describe sacredness, history, transmission of culture, education, 

identity, religion or ceremonies. Yet, that is exactly what they do. Words are the key to 

stories; the power of words in societies who transmit their culture orally. For it is through 
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words and stories that Native people educate and teach successive generations and it is 

through words and stories that the culture continues. Storytelling can be divided into two 

distinct veins, sacred stories and stories that educate and entertain. There are social 

constructs which rule the use of stories in Native societies. Sacred stories are only to be 

told in certain contexts while educational stories are used for instructional purposes. 

Some stories are both, they are sacred and they educate. In fact, it is through the method 

of storytelling that Native people educate their children. Storytelling is an ongoing 

process via use of positive and negative reinforcement. Transmission of the stories is 

generational and teaches origins, roots, and identity. Stories are political, didactic, 

religious and aesthetic and support Native cosmologies. Oral traditions are meaning 

laden, immediate, engaging and are part of active learning. 

SACRED STORIES 

Sacred stories are stories that are associated with power. These stories are alive 

and must be treated with respect not as cultural artifacts. The power vested in these words 

gives them the power to heal or the power to destroy. These stories must only be told in 

the proper context or season. Telling them out of season would destroy the natural order 

of things. Sacred storytelling is associated with ritual, healing, prayer, and the power of 

the word. Often the season for these stories is wintertime, or they are told during a 

ceremony, a certain time of day or are signaled by an event in nature. Stories draw their 

inspiration from the land and enviroiunent the tribe originated in. Storytelling can be 
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viewed as a method for internalizing images of the land and for defining ones place in the 

natural world While these stories are educational by their very nature, they are told in 

specific contexts for specific reasons. One would not find these stories being used in a 

setting such as a museum. While there are sacred objects in museums, in most cases, they 

are not exhibited out of respect. Hence the stories that accompany an object of power or 

sacredness would not be told out of the same respect. 

STORIES FOR EDUCATION 

Storytelling is the means by which Natives educate successive generations. 

Stories are how Natives teach tribal values, patterns of the environment, religion and 

ceremonies, social roles, geography, factual and symbolic information, animal and human 

traits. Stories teach moral and practical lessons. Storytelling emphasizes guidance and 

instruction by entertaiimient not by lecturing. This is a process and involves the leamer in 

learning. Historically, Indian education included; tribal history, origin stories, great 

deeds, physical science, physical education, etiquette, hunting and religious training. 

Children learned by imitation rather than by memorization of principals. It was education 

by example and the whole tribe helped to educate a child. Education was done through 

the means of storytelling. "Oral traditions have various functions, fiilfilling artistic and 

recreational needs, their fiindamental purpose is to answer the human quest for 

knowledge about the world in which people live: how one's physical environment took 

its present shape, how one's cultural world came to have its present form, when one's 
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social group came from and what or who were eventful in the past. For a pre-literate 

society, oral traditions contextualize the individual's existence in the world, giving it 

meaning and temporal as well as spacial orientation"'''. This method of educating is still 

employed in Native societies. Elders still tell stories that educate and entertain. In Native 

societies, stories are the stuff life is made of. 

STORYTELLING AND ITS APPLICATION IN A MUSEUM SETTING 

Use of Native methods of education, such as storj^elling, seems appropriate for 

the education and interpretation of Native American material culture exhibited in 

museums. Through the use of stories, the voice is given back to the maker, power is 

restored to the object and new cultural landscapes are generated. Imagination and new 

stories imposed on objects embeds them with meaning, to the learner or museum visitor 

and validates the existing meaning within cultural settings thus creating new meanings, 

cultural landscapes if you will. Objects displayed in museums have been removed from 

the landscape or environment that inspired them and their stories and are often displayed 

out of context behind plexiglass in a sterile museum envirorunent. Throughout the use of 

stories, new meanings and landscapes can be created for these objects, giving them 

context, giving them new meaning, giving them new life. "Oral tradition can transcend 

the categorical limits of pre-history, anonymity and archaeology" Stories create 

appropriate context giving the meaning within the community, the tribe, the family or the 

self and stories can be changed to accommodate different contexts. 
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STORIES AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO OBJECTS 

Given the use of storytelling as an educational method in these two museums, in 

regards to Native American Material culture, questions arise surrounding the power of the 

stories. Many of the stories these educators use revolve around the land, the animals and 

their relationships to people. During the course of research for this study, several 

questions kept presenting themselves, such as: the relationship between the stories and 

the land; do the stories have the power to heal and if so, is it the story, the telling of the 

story, the language or the words? Each of the interpreters had a different response to 

these questions, however, Willie Vargas had the most direct and poignant response of all, 

saying; "The object has the power of the story. Objects have the power of the stories 

even though they have been removed [from context]. Power is passed on through the 

story, [the] story is the cormection, then the person who hears the story has the power 

after you have told the story"'®. Willie Vargas, is Qviichua from Equador and works frill 

time at NMAI as an Interpreter and as a representative for the education department. He 

goes on to say that stories have the power to heal depending on "their relationship to you 

and to your language depending on your story and who you are'^®. He feels that all 

stories have power and that they affect us and they change us. Wil was quick to agree 

with Willie, that stories have power, stating that "objects and words are prayed over and 

become very powerfril"". Wil Grant, is Ojibway and in addition to being a full time 

Interpreter and representative for the education department at NMAI, is a Master's 

Student in Fine Arts at Rutgers University. He went on to say that stories have the power 
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to heal and the power to destroy. It is clear that these two interpreters at the National 

Museum of the American Indian take their jobs very seriously. They understand the 

power of their words and stories to affect the listener or visitor. They are educating with 

these stories and understand the power that is in their hands. 

