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 In this thesis I argue that programs for young adults stimulate innovation within 

museum institutions and assist them in reaching a wider audience. These programs keep 

museums relevant in addition to helping them better meet the needs of the communities 

where they reside. Using ethnographic data from two museums that recently implemented 

programs to attract younger audiences, Miami's HistoryMiami and the Ringling Museum 

of Art in Sarasota, Florida, I examine how the presence of these programs serves a pivotal 

role in rectifying a problematic historical legacy of classism that continues to influence 

contemporary conceptions of museums.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

I have always had an interest in museums, ever since I regularly visited the local 

science museum with my family when I was a child. I was attracted to the displays, 

objects and the special way they made learning fun. This love for museums continued 

into adulthood, but along the way I noticed that my enthusiasm was not always shared by 

my peers. I was curious about whether the lack of interest in museums among certain 

groups, particularly young people, was a result of the museums themselves or due to 

general changing attitudes. This sparked a search to seek out what deters young people 

from attending museums and what museums can do to attract them.  

 My purpose in studying youth and young adult programs is to analyze how 

museums can increase community involvement and interest in their institutions. 

Museums in general are on the precipice of profound change. In the wake of decreasing 

attendance numbers and rival forms of entertainment, many are moving beyond 

preserving collections and have begun to reach out to audiences, such as young adults, 

who were previously overlooked. In this thesis I examine two museums on the cusp of 

this change and the strides they have been making to reach out to a younger generation 

through two unique programs.  

 I have used a multi-sited ethnographic approach to examine how museums are 

implementing programs for young adults and the effects they have had on the institutions 

and participants. Multi-cited ethnography was first proposed by George Marcus in 

“Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography” 

(1995). He explains, “ Multi-sited research is designed around chains, paths, threads, 
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conjunctions, or juxtapositions of location in which the ethnographer establishes some 

form of literal, physical presence, with an explicit, posited logic of association or 

connection among sites that in fact defines the argument of the ethnography” (1995:105). 

Engaging youth and widening audience are not issues specific to a single museum, but 

are contemporary challenges that most museums are actively trying to overcome. I chose 

to follow one topic - museum programs for young adults - across multiple sites. 

The Purpose of Museums and the Role of Artifacts 

 

 In Whose Culture?: The Promise of Museums and the Debate Over Antiquities 

(2009), editor John Cuno gathers together a series of articles on the purpose of museums 

and the value of artifacts, including those found out of archaeological context. The 

writers in the anthology all seem to view museums as places of acquisition, preservation, 

and presentation for the public. They critique current legislation concerning the looting of 

objects and the idea of artifacts as cultural property. For them, the preservation and public 

display of artifacts is the museum’s most important purpose.  

 In “To Shape Citizens of ‘That Great City, the World’” Neil MacGregor, the 

director of the British Museum in London, discusses how the British Museum’s greatest 

strength is its encyclopedic nature. He explains, “The great achievement, I think, of the 

Enlightenment museum, the encyclopedic museum like the British Museum, was the 

notion that the context of the museum would allow truths to emerge that could not 

emerge if the objects were studied only in the context of objects like them; that is, among 

only objects from the same culture” (MacGregor 2009:39). According to MacGregor, the 

diversity of artifacts from different cultures and time periods enables visitors to gain a 

better understanding of the past and the world as it stands today. By studying all these 
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objects together one can see the similarities among cultures. In this way, MacGregor 

explains, the museum creates cosmopolitan citizens of the world. The British Museum 

hopes to continue to lend exhibitions to other museums, so that people all over the world 

may have access to them. 

 Philippe de Montebello, past director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 

York, also discusses the benefits of the encyclopedic museum and the necessity of 

lending collections to different countries in “And What Do You Propose Should Be Done 

with Those Objects?” He states that it is ultimately the museum’s responsibility to care 

for artifacts and seek out new objects to complete collections. He writes that “it is 

nevertheless the collection that defines the museum: the better the collection is, the better 

the museum is and the better it is for all of us. ...This is a most rewarding collapsing of 

time and distance, and it can only occur in encyclopedic museums” (de Montebello 

2009:57). He finds that objects obtained without any archaeological context have a place 

in the encyclopedic museum, where they can be compared with similar objects.  

 This collapsing of time and distance is what Miriam Kahn refers to as 

“heterotopic dissonance” (1995). Heterotopias, a concept first described by Michel 

Foucault, “are combinations of different places as though they were one. ...Lacking 

syntax, they are geographical non sequiturs” (Kahn 1995:324-325). By categorizing and 

labeling objects out of context and placing them in recreated scenes, museum exhibitions 

can be disorienting and sometimes misleading for visitors. This is especially true for 

museums with large collections. “Museum exhibition is a kind of magic or trick, a means 

that museums have devised for taming the objects that would otherwise remain resistant 

to easy consumption” (1995:325). Collections are an important aspect of museums, but 
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they are only a portion of what makes them valuable. Not to be overlooked are the ways 

visitors interact with and interpret collections. 

 While MacGregor and de Montebello firmly believe that a large number and 

variety of objects are key to a good museum, others question whether or not museums 

need objects at all. In the History News article “Do History Museums Still Need 

Objects?”  Rainey Tisdale, an instructor at Tufts University’s Museum Studies Program, 

explains that objects still have a place at museums though their role has shifted. “A 

hundred years ago objects were our raison d’etre. Museums were in the acquisition-and-

classification business. In the twenty-first century, however, museums are in the serving-

our-audience business” (Tisdale 2011:20). She finds that while artifacts are important, 

preservation is irrelevant if the public does not understand their value or why they are 

being preserved. Instead of focusing exclusively on the objects themselves, she proposes 

that museums need to figure out how to create engaging experiences where visitors can 

interact with artifacts in new ways. 

 Outdoor and living museums, places where people walk through historic 

buildings and observe representations of life as it was during certain time periods, create 

unique experiences for visitors by immersing them in history. In “Authenticity? It Means 

Everything” (2008), Susie Wilkening and Erica Donnis surveyed visitors from thirteen 

outdoor history museums to find out why they visit and why they think the museums are 

important. They found that people came to the museums for an “authentic” experience, 

and for many “authenticity” was synonymous with historical accuracy, “After analyzing 

the 3,000 responses, it became clear that visitors were seeking an authentic respite from 

an unreal world. There was a strong sense that respondents felt that their lives had 
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become so crazy, so complicated, so unreal that they were seeking something real and 

authentic in their lives” (Wilkening and Donnis 2008:18). Based on these responses, 

artifacts and museums still have an important role to play, at least in history museums.  

 The new challenge becomes how to get visitors to interact with these objects in 

meaningful ways. In The Participatory Museum (2010) Nina Simon, the executive 

director of the Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, discusses how museum staff and 

visitors can work together to create participatory experiences. She argues that museums 

should move away from traditional exhibition design. This is a top-down approach where 

museum staff produce content for visitors to consume and exhibition designers ensure 

that the content quality is high and consistent. It results in all visitors having a relatively 

similar experience. On the other hand, “in participatory projects, the institution supports 

multi-directional content experiences. The institution serves as a 'platform' that connects 

different users who act as content creators, distributors, consumers, critics, and 

collaborators. This means the institution cannot guarantee the consistency of visitor 

experiences. Instead, the institution provides opportunities for diverse visitor co-produced 

experiences” (Simon 2010). As opposed to being completely open-ended, the best 

participatory experiences have a constrained scope and clear direction. For example, the 

Denver Art Museum created a participatory experience where visitors were invited to 

create their own rock music posters similar to those featured in their exhibition of 

psychedelic rock music posters. Instead of handing visitors markers and a blank sheet of 

paper – which can be intimidating – visitors were given clipboards with transparencies 

attached. Using a precut stack of graphics featured in real rock posters, visitors could 

creatively arrange the cutouts under the transparencies then draw on top of the 
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transparencies with a marker for extra flare (Simon 2010). The activity was successful 

because it gave visitors a comfortable starting point to engage with the museum. 

