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Actvity was histenming o Michael Spock

reflect upon his taenty three years an the
helmof the Boston Children’s Muscum—a leaders
shyp under which BCM gained an iniernatonal
reputanon formnovative mformal educational pro:
grams and mteractive exhibits The Boston
Childrens Museunm ss not only a role model for
other children’s museums but has had an impadi
on all types of instiruoons. In addidon, it sy
as a national teaiming center for protessiomils in
museunt interpretanon and cducauon,

In Children’s Museums, Z0os, and Discuvery
Rooms: An Internanonal Reference Guide,
Barbara Fleisher Zucker states that “Almust
immediately (upon Michael Spock becomng diree-
tor in 1962), aninstitunon thit had changed hde
for vears began 10 show new v © The 1903
hands-on participuory exhibit, Whar's msides!
became the first of many pioneernngnstallation

Michael Spock began his museum career
designing and building exhihits tor the Dayvion
Museum of Nutural History and the Ohio St
Museum. Although the Childrens Museum mu
have been his first leadership position mythe ticld,
many have since followed. These have included
being a founder of the Amencan Association of
Youth Museums, Massachusernts Cultaral Alliance,
and Cultural Education Collaborauve. He has been
2 member of the Amencan Assocution of
Museumns’ Council since 1971, serving asan officer
several times. He has also held positions on the
AAM/ICOM Board.

Michael Spock has been Vice President tor
Public Programs at the Field Museum of Natuzal
History in Chicago since January 1986 There be
is “respunsible for rebwlding o myjor pubhbe
museum inw an effective CoMmmunity resouTee
including all exhibits, progeams, and pubhc sup-
port systems.” He is challeaged by this mandate
and feels more freedom for creative “play” s
10b since shedding the responsibilities of “being
the boss™

o

Michael Spuck, Direcior of The Bustun Childrens
Musewm fram 1962-1985

Myciuiel spock s tond of talkieyg about the spooa
cducational role of muscums ts “places with real stutl
Michael Spock. Fanmisell, s a0 Cread o poerson i werms at
beng genumeh open and very unassanng. s koot
speech, prosented below. was characensucliy tricndly
informil, and Jow Koy

1 recall the fiest day Farrived at work Everybody
looked suspicioushy atmeand wondered who L was and
what [ wis going 10 do, Prior o bemg hired, 1 had gone
through 4 senes ol interyiews with menbers ol tie Board
and Lremember mysalf doing all this arm wiving —saving
wecould do thisand that allkinds of ideas that were
Just coming aut of the wp of my head. That i diy 4
asked fora few things and my secrerry closed the dooy
behmd me wilh the wsumption that soi semething
was going to happen: 5o Lyitdow it the desk und. alter
Tuoking nall the drs sked mvsell “now what?”

1 ciddn' hive the foggest iden of what was going 1o do
fest— probably becinse 1had pever runanviimg betore
v life

Even guestiona as fundamental o What i @
Children's museuny?’”’ were s mystery 1 me At thit point
There were all kinds of jokes about stulfed childven, dhwer
all, vou have art, soence, and history muscums so
children's museum has w be wbour Kids (and i face there
are a few claldren's museums about the hisiory ol
childhood) So 1 was readly just muckmg around lor s ong
ume, tryng o find my way

. The Boston Cluldren’s Muscum ongmally stactedas
ateacher s center m 1908 a0d became amuseum 3 yans
Later Lowas creaed by hers who felt that the
MUSCUMS i 10w Werei't pavmg attention o the edudi
tional potentrd of musewms in erms of what thev could
do for sehoul teachers or parents Their sense wis guite
1 oppositon W what was gomg on. They were nying
clear and different stement think thanmien:
been the motivating force for many children’s
muscums, even ones that are begmning now

By the early 19605 museums had realized thi there
was an educational role for them 1o play At thar tme
nobody way paying any atenuon w the Children’s
Museum and nobody cared about what we did, we had
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Spock: Looking Back

conbinned from poge

a4 low jorous vears, before evervhody Geghi on, when
we could do almost anything Even the mistakes were
welcome beoiose setrethboig was happening and it
Jooked hhe change