Two docents at the Arizona State Museum had similar responses to the 

interpreters at NMAI. The first docent, Kyle Ethelbah a member of the White Mountain 

Apache tribe in Arizona and is a senior majoring in Cultural and Linguistic 

Anthropology. The other docent, Kara Gniewek who is of Anglo and Portuguese descent, 

is a senior majoring in Anthropology with a minor in Indian Studies at the University of 

Arizona. Kara also works at ASM for Nancy Hill in security. Both Kara Gniewek and 

Kyle Ethelbah agreed that there is power in the stories, however, they both expressed 

concern over this. The Paths of Life exhibit utilizes stories in its exhibit and its 

educational tours. Generally, these are creation stories or emergence stories. Kyle 

expressed concern that the Gaan story was being told on a regular basis, stating that "it 

has sacred value and used to be a winter story" but that perhaps this story has "emerged 

with the changing times as a tool" to educate those who do not know then: culture 

Kyle also feels that the "stories are all tied to the land. Land is important to American 

Indian people and you see it reflected in the stories, [the stories] emerge from the land". 

Kara, on the other hand, being Anglo, expressed some concern over the appropriateness 

of relating stories that are not a part of her heritage. However, she felt that the use of 



52 

stories could be "transportive" when trying to get the kids to understand. In addition, she 

sees the objects as tools to illustrate the stories, further citing that the story is not just a 

story, but a "core of belief 

Each of the Native docents agreed that the stories are tied to the land and that they 

have and inherent power that can not be denied and must be respected. All of the docents 

saw the value in using stories in the museum setting as an educational tool. Indeed, they 

would not be interpreting if they did not feel that what they were doing was valuable and 

right. 
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THE ARIZONA STATE MUSEUM DOCENT PROGRAM 

The Arizona State Museum Educational Program utilizes a highly structured, 

docent led, guided tour program. The structure compliments a comprehensive exhibit 

featuring the people of Arizona and Northern Mexico. The exhibit Paths Of Life: 

American Indians of the Southwest emphasizes Origins, History, and Life Today. The 

perspective of this exhibit is unique in that the Tribes reflected, participated and 

contributed to the exhibit. The origins, history and life today all reflect what it is the 

tribes want people to know about them. This is also reflected in the stories the docents 

tell as a part of their guided tours. Docents at the Arizona State Museum are students 

from all disciplines who lead the tours for academic credit. They are intensively trained 

for five weeks in aspects of education, anthropological theory, the history of ASM, 

cultural diversity in the Southwest, and the cultural history of the tribes represented. 

Docents are assigned extensive readings including origin stories selected by the tribes, to 

be interpreted and told by the docents. Because this museum is a museum of 

anthropology, the background information given to the docents and the exhibit revolves 

around anthropology. Much emphasis is placed on the importance of anthropology in the 

interpretation of material culture. The docents develop their own guided tour designed for 

grades K-8, based on a format developed by the ASM educational program. This 

program is largely based on the techniques outlined in the aforementioned book. The 



Good Guide. The information to be presented is pre-determined, however, the actual 

tours are non-scripted. Docents use objects and stories as a method of interactive and 

inquiry teaching based on Piagetian learning models. This program integrates multi-

sensory education that is object and story oriented. 

Any student may docent for academic credit, including Native students. As 

opposed to other museums who employ permanent docents or volunteer docents, ASM 

sees approximately 64 students complete docent training per year. While a handful of 

these students repeat docent for credit, a significant turnover is to be expected. During 

the course of fieldwork for this study, one Native American docent was observed and one 

Anglo docent was observed. Kyle Ethelbah and Kara Gniewek were both docents during 

the fall semester of 1996. Upon observing a number of docents at ASM, Kyle and Kara 

had striking similarities in their use of storytelling as a method of educating on their 

guided tours. 

Because of the differences in the educational programs at the two museums, it is 

impossible to analyze these two docents in the same manner as those of NMAI, mainly 

because they do not have the same interpretive freedom. All docents at ASM are taught 

the same information and while some may bring their own Native knowledge or 

knowledge from classes, the stories and information to be related is stmctured in such a 

way that each docent is nearly giving the same tour. The variation comes in the telling of 
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the stories and the obvious rapport that this builds with the tour groups. Some docents 

only halfheartedly tell the story, this is understandable as these are not their origin stories 

and this is not their culture. The docents relate the information in the best maimer they 

can, however. Native docents have the advantage of being raised in a culture where 

storytelling is the primary means of educating. Native students who docent bring this 

added element to their programs, while they tell the same stories as the other docents, 

they understand the meaning and importance of the stories. Indeed, they may already be 

accomplished storytellers or they may have similar stories in their tradition. 