Participatory projects create a more equal relationship among museums, visitors, and the 

general community by giving them a chance to share and contribute.  

Who Goes to Museums? 

 

 Museums have generally become more visitor-focused since their advent in the 

19
th

 century. This is due in part to the fact that during times of financial uncertainty, 

public funding is cut and museums have to find ways of generating their own revenue to 

stay in business. They also must compete with other forms of leisure time activities and 

to accomplish this museums are becoming more market and amusement oriented. Cafés, 

restaurants, and gift shops boost profits and “in order to make the museum accessible to a 

wider audience, and specifically to visitors who have not been part of the traditional 

museum-going public, there are more and more blockbuster events and retrospective 

exhibits being organized around controversial themes” (van Alast and Boogarts 

2002:198). Museums are casting their nets wide but the audience they pull in is still 

confined to certain demographics.  

 The core museum-goer in the United States is non-Hispanic, White and over the 

age of 40 (Farrell and Medvedeva 2010:26). Museums are becoming more aware of the 

lack of diversity among their audiences and are addressing the issue through creative 

programs and initiatives, but a group that is often overlooked is teenagers. While most 

museums have programs for young children and adults, less of an effort is made to 

engage teenagers and young adults. “It is well-known that teens have the lowest profile in 

museum audience attendance. More mobile than their younger sisters and brothers, they 
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go to museums if they want to, not because they are brought by their teachers or parents” 

(Andrews 1981:6). Many museums do not have programs for high school students and 

instead put their efforts into elementary education. 

 Even when museums do try to reach out to young adults through new immersive 

activities, their efforts often go unnoticed. A focus group conducted by the University of 

Chicago Survey lab with people between the ages of 16 and 25 found that “these 

experiments in museum practice didn’t appear on the radar screens of either the college-

educated or teenage participants” (Farrell and Medvedeva 2010:23). It seems that teens 

and young adults are not particularly interested in what museums have to offer. This is 

unfortunate, considering that participation in museums by young adults, and especially 

teens, can be beneficial for all. 

 In “What We Do Best: Making the Case for Museum Learning in Its Own Right,” 

Ben Garcia explains how the museum’s greatest trait is its ability to educate. This ability 

is stifled by adhering to formal methods of education.  

 A museum education department that justifies its programs using state content 

 standards or argues that students become better scientists, or writers, or learn how 

 to solve algorithms by visiting a museum, is then trapped in the narrowest 

 definition of what the learning experience is about. ...Now more than ever 

 museums can (and must) articulate the value of an approach to learning that 

 favors inquiry over achievement, intrinsic motivation over extrinsic, and free 

 choice over prescription (Garcia 2012:49-50).  

 

Museums provide a space where teens can explore and learn without the sole focus being 

on getting a good grade, “By offering them an alternative experience in a non-

competitive framework we can hope to inspire the flexibility of thought that will help 

students find the connections between their own lives and the world at large” (Andrews 

1981:7,9). The positive impacts of this approach are seen in the participant responses to 
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Youth ALIVE, a program held in museums and science centers across the United States  

from 1991 to 2000. Teens commented on how they not only gained academic knowledge 

and techniques but valuable life skills such as public speaking and responsibility. 

Interacting with students from diverse social and ethnic backgrounds made participants 

more aware of social and political issues. The program also helped participants at-risk of 

not finishing high school graduate and pursue higher education. Other outcomes 

remarked on included confidence building and networking opportunities. Museums 

gained valuable experience as well. They became “more visible in their communities and 

interacted with a segment of the population that is often absent from museum audiences. 

In addition, by engaging in work with teens, the museum staff gained a deeper 

understanding of teaching and learning processes” (Baum et al. 2000:9). 

“Why Museums Suck” 

 

 If museum programming has the potential to be useful and transformative for 

teens and young adults, I was curious about why they did not take advantage of museums 

more often. As mentioned earlier, when teens and young adults imagine their leisure time 

activities museums are often absent from the list of possibilities. During my interviews 

with museum staff at HistoryMiami and the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, I 

always asked for their opinion on why this demographic is not particularly interested in 

museums. The majority of interviewees agreed that it was an issue, but explanations of 

why young people do not visit museums varied. The idea that teens and young adults do 

not consider museums as destinations was echoed by one HistoryMiami employee: 

 I think that teenagers have a lot of competition for their time because they’re 

 actively involved in social activities at school, whether it’s band or drama or, you 

 know, sports. So, the ability to come to the museum is limited during the school 

 day and during the weekends. If your parents aren’t bringing you here it’s not 
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 foremost in their mind. Museums aren’t places they think of going to unless they 

 have parents that are museums-goers and [who] really cultivate that within them. 

 

An educator at HistoryMiami saw the museum's lack of current technologies as the 

reason teens were not interested: 

 I think that with our culture today and with the advance of technology in society a 

 lot of youths are kinda use to getting their information, especially the type of 

 information that a museum conveys, through these different outlets, these 

 technological outlets. And I think that in the same ways that we see us moving 

 away from newspapers and things of the past, museums are in a lot of ways, 

 unfortunately, being lumped into that as well. 

 

Another HistoryMiami staff member cited the museum's academic nature as the reason 

young people are not interested in visiting. “Teenagers see museums as boring and very 

academic-bound. Unfortunately, that’s the general opinion. A museum is a boring 

academic place where people go to read and learn about history and, you know, who the 

hell would like to learn about history? History is boring. It’s very dense. Whether it’s a 

history museum or a science museum or an art museum, they’re not cool.” 

 In 2001, a surly teenager named Howard Hwang visited six museums and wrote 

about his experience for the newspaper L.A. Youth. His article provides a candid look into 

the thoughts of a teen on museums. He emphatically writes,  

 Most museums suck. Really they do. Museums always have that cold feeling. 

 Very adultish and professional, it makes you uncomfortable. And museums are 

 filled with old people. I don’t have anything against old people, but I’ve noticed 

 that when there are old people around, it’s usually boring.  

 

 This summer, as I set  out to visit six museums, I dreaded it, but then I’d have a 

 sudden surge of happiness when I remembered that I would be able to bash them 

 in this article. I like making fun of things because I like laughing. When you go 

 to museums, you don’t get to laugh, unless it’s at the stupid paintings and how 

 much they cost.  

 

In these two brief paragraphs Hwang captures the subtle issues that create barriers for the 

average young adult museum visitor. Right away he notes their “cold feeling.” In his 
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reviews he notes that certain museums have nice bathrooms or cold water fountains. For 

a regular museum goer, facilities such as clean restrooms and water are a given. This 

demonstrates how alien museums are to Hwang. He uses the words “adultish,” 

“professional” and “uncomfortable” which evoke the uptight, stuffy nature of some 

museums. His description of museums as a place where “you don't get to laugh” 

highlights the physical sense of constraint museums may inadvertently impose on their 

guests.  

 Hwang's article, while coarse, is valuable because it provides a frank outside 

opinion on what museums are like for some teens. Many of the museum professionals 

with whom I spoke were aware that there was something about museums that kept young 

adults away but they could not articulate what it was and why. As everyday museum 

workers, they are not necessarily aware of how a fresh-faced visitor perceives the space. 

One museum staff member was genuinely surprised to hear that young adults are 

generally not interested in museums.  

 Building on Hwang's observations, the focus group conducted by the University 

of Chicago Survey Lab provides some insight into what young adults think of museums. 

