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AYLETTE JENNESS

BEGINNING OF VIDEOTAPE 1

1 A developer’s profile
Well, I wanted to start by, your first thing intrigued me, how did I come to the museum?  It was purely serendipitous.  Marion Carey was out with a bad back.  She suggested that Kaki could take her job for a little while.  Kaki couldn’t do much at that time so she got me to do it.  And I had just left the day care job and didn’t have work at the moment, and lucked into it.  And I think this was true for a bunch of us.  I didn’t come from museum studies.  I don’t think any of us in the developers team did.  And I think that was part of the strength of it, that we came from very many different points of view.  Jack came out of the theater, [Suzanne Inaudible] came out of social services work, Elaine was an artist.  We were from all sorts of different places.  And I found that all the very disparate things that I had done for years and years and years were useful.  And that had never happened to me before.  I had taught 4s and 5s, I had taught day care, I’d taught art a long time ago.  I had gone to art school for a couple of years.  I’d never gotten a college degree.  I lived in the Arctic.  I lived in Nigeria.  And it was [inaudible] people I didn’t know where it was all going.  And suddenly here was this place where everything that I knew was useful.  And it just blew me away.  And I think that’s part of – it certainly was terribly important to me, but I think it’s part of why we did such good work, that we did come from many different sources.  So that’s my story about how I came there.  And then 21 years later left.  I went, I think it was a one-day-a-week job, maybe, something like that.  It was supposed to be two or three weeks.  The downside, of course, always was that we never had enough money.  I worked from grant to grant to grant.  It was zero job security.  We were sort of flying by the seat of our pants.  But it worked.  It was great.
2 Talk Back Boards
And I thought about several incidents that I wanted to speak about.  One was – this was in early days – one had to do with the origins of what became talk back boards and more visitor  participation in exhibits.  And I had not been at the museum very long.  A writer, a man who wrote a book called Lito the Shoeshine Boy, do you remember that?, came to the museum.  He had some funding.  He was a photographer.  And he wanted to do an exhibit about this story that he’d written.  And I thought it was a beautiful book and it had to do with Latin Americans.  There we were in Jamaica Plain where there were a number of Latino families.  I thought it was terrific.  So we mounted it.  There was a, you may remember, sort of a mock up of a house and the restaurant and the back part of the restaurant where the kid got his foot.  And Lito was an admirable person.  He was a street kid.  He didn’t seem to have any family.  He got leftover food from the restaurant.  And that was the story.  And I thought this was terrific.  So it opened.  And the next thing I knew there was a letter to the editor of a Jamaica Plain newspaper outraged that we had done this exhibit.  It didn’t come to us, never came to us.  We should take it down, it denigrated Latin American people, and it was awful.  And I was distressed.  And so we talked endlessly, as we always did, about what do about it.  And we put up a bulletin board in the exhibit and we posted this article – I think it wasn’t signed because I don’t remember ever being able to reach the people who had written it – and said, “What do you think?”  And it was an explosion of – pencil and paper were there – and I think we used thumbtacks in those days, nobody swallowed them – explosion of ideas about this.  And I was then able to spend a fair amount of time in the exhibit.  And what I saw was that people almost were more engaged with the bulletin board and all that information than they were with the exhibit itself.  So that, for me, was sort of the first beginning of that kind of participation by the audience in the exhibit and the talkback boards, which now you see everywhere.  So that was one piece that I wanted to highlight.

MIKE:  [Do you have any photographs of documents of the exhibit?]

I don’t think I do.  I don’t think I do.  I have some other ones that involve participation by....  The other one that I wanted to talk about, I do have stuff, and it was the Families exhibit.  And that to me was an example of – 

[STOPS TO REARRANGE FOR THE CAMERA]