Docents at the Arizona State Museum are given thematic guidelines for touring 

which suggests the areas in the exhibit to visit, gives an overview of what information 

should be conveyed, possible questions to use, and ideas of how to transition to the next 

exhibit case. Each Docent is required to write a thematic tour for six assigned tour stops 

in the Paths of Life exhibit, which includes Apache, Navajo, Hopi, Sen, Yaqui, 

O'Odham. The tours are developed around a theme and learning goals, which reinforce 

the themes. These goals are met by creating an interactive tour using the inquiry method. 

The tours are also object centered and several techniques are employed, including; object 

directed and object oriented. Object directed meaning observational appreciation of the 

aesthetics of the object, including; color, shape, and design. Object oriented refers to the 

culture of the object, meaning; the who, what, when, where and how of the object. 

Storytelling fits neatly into the category of object oriented. 
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They are not expected to cover every topic in depth, the information is so that the 

docent can adjust the tour based on the age group. Since each tour is structured to follow 

the pattern in the exhibit, a brief description of exhibition set up is warranted. Each tribe 

has a section of exhibit cases and all follow a thematic scheme representing the paths that 

life takes. Each exhibit section begins with tribal accounts of origins, a section on tribal 

history since contact, and a section on tribal life today. The section will start with a map, 

showing the traditional homeland of the tribe and the current homeland. The map is to 

orient the viewer. Following this each tribal section breaks down into cases that reflect 

the issues of special importance to the culture. Each exhibit tells the history of the group, 

the origins of the group, and their life today, from the perspective of the tribal group 

represented. 

A guided tour by one of the docents at the Arizona State Museum in the Paths of 

Life exhibit follows a logical progression dictated by the exhibit set up. A typical tour is 

guided through three sections of the exhibit, either Apache, Navajo and Hopi or Seri, 

Yaqui and O'Odham. The docent spends approximately ten minutes in each tribal 

section. The tour group would be guided to the map section of the particular group, in 

this case the Apache. At the map the docent shows where the Western Apache live today 

as well as their past homeland. At this point the docent discusses anthropological 

research concerning of how and when the Apaches arrived in the Southwest. The next 

case to be visited is very popular with the tour groups and is the Gaan Diorama. At this 



exhibit case, the docent tells the story of the Mountain Spirit People. This story is a 

major part of the guided tour experience and is used to get across certain ideas. The Gaan 

or the Mountain Spirit People taught the Apache how to live the right way and gave them 

the Crown Dance. The story of the origin of the Gaan Dance is one of the traditional 

stories of the Apache. There are various versions, as with any oral story, but the version 

used in the museum is a summary based on the story as told by Rudolph Kane from Cedar 

Creek on the Fort Apache Reservation in 1978 to Larry Evers. The story used by the 

docents and presented in the accompanying exhibition book is as follows: 

"At one time, long ago, the Apache people had strayed from the proper way 

of living taught to them by the Creator. The were not living up to their 

responsibilities to care for their land and the things that live there. The 

Creator sent the Gaan to remind the people of how to live the right way. The 

people improved for a while, but, being human, they soon returned to their 

old ways. As a result of their actions, they found that there were no more 

deer in the mountains to feed the people. Desperate times had fallen on the 

Apaches. One day, a young boy and his spotted dog were out in the woods 

hunting deer when they discovered a cave high up in the mountains. As they 

explored the entrance to the cave, the boy heard singing and the loud whirring 

of bull-roarers. When he crept closer to the sound, he discovered a group of 

Gaan dancing in their underground home. That night the spotted dog 

returned to camp without the boy. His mother and his relatives went out to 
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look for him, but to no avail. The dog led them to the cave, and the people 

suspected that he had gone to the home of the Gaan. The elders of the 

different camps got together and decided that the people must not have been 

living right. That night the people gather to sing and dance so that the Gaan 

would come back to them. Four Gaan came to them: the black from the east, 

the blue-green from the south, the yellow from the west, and the white from 

the north. The people could sense the power of their presence. As these 

Mountain Spirits danced, the spotted dog ran from the crowd of people, 

barking and jumping up on one of die Gaan. The boy's mother realized that 

it was her son. As he struggled to remove his mask, he shouted, "It's no use. 

This mask, I can't get it off!" he had become one of the Spirit People. All his 

relatives were sad, but he told them, "Wherever you go, pray. And I will pray 

for you too." And that is how a man turned into a Gaan and how the 

Mountain Spirit People imparted their power to the Apache people"-". 

This story, if it is told well, captures the attention and imagination of the children 

in the tour groups. The docent uses this story to impart knowledge and following the 

telling of the story begins asking carefiilly planned questions designed to facilitate the 

leaming experience. The docents introduce the idea of the Mountain Spirits teaching the 

people the right way to live reinforce this by asking the children, about who teaches them 

the right way to live. Following this, the docent transitions into how the mountains 
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provided resources for the Apache to live. There are six cases in this area that 

demonstrate the aimual subsistence cycle of the Western Apache. In addition, there are 

handling objects to aid in learning. For example, there is a burden basket in the exhibit 

case and a miniature burden basket In the handling objects kit. There is much to discuss 

in the Mountain Resources section of the Apache exhibit and most docents do not get 

through all the material. The next section includes an exhibit case that has objects 

representing the Apache Wars and Reservation Life. The docent uses the inquiry method 

to direct the group into thinking about resistance and reservations. The last case shows 

the life of Apache Today. At this stop the docent brings the students back into the future, 

demonstrating that the Apaches are still here and showing how they have adapted to the 

modem world and what faces them. Of particular importance is the Mt. Graham issue 

and docents are urged to discuss this with the groups. Through this exhibit case the 

docent can demonstrate that the beliefs that directed the Apache way of life one hundred 

years ago are still relevant to their lives today. 

THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN 
INTERPRETIVE PROGRAM 

The Educational Program at National Museum of the American Indian employs an 

ambitious and creative interpretive program. Unlike the Arizona State Museum, this 

museum does not give a traditional guided tour, instead the Cultural Interpreters conduct 

programs that focus on the cultural significance of the objects in the exhibit from their 
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own culture. According to their educational coordinator, Johanna Gorelick, "In our 

programs, the Interpreters create their own arrangement of objects within the exhibition -

in some ways recreating the exhibit"The Cultural Interpreters at NMAI interpret the 

exhibits from within a Native perspective, as opposed to most museums which train 

volunteer persons from outside the culture. In fact, the Native perspective is part of their 

job description. All of the Interpreters at the National Museum of the American Indian 

are Native Americans who have: "Living experience and knowledge of Native American 

history, social and material culture, religion and contemporary life'"^. The National 

Museum of the American Indian has thefr own description of what Interpretation means 

and is as follows, "...to serve as a cultural information resource to the public. Enhances 

visitors' education and museum experience by answering questions regarding exhibitions 

and specific items and artifacts. Provide a Native perspective, interpretation and 

sensitivity when imparting information, stories and vignettes regarding Indian history, 

events and contemporary life, religious and cultural practices, and life experiences to 

enhance and broaden the visitors imderstanding and context of the exhibitions and 

artifacts on display. Besides presenting programs on the exhibit floor, the interpreters 

will orient groups in the orientation area and will present more formal interpretive 

programs in the classroom areas"". In addition, there are specific job requirements which 

include: "(1) Enhancing visitors education and museum experience by answering 

questions regarding exhibitions and specific items and artifacts; (la) Provides programs 

for at least two scheduled groups a day in the mornings and afternoons (2) Provides a 
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Native perspective, interpretation and sensitivity when imparting information, stories and 

vignettes regarding Indian history, events and contemporary life, religious and cultural 

practices, and life experiences to enhance and broaden the visitors understanding and 

context of the exhibitions and artifacts on display; (2a) Recounts personal anecdotes 

about experiences that give visitors insight into a Native perspective. Anecdotes serve to 

broaden visitors' understanding of objects on display or contemporary Native life; (2b) 

Produce Pathways which reflect personal relationships with objects and Native culture. 

Pathways are distributed to visitors" 

The National Museum of the American Indian places a heavy emphasis on 

interpretation as it pertains to Native Americans. In fact, they have written into their 

Cultural Agenda a list of interpretive themes that are to be incorporated into all Public 

Programs at NMAI. One of these themes states that "Indians are the best teachers of their 

perspective on history, art, culture and beliefs." This statement seems directly to 

influence the Cultural Interpreter and the hiring of such persons. Another theme 

incorporated into NMAI public programing supports the Cultural Interpreter also, stating; 

"Indian world views are more than material culture and carmot be fully appreciated solely 

through the study of objects." In other words, according to the NMAI Cultural Agenda, it 

takes a Native American to interpret and explain Native American objects or material 

culture. By reinforcing these points and by hiring Native American Cultural Interpreters 

the National Museum of the American Indian is giving new meaning, a reinterpreting if 
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you will, of the standard museum tour. Not only is this museum exhibiting Native 

culture, it is being curated by Natives, and finally Interpreted by Natives using Native 

context. This context storytelling. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE EXHIBITS 

Currently, the National Museum of the American Indian has two long term 

exhibits at the George Gustav Heye Center in New York City. These two exhibits are; 

Creations Journey: Masterworks of Native American Identity and Belief and All Roads 

Are Good: Native Voices On Life and Culture. Some basic knowledge of the exhibits is 

necessary in order to understand the work the Cultural Interpreters or tour guides do at the 

Museum. Each of these exhibits is long term, have exhibition books to accompany them, 

and all objects within them were chosen by Native curators. The exhibition books that 

accompany these two exhibits provide the context for the objects themselves, and more 

often than not, the context is provided in a story. In these exhibits and books, great 

emphasis is placed on the value of storytelling as a means of transmitting culture. The 

brochure from the exhibit states: 

"The treasures on view in Creations. Journey: Masterworks of Native 

American Identity and Belief reflect the aesthetic quality and cultural 

significance of the vast collections of the National Museum of the 

American Indian. Ranging From beautifully made objects of everyday life 
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to expressions of deep spirituality and works of fine art, they span five 

millennia and represent Native cultures from the Arctic Circle in the north 

to Tierra del Fuego in the south. Creations Journey illustrates the strength 

and vitality of native cultures. The objects in the exhibition manifest the 

creative responses of the indigenous peoples of the Western Hemisphere to 

the complex and changing world around them"^. 