They described museums “...as static places (‘places that exhibit things’), didactic places 

(but not necessarily places where the learning was fun or engaging), and places where 

you had to be quiet and stand outside looking in” (Farrell and Medvedeva 2010:25) 

 Pierre Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital asserts that certain tastes and forms of 

knowledge reinforce class boundaries and may serve as indicators of class status 

(Ostrower 1998:43). Among the elite, knowledge of the arts and other forms of high 

culture are distinguishing attributes within their social sphere. Within the realm of young 
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adults, however, participation in and knowledge of high culture –  much like what one 

would get out of a museum visit –  are generally not valuable forms of capital within the 

social group. In fact, showing interest in such matters has the potential to be detrimental 

to one's social standing. If museums are decidedly “uncool,” there is even less incentive 

for young adults to go, assuming they are thinking about going at all. 

 During my staff interviews when I asked why young adults are not interested in 

museums, the last description, that of the museum as a place where one had to be quiet, 

did not come up. However, it is a significant observation that was sometimes hinted at by 

museum professionals but not elaborated on. At the Ringling Museum of Art, one staff 

member, David Berry, explained why he thinks young people are not interested in 

museums. “Certainly museums have...” he started. There was a pause. Choosing his 

words carefully, he stated, “There’s an impression that people have oftentimes about 

museums and, as with many things, you know, they’re certainly found on something; not 

necessarily always what’s most accurate but it’s not as if these things are being plucked 

out of the thin air.”    

 Indeed, popular conceptions of museums, including those shared by young adults 

in the University of Chicago Survey Lab focus group, did not manifest out of thin air. 

They actually date to the early days of public museums. As David further explained, 

“...You get people saying that museums are elitist, that they’re antiquated, whatever, you 

know, all these different things. [People say] 'They’re not for me,' in one way or another, 

or maybe not for me but they’re for somebody else.” I am interested in the origin of such 

popular conceptions in hopes of helping museums further understand why young people 

have so little interest. 
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Demystifying Popular Conceptions – Or Teens As the New Rabble 

 

 In The Birth of the Museum (1995), Tony Bennett explains that the public 

museum is not only a place of instruction but a reformatory of manners in which a wide 

range of regulated social routines take place. His work is a key source in explaining why 

certain audiences, such as youth and young adults, might not be interested in museums. 

After their initial development, he explains, museums ultimately came to serve three 

functions: they are educational spaces where people increase their knowledge through 

scientifically arranged collections, they are social spaces where people emulate civilized 

forms of behavior, and they are spaces of observation and regulation of the body (Bennett 

1995:24). In this section, I argue that the treatment of young adults and teenagers by 

museums today parallels that of the working and lower classes during the 19
th

 century. 

 Before the 19
th

 century, private collectors kept unusual finds and artifacts in their 

homes. These displays, referred to as cabinets of curiosity, consisted of a hodgepodge 

meant to elicit shock and wonder. Collected from across the world, these items could be 

skeletons, cultural artifacts, peculiar taxidermied animals or minerals. Early museums 

were similar to cabinets of curiosity in that they were unorganized. For example, the 

Electoral Museum at Dresden arranged its anatomical collection in a garden and featured 

the skeleton of a man, executed for stealing cattle, sitting on an ox (Murray 1904:208). 

The focus was on the oddity of the objects. Art work was another item popular among 

private collectors. “Since time immemorial, the possession and promotion of artwork had 

been one of the most important ways to demonstrate power and wealth. ...The viewing of 

art was a privilege accorded to a small minority” (Davis 1999:3). Art collections and 

curiosities were exclusive to those who had the money to purchase them and access to 
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these items was restricted (Bennett 1995:73).  

 This changed with the emergence of public museums, which are a result of a re-

imagining of the role of government. “From the late seventeenth century the 

Enlightenment suggested that education was good in itself - a way of moving society on 

from the religious and political battles of the past. New scientific and technical 

developments were exhibited for the public good” (Davis 1999:2). During the 19
th

 

century, the British government began to regulate the cultural improvement of its citizens. 

Part of the process was providing more education and recreational opportunities for self-

betterment, such as the public museum. Museums lured in visitors with the promise of 

viewing wonders previously unavailable to them. These items, especially art works, were 

still associated with privilege in the public's mind. Davis states that “...to be involved 

with, or to have visited an exhibition would prove to be as much a matter of social 

standing as anything else” (1999:19). 

 To better meet the goal of educating the public, museums adopted a scientific 

classification system. The science of the day was guided by ideas of progress and 

civilization. These two concepts were readily apparent in the Great Exhibition of 1851 in 

London. Organized by Henry Cole, an inventor and civil servant, and Prince Albert. The 

Great Exhibition showcased advances in manufacturing, industry and science inside the 

Crystal Palace, an ornate building symbolic of England's perceived cultural superiority. 

Nations from across the globe were invited to contribute to the major exhibition  

categories of Raw Materials, Machinery, Manufactures, and Fine Arts (Stocking 1987:2). 

At this point, cabinets of curiosities transformed into the educational exhibitions still 

prevalent today. Instead of being appreciated for their singular characteristics, artifacts 
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were dated and categorized to present a scientific view of the world: 

 It is hardly surprising, then, that the Exhibition forced some to think about the 

 origins and progress of the civilization it epitomized. ...The overall system of 

 classification, which forced jurors to compare the same functional object in a 

 variety of national forms; the character of the different national exhibits, which 

 led one along a line of progress from the Tasmanian savage through the 'barbaric' 

 civilizations of the East, northwest across the European continent toward an apex 

 in Great Britain (1987:5).  

 

 However, public museums served to educate the masses not only in science, art, 

and history but also in behavior. Social reformers saw museums and other educational 

institutions as valuable tools that could be used to groom the masses into respectable 

citizens. As Bennett explains, social reformers  

 typically sought to enlist high cultural practices for a diversity of ends: as an 

 antidote to drunkenness; an alternative to riot, or an instrument for civilizing the 

 morals and manners of the population. While these uses were often closely co-

 ordinated with the bourgeois class projects, their varied range stood in marked 

 contrast to the earlier commitment of high culture to the singular function of 

 making manifest or broadcasting the power of the sovereign (Bennett 1995:22).  

 

In other words, knowledge of arts and sciences was no longer just a marker of the elite, 

but a way for the masses to uplift themselves morally. 

 It was hoped that by occupying the same space as elites, popular classes would 

learn how to behave in public. These desired forms of public conduct were enforced 

through a slew of rules. A few common ones were bans on eating, drinking, and, 

ubiquitously, touching. Older museums went so far as to enforce, or at least advise, 

proper dress. “In this way, while formally free and open, the museum effected its own 

pattern of informal discrimination and exclusions” (1995:100). Many of these rules 

remain in contemporary museums.  

 Even though it intended to unite the groups in one location, “the museum served 

to drive a wedge between the publics it attracted and that recalcitrant portion of the 
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population whose manners remained those of the tavern and the fair” (1995:99). 

Museums placed a premium on the behavior of the middle and upper classes; they were 

the models to be emulated. Lower classes had two options: “civilize” themselves and fit 

the behavioral ideal promoted by the museum or avoid the institution altogether. This is 

the historic link that explains why some people may feel museums are not for them but 

“for somebody else.” As Bennett explains, that somebody else is the upper class. “In 

practice, museums, and especially art galleries, have often been effectively appropriated 

by social elites so that, rather than functioning as institutions of homogenization, as 

reforming thought had envisaged, they continued to play a significant role in 

differentiating elite from popular social classes” (1995:28).  