3 Creating the Families exhibit and book
Well, I want to speak a little bit about a photographic exhibit Families.  But I’d like to begin by talking about how we did exhibits.  Sometimes, not always.  I remember endless staff meetings in which we’d sit around and talk about what it was kids needed to know in the world today.  And what a wonderful way to proceed on an exhibit, as opposed to a television show that then becomes an exhibit or some other indirect way.  And we talked about families.  And this was in the late ‘70s, early ‘80s.  And I think at that time the popular image was the nuclear family.  It was Mom and Dad and Dick and Jane and Spot and Fluff, or whatever the cat’s name was.  And in fact that wasn’t how families were, most of them, or many of them anyway.  And so we began to think how could we address this subject.  And it seemed easy to do a photographic exhibit.  And in two seconds we had a huge range of families just among ourselves and the people that we knew.  And there were people of color and there were people of different religious backgrounds.  And there were all sorts of families.  And so we did an exhibit that was mainly a photograph exhibit.  It was then copied and circulated in various places in the United States, but that came a little bit later.  And the diversity of families was terrific.  I think it was one of the first places where a lesbian family showed up, and I sort of held my breath to see whether there were going to be objections to that.  There weren’t.  Interestingly enough, the only place that there was, was in Seattle, for some reason.  The exhibit showed up there and was picketed by some, I think, religious group.  And Seattle of all places.  What a surprise.  But in Boston, no.  Not at all.   And so the exhibit was set up like a living room.  It had a sofa, it had chairs, it had lamps.  In fact, one of the lamps that I have came from that exhibit.  And a rug on the floor.  And these photographs on the wall.  And some books on the table, children’s books for kids to read.  And a stack of papers, forms that kids could, and crayons, could add their own families.  And these were the things that kids did.  The form just said “My Family”.  And we put those up on bulletin boards.  And we got tons of them.  We changed them all the time, there were so many of these.  And so it seemed to us that this should be a book.  And so went on a did a book out of it.
So when I did the book, I added some other families.  I needed a gay family, which I was living in California for one term and found a family there.  And I wanted a bigger geographical spread than the Boston area of people, so we found other families.  Then in the book we included some of these forms.  So that there was a transfer from audience participation in an exhibit to audience participation in a book, essentially.  And that was one of my favorite pieces at the museum.  [Not] the favorite, maybe. 

I guess the Kids’ Bridge was my favorite and that came on very late at the end.  But by then we learned a lot of things.  We used to say “crackers and flappers”, which were the interactive things that we knew how to do in the early days.  And then we had interactive videos.  Crackers and flappers, they were all sorts of things.  They were things were lifted, a question was on a panel and you lifted the panel to get the answer.  There was one, I did an exhibit, it was a Career Explorations project that we had.  There were two exhibits.  Kids made those exhibits.  Middle school kids in the Boston schools.  And they did a wonderful job.  And there was, in front of this small exhibit, a station with two chairs and a table and a script that went back and forth.  And you got to ask a question.  It was playing at a job interview, essentially.  What do you know how to do?  What do you like to do?  What are you good at?  How much schooling do you have?  What do you think you should get for this kind of work?  And a couple of years later I was in Belgium in a children’s museum, and there was this script that looked awful familiar to me.  And it was exactly the same script that we had done here.  The had just lifted it wholesale and it worked in Belgium.  So that was sort of crackers and flappers. 

But by the time we did the Kids’ Bridge we were much more sophisticated and we had interactive videos.  We did a video – not me, but a whole lot of people worked on this – that had to do with racism, prejudice and discrimination.  And I worked with Joanne Rizzi, primarily, and Fabiana Chu and people who did the filming.  And we didn’t know whether this was going to fly or not.  You know, the museum is a volitional audience.  If it’s boring or puts them off, they just walk right on by.  And it did work.  And I think partly it was the technology hooked them.  Partly it was the good script.  It was kids on screen.  So that a wonderful exhibit for me.  And that was replicated by the Smithsonian, and I went and spent six weeks or something in Washington watching it, seeing how it worked there.  And it traveled, also.  So I think that that was maybe the high point of what I did at the museum.

MIKE:  Was Fabiana on your [team]?

Yes.

MIKE:  And she was an intern?

No.  She was an assistant.  We had money by then. 

MIKE:  We interviewed her for [Inaudible] Stories, and I didn’t realize that she had been part of the time.

Oh, yeah.  I’m still in correspondence with her.  She sent me a CD that she and her husband made that – he’s a singer.  I mean, he does other things, but a CD of songs for children that’s he’s written.  No, Joanne Rizzi and I were co-directors of the program and Fabiana was an assistant.  She was just beginning.  I think maybe it was her first museum job.  And now, of course, she’s gone on and done work in the museum world ever since.

MIKE:  I’d left by the time....

Well, those are sort of the high points, I think.

MIKE:  What were sort of the processes you went through to make it...?  I mean, take one of those and how the decisions were made, how you worked with various support people, D&P, or any other place?  And how you translated something as an exhibit into a book.  Any of the things that people would not, they would assume that the exhibit just appeared [rather] than the [long] process you went through.

I think time was of the essence.  In the early days, it seems to me we didn’t feel rushed.  We felt that we had plenty of time to throw ideas around and to go home and think about them and come back the next week and work on it.  It was very collaborative.  I always felt that you were a somewhat distant figure, that you made the environment that enabled us to do our best work.  I knew very little about museum governance or any of that sort of think.  And I think we were very egalitarian.  We valued everybody’s ideas.  Some got chosen, others didn’t get chosen.  The problems that came up never had to do with power struggles about how was going to get to win some piece of the work or another.  It much more had to do with just real difficulties of funding and could we make it and that sort of that.  