Looking back on . moment mamsttunond hiswor
ane et forgets all the hardshups ihat occurred
A g o this point oday. Now e fooks very neat and
lincar—there s abigbuldimg protessional saff. substn
Tl exhubits ete so Fd ke o el vou some of the thimgs
that, m retrospeet seem to be o collection of ssues
and observanons that mas boe helptuland intecesting ro
think about

Audicnce

Lhis Busmess of the name —should o be called the
Children s Muscunr or nat—took us seven or aight vears
1o tigure out. When | firstarrived. the museum didn’tlook
any ditferent than amy other museum So lspenta lotol
ume exploning w e made ia childrens muscun and
not ustasmalles adulomuscum What scems absolutely
sclf evident now was el struggle back then The break-
through (relang w the Chuldrens™ part of the mame)
wime when we finally understood that w hat makes a
chitdren s museum different is that it s for somebody
rather than ahout something This wdea of bemg chent-
centered directs an exiraordinary number of dectsions
on 4 davito din basis, all kinds of dungs, even
adnumisteatne structures. begm o fall into place v a
strghtlorward wan The other aspectof our name—the
Tomuseum part—comes rom the ticr thar the Boston
Cluldren's Museum s an object-hased msutunon Thnow
thta ool duldren™ muscums aren’teollecting st
tons bt that thmg bused guatin s enocal part ol
Bostan s manig

& stuthg tovelinon weoas was that Dalt ot the
number ol people who come toall children’s museums.
are adults What does that mean? Duocs that imply
amvthing Cerramndy doving the car s an imporaint part
ot win they re there but yow only necd Ladult oo drove
Shads We disconered fand so many of these radizations
cae from 9 century nadurahst oy pe ol wandenng
droundoutimihe world observing, speculatmg andthen
suddenhy seang things become clear) that the reason
mare ar as many adults as hids come w claldren’s
muscums s that they e places w here someone who
doesnt hanve credentals can feel comiortable A lot of
muscums mntmndine adults and nuake them feel ke they
need some prerequisiies before they can nuike good use
afthem or should even visitthem Children's museums
are places Tor beginees or people who don't wint o
dddmit that they don't know wbout something

Srritegies formteracton m spie of the name of aur
mstruons have toaddiess this reluonship of the adult
and child workmg wogether i the space Theretore, even
though st nuy nat be reasonable o expect kids o read
Libels, one of the dynamis is that parents need some
other mivrmuton i support of the tole they are plaving
there madudiog their ownaintroduction w the subject
marter based on words, diagrams, eic btalh, this was
sometiung we didn't understind

Probably one of the most profound discoverics 1s
that the same child essenually becomes o different
dudience depending on the contextimn whieh heshe visis
the museum—as 0 member of 4 school Class, das a
neighborhood Kid hanging owe after school who
hecomes almost an adjunct saft member, as part ol a
famulv o even timew ise, as a Iy evearold who s now
VINUNG Vears kdter as aten vear old Therefore cach of
the strategies vou deve lop tagainn a chent-centered way)
turns oue w be stathngly different. So many museums
siv - ouraudiences are adalts, or chuldren, or tourists, cte
They don tget enough bine grinn m therr understanding
that the dynamies change depending on the constelli
ton ot people and the tope of Visicthey are dedling with

Exhibit Process

Qnce vou chum w be a chent-contered mstitution,
vou become much mare serious about evaluatnon The
question of s it workng? ” just demands 1o be addressed.
We soon reahized that evaluanon done at the completion
of 4 project 5 almost totally worthless At the end of
dereloping something new: cither (N the money hasbeen
spent so vou cant do much about w hatever you learn
trom the eviluation, or (2) you e sick w death of
because you've committed so much of your energy and
emonons, vounced abreather atthat pomt and just can't
make any more changes, even if you've been caunous

and saved money Therefore, " process evaluanon™-the
kind vou do along the way as you're developing the
wea—is very amportant and 15 most effecove n
understinding » har works and what doesn't
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One thing that's rue n childrens muscums
howeveristharyou keepcomig back w revise the saine
project even vears later Mike Sand (whao s head of his
onn consulting firm) onginally developed our exlubi
on Zoetropes (the drums with ships of paper m them tha
1ot spin to make a movie) T exhibie went through
wn tansformarions over a tweny-five vear penod  Each
ume ne went huck and worked onitthere »ere sl dungs
that needed 0 be nnkered nith Frequentlv when we
revised someting we would forget the crincal vanables
thatour memory as an insutunon had stored hecause the
s poerson who was making the revision was not
mvolvedan the ongmal development s ke unhintuog
Part of Joswater cach time you sedo