 Historically, arts and academia were limited to the realms of the wealthy and elite, 

a trend that prevails in contemporary times. In “The Arts As Cultural Capital Among 

Elites: Bourdieu's Theory Reconsidered” (1998), Francie Ostrower argues that in the 

context of the United States, the social organization of elites revolves more around 

support and participation in the arts than Bourdieu's focus on aesthetic knowledge and 

tastes. This is reflected in the prominence of elite philanthropic donations to cultural 

causes (1998:45-46). In addition to generous donations, board membership, especially at 

cultural institutions such as museums, is highly valued among elites and seen as a mark 

of high status. One of Ostrower's informants, a board member at a particularly prestigious 

cultural institution, went so far as to describe it as a form of “social snobbery” (1998:49).  

“Through their philanthropy elites carve out a distinctive and exclusive relationship with 

prestigious arts institutions, which allows them to maintain a privileged sense of 

identification between these institutions and their class” (Ostrower 1998:49). Many 
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museum boards are homogenous and overwhelming consist of members of the elites. 

These elite members benefit from special functions, perks, and events that provide 

valuable networking opportunities at museums. Non-elites do not have this type of 

connection to museums and are less likely to be seriously involved with them unless they 

have a lot of money. Supporting museums financially offers the nouveau riche an 

opportunity to climb the social ladder but these opportunities are lost on those without the 

monetary support. 

 During the nineteenth century, when the decision was being made to open 

museums to the general public, the idea was met with fervent opposition. “In 

conservative opinion, images of the political mob, the disorderly crowd of the fair, or of 

the drunk and debauched rabble of the pub or tavern were frequently conjured up as 

interchangeable spectres to suggest that opening the doors of museums could only result 

in either the destruction of their exhibits or the desecration of their aura of culture and 

knowledge by unseemly forms of behaviour” (Bennett 1995:100). Teenagers and young 

adults are the modern-day version of the disorderly masses feared by elites. Stereotyped 

as boisterous, unruly, and disrespectful, young adults, while not outwardly rejected by 

museums, are not exactly welcomed with open arms. For example, in 2012 the Salford 

Museum and Art Gallery of Greater Manchester, England ousted two 13-year-old girls 

who wanted to spend the day. The museum defended its decision to throw them out, 

claiming it was for their own safety. The rule at Salford is that people under the age of 16 

must be accompanied by an adult if they want to visit, but it is questionable whether this 

is for the good of the teens or the good of the artifacts and atmosphere (Birkett 2012). 

Rules such as this discourage teenagers who show an interest in museums from attending 
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in the future. 

 Additionally, many museum educational programs are aimed at elementary and 

middle school students but stop at a high school level. The operational hours of museums 

do little to accommodate the schedule of a young adult, who may have class or work 

during the day, and expensive museum memberships offer no enticement for students 

trying to stretch their dollars.   

 Museums have the potential to be spaces where young adults can spend time with 

friends, much like a mall or park. In a study funded by The National Endowment for the 

Humanities, “more than two thirds...[of the teens said] that it was important that their 

friends be included when they came to a museum. The opportunity to socialize and be 

together with peers was a major motivation for coming” (Andrews 1981:7). Museums' 

potential as socializing space should be emphasized, not stifled, and all teens should feel 

welcome at museums.  

 My thesis examines two museum programs that seek to build a better relationship 

between their institutions and young adults. The first case study, Teen Miami at 

HistoryMiami Museum, accomplishes this by creating a long-term participatory 

experience where a select group of teens contributed to the museum by producing an 

exhibition about the life and history of teens in Miami, Florida. The second case study, 

Ringling Underground at the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art in Sarasota, 

Florida, is a social program that relies on community collaboration and a loose structure 

to let guests experience the museum on their own terms. Both programs serve the 

important purpose of making museums' knowledge and resources more accessible to a 

wider audience and fostering the next generation of museum-goers and workers. 
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Chapter Two 

Long-Term Involvement: Teen Miami at HistoryMiami Museum 

 

Introduction to HistoryMiami 

 Looking to get a head start on my thesis research over the summer, I began 

researching museums in Miami, Florida. My initial plan was to critically analyze an 

exhibition and its interpretation of history. I thought I was familiar with most of the 

museums in Miami but during my search I managed to come across HistoryMiami, a 

museum I had never visited or even heard of before. This was unusual, considering I have 

lived in Miami my entire life. On the museum's official website, I observed that there was 

a permanent exhibition on the history of Florida and the Miami area, from prehistoric 

times to the late 20
th

 century. The collection seemed extensive; I thought it would provide 

plenty of material to think about. My plan was to examine how HistoryMiami works 

towards its mission goal of connecting people “by telling the stories of Miami's 

communities, individuals, places and events.” I believed their permanent exhibition was 

the main conduit through which the Miami community would be represented. I decided to 

interview visitors and staff to get a feel for how visitors related to the museum and how 

the staff worked towards achieving their mission goal.  

 I contacted the museum volunteer coordinator by email and phone to explain my 

project and inquire into how I could get permission to work there. Wanting to give back 

to the institution, I offered to volunteer my time in exchange for free access. After some 

initial meetings, my project was approved. The coordinator questioned me to get a feel 

for what duties I was best suited to. “Do you have any experience making websites?” she 

asked. I explained regrettably that I had no such experience. We discussed a few other 
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options before she asked, “How do you feel about working with teens?” While I had no 

experience, I had no major objections to trying. So the coordinator made me an intern for 

their ongoing teen program, Teen Miami. I worked at the museum from June 2012 to the 

end of July 2012 every Monday through Friday, and attended special events such as 

Family Fun Days or exhibition openings.  

 My volunteer work was usually standard intern fare. Before and throughout the 

Teen Miami summer sessions, I completed any small jobs that needed doing. I made 

copies, organized work binders, helped with daily set-up and clean-up, and relayed 

messages between program staff and other museum employees. I also assisted the 

education department by researching successful youth programs at other museums and 

compiling visitor data. During moments of down time, I would make my way to the 

permanent exhibition upstairs to take notes.  

 I initially tried to focus my research on the Tropical Dreams exhibition and how it 

helps the museum connect diverse communities, but I quickly found that the Teen Miami 

program was doing just that in unique and dynamic ways. While working with the 

program in the upcoming weeks, I found that it was more than summer camp for big kids.  

I observed how the program had instilled in them not only academic knowledge but also 

important life and interpersonal skills. The program was also connecting community 

members with the museum and teens in a personal way. Upon realizing that Teen Miami 

would make a more interesting research project than the Tropical Dreams exhibition, I 

worried about the problems that could occur while researching teenagers. I thought it 

could be disconcerting for them to have a complete stranger sit in on the lessons, 

vigorously scrawling field notes. As an intern, I could complete my daily tasks and 
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observe from the peripheries but I knew it would be best to build rapport with them. 

Though initially intimidated by my presence, the teens eventually opened up to me and 

included me in their activities and social interactions.  

 I ran into difficulties interviewing visitors and staff about their experience at the 

museum. Many day-to-day museum visitors were tourists, at least during the summer, 

and had little or no connection with the Miami community. I also felt I was not asking the 

right questions. Having no prior coursework in ethnographic fieldwork, I had a hard time 

framing questions to get the data I was looking for in a short period of time. For this 

reason, corresponding data gathered at the Ringling Museum of Art, after I received 

formal training in ethnography, is more detailed.  

What Is Teen Miami? 

 Teen Miami is a three-year-long paid museum internship program. Starting from 

their freshman or sophomore year of high school, these teens learn about various aspects 

of running a museum. The program runs year-round and is divided into fall, spring, and 

summer sessions. The eventual goal of the Teen Miami is an exhibition on the history of 

teens in Miami curated, researched, and designed by the teens themselves. The program 

developed from the realization that few teens visited the museum. The main education 

focus, as with many museums, had been on elementary school children. Miami-Dade 

County gave HistoryMiami a grant that allowed every fourth grader to take a field trip to 

the museum sometime during the year. This caused their Education Department to focus 

almost exclusively on this task and their programming became skewed. When the 

recession hit in 2008 and the grant money vanished, staff realized that it was a mistake to 

exclusively focus on one age group. They created the Youth Enrichment program, which 
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brings middle school students to the museum. Later, they received a $130,000 grant from 

the federal Institute of Museum and Library Services to fund Teen Miami,  “...a three year 

paid internship and exhibition development project aimed at addressing the need for teen 

voices and perspectives in museum exhibitions and collections” (Cervantes 2010:1). 