But this is about working with D&P was terrible.  Because I sometimes see museum exhibits now which is clear that the people who did the installation of it had nothing to do with the curators.  And it shows.  And even though John Spalvins could be very crusty, we had a give and take about what was possible.  We’d throw out things and they’d say, “You can’t do that, this is not possible.  But you could do such-and-such.”  And slowly these things would come together.  But it took time.  It took more time than money, in a way.  Of course, time was money because it our salary.  But it wasn’t the pieces that were big budget always that were so successful.  It was the fact that we could work collaboratively and toss things back and forth.  And involve community people.  When we had the Kids’ Bridge, when we had a multicultural program, we had a community board and they had a lot of say.  They cared a lot because they cared that their communities get represented well.  And they didn’t feel they needed power and they didn’t, in fact, have much power in the sense of they couldn’t veto something.  It never happened anyway.  It wasn’t an issue.  They told us what they wanted to have represented and how we should do it, and then they critiqued it when it wasn’t done well.  We also involved vendors.  I can remember anybody who made anything for us, we would try and engage them in conversation about this exhibit and we would invite them to happenings around it.  So it was collaborative not only amongst ourselves, but amongst anybody that was involved in it.  And our kids, our families.  I think that’s what I think of about process.

MIKE:  What about the business of were you supported in the business of translating an exhibit to a publication or a book or a kit or these transitions from one form to another?

4 Where did ideas
I think that pretty soon after I got there, when we would have these discussions about what is it that children need to learn, we would think, “How can be best address it?”  And it was as though we had this goody bag.  And we would say, “Should this be a book?  Should it be a teacher workshop?  Should it be workshops for kids?  Should it be an exhibit?  Should it be a kit?”  And sometimes it was all of the above.  So we had this roster of things that we looked at to see what would work and what wouldn’t work.  And it just seemed very natural.  Now, I came as a writer, and all during the time I was at the museum I was writing books that didn’t have to do with the work at the museum.  So it was natural for me to think about doing a book.  But we did curriculum development, which I hadn’t done professionally before.  And just flying by the seat of ours pants.

5 Try and revise
One of the things that made it work was we had lots of tryouts.  And that’s another thing that I often see missing.  We would do an exhibit, we would do mock ups, we’d stand in the space, we’d ask people questions, we’d do things out of cardboard.  Remember drywall? All that endless stuff we [put up] with drywall?  And tear it down and start over again.  And we did it with books, as well.  We’d read things to kids.  We’d get their input on them.  We did it with kits.  We would do mocks up of kits and we’d give it to a teacher.  We’d have all this stuff written out and we’d sit in the back of room and give it to a teacher and see how it worked, find out what was wrong with it.  And I think that was very important as to why maybe things worked as well as they did.  But I don’t remember for myself any difficult in working from one medium to another.  Some people were better at some things than others.  But we worked as a team almost always, so that wasn’t really a problem.
MIKE:  It was a collaborative team and everything else, but who would be the person who would make sure that it became the next iteration along the way?

I don’t think there was a single person who took that role.  I think it came more from one or another of us saying, “Hey, why don’t we do a book?”  Or, “Why don’t we do a kit?”  Or, “We have money now for such-and-such for curriculum development”.  There certainly were people, Janet blew the whistle on us when we’d go off into fairyland.

MIKE:  What was her role?

Project Manager, often?  Keeping the budget, keeping things on schedule.  She was a fantastic businesswoman, still is.  And organizer.  And I never was terrible good at that.  I could follow somebody else’s directions and keep on line, but I wasn’t good at that bigger picture myself.  So she certainly had that big a role.  And Elaine, of course, always had a vision and held it, brought up things and said, “Now what?”  And held us to them.

MIKE:  What about Pat’s role as the – she worked a lot with publishers.

Pat Steuert, who was one of my two bosses – Pat and Elaine were my immediate bosses – and she did more of the publishing.  See, I think that because I had written books myself, sometimes I went straight to, I had an agent, I went to them myself.  She did a book that I thought I sort of was a minor author.  And Joanne Rizzi and I worked with her, but she was the principal author, called Opening a Museum, which I thought was a terrific piece of work and I think didn’t get a whole lot of recognition.  It didn’t have a big budget.  It didn’t have a big print run.  And I was looking at it the other day.  I think it was a good piece of work.  I’m trying to think of other books that were published.  I think they were done very many different ways.  What about Sylvia’s Toys from Grandmother’s Attic?  I didn’t have anything to do with that, and I don’t know how that came about, exactly.

MIKE:  I think it actually was a – there was a woman who was also a designer or who also did a book around stuff out of –

That’s the same book, yeah.   Edie Kraska.  Yeah.  I don’t think there was an overall – Leslie Swartz, of course, organized that whole series of multicultural books.  And she was, again, a fantastic businesswoman and organizer.  But I don’t think in the long thread that there was a single person who either oversaw the spread of things we might do or worked so strongly in publishing.