Asanexample, the ongnal soctrope dram was black
vn the outside and we thought suce it Jooked sa dull
woed make 1t fuchsia When we spun it and loohked
down—in that first glorious moment of anucipation —
we couldn’t see a thing; there was so much reflection.
somuch ambient light from the ouwside. that vou couldng
see through the shits @ the background  Thar was the
reason tor pamung it black that people n the 19th cen
tury had known but we had forgotten The Explora
torm s Coukbuoks are great because they analy ze the
crocal s ariables ol an exhibitand allow youto play with
and redevelop something vourself as long as vou dont
torget those important fctars

Bug a children's museum s serious busimiess 1t
doesntrake you off the hook about guahity and stingdards
It anintellectually demanding ficld for the saft When
developing an exbibit it simperne that vou have con
ceptual framework vou keep working with and applh
ing 1o contentand methodology Thisis noteasy There

AMichael Spock outside the "Citysiice™ exhibit
The Baston Children's Museurn

are exhibits that result from long, difficult process that
appear so simple you might look at them and siy - Oh
1ean do that * Scienusts have a erm for this T can do
that” swff Thev use the world “elegant ™ to desenbe @
brdliant. clexn, smiple wiy of staung what up uatil that
moment has seemaed ke aovery comphicated sssue An
clegant soluton to a problem means there s great deal
of economy i the wany s s stated =1t works, 1ts von
posertul, sachicvesiotna very simple wav: Elegance
comes out ol strang inteflectual denvands.and & ogorous
process ol development, nerout ot a very sumple nunded
©Oh ler's go muake an exlubit’” meatahin

One of the hardest things o tlk about with col
leagues whoare strung museunis s that the exhiir pro
cuss i much morc important than e end product The
win vou orchestrate the process hus evervibing o do sath
the wany ietuens out Some of this juse relates w the human
dynamic ofhow vou turnanidea i an exhibit. Because
peaple basically feel uncomiorible with things thatare
undefinedandunfimished. the usualapproachis v rush
wasolution and iy ent the sy out of that uncasmess
vou feel ar the begmmng about what s going w work
The tush o solutonmeans s soon as sou begu erthink
vou understand w hat the end pomc s going w be. vou
cin no longet clearly see what steally working and w hat
s cas the development process continues Sothere s o
greatdeal of unporunce nthatension ol the unresobued
exhibicor program the one where vou re deliy ingeom
g to closure woll past the pomt w here vou toel com
fortnte with - Unfortunatey, the pracess of exhibie
Tunding (such s sl federd grant praposals w here saou
hove o subnutexamples of labelcopy cte ) pushesvou
envards deserbmg w il the completed ex bt s gomg
w took Bhe Dutore vou should Do abile o ke T
msututon s leadership s o spoend e lot of e oy s
Protec non w the sl w o aie s renbiv esprosed
stusnon o not ver knowing the nght answer but think
ang they have o haveatguickiv s adifenmna Tdont
hnow the ansser excepr thar somehow the ducctor in
parucular st Lk the zosponsibiliny or sy g o those
vulnerable stft members Natondy dodnot care i
the formy of 1tas hunae s winbv impartant for vou not
o leed prossure romme " Thisisiissoe thaievee bisdy
needs to atend 1o

As o person who loves wogenerate deas and s
recentdy fueile an i, Thave @ growing sealizaion s the
redeet for an exhibir s only margmally important—ideas
arevery cheap Infact. the deathud slips into asoluton
Almost seamlesslv s oan extremiel dangerous one
wapeclhoihit s very exating Agan.tisdangerous il an
exhubitatanother muscum, w hich s the end product o
wlong process. becomes the idea tor vou—the spark. the
hight bulb going on: Dovelopers huve o be s entine and
shalltul at gencratng or mvenung solatons so wdeas do
plava very mpornt role 1es quse dhar thes can he o
powertuland seducon i sending vou dow n particuka
paths that muan be desd cnds Commument wo an idoa
ofwen bhinds vou from scomng and understmndmg what
IS g On

“What's Inside?"”

