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Abstract: This poster presents findings from an ethnographic study about elementary students� 

art-based learning in accordance with students� personal, physical, and sociocultural contexts of 

learning (Falk and Dierking, 2000). Findings include that while art activities integrated learning 

about Japanese art history and aesthetics and engaging in artistic production by creating sushi and 
watercolors, as a community of practice, (Hapgood and Palincsar, 2002,) the group engaged in 

traditional classroom-based behavior and conversational structures (Cazden, 1988; Phillips, 

1972). 

 

Theoretical Framework 
Visitors often go to museums as part of informal or formal groups, including families and school groups. 

Group members� behavior and talk is �jointly negotiated, appropriated, and deployed,� and conversations and 
activities reflect this (Rowe, 2002, p.22). My research questions for this study were: How do students build 

knowledge or make meaning together as demonstrated by their conversations and behavior during group activities?; 

How does the museum teacher act as a mediator of learning?; and What does art-based learning look like?  

 

K-12 school groups� personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts of learning (Falk & Dierking, 2000) 

may look quite different from those of adult groups, families, and parents and children. There is less diversity in 

terms of age and prior knowledge in school groups, but possibly more due to ethno-race, and socio-economic status. 

However, learning still includes cognitive or conceptual change as well as �social interaction, cultural norms, and a 

range of tools and methods� (Griffin, 2004, p. 60). For both families and school groups, motivation or purpose, 

choice, and ownership enable learning while, for students and teachers, there is more of a perceived relationship 

between what is learned at the museum and what is learned at school (Griffin, 2004). Learning art for members of a 
school group involves more than acquiring and mastering the skills needed to make a painting or a sculpture. 

Approaches like discipline-based art education, developed and introduced by the Getty Center for Education in the 

Arts (Alexander & Day, 1991) involve understanding that art has four main components or �discipline perspectives� 

(Alabama Institute for Education in the Arts, 2005, no page,) including art criticism, aesthetics, art history, and art 

production. 

 

Data Sources and Methods 
The Pacific Northwest museum where I conducted my study provides hands-on learning experiences that 

link science, art, and technology in a natural setting. The research participants attended an urban K-6 public school 

in the Puget Sound region in Washington. Students worked in groups of eight or nine students with a �field guide 

instructor.� 

 

A multi-sited ethnographic approach was used in order to �trace relationships that stretch out across time 

and space� (Eisenhart, 2001, p.22) by searching for connections, parallels and contrasts across different museum 

sites such as the exhibition hall, a pond, and a marsh. I accompanied the students from one site to another at the 

museum while videorecording their experiences in order to describe in rich detail the activities they engaged in and 

the kinds of conversations they had as a group in relation to their personal, physical, and sociocultural contexts. I 

looked at the content of the group�s talk and their behavior in relation to the idea a �community of practice� in the 
museum (Hapgood and Palincsar, 2002).  A community of practice in a museum, like other environments, 

approaches and engages in investigations in particular ways, with shared conventions, for example, about proper 

behavior or values. My unit of analysis was the �conversational episode� (Fienberg & Leinhardt, 2002), �that could 

be seen as having a natural start and end in that [it is] focused on a coherent topic� (p.176). A sample of 

conversational episodes was selected randomly, described, and analyzed in relation to a broader narrative about the 

art activities. I described the conversational episodes in terms of what is going on or what is being talked about; 

where the group and/or individuals are and what the site looks like; what the group and/or individuals are doing and 

talking about and I analyze group discussions in terms of amount and kind of talk.  
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Conclusion 
 Art activities included four disciplines of art, a strong orientation, and interaction with authentic objects. 

Students learned about aspects of Japanese art history and aesthetics, including the use of different kinds of space 

and perspective as compared to Western art and that how one arranges one�s sushi contributes to the overall 

appreciation and beauty of the display. Students also engaged in art criticism by learning and talking about the 

formal qualities of sushi compositions and displays, including how certain foods must be used because of their color. 

Finally, students engaged in art production by creating sushi rolls and painting watercolors. Students listened and 

watched passively while adults talked and provided knowledge. (During a slide talk, students did not talk). During 

sushi making, the artist and the instructor dominated conversations with students or else spoke amongst themselves. 

But, the artist did engage students in the process of making the sushi, by walking students through each of the steps. 

The instructor gave information and asked questions to assess knowledge. Unlike the artist, he did not demonstrate 

how to use the watercolors or how the students should compose their pictures. In sum, as a community of practice, 

the group followed a traditional classroom conversational structure, the initiation-response-evaluation (IRE) model 
where the teacher makes a comment or poses a question, students respond and then the teacher evaluates the 

response (Cazden, 1988; Lemke, 1990). However, the students do more than listen and respond as they engaged in 

artistic production by making their own sushi and watercolors. The artist demonstrated what to do and helped 

students learn to use utensils, assemble food, and arrange sushi. Students worked quietly and intently, appearing to 

enjoy both making the sushi and painting the watercolor pictures. (In general, the higher socio-economic status 

(SES) girls spoke the most). 

 

Significance 
This study raises important questions about how learning in a museum may actually look like learning in a 

traditional classroom for a school group on a field trip. Further research on school group learning can pursue how 

IRE models of teacher/student interaction work differently than parent/child interaction models (Ash, 2004; Crowley 

& Jacobs, 2002) described in research about learning among family groups, particularly for diverse students. With 

thousands of students visiting museums every school year, it behooves school teachers and administrators as well as 

researchers and parents to try to understand more about what children actually experience in museums in order to 

better assess the impact of different approaches to teaching on student learning in museums. 
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