MIKE:  Were there any places where any of those managers of the processes who would figure out that you need to get some money for it and then go to work on a proposal, that kind of thing?

Oh, yeah, yeah.  Elaine and various others taught us how to write proposals.  I mean, I didn’t know anything about that.  And when I first came there, we didn’t have proposal writers.  But it often – it came, then, two ways.  Sometimes it would come because we had a passion for something.  And then not I, but others, would go and look for the money.  Ann Butterfield, but that was later on – that was not in the very beginning in the time I was there – was terrific at that.  And Leslie Swartz later on was very good at it.  And the other way that sometimes there would be money for something.  Like, we got into this career education stuff because they was funding for it and it seemed interesting enough for us to want to do it.  And it was, in fact.  It didn’t feel to me as sort of a sleazy way to do a piece of work.  I thought it was nice stuff.

6 A workable work environment
One of the things that I wanted to talk about – oh, I know.  I don’t know whether this is relevant to anything, but when I came to the museum it was – I think it is relevant – it was the great era of the open classroom, the [inaudible] school system.  And I didn’t know much about museums at all.  I know I didn’t like most classrooms.  My kids, I had come back to Cambridge from living in Africa.  My kids went to local, extremely boring elementary school.  I hated it.  I got them into Cambridge Friends School after a while.  I, myself, came out of progressive school, New York Dewey kind of progressive school education, long ago, Lincoln School.  And in the ‘70s it was a great moment, as you know, for that kind of way of thinking about education.  It was very exciting.  And the museum was doing it all.  The schools, most of them, were not doing it yet, except for rare occasions.  But we were doing it.  So that for me was a perfect fit.  And another thing that was a perfect fit at the time was the women’s movement of the ‘70s.  Because here was a place where mostly it was women that I worked with.  And I often say to people, “We didn’t leave our private lives at the office door.”  If you were distressed about something you could talk about it.  People would listen to you.  If you felt really rotten, then you could go off somewhere else.  And I can remember meetings when somebody would bring in a baby and we’d play pass the baby during a meeting.  You know, this was not happening in businesses that I knew anything about.  And everything, it worked.  You know, we got our work done.  So that was very exciting to me. 
7 Improving cultural representations
 And another thing that began to happen a little bit later was cultural representation.  And I had lived in an Eskimo village in Alaska, and I had done my first two books about that village – not in collaboration with the people of the village.  When I was there in the early ‘60s, people didn’t read anything.  The older people didn’t mostly read English, anyway, and it wasn’t something that anybody did.  And so for, I don’t know, I suppose cultural superiority reasons, it didn’t occur to me to work collaborative with them.  Well, after I’d been at the museum for some years, mostly under Joan Lester’s influence I think, my thinking about that shifted entirely.  And when I went back to Alaska to the same village five years later, I worked with people.  And ever since then I’ve worked.  So one of the things that you brought up was how did working at the Children's Museum influence our lives?  And that has been a huge influence on me, to work with people, not about them.  And I don’t think that would have happened otherwise.  So those are sort of major influences, you know, that experiential education, that wonderful moment in time, and the women’s movement, and this coming collaborative working with cultural groups.
MIKE:  Was your experience as a child in that school in your résumé?

No. 

MIKE:  Just write a little something, just a paragraph or two about it.

Lincoln School in New York?  My own school?

MIKE:  Yeah.  And Judy went [inaudible] Lincoln School for a year [inaudible] when I went to Field [inaudible].

Yeah.  I can remember there was a showcase in the front hall in Lincoln School with chickens hatching from eggs.  And it was just fabulous.  And nobody went to class for hours and hours because everybody was gathered around watching these chickens.  And I must have been second grade or something like that.  That’s the way education should be.

MIKE:  If you’re moved to, it would be wonderful if you could talk about that and how much it fit in your experience about what learning and education was like.

Good.  I will.   Writing is what I know how to do better than talking, as a matter of fact.

I think those were the things that I wanted to talk about.  The kids, not only kids collaborating, families collaborating at exhibits as when the Families exhibit had these forms that became part of the exhibit, but kid actually making exhibits.  And I haven’t seen that done successfully much of anywhere.  If it’s done, it usually doesn’t work somehow.  But we had a structure that, I think, made it work.  We designed the framework of the exhibit.  One of them was about Papa Gino’s restaurants.  And we designed a great big shape of Papa Gino’s, and then you lifted panels and you saw things that went on different parts on the restaurant, and the kitchen part and behind the scenes.  And the kids drew all those pieces in place.  We did an exhibit on health care, and we chose some health care center that we worked with in Roxbury.  And the structure of it was like a doll’s house.  It was a big a model with rooms.  And groups of kids in examining rooms and pediatrics and various parts of it would be in the hospital.  So I think the structure was important to make an exhibit that worked.  And yet it didn’t have that awful quality of adults doing too much guiding and manipulating the work that kids are doing.  And I haven’t seen that much elsewhere, and I like it a lot.  And I do think that it works.  As usual, I wish we’d documented more stuff than we ever seemed to have.  There was always, when something opened you were rushing off to the next thing so fast.