Since then Teen Miami has received about $325,000 in grants from various organizations. 

To participate, high school students throughout the county had to fill out a formal 

application and complete a face-to-face interview. From the many who applied, 21 

students were chosen to take part in the program. Twenty remain in the program today, an 

impressive retention rate. These students come from diverse backgrounds and areas of 

Dade County.  

 The goals of Teen Miami include getting teenagers more actively involved at the 

museum, increasing knowledge of and skills in museum operations, making Miami-Dade 

teen culture more prominently represented in HistoryMiami collections, exhibits, and 

programs and contributing to the knowledge base of effective youth involvement 

strategies for cultural institutions. The summer I was present at the museum was the last 

year of the program and “the teens,” as they are all affectionately called by museum staff, 

were preparing for the opening of their exhibit. On the website the exhibit is officially 

advertised as “...a cross-decade exploration of teen history and culture in Miami. Learn 

how Miami adolescents were impacted by World War II and the Vietnam War, listen to 

the sounds created by local teen garage bands and R&B stars of the 1960s, examine the 

role teens played in integrating Miami's high schools, and view the distinct fashion 

statements made by them through the decades.” 
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The History of HistoryMiami 

 What would eventually become HistoryMiami was originally founded by the 

Historical Association of South Florida (HASF), formed in 1940. This association 

included famous Miami residents such as George Merrick, the real estate developer 

responsible for the city of Coral Gables, and Marjory Stoneman Douglas, author of the 

influential book The Everglades: River of Grass (1947). The association held public 

program meetings and erected historical markers around the city. With the University of 

Miami, HASF also published Tequesta, a scholarly magazine. 

 HASF established the Historical Museum of South Florida and the Caribbean in 

1962. At this point the association sought to collect and preserve materials pertaining to 

the history of South Florida, to operate a museum to house and exhibit artifacts, and to 

stimulate public interest in regional history and historic sites. In 1972, the museum 

moved into a larger facility along with the Miami Science Museum. The museum moved 

once again in 1984 to the Miami-Dade Cultural Center in downtown Miami, where it 

remains today. This cultural center is comprised of a spacious plaza, the Main Branch of 

the Miami-Dade County Public Library, HistoryMiami Museum, and the Miami Art 

Museum. The center makes culture easily accessible in a single central location and falls 

into the recent urban development movement of placing all cultural institutions within the 

same area to promote tourism (van Alast and Boogarts 2002).  

 The museum went through a transformation in 2010 when it was rebranded. As 

one staff member explained, “We moved from being the Historical Museum of Southern 

Florida to HistoryMiami and that rebranding effort was part of an effort to raise our 

profile in the community and create greater awareness of who we are here in our 
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community and our role here.” From then on the museum would focus more on regional 

Miami history instead of the history of Florida as a whole. Along with the rebranding 

came a change in the mission statement of the museum. The mission is short and simple, 

“HistoryMiami connects people by telling the stories of Miami’s communities, 

individuals, places and events.” This new, explicit community-oriented focus is reflected 

in some of the museum's more recent exhibitions such as The Guayabera: A Shirt's Story 

and Black Crossroads: The African Diaspora in Miami. The museum puts in effort to  

make sure that Miami's diverse population is represented in its exhibitions. The same 

staff member commented on the development of exhibitions at the museum, “We always 

build a community advisory board for every exhibition that we put up and we lean on 

those community leaders in particular to help us with making sure we’re getting the story 

right. ...We look for leaders who already have networks and relationships and who 

already know people who already have the investment in the types of stories we’re 

telling.” This open collaboration ensures that the community is involved in the work of 

the museum. 

 HistoryMiami is also the name of a larger institution that encompasses the 

museum. There are seven divisions of the HistoryMiami organization: the museum, the 

Archives and Research Center (located within the museum), the Education Center, the 

South Florida Folklife Center which focuses on traditional arts and culture, Miami Circle, 

an archaeological site which consists of the remains of a Tequesta village, City Tours 

which provide a variety of educational tours around the city and the Miami International 

Map Fair, the largest map fair in the world. In contrast to the larger organization, the 

HistoryMiami museum consists of only two divisions: exhibitions and collections.  
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 The entire complex is located on three floors. Visitors enter the museum on the 

second floor. The gift shop, the visitor's kiosk, a temporary exhibition space, and the 

entrance to the Archive and Research Center are located in the entrance area. Moving 

further into the museum, there is a larger temporary exhibition space followed by an area 

used as the Teen Miami classroom. Before the larger temporary exhibition space is a 

staircase that swirls up and around a large lighthouse fresnal lens. The third floor is home 

to the museum's temporary exhibition, Tropical Dreams. The exhibition takes up the 

majority of the third floor and is divided into six sections. The first area discusses 

prehistoric Native Americans in Florida. It features detailed murals that illustrate 

Florida's past climate and various fossils and artifacts such as pot sherds and arrowheads. 

The next section is the Fort Area. It presents the arrival of the Europeans and conflicts for 

control of Florida involving Spain, France, England, and Native Americans. The 

centerpiece, a favorite play spot for children, is a replica of a watchtower from Castillo de 

San Marcos in St. Augustine. Further into the exhibit is a small section on Key West. 

Guests are welcome to board a small sailboat and learn about the industries that once 

made Key West the richest city per capita in the United States. Close by to the Fort Area 

is an incomplete replica of a chickee, where visitors can learn about the Seminoles and 

Miccosukees.  

 Around the corner from the chickee is the Pioneer House, an area devoted to the 

mid-19th century homesteaders. Children are welcome to play in the yard in front of the 

house facade where they can dress up in bonnets, straw hats and handkerchiefs. They can 

partake in chores such as sweeping and washing clothes using a washboard or play with 

the various children's toys laid out in the area. The next section of the exhibit, called New 
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People/New Technology, focuses on the historical significance of certain transportation 

systems, from Henry Flagler's railroad to the development of Miami and South Florida's 

agriculture industry. The largest artifact in this section is an antique trolley which guests 

are welcome to board. This area also discusses the development of Miami and the 1920s 

real estate boom.  

 The last, and smallest, section of the exhibit is the Gateways area that addresses 

the development of South Florida within the last 50 years. It traces the arrival of the 

many immigrants who currently make up Miami's diverse population. Two important 

artifacts within this section are a Cuban refugee raft, complete with the objects the 

refugees sailed with, and a Haitian refugee boat. The section currently ends in the early 

1990s but there are plans to eventually bring this area to the 21
st
 century.  

 Out of sight on the third floor is the Education Center, home to the museum's 

Education Department. Below on the first floor are classrooms and offices for the 

marketing, development and curatorial departments.  

 HistoryMiami offers lectures that are open to the public and a variety of 

educational programs for students. These programs are correlated to state educational 

standards. Among the most popular regularly occurring programs are Family Fun Days. 

On the second Saturday of each month visitors get in free and can enjoy gallery tours, 

crafts, and live performances. The theme changes every month so guests can expect 

something new on each visit.  