The st exinbat Tdevclopedacthe Bosuomn Cinld
Museum wus called W har's Insides 10 was based on
somehody else’s concuept for an exhibit ol the same name
that I read abourin The Muscologist m the carly 19608
The article descubed how the direcor ol muscam m
Newe York stie was doving onalong tip saith his 8 v e
ald dunghter who stirted dshing how ditferent things
norked Hebegano deseribe oher whatshe wonld see
insicde viernous things i ihey were cat i halt Whon she
suggested thathe doan exhibie he thought s s agaod
whea As Fras FRnow the muscum did an oxhilut wily
1007 20ems. bhe tircexingushiers ¢te thatiusiaed
what was mside them e sounded wondertul o mg

1w looking for a topie that would move us awas
Trom displays in exhint cases (the visior expenicice i
that omed T was mterested n ehommg visible audence
beliwior tar would iz w bt was happermng tor e
VISIEOT 5o, the purpose ol domg interactve exhitbits for
me, waits imchaung feedbuck as muchas it was mexe iy,
kids about something

One component of the exlubi i worked vory well
ivolved fresh ghicholis placed anatable every das Proges
of paper with parts of the ghadioladrasw n onat were o
put on the tble: Cluldren could pull the Nowers apart
and tape them down on the mgicBing spacesso that thes
had o observe how each part was different and w here
it helonged
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There was previowshe i kur amount of vandalisn in
the museum. Kids would bring in screwdrivers and
remove the screws from the exhibitcases. $o lassumed
“What's lnside?” would consume nselfin 6 months, even
with i lot ol maintenance. Surprising, it lasted 3 vearsand
was sull essentially intict That exubin was just wildly
successtul It fully changed our thinking and 1 think
evervhbody elses From tharpomnton, we got holderabout
trving thngs

“Interactive™

I'd like totalk about the “hands on” concept When
we hegan developing interacuve exhibits ke “What's
Insides inthe carly 1960s. there were already a number
of “mteractive exfibies i museums Howvever, they were
ustalfy push-buttons that encrgized some pleces of
muachinery inside an exhubitcase, turned onahight, stirted
something moving, el The action was essentidly
prederermined —w hatever was sarted would go through
its course and then stop unless it wis broken

There are many wonderful storics about hroken
exhubies but my fivorite wis an mteractive exhubie bunle
i the 19405 0 a midnest health museum: Ths wasan
animated exlubir on denul health consisting of the upper
bl of 1 mannequin with one ann and a toothbrush in
stshand TesTips were pulled back and when sou pressed
the button. the arm was supposed o reach overand brush
the teethan the nght duection Well the.arm was stightly
islocated and had been fora long while soat wus doing
a wonderful job of rubbing all the pamnt oft the manne.
quin’s chin

Frank Oppenhemmer of the Expluatorium had the
cledrest sense about why pressing & hution that cadsed
some repetitive action was not the wav o understand
scientilic pranciples oranything else for that matter Detin-
ing the range of things that can happen man variible
will not gine vou an understanding of why something
1o morkang the way 1t what s dovngat You have ©
have enough freedom of openmion m the exhibit 1
generate the phenomena butalso be able to pusiuic past
the pont where e phenomenon no longer oceurs The
pature of s exploration allows you w begin o reafly
understand and explans why the burton 1s not the
method o use - hnds-on” approach

A second pomt s that mteracnon s mentl
activ ity —it's what goes on m vour head Your arm s an
extension of @l the percepiual and motor mechanisms
that constitute you as a person, from vour head w your
appemng in your hands is importint but
so e w s happenmg i vour mind at the same tume
W4 nnigimatine. ssmbul-manipulating beings witha
capacny for extending ourselves outside ofour head and
intoa scene When vou look ata nuniature diorama of
2 house, vou dre intenienng with by walking through
thut scene m vouc imagmaton That's as much interag
1on as the hands-on kind