MIKE:  Talk a little bit about this business of trying things out and improvising and all the kind of thing and seeing how did you do it.  How did you collect your impressions of what was – when would you decide this wasn’t working and then say, “Let’s try a different way to do it”.  Talk about that process.

8 Try and revise…
In the beginning, I think it was very informal.  Later on we got....  The process of tryout and revise, which we called, if we had an idea for an exhibit and a little bit of funding to get going on it, a little bit of time allocated for it, we would take some corner of the museum and set up whatever we could do, you know, a table and chairs and some stuff up on the wall.  And see how kids used it.  And just talk informally.  Later on, we got much more serious, and we had evaluators come and  they had all sorts of forms and information and tabulated things in great numbers.  I don’t know that that, in fact, was any better.  If we kept honest doing it ourselves, if we didn’t fall in love with an idea so much ourselves that it precluded our seeing that it wasn’t working, I think it was a very good system.  And sometimes we had interpreters hang out there.  But more often, as I remember it, it was the developer who was responsible for the exhibit who would be there, and would be seeing how people used it and asking questions and talking to them.  

MIKE:  I think a huge amount of energy gets invested in formal evaluation.

Yes.

MIKE:  Which some places you need it to confirm that you did the work and that it made some difference.  But in terms of the development process, it was almost unuseful.  Because we were always moving so fast along the path and saying, “This isn’t working, let’s try this”.  That was more relevant to what we really were engaged in, I think.

Yes, absolutely.  Yeah, yeah.  I think that kind of thing was important.  I was consulting a little bit in my local public library in Welfleet and make out [an ICE Grant] to do criticism development.  But they didn’t really have a grip on it enough.  And they would have benefited by having somebody from the outside come in and say, “Okay, now, what’s the plan here?  And how are you going to do it?”, and then checking up on it.  And in fact I think it sort of slipped between their fingers much too much.  But we didn’t work that way.  I think we kept our eyes on what we wanted and stuck with it quite well.  And all that endless stuff was good for the funding reports, but [inaudible I ever thought].

MIKE:  What got you down that, I mean, it’s perfectly natural that you would do that [inaudible], or did you have to teach other to do it?

So many of the things that I did at the museum just seemed natural.  I can’t think how I learned them.  I was asked later on by Springfield Art Museum to do work with teachers on curriculum development.  And I said, “Well, I don’t know how to teach it, I just do it”.  And it was a great learning process for me to evaluate, to figure out what it was that I did so that I could pass it on to somebody else.  So I don’t think I’m a very good describer of how that came to be.  It all felt very natural.

MIKE:  That would be another thing that in the writing that you do, a process that can talk about, you said it was like, “That’s what we do”.

Yeah.

MIKE:  But probably also you were talking about the [inaudible] and that there was a culture that suggested that taking that time to pay attention to the things that everybody thought that’s got to get [inaudible], we’ve been talking too much.  Whatever.  Whatever would characterize in your writing about it or talking about now about what those moments were when you said, “Enough already.  Let’s just go up there and [inaudible].  Don’t forget that vacation time comes, February vacation’s coming and there will be tons of kids around.  Maybe we should use....”  Or whatever.  Whatever allows you to get, were the occasions for that kind of stuff it would be interesting.  Because I think there’s been a lot of writing about formal evaluation and very little about the business of....  You know, it’s partly, I think, you and [Phyllis] Morrison and all those people, it was as natural as being teachers.

Yeah, yeah.  I think we came to the museum work with that kind of background, in my case, from my own experience as a kid and then later on as a teacher.  And I had taught young kids and I didn’t have the pressure that teachers now have about teaching to tests and all that sort of thing.  And I can remember when I was teaching five year olds, thinking “Thank god I’m not making them try to read yet, because there are more important things for them to be doing”.  So that was the kind of thinking that I brought to work at the museum.  But I will try and write about that.

MIKE:  Well, I think that’s not obvious.  Especially in the museum world.  One of the reasons that they do so little evaluation is because they think it’s such a big deal.  And also makes it very vulnerable to the business of having done something that may not work, I think, all that kind of stuff [inaudible].  If you looked at what’s under the rug and what’s really going on there, there’s something about that that has to do with judges being judged in the same way that tests and studying to the test is now.  It’s very intimidating and it makes it very hard to see what’s going on.

Yeah.  Yeah.  Intimidating is right.  And I think that the fact that we did it ourselves and still could keep on track was what made it work.  But we’d try it and revise.  That was one of our phrases.  It just went with the territory.  That’s how you did things.