Teen Miami Summer Session 2012 

 During the summer, I spent most of my time in the second floor classroom area 

with the Teen Miami participants. Out of 20 participants more than half were girls, a 
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statistic the six boys in the program never complained about. The girls, often dressed in 

skinny jeans, blouse, and sweater, looked as though they had walked straight off the page 

of an American Eagle Outfitters ad. The boys were often just as clean cut, with some 

preferring polos and button-downs over graphic tees. Compared to my teen days of 

ripped jeans and t-shirts, they definitely appeared more mature. Of their own volition, 

they sat at the same tables every day. Based on their interactions, I could tell that the 

teens were a close knit group overall. Despite this, they had their preferred friendship 

circles, often based on which high school they attended. Their personalities ran the gamut 

from confident and friendly to shy and reserved. Five of the boys, two of whom were 

twins, always sat together. The twins happily fulfilled the roles of class clowns and kept 

the girls and staff members laughing.  

 In the month of June, the teens learned about museum education. The work day 

started at 10:00AM sharp when staff members from the Education Department came in to 

discuss the fundamentals of museum education. The teens sat upright in their chairs and 

turned their attention to the speaker.  

 On the first day of class, the teens learned about Visual Thinking Strategies 

(VTS), a teaching method originally developed for use at art museums. It combines an 

open-ended yet structured approach to thinking critically about visual art. The educator 

giving the lesson proudly announced that HistoryMiami is one of the first history 

museums in the United States to utilize VTS. However, mastering the technique takes a 

significant amount of practice. Every morning during the museum education portion of 

the program, the teens engaged in a VTS session with the educator. They would be shown 

an image such as a historic painting or photograph and then asked to describe what they 
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saw. The educator facilitated the conversation that followed, reflecting their observations 

back at them while incorporating more technical vocabulary. The educator did not 

identify the name, date or artist of the piece and instead encouraged participants to draw 

their own conclusions about what they saw. During these VTS sessions, I was struck by 

the astuteness of the teens' observations and their ability to relate images to specific 

moments in Florida history, reflecting the knowledge they have gained over the course of 

the program.  

 Aside from VTS, the teens also learned the difference between object-based and 

inquiry-based learning and Understanding By Design (UBD). UBD entails designing 

curriculum by first starting with what understandings are to be gained from the lessons, 

as opposed to tasks. By the end of their lessons on education, the teens had to be able to 

give a tour of one section of the temporary exhibitions. On the day of their tour 

evaluations, I stood with a nervous teen who recited her lines about prehistoric Florida 

peoples over and over and over to me. I assured her that she would do well and prepped 

her with questions a young audience might ask if they were on the tour. Some teens were 

more natural speakers than others but all of them took the task very seriously and saw it 

as preparation for when they had to give tours through their Teen Miami exhibit.  

 During this time the teens also had to plan and organize two Family Fun Days. 

This includes advertising, craft activities, and entertainment. The teens were divided into 

three groups to develop a potential theme. Their ideas were presented to the class and a 

vote was taken for final selections. Moments like this were what differentiates the 

classroom component of the program from an average high school classroom. The teens 

were given a lot of creative freedom over how they completed tasks. While they were 
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supervised by an adult at most times within the classroom, they were not micromanged or 

given detailed, step by step directions. The first time I observed this, I was unsure about 

whether or not they would stay on task and complete their assignments. I voiced my 

concern to their supervisor but was assured that they would do their work. Sure enough, 

they did. This approach seems to promote problem-solving and time management skills.   

 The day was usually split into morning and evening lessons with a lunch break in 

between. The classroom component of the program was punctuated with hands-on 

activities and field trips. Over the summer I accompanied the teens on trips to a historic 

cemetery and the office of the Miami Herald, the local newspaper. There was also a spur-

of-the moment field trip to a nearby parade thrown for the Miami Heat basketball team 

after they won the World Championship. It was presented as a chance to see history in the 

making.  

 With only a few months until the opening of the exhibition, there was a lot of 

work to do. The overall goal of the last two weeks of the summer session was to involve 

teens in the curatorial operations of the museum's exhibitions and make museum 

exhibitions more accessible and friendly to teen audiences. The objectives were to 

involve Teen Miami participants in the development of video interactives for the Teen 

Miami exhibit and incorporate the “teen perspective” into these interactive elements.  

A Brief Timeline of Teen Miami 

 As mentioned earlier, Teen Miami is a three-year-long internship and when I 

arrived at the museum they were in the last phases of the program. In this section, I will 

briefly review their previous work. In 2010, the first year, the teens were introduced to 

museum life and culture. In the summer, each department taught an introductory class to 
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help them become familiar with the variety of work that goes on within a museum. As the 

HistoryMiami website explains, “By the fifth week the teens worked... to create a final 

exhibition project. Each team had roles, budgets and had to complete an entire exhibition 

based on these parameters, including maquettes of how the exhibition floor would look 

like given the artifacts and images they were able to attain.” The Fall session was spent 

researching the history of teen culture within the United States using current scholarship, 

the public library and the museum archives.  

 In 2011, the teens worked closely with the museum's folklorist to learn how to 

conduct oral histories. Afterward, they interviewed locals who grew up in Miami during 

their teen years between 1930 and 1999. The stories they collected increased the store of 

historic accounts on teen life in Miami and some were used in the exhibit. In 2012, the 

teens collaborated with the Miami World Cinema Center (MWCC), a non-profit film 

studio, to create a series of three short videos documenting contemporary teen life in 

Miami and a behind-the-scenes video for the Teen Miami program in general. One Teen 

Miami participant described his experience with this phase of the program: “...that has 

been my favorite one because we didn’t stay inside the museum throughout the whole 

Spring. We got a chance to leave... the museum and interact with other people and to find 

out what other people go through and not just, you know, [what] everyone in the Teen 

Miami circle goes through.” He enjoyed working with his group members in addition to 

working with MWCC staff: “...they know how to, like, get down with teens, you know, 

and have fun.” 
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Benefits: Concrete and Invisible  

The TM exhibition has taught me skills that are not only necessary for the development of 

a curatorial project, but for life. 

     – Teen Miami Participant 

 

 Much like the Youth ALIVE participants, the students involved in Teen Miami 

gained invaluable skills and experiences. In this section, I will discuss areas in which 

Teen Miami participants have gained important life skills using ethnographic data to 

provide examples.  

Work Place Skills  

In TM I’ve learned how to be a professional in this world. 

     – Teen Miami Participant 

 

 In my short time at HistoryMiami, I observed how the Teen Miami program 

prepared its participants for life in the professional world in both big and small ways. 

Teen Miami promotes quintessential workplace qualities sought after by employers, such 

as team work, creative problem solving, and leadership. The program encourages 

collaboration by dividing participants into work groups often. The Teen Miami exhibition 

was researched and designed by the teens, along the way, they had to learn to articulate 

their ideas. As the program has gained more publicity the teens also learned to dress 

professionally for special events and speak in front of audiences about their experiences.  

During the summer of 2012, for example, the teens participated in a  formal ceremony to 

receive a giant check from AT&T, one of the sponsors of Teen Miami. The press was 

there to take photos and the teens were given pointers on how to dress for this event and 

similar occasions. 

 The most intensive professional training I observed occurred while the group was 

working with the Communications Department. Here, the teens learned about pitching 
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article ideas to the Miami Herald, writing museum publications such as press releases, 

and networking. Their instructor from this department was very clear in explaining that to 

be successful within communications one needs to be confident and assertive. This is 

often easier said than done, so to practice the teens were placed in hypothetical situations 

where they had to network with others. They were given a scenario, such as a fashion 

show, and a profession. They then had to introduce themselves to their partners in front of 

the class and try to successfully exchange business cards. The skits, more often then not, 

turned out silly and dissolved into awkward pauses or giggle fits but the training and 

knowledge of how to interact in the business world was still there. After the activity, the 

teens were encouraged to think about what to say if they were introducing themselves to 

someone at an event.  

