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[This course, aimed at graduate students in Brown University’s Public 
Humanities program, provides hands-on experience with exhibition 
development. The first half of the course includes readings and discussion; in 
the second half of the semester, students work on group projects, each for an 
outside client. They do not produce exhibits, but rather grant proposals or 
documents for the client to provide to designers and builders.]

Syllabus 

AMCV2220: Museums and Communities (History Exhibitions)
Steven Lubar
Spring 2012
Wednesday 3 – 5:20

Students in this course will work together on museum exhibition projects. In the 
first part of the course, we’ll read the museum literature for ideas and 
techniques, and build the on-line tools we’ll use for the projects. In the second 
part, we will apply what we learned to several real-world projects, producing the 
conceptual design, artifact list, and exhibit script for a client. Depending on the 
size of the class, we will either work on these together, as one group, or split 
into smaller groups. 

The syllabus for this course is intentionally vague; we will figure it out as we go 
along, based on what we need to know for the projects we undertake. I’ve 
indicated some of the readings, and I’ve listed projects we might do; but finding 
more readings, evaluating and choosing the tools we will use, and shaping the 
projects is up to the class. The syllabus covers the first six weeks of the course, 
focused on tools and techniques; after that, we’ll be working on projects, and 
reading what we find useful for them. 

We will work together on creating the infrastructure for the course. Exhibition 
projects require a great deal of organization, and as a class we will figure out 
the best way to organize our work and to learn about the process of exhibition. 
In class, we will establish a blog, an Omeka account, a project management site, 
an exhibition text wiki, and whatever else we need, based on the research of 
students in the class.

Readings

There are four books ordered at the bookstore. 

• John Falk, Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience

• Beverly Serrell, Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach

• Nina Simon, The Participatory Museum

• Barry Lord and Gail Dexter Lord, ed., The Manual of Museum Exhibitions
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I’ve put several articles in the class dropbox folder (AMCV2220), which I will 
share with you. You should add articles there, too. I’ve set up a group on Zotero, 
“Brown AMCV2220 Museum Exhibits,” which you should join, and to which you 
should add citations, articles, notes, and websites you think might be useful. 
There’s also a shelf of useful books and other materials in the JNBC library. 

Skills 

The course provides an introduction to the following skills needed in exhibition 
work: 

• Project Management: Schedule and budget; who does what, when, and 
keeping track of it all 

• Registration: Collections management, artifact and image databases

• Design and construction: 3-D and graphic design, multimedia 
production, architecture, fabrication

• Curatorial: Conceptualization, research, artifact choice, label-writing

• Assessment and evaluation: Understanding visitors; what do they want 
and what do they think of the exhibition?

At the end of the semester, you should understand all of these, in a general way, 
and have an in-depth understanding of the curatorial side of exhibition work. 

Assignments 

You should:

• Post to the blog every week, at least 400 words, on topics related to the 
course. Examples include evaluations of tools, exhibit reviews, reflections 
on readings, ideas about exhibition strategies, and whatever else seems 
valuable to others in the class. Post exhibition labels and memoranda as 
appropriate. Read and comment on other’s entries. Please label your blog 
entries with your name.  

• Tweet about course-related topics using hashtag #amcv2220 

• Participate enthusiastically in the projects. This includes 

o project organization and management

o research, writing and editing

o working with online tools

o correspondence with our clients

• At the end of the course, write a short (1000 word) reflective essay on the 
process of exhibition creation. What did you learn? 

Results and Evaluation
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Fifty percent of the grade will be based on the student’s individual 
contributions: blog entries, etc. Fifty percent will be based on the group 
projects, a grade determined in part by the client’s satisfaction with the result. 

Projects

Project 1: We will provide a new interpretation of the historic computers on 
display in the CIT building. We will do this by working with the audience in a 
museum 2.0 way. Some of the things we’ll learn how to do include: recent 
history research, material culture analysis, working with audiences, writing 
labels, and analyzing effectiveness.  After understanding the collections, and the 
needs and interests of the audience, we’ll find an appropriate way to make the 
collections on display more interesting and useful to that audience.

Project 2: We will produce a collections and exhibition plan for games about 
business for the National Museum of American History’s upcoming “American 
Enterprise” exhibition. First, we’ll read about museum collecting plans, find out 
more about the proposed exhibition, and about existing collections available for 
American Enterprise. Then we will research the history of games and American 
business and culture, conducting primary research in trade journals and 
archives, and existing museum and private business board games collections. If 
we obtain permission, we’ll visit the Hasbro archives, and help them catalog 
some their collection of board games. Finally, we will produce an Omeka online-
catalog and exhibition for the Museum, and suggest interactives for them. 

Project 3: The New Lafayette Theatre Company of Harlem was an important 
black theater group in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Alumni of the group are 
interested in creating an exhibition of its history, possibly to be presented at the 
University of South Florida in early 2013. We’ll pull together archives and 
collections, interview alumni, and create the outlines of an exhibition for them. 