MIKE:  Yeah.  And there were people who brought that to them as well, like Bernie who went from a – you know, he never would have and he always started in a community center messing around with kids.  And then eventually that maybe could become a [inaudible] or maybe could become an exhibit.  But always the [angle] that he was always working on with kids just dropping in and messing around.

Yeah, yeah.  He was way ahead of me in that way.  I can remember doing a workshop with kids in which I had something they were supposed to make.  And we didn’t have much time.  And I was sort of hustling them through this process.  And it was in the Resource Center.  And he was looking at books or something.  And I was very aware of him there because I thought this is not the way he would have done this.  I had instructions and you were supposed to end up with a certain thing.  And it wasn’t until it was all over I realized that I should have not done it at all.  But there was Bernie sort of behind me, probably not paying any attention at all, but I was very aware of him.  But he would never have proceeded in that.  I don’t know how he would have done it.  He’d gotten materials out and had a conversation and put things out and people could see what they could do with them, rather than Step 1, Step 2, Step 3 and you end up with a little purse or a little something or other.  

We learned so much from each other [from] all this, didn’t we?  

MIKE:  It was a learning organization and with each other as the [inaudible].  Then it was time for that.  [Inaudible] we have to learn a different way to do this.  Any of that kind of stuff.  I think it was the real culture of the [area] was just fine.

It’s fine, yeah.  I didn’t know much about other workplaces.  It really was only later, for instances, particularly in talking to Elaine, she used to say when she went on to other places, “You don’t know what it’s like out there”.  And I think that was true.  I took a lot of it for granted.  I mean, I never took it for granted in the ho-hum sense.  But I just assumed that that was the way to do things.  Which of course it was.  But most places are not like that.  It was way far away – one of your questions is “How does this compare with other places you’ve worked?”  It was far and away the best working experience that I ever had.  I taught fours and fives in Poughkeepsie Day School, which is a laboratory school for Vassar, for a few years.  And that was very good.
9 A developer’s profile
  But I worked at the museum for most of my working life, when I had a regular job.  And it influenced everything.  It influenced the way I brought up my kids, how I treated my friends, how I saw the world, what I wrote.  As I said in that piece about having done these two very different books about the Yup’ik Eskimo community.  The way I took photographs.  In the early days I didn’t ask people’s permission to take photographs.  You know, I just took them if I could take them, if they didn’t mind.  If they minded I didn’t take them.  But if they didn’t mind I would take.  But now it wouldn’t work that way.  I would see how people felt about them, how they wanted to have it handled.  So my work there influenced everything in my life, I think.
MIKE:  What was it from your perspective that made it, why was it such a different place?

Different from other workplaces?  I think the collaborative nature of the way we were.  The fact that your whole life could come into your workplace.  The things that I was talking about.  The power of the women’s movement.  Here was an organization which women had positions of power.  And non-formal education.

MIKE:  What would you – again, maybe it’s not, because you had already said some of this kind of stuff – but why was it that that happened at that place?  Why did it have that non-traditional, collaborative...?  Did you see where that was coming from in your perspective?

10 a workable work environment
I think it was a focusing of these many different trends that I’ve talked about.  The explosion of interest in experiential learning, in non-formal education, open classrooms, the women’s movement.  And the quirkiness, I want to say in a way, of the group that was gathered.  Very disparate, this group of people, one from another.  But all caring about what we were doing.  So that was what made it work, I think.  But why?  I think magic, to tell you the truth.  I think a lot of it is quite mysterious to me, why it was so extraordinary.  I don’t really know.  The only downsides that I can think of were no job security and working from grant to grant.  But that wasn’t the end of the world, I stuck around.  And the only time I remember having an awful experience was I had written a curriculum for a kid that drew on the work of a lot of different people.  And I handed out a draft to everybody.  And everybody said different things.  And it drove me crazy.  Parts of it some people loved, other people hated.  And at that time I didn’t have enough sort of sense of myself that I was doing it and so I could pick and choose critiques that I got.  Later on I figured that out.  But those are the only two things that I remember being hard.  And that was from too much collaboration and not knowing how to sift and sort it.
MIKE:  How and why did you leave?

I think, I was 62.  I was not in tune with young children anymore myself.  The multicultural program was coming to an end, and that had really been sort of the crowning piece of my 21 years’ work there.  So it felt right.  I think that if I had hung on it would have felt like hanging on.  It was the right moment in time to go.  And I’m glad I did.  And Joanne Rizzi stayed on.  And I loved working with her.  And she carried on all the stuff that I did plus a whole lot more.  So it seemed like the right time to leave.  Also, I wasn’t so happy with the leadership, to tell you the truth.  

MIKE:  Sure.  This should be very frank.