A review of the book produced to accompany this exhibit is pertinent to this 

discourse, as it begins with a discussion on Native stories and the importance of them as a 

theme in this exhibit. Tom Hill and Richard W. Hill, Sr. write, "Elaborate creation 

stories are told all over the hemisphere and provide the best means to understand our 

world views and traditions-and, thus our arts. Origin stories teach us what kind of 

people we hope to become, what kind of legacy we hope to pass on to our children. In 

some ways, life's journey is an effort to keep the wisdom from a time of Creation a part 

of our everyday existence"^'*. This quotation is followed by an Iroquois creation story and 

this is the begirming of the book and exhibit—Creations Journey: Native American 

Identity and Belief. 

The second permanent exhibit at the National Museum of the American Indian, 

All Roads Are Good: Native Voices On Life and Culture contains objects chosen by 
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Native persons with their own accompanying text. The brochure from the exhibit states 

that: 

"In 1991, twenty-three Native Americans from throughout the Western 

hemisphere-singers, storytellers, artists, elders, and scholars-were invited 

to select objects from the collections of the National Museum of the 

American Indian for this exhibition, and to talk about the reasons behind 

their choices. Their selections encompass a wide visual and cultural range 

of objects, including weavings, ceramics, baskets, clothing, rattles, and 

shields. These objects, seen and interpreted perhaps for the first time and 

by the descendants of their creators, evoked many emotions and memories 

for the selectors, often touching on cultural identity, family and 

community ties, and the history of native and non-native relations. The 

selectors' own impressions and interpretations are the force and direction 

behind All Roads Are Good: Native Voices on Life and Culture"^ . 

Both the exhibit and book supporting the exhibit, place the words and the objects 

of the selectors or curators beside one another. The words are as important as the objects 

and can stand alone or with the exhibit. As Clara Sue Kidwell (Chippewa), former 

Assistant Director for Cultural Resources at NMAI states in the preface to the book All 

Roads Are Good, " The words in the book, however give life to the objects because they 

are the words in which the selectors describe dieir actions, thoughts, and feelings. 
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Through the power of the spoken word captured on the page, the selectors can add to the 

context of the object by evoking a sense of the immediacy of the experience. In so doing, 

they create a more permanent record of what an object means to them" In this setting 

the words are a form of interpretation, necessary to our understanding of both the object 

and the selector. 

If you were a teacher in the area surrounding New York City, perhaps in one of 

the five Burroughs, part of New York curriculum includes teaching about Native 

Americans. Many schools in the New York school system choose to supplement this 

curriculum with a visit to the National Museum of the American Indian. NMAI does 

guided programs of the exhibit's on a daily basis. A typical program can be scheduled 

any weekday morning. Upon arrival at the museum, the group will be taken into an 

orientation room. At which time, your Cultural Interpreter(usually two for a larger group) 

introduces him/herself, tells what tribe he is from and a little about that tribe and then 

starts a general discussion about Native Americans to gauge the knowledge level of the 

group. This serves as an indicator of which stories and objects the students will be most 

interested in. Next the Cultural Interpreter shifts the focus of the discussion to stories. 

He generally explains stories and their primary importance in Native societies. Then he 

may tell a story and then compare it to an analogous story. For example; trickster tales, 

usually explaining that raven is a trickster and comparing them to something the child can 

understand, like perhaps Bugs Bunny. Once the meaning of stories has been established 
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the Interpreter shifts his focus and begins talking about origins and origin stories. He 

might tell the origin story of his people or he may ask the students to tell an origin story 

then they know. This sets up one of the film's that the Cultural Interpreter's use as 

examples of stories' and their meaning in Native communities. The film most often used 

is entitled Box of Daylight. This story is a raven story from the Northwest coast. An 

abbreviated written version of the oral story is as follows: 

"Before Raven came, the earth was dark and cold. When he saw the 

people living without shadows, he began a search for light. He finds it at 

the house of Sky Chief, who does not want to share it. Raven changes 

himself into a pine needle and floats down the water that Sky Chiefs 

daughter is drinking. In her stomach, he turns into a baby, to Sky Chiefs 

delight. When the baby asks for and receives the shiny ball in the box 

(hence the title Box of Daylight) he turns back into a Raven and flies into 

the sky, placing the ball where all may enjoy it^®." 

This film is approximately seven minutes long, but it introduces some key concepts to the 

students. One, it demonstrates the importance of stories' to Native peoples. Two, it 

shows the value of sharing and morals regarding selfish behavior. Three, it explains the 

value of the sun as the source of enlightenment and knowledge. Four, it introduces the 

value of Raven as a cultural hero. Finally, it introduces context for objects that the 
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students will see in the exhibit. After this fikn the Cultural Interpreter leads the students 

to the exhibit galleries. It is important to remember, that the context of the ensuing tour 

has already been set up. Since the exhibits are so large, they can interpret only a select 

number of objects and of course, which objects to interpret depends on the group. This 

has all been accounted for and determined in the orientation room. 