 The teens had ample opportunities to employ their new networking skills and 

meet new people. At a special panel presentation on careers in communications, they had 

a chance to speak with local business people, including representatives from the Miami 

Chamber of Commerce, WDNA-FM radio and a high profile graphic designer of special 

interest to the talented art students in the program. Many of the teens saw the museum as 

their second home and built strong relationships with the staff members there. These 

relationships could be relied upon for future endeavors and reference letters. Their 

network also extended to the staff of Miami World Cinema Center and to the 

superintendent of the Miami-Dade Schools Board, who proclaimed he would personally 

write a letter of recommendation for any of the teens upon request.   

 Being able to learn about every aspect of running a museum widened the realm of 

career possibilities for the teens. Many never imagined working in a museum and had no 
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prior knowledge about what happened behind the scenes. Teen Miami helped one 

participant decide on his future career. He now has an internship, separate from Teen 

Miami, where he works exclusively with the Communications Department.  

Academic Knowledge and Skills 

 I sat with the teens as they worked in the Archives and Research Center to write 

captions for historic photos that they planned to use in the exhibit. They wrote multiple 

drafts of short sentences and then worked together to decide which ones fit best. This is 

just one of the ways they practiced synthesizing information from a variety of sources. 

That same day, they also worked with the curator to lay out the exhibition and decide 

which informational sections would be placed where. This skill is similar to those used 

while organizing a research paper. Instead of organizing sections on a page, they had the 

added challenge of organizing them spatially. They were ensuring that ideas flowed 

logically as one moved throughout the exhibit.  

 As I worked with the teens, I was impressed also by their knowledge of historic 

Florida facts. On the day of the field trip to the historic cemetery, the class was given a 

simple worksheet where they had to match important historical figures with their 

accomplishments. For fun, I decided to complete the worksheet as well. Prior to that 

moment, I considered myself generally well-versed in local history but the teens put me 

to shame. I knew the important names such as Julia Tuttle and William F. Miller but my 

knowledge only extended to the fact that there are streets and bridges named after these 

people. The teens, on the other hand, knew the names, dates, and stories behind them. 

Learning local history also had an unforeseen positive effect. One program participant, 

born and raised most of her life outside of the United States, disliked the city of Miami 
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when she arrived. Like many of the daily visitors with whom I spoke, she felt Miami was 

a city with no history. Teen Miami radically changed her perception of the city now that 

she has a clear understanding of its history.   

Benefits to the Museum  

 Over time, the Teen Miami program instigated many changes at HistoryMiami 

museum. This change would not have been possible without the collaboration that took 

place between the museum staff and program participants. Though the Teen Miami 

participants are by no means representative of all teens, they did provide valuable input 

that helped the museum better engage teen and young adult audiences. One seemingly 

simple, but significant change was the addition of a Teen Membership. The benefits of 

museum membership include year-round admission to the museum and the Archives and 

Research Center, access to exhibition openings and receptions, discounts on special 

events, tours, admission to the Miami International Map Fair and 100 other museums and 

historic sites nationwide, opportunity to join membership interest societies and two 

museum magazine subscriptions. Adult membership costs $50. Previously, teens were 

included under student membership which costs $25.  

 The Teen Miami participants had a discussion with museum staff, explaining that 

this price was too much for a teen. Sure, they might purchase a one-day admission ticket 

for $7 but it was unlikely that a teen would splurge on a $25 museum membership, 

arguably a lot of money for a teen. After some debate, the teens and museum staff agreed 

on a $15 membership price for teens ages 13 to 19. This price, slightly more than an 

average movie ticket, would serve to entice teens who were on the fence about joining the 

museum. Over the summer, the museum gained its first teen member to much fanfare.  



34 

 

 Other positive benefits include a continued effort to reach out to teens and young 

adults through programming. Teen Miami, a one-time initiative that can never be 

replicated exactly, serves as a starting point for a variety of future teen-oriented 

programs. One of these programs is a teen Summer Institute. As one staff member 

explained, the program plans to bring “...the best of Teen Miami’s mission and principles 

into that summer institute. So exposing teens to museums, making them feel like they 

have a home here, exposing them to the importance of history, [and] allowing them to 

develop projects, history oriented projects.” Through this institute teens will continue to 

fill in gaps in the museum's archives on Miami's history. One of my assignments as an 

intern was to research similar summer programs at other museums for ideas on how long 

the program should run and what kinds of activities the teens could do. We discussed the 

possibility of making themed sessions for the Summer Institute, for example, a session 

that focused on photography and another that focused on oral histories. I also researched 

teen councils at other museums, an idea HistoryMiami is in the process of implementing.   

 As described on the HistoryMiami website, the Teen Miami Council is “a group 

of motivated high school students interested in exploring and promoting Miami’s history, 

and who are committed to bringing the history of their time to their peers.” The program 

is a one-year commitment where participants will meet twice a month, learn what 

happens behind the scenes at the museum, and organize special events at the museum for 

teens. This includes two Teen Fun Days and one Teen Night Social. The council will also 

work on developing a mini-magazine about museums and history specifically for teens.  

 As teen programs continue to be supported at HistoryMiami museum, teen 

participation in the institution will continue to grow, whether it be by direct participation 
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or word of mouth. A staff member involved with Teen Miami explained that Teen Miami 

has been a huge success “Numbers have shown that the teenage involvement in the 

museum has gotten higher. Last year we had 51 teenagers for the entire year. I think 

we’re at 56 now and it’s only half the year so we’re way past last year.”  

 Aside from getting teenagers more involved at the museum, Teen Miami has been 

successful also in engaging the community at large. Community members who were 

interviewed for the oral history portion of the Teen Miami exhibition were naturally 

invested in the outcome of the project. One community member I spoke with on multiple 

occasions always mentioned how great it felt to be interviewed about his teen years. He 

described it as a “cathartic experience” and had nothing but positive things to say about 

the teens. Exhibitions at the museum usually focus on a specific community group. For 

example, the recent guayabera exhibit targeted the Cuban population. But the Teen Miami 

exhibition has the advantage of targeting a wide audience. As one staff member 

explained, “Whether you are 50 or 17 at some point, you were also a teenager.” The 

exhibition brought people together across ethnic and generational lines and helps the 

museum carry out its mission of connecting people “by telling the stories of Miami's 

communities, individuals, places, and events.” 

Teen Miami Exhibition Opening 

 Prior to attending the Teen Miami exhibition opening on September 22, 2012, I 

attended the opening of The Guayabera: A Shirt's Story. My goal was to observe both 

events and see if there were any fundamental differences. Exhibition openings at 

HistoryMiami museum are evening affairs where museum members and their guests can 

walk through the exhibit before it is open to the public the next day, enjoying drinks and 
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food and some form of live entertainment. For the guayabera exhibition opening there 

was a large tent in the plaza where salsa bands performed. The tent even had a VIP 

section, which neither the teens nor I were permitted to enter. Guests played dominoes (a 

popular game among older men within Miami's Cuban community) on felt tables 

scattered across the plaza. Overall, the event was well attended by the community. Even 

the winner of the Miss Cuba pageant was present.  

 The Teen Miami participants were both nervous and excited about their own 

exhibition opening. Many had invited family and friends to the event. I arrived early to 

help set up. Two hours before the event, the curatorial team was still rushing to finish 

installing the exhibit. I walked through the exhibit to the Teen Miami classroom where I 

had spent so much time over the summer to find that it had been transformed into a sleek 

club lounge. Gone were the long tables and computers that characterized the classroom. 

Modular white sofas, seats, and accent tables were artfully arranged in the space. 

Strategically placed LED lights painted the walls a deep blue. In the corner was a DJ 

booth to complete the lounge atmosphere with music. While planning for the opening, the 

teens desired a space exclusively for young people so they created the Teen Lounge. I 

busied myself filling bowls with tropical fruit-flavored gummy bears and Twizzlers for 

guests to snack on. Afterward, I spread out some fun props (paper mustaches and glasses) 

that teen visitors would be allowed to take home. The lounge was a key element in 

making teens, many of whom would be visiting for the first time, feel welcome at the 

museum.  

