Effective Museum Volunteer Education Programmes

Volunteers are a vital part of many museums’ structure, often facilitating engagement at the “agora” (Grek, 2009) where the public and private spheres of the institution meet. Volunteers forgo remuneration in the hope of fulfilling objectives such as gaining new skills or expanding their social network, so volunteer education programmes should feature consistently in museums’ human resources policies. However, in practice, this is not always given the attention academia that suggests it should. This essay discusses effective volunteer education by analysing a selection of recent academic texts on education, learning and museum docents.

Why Provide More than Basic Training to Volunteers?

Educating volunteers encourages cultural appreciation and consumption: research shows that educated audiences attend museums more frequently (Perkin, 2009) and knowledgeable docents create a more educated audience (Baurriault & Pearson, 2010).  Stamer, Lerdall and Guo even describe volunteers as the “ultimate frequent visitor”(2009), perpetuating this positive cycle. Volunteers may increase a museum’s ability to provide more services as well as representing the local community (Stamer, Lerdall & Guo, 2009). If volunteers are given opportunities to learn and progress this could improve inclusion and create a more diverse audience for a more sustainable museum at the centre of the community.

Friends of the Museum of Singapore (FOMS) is an interesting case study in volunteer education as many of their docents are ex-patriots with limited knowledge of the local area who volunteer to meet new people (Stamer, Lerdall & Guo, 2009). If the post-modern museum is positioned at the centre of its local community then docents should reflect this, so FOMS’ educational programme not only fulfils volunteers’ initial motivations for joining but also aligns unpaid staff with the local community and their expectations.  Regular activities also create opportunities to review volunteer programmes, allowing managers the potential to assess further needs, solve problems and maximise efficiency.

Measuring Effectiveness

“Enhancing volunteers’ learning experiences through initial training and continuing education” is identified as increasing the effectiveness of volunteer programmes (Stamer, Lerdall & Guo, 2009: 203). Effectiveness is surely subjective: Rhodenm, Ineson and Talston identify that some heritage industries, such as railways, have differing volunteer demographics so different key “motivational dimensions” (2009: 33) for volunteering exist. The objectives of volunteers and the museum must therefore be used to measure effectiveness as some volunteers may not need to or wish to learn the same skills or information as others. Grek writes, “the more [the visitor’s experience] fits in the learning outcomes prescribed by the museum/gallery itself the better” (2009: 204). If this is applied to unpaid staff, volunteers achieving the public educational outcomes of the museum could also be a measure of effectiveness. Another measure of effectiveness could be how well students taught by volunteers achieve those outcomes too. Conversely though, Grek also cites Preston’s argument against the “over-recognition of outcomes as proof of learning” (2009: 208) as the delivery of benefits is made more important than learning’s intrinsic value. 

In his study on the development of expertise, Grenier discovers that “rigor, time, and involvement in formal programmes differed significantly between BBF [Boston By Foot] and AAHS [Abigail Adams Historical Society], yet the study found comparable experts at both sites” (2009: 153). AAHS’ training had little structure other than formal inductions whilst BBY had a rigorous training programme and opportunities for further education. From a financial perspective, it could be argued that AAHS’ training programme is more successful as it produces a similar level of expertise with a smaller investment of resources. Education and learning are only one element of a successful volunteer programme though; building a sense of community, fostering self-management (Stamer, Lerdall & Guo, 2009) and personal development are also key (Maslow, 2005).
As demonstrated by the abundance of literature on educational evaluation, effectiveness is a potentially extensive debate. Stamer, Lerdall and Guo’s thoughts on a “win-win” situation will suffice for the purpose of this essay: “museums need to offer the best leisure experiences to volunteers through a variety of social, educational and other intrinsic benefits” (2009: 212), regularly evaluating and encouraging staff in order to make full use of the resource their unpaid staff represent.

Informal and Formal Learning with Regards to Motivation

Motivation is a recurring theme of volunteer training and management, and is central to Grenier’s findings on how docents become experts. The comparability of experts at both case studies, she concludes, was due to consistent incidental and informal experiences such as practicing tours with friends, shadowing and self-directed learning (2009). Therefore, museums can provide endless formal training but for volunteers to become experts, they must be motivated to “engage in purposeful informal learning and be exposed to incidental learning” (Grenier, 2009: 153). Grek describes this shift in educational emphasis as ‘processes over purpose’: “learning how to learn” (2009: 207) rather than obtaining knowledge. Fortunately for museums, encouraging informal learning with, for example, online forums and information sharing networks, can be more cost effective than formal learning, which may require tuition and examination fees. 

Grenier’s conclusion is consistent with other educational and motivational theory, particularly cognitive growth through question-asking (Tenenbaum et al, 2010: 243) and the importance of dialogical and social educational experiences over individual activities (Grek, 2009). Social/affirmative is another of Rhodenm, Ineson and Talston’s “motivational dimensions” (2009: 33) and its importance is demonstrated by its position in Maslow’s Hierachy of Needs (Figure 1). Employers have to provide four basic needs (the bottom layers of the pyramid) for their staff to be motivated to achieve Self-actualisation. If information sharing through informal networks is nurtured by the museum, social needs can be fulfilled, leading to increased motivation and productivity. Unlike employees, volunteers can leave the museum “without sanction” (Dover, 2010: 240) so maintaining motivation is crucial to avoid high volunteer turnover and wasted resources.
Figure 1: Maslow’s Hierachy of Needs (Maslow cited in Chapman, 2001)
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Motivation of paid staff can also be a factor for consideration here. Dover discovered complex contradictions in government employee’s attitudes towards volunteers (2010). This friction could be exacerbated by perceived imbalances in volunteer and staff education programmes so it is imperative that paid staff receive access to the same educational opportunities as volunteers if their job descriptions are analogous.
Conclusion

On paper, the benefits of an inspirational volunteer education programme are clear but in practice, especially with managers finding that they “are being asked to do more…with less time, resources and power to do it” (McCall, 2009: 328), the needs of unpaid staff are easily overlooked. As effectiveness is dependant on the needs of the volunteers and the organisation, education programmes need not be out of the reach of small organisations, particularly in light of Grenier’s findings that informal and self-directed learning are critical for enabling docents to build their expertise. Evaluation of volunteers’ needs and skills is critical in designing programmes. Although some outlay may be required, such as expenses or a Volunteer Manager’s salary, volunteers are essentially providing their services free of charge and in return museums should endeavour to undertake such evaluation and provide an appropriate level of educational opportunities.
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