I think  mteractive 15 abetter word forw harweare
abuut than hands-on

Building a Community

s personally being complimented by people in
the museum world for “this great thing you're dong
there” Tkeptsaying " it's this great staft Thave™ and they'd
sav. “yeh, veh, butis really vou ™ Certainly Tdon'tmean
1o dismiss the role 1 did pliv (one which was very il
ferent from other staff members), such as providing pro-
tecnion o the developer and serting an institutional tone
asthe leader Butwhat happencd at the Boston Childeen's
Muscum over those 23 vears was a team effortn the truest
sense We became 4 community uf people who devel:
oped a common yocabulary and way of seeing psues.
who shared mutual goals and comuntments td Process

Looking Back

This enabled us o get o the heartofissues ina very pro
ductive way We felt, however, that we were in some
glacial process. 1t was only from ume 1o time that wed
get outside of it When visiting colleagues would remark
about how differently something was being done from
three yearsearher, we would be surprised. We would fose
that kind of perspective

This sense of community takes time to develop It
accurred in Boston beciuse we were strugghng wath the
same ssuesover along period ofume Staffinnes instu-
tons shouldn't be impatient or anxious They need w
realize that community -building doesn'thappen guickly.
but grows slowly from within as necessary skills and
insights cvolve. Those in older museums where the
leaders or key plavers are changing (as in both the
Exploctorium and Boston now) should understand that
readjushing an exisung communiiy and letting it ke on
a different flavor is very time-consuming. These trins
uons are complicated yet very, very importint

Often leadership changes rapidly n the muscum
profession—-directors stay only 3 w3 vears or so Dur-
mg the 19605 and early 1970s when Euture Shock and
the accelerated pace of change were bemg discussed. vou
had the sense vou were 3 filure if vou stived more than
Tyearsatone plice. By staving. vou were putung a wrrn-
ble weight on the museum because all vour wdeas ad
beenused and you were just marking tme It wasimpor
wnt w sweep the place clean and obrain new feadership
o provide a chanee for teinvigoration 1 think that nui
be true and even helpful in certain situations, but i
doesn t address the issue of community-building

The Founder

» The problem of the founder is perhaps the trickiest
issue for new or emerging children's museums. The
founder’s initial role is one of a staff member as much
as it is 2 member of the board Eventually there comes
2 me when that person has o say - we re going to hire
a director swhose ideas will be different than mine; I’
going to have 1o retire to the board and pi
off role of a board member or I'm going 10 have w
leave the board 1o become the execurtive director who
can be fired by the board " 1think we have o collecmely
address and explore how to deal with this wenbly dil-
ficultand panful rransivon period thar every insutution
scems o experiente

Building a Building

At the time the decision was made 1o relocae the
Boston Childrens Museum, | wis strongly comnutied o
renovating an old building rather than butlding 4 new
one 1 later realized that the great advantage ol renova
ton was it himuced vou from bemng overw helmed by oo
mamy sarables and reduced them o a manageable
aumber An existing building has a direction of s own
and keeps telling vou things that you have w isten o

Evenaf you have a well-wrinen building progiam
constructngness bulding is 3 horrendous tisk and takes
an enormous amount of time and energy. The Indian
apolis Children's Museum was the ficst children’s museum
to build a new building Milie Compton, then the diree-
torof Indianapolis, said vou canonly moveamuseum
once 1n your life $he was absolutelv right and 1 hive
adopted that as a rule of thumb

A second msight is that on opening day swhen vou
cut the nbbon—and the band plays, the mayor speaks,
everybody roars tn and its a success—you have just abouwt
reached the midpoint of the project, of you're lucky A
ot of work is yet to come—settling in and muking
everything function, complenung jobs, redoing construc
uon that is the wrong height, raising moncey for cost over
runs, cte