No, I wasn’t.  Kim [Brucker] was a great fun of multicultural education.  And that was terrific because he pushed very hard for it and cared about it and got money for it and that was good.  But otherwise, I didn’t – well, you were a very hard act to follow.  I don’t think director would have done very well in the eyes of a lot of us.  So I didn’t have that same sense of – and Elaine had gone.  I didn’t have that same sense of leadership that was one of the things that I had valued.  If that had still been in place, maybe the other things wouldn’t have been so important.  I think maybe they would have because of my age and the fact that I really felt a little bit out of touch with working directly with kids and with teachers.  But leadership, I think, was a big piece of – it just didn’t feel good anymore in the same way that it had.  It felt slick and driven by things that I didn’t care so much about.  Money and what was trendy and stuff like that.  And so the gloss had gone off it.  After 21 years that is not surprising.   The slick was all surface.  

There was a confluence of those issues that made it all work.  Some from outside and some from within.

MIKE:  It was a moment that did happen for all of us.

And it would be interesting to see what other people say about later on.  Because for me there was never anything anywhere as near as wonderful work-wise.

MIKE: That’s generally what people have been saying.  Because they were the chapters that we needed to get started earlier, so we’re getting more towards developers and people like you now.  But generally the sense was that it felt like it was a great place to be and everybody was of a mind and some things just seemed to be a given.  Of course you do it that way.  What else would you do?

We were able to address – it’s such a different time politically now.  We were able to address the social issues, political, cultural, social issues that were coming up, as they were coming along.  Americans with Disabilities Act came on.  Janet did a wonderful job on that.

MIKE:  Her chapter will be about the business of why did these things show up when they did and became part of the edgy stuff that somebody needed to do.

It was as though we had the place to do it and the sensibility to do it and all this stuff was coming in from the outside.  To talk to kids about death and cultural issues.  Prejudice and discrimination.  It’s such a different time politically now.  Sigh.

CAROL:  What role did Mike play in you being able to address those issues?

As I said, when I first came there I knew very little about the Children's Museum, about museums in general.  And I think always my notion has been that Mike had the big arms out that safeguarded us and enabled us to do our best work.  And I didn’t know enough about how museums worked in the beginning to understand exactly what was happening. But that image is very strong to me, that it brought out the best in us.  It allowed us to do our best work. I can’t [inaudible].  [This stuff] makes me a little teary.

[END OF VIDEOTAPE 1]

[BEGINNING OF VIDEOTAPE 2]

Within the Kids’ Bridge exhibit, we had a very small space which we called the Community Galley.  And it changed exhibits every, I don’t know, four months or something like that.  And they were done mostly by people of the particular community.  I’m trying to think always, often we went to a community and said, “Would you like to do something here?”  And one of them, for instance, was the Hmong community in Brockton.  And those ladies had never been in museums anywhere, I don’t think.  But they made crafts, beautiful craft stuff.  And they had come to us originally when we did a Southeast Asian folk arts festival.  So I went to them later on and said, “We have this space, would you like to show your work here?”  And they did.  And then they came and spent time in the exhibit themselves.  And I remember a wonderful time when I was hanging out in the exhibit.  There was a Hmong woman there, sitting there, not a whole lot of English, but some.  And another Asian woman came up to her, much more Westernized, I don’t know what country she was from.  And they started talking about crafts things between their two countries.  And it was a wonderful meeting that wouldn’t have happened otherwise.  

And we did one that was an exhibit of a work in progress.  And it was about the city.  And we did it every weekend or something.  A group of kids would come in and paint there.  And the door was, you could see through it, it was a big open area.  But it was roped off in such a way that the visitors couldn’t get mixed up with the work in progress.  But that was a sort of next step in doing exhibits that I loved, because each week it would get a little further along, a little further along, a little further along.  And I don’t know, we did a half a dozen of them or so, in that space of time.  Very small, very low budget, very simple exhibit.  But it went quite nice.  One was kids doing silhouettes, life-sized silhouettes on huge brown paper and then filling them in as they wanted to.  So there would be girls who their hands would be full of rings and wonderful red fingernail polish and fantastic clothes.  But there was the image of how they wanted to see themselves.  We had big, fat, juicy magic markers.  And some of these were mounted on life-sized – because they were life-sized things – cutouts of plywood so that these figures were all within the exhibit.  And that, again, was kids with a structure set up by ourselves doing a piece, which I thought was splendid.