It is important to remember that unlike other museums, the Cultural Interpreters at 

NMAI are paid employees. Wil Grant and Willie Vargas are, however, the only full time, 

permanent Cultural Interpreters and the following is an examination of their interpretive 

programs. Each interpreter has developed what is called a Pathway. A Pathway is a 

formal, written, explanatory program explaining objects. Each Interpreter develops a 

Pathway that reflects a personal explanation of artifacts on view. The Pathways center 

around a specific theme or relationship between the objects with stories being the vehicle 

for the transmission of knowledge. The Pathways contain stories, photos, questions or 

activities and vocabulary of the objects on view in the exhibit. These Pathways are an aid 

to the student and teacher as they are given out on the tour. While they are most certainly 

a didactic aid, they are also a reminder of the tour so that the kids remember the stories, 

the objects and their experience at NMAI. With these materials, the teacher can develop 

an activity in the classroom based on the museum visitation and thus enhance and 

reinforce what the children have learned. 
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Certain Interpreter's emphasize certain issues and themes, in their programs for 

schools, and we see these in the Pathways. However, while their Pathways many differ, 

most of the Interpreters use the same film to introduce and support these issues and 

themes. Wil Grant, an Ojibway uses Box of Daylight and his Pathway entitled Animals 

and Their Place in the Belief System of Native Americans to introduce what he calls 

"Cultural Hero's." A cultural hero, according to Wil, means someone who gives gifts to 

that culture. Perhaps these are gifts of knowledge or customs. He feels that Raven and 

Coyote are "compassionate cultural heros." By this he means that they make mistakes, 

they play pranks or tricks, but that they sometimes help people find balance in their life. 

Cultural hero's are seen in many Native societies and are usually in the form of the 

trickster or transformer. Will goes on to explain that myths and mythologies are stories 

that teach morals to children in Native societies. He likes to explain that the stories and 

myths emphasized the importance of animals in Native societies, animals like Raven 

(Trickster), bear, mice and frogs. Through the use of stories Will explains how important 

animals are to Native American cultures. According to Wil, "Animals teach us the 

proper way. The bear, for example, picks his medicine and we watch him pick it and we 

learn from the bear. Wolves teach native people how to raise children. Among wolves, 

there is an extended family. Everybody takes care of you. There is no child abuse. So if 

we look to wolves, they teach us how to raise our children properly"-'. He explains that 

certain animals are chosen for clan animals and others are chosen to represent medicine. 
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The children leam that Natives respect animals and pay tribute to them by not over killing 

them, by decorating their clothing with animal parts, and making objects in the form of 

animals. Through stories the kids leam that animals teach Natives the proper way to live 

as we leam from them about different things, such as; wolves and their extended family 

and replication in Native societies. All of this becomes clear to the kids once they get 

into the exhibit galleries. Wil concentrates on seven objects all relating to animals. These 

items include; an entrance to a Haida House carved in the shape of a wolf, a Bella Coola 

eagle spirit mask, a Chilkat weaving, 2000-year-old duck decoys, Lakota turtle amulets, 

Peruvian jaguar goblets, and a Brazilian feather headdress. In both the tour and the 

Pathwcxy, Wil thoroughly explains each of these seven objects, he asks the students to 

analyze some aspect of the object, telling stories to relate these objects. Through the use 

of the Pathway and the tour, Wil demonstrates that these objects are all related in that 

they show the importance of animals in Native cultures. These stories and activities give 

context to the objects in the exhibit. Through the use of storytelling, Wil relates that 

these objects represent the oral traditions which account for Native origins, clans, history, 

art and presents Native perspective, thus giving voice to the objects in the exhibit. 

Another Interpreter, Willie Vargas, who is from the Andean Mountains of South 

America focus' his tours on the importance of the history of Native people in Bolivia, 

Chile, Ecuador and Pern. With his Pathway, he concentrates on how this history is 

demonstrated by "the stories they tell through their garments, their pottery, ceremonies 



and every day lifestyle." In his Pathway, entitled Runacunapak Causay: From the 

Peoples Life, he has chosen seven objects to concentrate on. These objects include; 

ceramic figures (the oldest known in the hemisphere), two Andean men's poncho's, an 

Incan weaving telling the story of Noah's ark, a wally or women's woven skirt, a set of 

Andean pan pipes, and finally a ceremonial weaving. Willie explains that weavings tell 

the stories of the people and that each figure has a meaning. In fact, when he speaks of 

the men's poncho he states, "These designs and colors may indicate if we are medicine 

people, warriors or weavers. The designs are significant to us because they tell stories 

about our families. The designs on ponchos are ours and belong to our families''-^ Each 

page of Willie's Pathway starts with a story and shows a photo of the object, then asks 

questions to promote critical thinking in the child and to help relate the objects and the 

stories with the children's own experience. In addition, he uses Native words to express 

the meanings of the objects. For example: the panpipes are called Sikus and he explains 

they are traditionally played by men. 

To support his tours, Willie generally uses a different fihn than the other 

Interpreters. He prefers to use a short film produced by the National Museum of the 

American Indian which introduces culture areas and some of the objects in them. This 

explains to the children the many different Native Cultures in this hemisphere and 

introduces South America as a cultural area. This is a good lead in for Willie's tour and 

how it concentrates on South America. A sense of place is very important to Willie and 
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while anthropologists say his people are Quichua this is not the most accurate name for 

his people as it explains their language group. Willie affiliates the name of his people 

with the mountain they come from. The mountains are their ancestors; the mountain 

Willie comes from is called Tungurahua in Equador. Just as his stories come from a 

sence of place, so does his identity. He explains "... this pathway, it comes from my 

own experience. I chose to concentrate on these objects that are dear to me and my 

culture. These are the things that I am familiar with and grew up around. This is what we 

wore and did then and what we do and wear now""*. Willie's Pathway is quite interesting 

in that he uses not only stories about the objects, he also uses the language these stories 

were told in, both adding significant context to the objects in the exhibit. At the end of 

Willie's written Pathway he states "Caitaca nucapak chaquinanmi canca" this roughly 

translates to "this is my pathway". Willie fiirther elaborates that "Caitaca nacapak" 

specifically means small pathway, "...like the path your feet make when you walk"*®. 