Project 4. The Pilgrim Hall Museum in Provincetown, Massachusetts, is 
interested in a variety of new introductory exhibitions, including a photo exhibit: 
“Provincetown Exposures,” a historic narrative (timeline) permanent installation, 
and a new installation in the 252-foot tall Monument for visitors to see as they 
ascend the tower. 

Timeline

Week 1: Introductions (January 25)

Introductions. About the course. Setting up the course blog. 

Reviewing an example exhibition: script, object list, project management charts, 
design, evaluation

Assignments for next week: groups to explore project management systems, 
systems for keeping track of exhibit text, and artifact lists

http://museumtwo.blogspot.com/
http://museumtwo.blogspot.com/
http://americanenterprise.si.edu/
http://americanenterprise.si.edu/
http://americanenterprise.si.edu/
http://americanenterprise.si.edu/
http://omeka.org/
http://omeka.org/
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Week 2: Project Management and Registration (February 1)

Establishing a Project Management website

Establishing an Omeka.net site

Assignment:On the blog, and for class discussion, consider these project 
management sites: http://basecamphq.com,  http://
www.activecollab.com/ and the open source tools here 

Reading:  Museum registration guides in JNBC library

Lord & Lord, Chapters 8, 9 and 16

AAM “Project Management Basics” webinar (Confirmation 
#149598)

Omeka.net: User Guide for Museum Professionals

Week 3: Exhibition Design and Construction (February 8)

 Readings:  Lord & Lord, Chapter 13

 Visitor:  Erin Wells of Erin Wells Design

Week 4: Exhibition conceptualization (February 15)

Assignment: Visit an exhibit at a local museum and write, for the blog, a 
critique of its conceptualization. How was it organized? How 
were artifacts used? How did text, image, and artifact work 
together? How effectively was space used? Did it work for 
the visitors? (Read Lindauer, “The Critical Museum Visitor,” 
before you go. Use “Standards,” below, or some of the 
exhibit review guidelines, if they seem useful.)

Readings:  Lord & Lord, Chapters 3,10 and 11

Jay Rounds, “Strategies for the Curiosity-Driven Museum 
Visitor”

“Standards for Museum Exhibitions and Indicators of 
Excellence”

Barbara Franco, “The Communication Conundrum: What Is 
the Message? Who Is Listening?”

Margaret Lindauer, “From salad bars to vivid stories: four 
game plans for developing ‘educationally successful’ 
exhibitions”

Ron Chew, “Toward a More Agile Model of Exhibition-
Making”

http://basecamphq.com
http://basecamphq.com
http://www.activecollab.com/
http://www.activecollab.com/
http://www.activecollab.com/
http://www.activecollab.com/
http://www.cyberciti.biz/tips/open-source-project-management-software.html
http://www.cyberciti.biz/tips/open-source-project-management-software.html
http://iweb.aam-us.org/forum/default.aspx?forumid=40
http://iweb.aam-us.org/forum/default.aspx?forumid=40
http://info.omeka.net/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/user_guide_for_museum_professionals.pdf
http://info.omeka.net/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/user_guide_for_museum_professionals.pdf
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Margaret Lindauer, “The Critical Museum Visitor,” in Janet 
Marstine, New Museum Theory and Practice: An 
Introduction, online through the Brown University library

Week 5: Label-writing (February 22)

Assignment:Write a 100 word new main label for a local exhibit, and 
post to the blog. Write a 140-character version to tweet. 

 Consider the advantages of a google group, google doc, 
wiki, or other tool for sharing work on an exhibition script 

Reading: Beverly Serrell, Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach

Larry Borowsky, “Telling a Story in 100 Words: Effective 
Label Copy”

Lord & Lord, Chapter 12

Week 6: Assessment and Evaluation: Thinking about Visitors (February 29)

 Readings: Lord & Lord, Chapter 4 

John Falk, Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience

“Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-
Centered Perspective”

Zahava Doering, “Strangers, Guests or Clients? Visitor 
Experiences in Museums”

Read exhibition assessments at http://si.edu/opanda/
sov_exhibitions 

http://site.ebrary.com/lib/brown/docDetail.action?docID=10243561
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/brown/docDetail.action?docID=10243561
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/brown/docDetail.action?docID=10243561
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/brown/docDetail.action?docID=10243561
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/brown/docDetail.action?docID=10243561
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/brown/docDetail.action?docID=10243561
https://sites.google.com/a/brown.edu/teaching-with-technology/google-course-groups/faq
https://sites.google.com/a/brown.edu/teaching-with-technology/google-course-groups/faq
http://si.edu/opanda/sov_exhibitions
http://si.edu/opanda/sov_exhibitions
http://si.edu/opanda/sov_exhibitions
http://si.edu/opanda/sov_exhibitions