And there was another exhibit piece that I wanted to talk about.  Oh, this was a curriculum development thing.  We did a kit, multimedia kit – at the time we had some good money – on a Puerto Rican family.  And there was enough money to go to Puerto Rico.  And I lived with a family.  And I won’t say they designed the kit because I had categories of things that I wanted to cover in the kit.  But within those categories, it was a family with two kids – three kids.  Two little boys and one was a Downs Syndrome daughter who lived at home.  And it was about their lives.  They spoke English.  They had lived in Cambridge, actually, for a while early on.  And I think it worked very well because I lived with them and stayed with them and I knew what the daily rhythm was like.  And there were sheets in the kit that they had formed themselves.  One, for instance, was about jobs you do at home.  What are your responsibilities.  And the boys in the family wrote their responsibilities, what they were supposed to do.  And then in the kit there a form blank for kids in the school system who were using it here to do their equivalent pieces.  So that, again, was a sort of a very wide piece of collaboration.  And I think it worked very well as a kit.  I know it was used in Western Mass and the principal of the school there wanted to know if we could duplicate it and sell it to them because they rented it every year.  It was costing them a lot of money.  Well, by then we couldn’t.  But it was a nice example of something that really, really worked.  And again, it had this homemade quality to it which is so delicious and so unlike a lot of big-time curriculum stuff.  You wanted to open it up.  You wanted to look at these things.  You wanted to do these forms yourselves.  And this is what Juan does.  This is what I do.  I think those were the pieces that I was thinking I wanted to mention.

11 Creating the Families exhibit and book
I think about, we were going to talk for a minute about the process of doing the Families exhibit.  And that to me had that same sort of delicious quality.  Once I had this great list of families who were mostly people that various of us knew or could pass us on to.  And then I went and hung out with the families.  And the format of it was that there was going to be a photograph of the whole family and a photograph of a child who was going to be the spokesperson for the family.  And I taped that child’s interview.  And then I went back and typed it up and edited it and sent it back.  It always went back to the family so they had the final word on whether this was what they wanted to be quoted on as having said.  And again, because I went into everybody’s homes rather than people coming to the museum, for instance, or somewhere else, it had that richness that I certainly loved, and I think is one of the things that made the book work as well as it did.  And I can remember – there were very funny things that happened.  I can remember going to Maria – remember Maria Russell? – going to photograph her family.  Big Puerto Rican family.  No Cuban, big Cuban family.  And there were so many of them that I couldn’t get them all in the living room and get back far enough. The living room was small and the family was enormous.  So we took a sofa out into the backyard, and we put everybody sitting around on the sofa.  And the sofa began to sink down into the grass because there were so many people.  Babies on laps and little kids hanging from the back of it.  And that project had that sense of sort of serendipitous and funny things happened and something didn’t go so well.  And in the Families book – I’m trying to think whether this was true in the exhibit at all – the most typical, the nuclear family, the Mom and Dad and the two kids, was an Asian family.  I’ve forgotten their names now.  Very MIT sort of people, very business people.  In a very proper house.  And looking the most sort of regular American family of the old sort.  But they were Asian.  So there we were.  It was wonderful. 

MIKE:  I thought it was so simple and so both revealing and you could celebrate this exhibit.  It was wonderful.  And especially all those little jokes about the most Dick and Jane family was Asian and all [inaudible].  What a gas.

12 Creating the Families exhibit and book
Really, it was.  It was.  If I had had it to do over again, I would have done more tryout and revise on the book itself.  Because I spent a lot of time in the exhibit.  I could see that that was working.  But when it was translated into a book, it was too stiff, in a way.  And I was asked to go to my local elementary school in Wellfleet and read.  You know, various people in the community [inaudible] to come in.  And so I read from it.  I think somehow I should have woven into the regular pages of the book each family a more interactive opportunity to ask questions.  Because it was a little boring, actually.  In the beginning of the book and at the end of the book there’s stuff that allows the reader to get into it more.  But in the regular page by page there wasn’t.  And if I had to do it over again, I would do a tryout and revise of the book itself.  Which I didn’t.

MIKE:  These translations from one medium into another is not obvious [inaudible] to do it.

That’s right, yes.  And in this case, I made a mistake.  I went from the tryout and revise notion in the exhibit, which I knew had worked, without taking – and I knew it would be a good book.  But I didn’t take it that other step further.  Which I easily could have done.  I could have taken this into a bunch of schools before it was a book, a bunch of photographs and text and given it to a teacher and see what happens.  And then I would have learned that.  So there were things that didn’t quite work along the way.

MIKE:  Sure.  Did you feel in your situations where you were mentoring other people, maybe [Inaudible] or anybody, examples, who then got it from working on one of those teams and then went on to do other things like, not identical, but that got the idea about how it worked?

I don’t know enough about what interpreters then went on to do.  Now, Sylvia – that’s a person who’s no longer with us – was terrific at keeping up with interpreters.  And they would come back and see her.  And I would hear from her from time to time about what they’d gone on to do.  But I didn’t, except for Fabi who’ve I’ve been in touch with ever since, I haven’t kept much touch with those people who went on through and....