Clearly storytelling is of primary importance to Willie. 

To underestimate the importance of stories and storytelling in interpreting the 

exhibits at the National Museum of the American Indian, would be a considerable 

mistake. The Cultural Interpreters, both the aforementioned ones and the others, rely 

upon their own culturally learned stories and under the gviidance of the educational 

coordinator integrate them into a viable program for museum interpretation. In fact, they 

are utilizing a form of informal teaching that has been the standard method of teaching in 
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Native societies throughout the Western Hemisphere. Native education has always been 

through oral means. Oral histories and storytelling are the primary method by which 

Natives have educated children and the Cultural Interpreters at NMAI have brought that 

method into a formal setting and employed it successfully to the benefit of hundreds of 

children of all races. 
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V. CONCLUSIONS 

ANALYSIS 

The logical conclusion is that the exhibits and the educational programs that 

support these exhibits at each of these museums, differ greatly. The Arizona State 

Museum exhibit Paths of Life is a comprehensive exhibit that "combines ethnographic 

understanding with both written and oral history, Native American as well as Anglo""°. 

Because of the anthropological mission of this institution and corresponding exhibit, the 

educational program is also designed around these constructs. Arizona State Museum is 

an educational facility located on a state university resulting in the docents being students 

from all walks of life. The education programing at the museum and the resulting guided 

tours emphasize the importance of anthropology in understanding the cultures presented 

in the exhibits. The Arizona State Museum relies heavily on its background and research 

as an anthropological museum for exhibit interpretation and documentation and it is 

appropriate to apply that research to the educational programing. Anthropological 

research and Native input, in the form of an advisory committee, are combine to create a 

comprehensive overview of tribes and this is emphasized in the guided tour programing 

presented for local school children. 
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Given Arizona State Museum's anthropological basis, it is reasonable to assume 

that their educational programing is based on the Piagetian model which promotes the 

interaction of the learner with the environment via the inquiry method. In fact, the 

educational program is directly based on the model outlined in the book The Good Guide. 

Docents are extensively trained for five weeks, in a fidl classroom setting, in aspects of 

educational methods, museum history, exhibit history, anthropological theory, the cultural 

diversity of the Southwest, and the cultural history of the tribes represented in the 

exhibits. Part of docent training involves several lectures on learning theory, cognitive 

learning and the inquiry method. Piaget's developmental stages are taught along with the 

three domains of learning, the types of leamers and questioning techniques. Docents are 

expected to have a basic understanding of this model and apply it accordingly when 

developing their tours. Tours must follow a set plan which includes a theme, learning 

goals, and handling objects to support theme. The recommended technique to implement 

this plan is storytelling, supported by handling objects. To support the docent in telling 

stories, extensive readings are assigned and include specific stories for each exhibited 

group. The readings are supplemented by lecturers representing each culture. Some of 

the lecturers are Native such as Felipe Molina who is Yaqui and gives his interpretation 

of the exhibit section devoted to the Yaqui people. In other cases, the lecturer may be 

considered an expert in the material culture of a specific group, such as Nancy Parezo, 

who teaches about the Navajo portion of the exhibit. 
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Through extensive readings, lectures, and guest speakers the docents at the 

Arizona State Museum receive adequate training to lead guided tours. After five weeks 

of classroom training and practice tours, the docents finish out the semester giving guided 

tours to incoming school groups. Most docents enjoy what they do, as is evidenced by 

the number of repeat docents each semester. 

The Arizona State Museum guided tour program is a cognitive based educational 

program. Tour groups know what to expect, as learning goals are presented, by the 

docents, prior to entering the exhibit. At the end of the tour, the groups are asked to 

repeat at least three things they learned. This program is successful in that it does what it 

sets out to do, it educates. Tour groups go away with a positive learning experience. 

However, several questions have been raised by this approach to educating in a 

museum setting. Storytelling is the main method by which information is disseminated, 

however, the stories are being reinterpreted by people of another culture. Upon 

observation of some docents, it is clear that they have no imderstanding of stories and 

their importance to Native peoples. It has also been noted, that some docents have no 

understanding of Native culture in general, upon entering docent training. This has been 

evidenced by observation of docents, speaking of Natives as if they only live in the past 

and by talking in a condescending manner about historical events, such as the Removal 

and Reservation periods. Perhaps this could be remedied by incorporating a prerequisite 
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of an introductory class in Indian Studies, prior to the docent class. This would impart 

greater cultural sensitivity, awareness of issues, and foster cross-cultural understanding as 

a basis for the information imparted in the docent class. This would also support reaching 

out to more Native Students on campus, as there are few if any Native docents. More 

effective outreach is warranted, to recruit more Native students to tell their stories. Since 

this program is located at the University of Arizona which boasts a strong Indian Studies 

department, many options are available for improving this program. 