Organizational Structure

Much of the importance of what we did doesn'tsecem
to have anything to do with the program, audience, and
all the “juicy ™ things that dnive us to make the kind of
career commitments that e do in this work The way
budgets. fund rusing efforts et arc organzed tuirns out
o be cotical I'm not refernng just 10 the need for a
halanced budget. but o the Lact that the seructuee ot a
budget s deternunant in the way vou do vour work For
example, mavbe a chientcentered msutunon should
organrze it hudget sothatthe costeenters cevolvearound
each of the different cient populanons and correspon
ding programs, sath an adonnistrative structure rellee
ung that also I vou then look at meome and expense
within these ares, interesnog paierns begin w emerge
There are some program areas which are not only seif-
supporiung s carnced income (ke admrssions) butin tace
generate asurplus INnvoudo thiskind ol sttuctunng vou
redlize that outredc b programming for undersernved com-
munities and audiences will never genenile enough
mcome from the user Youthen devclopaw hole stuategy
that focuses on that fict. You 1¢ noTonger rusing money
to overcome a deficn (which s very unescung o
donors), vou re now rasing fundsan a postine s for
partol youraudience that cannever pay thecostofl their
~ervice (wluch s very undeestandable o those g ing the
muoney) That took us 13 vears 1o figure out because we
spent that tueh me rasing money so e souldnthae
adehio

The nes stategy evengot us mto long teem etfores
hised on the understindmg that outreadh s common
fssue Every instienhion sants o make this Kiad of socil
comnutment Grants aredbw s annbable o tormulie iy
outreach progrmm But then what We realized we had
o develop o tundig mechamsm at the state leeel thar
would support an ongomg progra and would cutacross
the entire insttutongd commumts e fmally imple
mented ialer 8 long vears

Conclusion

The Boston Childrens Museum went through o
major teansformatron i the Lic 1960s g cestru tare the
way 1t was organized We ncre tioimg a Luge deioand
would have been out of business very soon

Ay philosophy of management had heen one af
democ ey, cotsensisind collaboration—cters one was
i oon eversthing 1 telt dus approach woontld allow
creatnony 1o lounsh As the museum got igger and Tun
ding heaaime more difficolt wdidn twork. The sufl was
o Lirge a group for effectnve deasionmakimg Finully
anorgantzational desclopment consulant was called m
and worked wath us o estbhsh new management
systems—1oh descrpiions, nes af conmumeatiin
budgerary and boanewl nunagement. et Ths resulted
wod new clante ol structure and responsibihing thae
appuared o me. gt the nme gquite herrarcheal and
vndemocrang In ke however i generated the seting
Tac an outpourmg of creanvaty and helped estblsh the
atmosphere of prowcton Dspoke about carhicr whee
peaple telr they could ke mistihes

I think people wha view the Bosum Children s
Muscum as 4 role model are dazsded by the prograns
they Took ar the oxhibies and sy that s the story They
don ttnunk abou how crcal stucture. process condcon
nnuity o key stalfare The issues of organzation and
sdmmnstration, which seemed o have nothing o do w et
ks or - hands on conuepts or mnosvabon, e what
really made adifference in the Boston Chikdrons Muscum
hecommg whatat s today U‘“

Watch For. . .

The Jubviaugust ssue of Maseton Netes, publishod
by the Amencan Assactaton of Muscums, will
teature three articles aboutchildren s muscunms For
Copies, Contact AANM 1225 Fve Strect N s
2000 Washmgon DO 20005

IN PROCESS. . .

It"s election timell! A slate of AAYM officers will be in the mail soon to Full Members. Pcter Sterling, director of the
Indianapolis Children’s Museum (IN)and Freda H. Nicholson, director of the Science Museums uf Chaclotte (NC) have been nomindted
{othe AAM/IC OM Board. Bonnle Pitman-Gelles, associate director for programs atthe Seattle Art Muscum (WA)and Elzine Gurlan,
deputy assistant secrerary for muscums at the Smithsonian [nstitution have been nominated w the AAM Couneil as vice presudent
and councilor-atlarge, respectively Elections willtake place thisspring  Clalve Lichberwitz isthe new direcior e  development
at the Brooklyn Children’s Museum (NY). $he was previously the director of corporite development & ith Affiliated Arusts Aluseums
conducring Disector searches: The Discovery Muscums (Acton, MA). Monadnock Children's Museum (Keene NH). Loulsiana
Children's Muscum (New Orleans, LA), Los Angeles Children™s Museum, Exccutive Vice President of the Dolores Kohl Educa-
tion Foundation (Wilmerre, IL) oversees the Kohl Children’s Muscum