The National Museum of the American Indian, has two major exhibits supported 

by their educational program. These exhibits differ greatly. One, All Roads Are Good is 

completely Native curated. Twenty-three Native Americans were invited into the 

collections to select objects to be exhibited. Their selections were broad and not 

necessarily related by any theme. Creations Journey presents objects that loosely 

represent Native identity and beliefs (this is of course difficult at best to attain because 

there are so many tribes and objects), the resulting exhibit is somewhat thematically 

arranged, but difficult to discern. The educational programs to support these exhibits are 

creative and innovative, to support such vastly different exhibits. The educational 

program hires interpreters to who are Native and who design educational programs that 

center around topics which are supported by objects in the exhibit. The educational tours 

at NMAI are far from the traditional guided tour and the Natives who participate as 
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interpreters and educators appreciate the chance to have their voice heard and feel this 

program is innovative and effective. 

The National Museum of the American Indian, employs an interpretive approach 

to its educational programing. Only Native Americans are hired and they are expected 

create programing based on topics. The topics are generally related thematically and 

supported by specified objects in the exhibit. Supporting research is not generally used 

and if it is, it is not incorporated into the tour the same way as at ASM. Research gives 

the interpreter basic background on an object, but interpretation is based on the 

interpreter's own view and agenda in presenting the tour. This results in a dramatically 

different program than at ASM. This kind of educational programing is irmovative and 

bold and adds a distinctly new perspective to the objects housed in the National Museum 

of the American Indian. While the Cultural Interpreters use questioning or inquiry, it can 

not be said that they are employing a formal inquiry method of educating. The 

Interpreters are not formal trained, they are not taught educational theory and they are 

taught only limited knowledge of the artifacts on exhibit. Any research done is strictly 

voluntary and to support the creation of their tours. In each of their Pathways questions 

are used to support the material presented, however, no specific learning goals are 

outlined and tours often vary from the Pathway according to the knowledge level of the 

group. 
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The Cultural Interpretation program at the National Museum of the American 

Indian is loosely based on ideas outlined in The Good Guide as presented by the 

educational coordinator. However this program is not a structured, cognitive learning 

based program. It is an experientially based program, in that it relies on the experiences 

of its Interpreters as a tool for education, but this program does not employ any of the 

techniques outlined in The Museum Experience. This program is structurally ambiguous 

and while iimovative, is not always effective. The idea of a tour which focuses on the 

cultural significance of objects from a personal perspective is a good one, however, it is 

lost on younger tour groups. Adults can understand the meaning of cultural significance, 

but younger children can not. More structured tours would be more appropriate for 

younger tour groups. Advanced concepts such as cultural significance and cultural 

relevance are too complex for younger kids. This age group lacks a basic understanding 

of Native peoples and often the museum is the only place they are exposed to Native 

cultures. A more progressive program where the younger groups get more structured 

tours and the older groups get more culturally relevant tours, seems a more effective 

answer. 

The most effective aspect of each of these two programs is the use of storytelling 

as a tool for educating. Both the Arizona State Museum and the National Museum of the 

American Indian are committed to the use of storytelling in their educational programs. 

Each museum employs interpreters or docents who use the power of storytelling to teach 



about objects and Native American material culture. Each of these programs successfully 

deals with hundreds of children per week and on the whole the responses and feedback 

indicate that the kids are pleased and learn a lot. The use of Native voice in education, in 

these two museums may differ in application, but they are alike in their use of traditional 

Native educating techniques such as storytelling to interpret and teach about Native 

Americans and their material culture represented in museums. 

ENDINGS 

This comparative analysis of the Arizona State Museum and the National 

Museum of the American Indian and their use of storytelling as an educational 

methodology, is based on original research, interviews, unpublished documents, 

observations and published sources. Many differences between these two programs have 

been outlined through this examination. Perhaps one of the most significant differences 

is the structure of the educational programing that the docents and interpreters operate 

within. The Arizona State Museum utilizes a highly cognitive approach to education 

programs while the National Museum of the American Indian uses a sort of laissez-faire 

experiential approach to programing. While the collections, histories and educational 

goals for each of these museums are different, the focus of both of these programs is the 

same— storytelling as a means for interpreting the exhibits. Bringing the stories back to 

the objects is vital to them remaining living objects and for them to live on in memory. 

Both of these museums should be applauded for their innovative and bold steps to 
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reintroduce the Native voice to the objects. On the whole, both of these programs 

successfiilly integrate the Native voice of storytelling as an educational tool. In effect, 

this is the most appropriate way to teach about Native American culture. Research will 

continue forever and will always search for the 'true' meaning of the object, but the 

answer to the question lies in the stories, in the voice, in the words and in the language. 

And it is only through understanding these things that we can truly know the value of the 

object. It seems this is the message that the interpreters are trying to get across in the first 

place. 



OF ANCIENT OBJECTS 

Adomed—Yet Myth is said to have 
fled from the form of artifacts 

secreted from the grave. 

Hollow—Containers for the song 
and cant of elder memory 

that years may still dissolve. 

Wonder—when words cannot explain 
The silent hymns and histories 
Of the shapes that yet remain. 

Ari Berk 
1997 

Used by permission 
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