 As guests arrived at the front door, they were prompted to fill out name tags and 

include the name of their high school underneath. The idea was to get guests who went to  
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the same high school, potentially at dramatically different time periods, to chat with each 

other. Though I did not personally witness any casual conversations between older and 

younger guests, the name tags still illustrated the intent to encourage cross-generational 

interactions. Nina Simon addresses the issue of teenagers and social participation at 

museums on her blog Museum 2.0. In her museum experience, she has found that 

teenagers are uninterested in communicating with strangers.  

 First, teens often have incredibly tight social spheres. They can be overly self-

 focused, and that focus expands only to a limited group of friends with whom 

they  share their lives. ...In the lexicon of social capital, teenagers are much more  

 focused on 'bonding' experiences than 'bridging' ones. Second, teens today are 

 incredibly aware of 'stranger danger.' Their parents, teachers, and the nightly 

 news remind them that strangers are stalkers, perverts, and kidnappers (Simon 

 2010).  

 

Even though no cross-generational interactions were observed, the event was successful 

in providing space where teens could socialize with one another.  

 Concerning the demographics of the event, there were very large numbers of 

teenagers in attendance, many more than I had seen at the guayabera exhibition opening. 

Most were dressed semi-casually and they wandered about the museum, chatting with 

their friends. During the event, guests were welcome to visit the temporary exhibition as 

well. Many of the teens who came were probably friends and acquaintances of the Teen 

Miami participants. If they had never visited the museum before, the opening was a fun 

and welcoming way to get to know the place. There were free hor d'oeuvres and non-

alchoholic drinks available (musem staff felt it would be best to skip the cash bar for the 

night) and teens were welcome to explore the museum at their own pace.  

 As the event was crowded, I had a difficult time visiting every part of the exhibit 

without getting lost in a sea of visitors. In a corner of the exhibit, zines made by local 
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high school students during the 1990s were on display. While I was looking over these 

new museum artifacts, I overheard guests next to me reminiscing about the zines they had 

created. In another instance, a guest wandered the exhibit until she came to where I was 

standing. She excitedly pointed out to her family the artifact she had donated to the 

exhibition. The woman and her daughter, along with a couple of other onlookers admired 

the prom dress she had worn. Moments like this illustrate the strong community-oriented 

nature of the museum. Guests, especially those who donated a part of their own history, 

are easily invested in the topic of what it was like to be a teenager growing up in Miami. 

This also helps to make the community more invested in the museum.  

 Walking past the prom dress, I came to the recently converted Teen Lounge. 

Music blared loudly from the room and could be heard throughout the exhibit, giving the 

event a festive air and providing an exhibition experience different from the usual quiet 

strolls. A DJ played popular songs from the 1950s to present day hits so everyone would 

eventually hear something they enjoyed. The door to the lounge, however, was shut. 

Posted on the door front was a colorful sign that read: “Teens Only. 18 and Under.” It was 

an amusing inversion of usual club standards. Standing in front of the door was one of the 

museum educators. He had been recruited to act as a temporary bouncer for the lounge. 

“My job is to make sure no one over the age of 18 enters,” he said to me, “but it's been 

difficult.” Though the lounge was supposed to be exclusive to teens, many of the older 

guests insisted on going inside. However, teens still held the majority of the space. A few 

of the Teen Miami participants, smiles on their faces, walked out of the lounge and 

spotted me. “Dance with us!” they insisted. I humored them for a while and we danced in 

front of the lounge, right in the exhibition. The event was truly gleeful, a word I never 
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thought I would use to describe a museum exhibition opening.  

 The Teen Miami exhibition opening was extremely successful. All the guests, 

young and old, seemed to have a fun night out. This success, especially among the teens, 

stems from the event stepping away from traditional museum conventions. Historically, 

museums and their spatial layouts have served to enforce a certain kind of behavior. The 

traditional museum visitor is expected to be well-dressed and well-mannered. While the 

dress at HistoryMiami museum is casual (many visitors come in jeans and t-shirts) I 

observed that day visitors still follow unspoken museum behavioral conventions. One day 

while taking notes on the permanent exhibition, I noticed a child accompanied by an 

adult. The child began speaking loudly about the exhibit, not being boisterous or rowdy, 

just speaking at an elevated tone. The adult sternly hushed the child and said, “You're 

supposed to be quiet in a museum.” There are no posted signs or rules anywhere in the 

museum that state visitors must be quiet in the galleries, yet people still conduct their 

themselves by these historically situated, unstated rules.  

 Such rules, perceived or otherwise, were suspended during the Teen Miami 

exhibition opening. People spoke freely in the galleries, goofed around with friend 

groups, listened to music, and teens have an exclusive space where they could dance and 

socialize with one another. In other words, the museum was successful in creating a space 

in which teens feel welcomed instead of alienated. However, this was a one-time event 

and during the normal operational hours the museum returns to being sparsely populated 

and quiet. To keep young adults engaged with the museum, the Teen Miami participants 

and future Teen Council members plan to implement Teen Fun Days, which will re-create  

a similar environment that is teen-friendly.  
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HistoryMiami Conclusion 

 Teen Miami has been the catalyst for many positive changes within the 

HistoryMiami institution. With the implementation of the program, teen visitor and 

volunteer numbers have increased, a Teen Council is planned for the future, a teen 

membership is now available, and Teen Fun Days are engaging young adults visitors and 

getting them more interested in what the museum has to offer. Slowly but surely, the 

museum is reaching out and welcoming audiences who are usually overlooked. The 

program has also benefited the museum in gaining it widespread recognition and 

publicity.  

 In the future, it might also benefit the museum to implement a program for less 

academically inclined teens. Teen Miami targeted high-achieving, college-bound teens 

who do well in school. A program aimed at under-achieving teens could be useful in 

exposing students to a non-traditional learning environment where they can engage with 

history in new and interesting ways. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Providing Opportunity: Ringling Underground at the Ringling Museum of Art 

 

Introduction  

 In the fall of 2012, I decided to expand my sphere of research on youth programs 

to the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art. Minutes away from the New College of 

Florida campus, the Ringling Museum is difficult to ignore when walking down Bay 

Shore Road. Most days one can spot herds of tourists scurrying across the crosswalk 

towards the museum entrance, a gatehouse in the extravagant style of John Ringling's Ca' 

d'Zan mansion. As a student, I visited the Ringling Museum on a few occasions. My first 

trip was for a class assignment where I had to analyze the mythological elements of a 

painting. After that I only went when an appealing exhibit opened or if I felt like 

wandering the vast museum grounds.  

  I vaguely remembered hearing about a program there called Ringling 

Underground, but had never attended. From my limited understanding, it was a music 

event. Between academic work and extracurricular activities, the emails sent to the 

student body about the event never really garnered my interest. After conducting research 

on museum outreach to youth in Miami, however, Ringling Underground took on more 

significance for me. By happy coincidence, I was also in need of a site for my New 

College ethnography project. 

  My first instinct was to walk into the museum and ask an employee posted in the 

lobby whom I should contact about doing research on Ringling Underground. I figured it 

would be more difficult to say “no” to a student in person than through email, but I also 

knew that there was the potential for a wild goose chase: I would be directed from person 
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to person, never getting any closer to someone involved in the event. Unsure about the 

whole situation, I decided to meet my anxiety halfway. I made a phone call to the 

volunteer coordinator in addition to sending an email. My email went unanswered but my 

phone call was returned. The volunteer coordinator gave me the email addresses of two 

Ringling Underground organizers, David Berry and Shakira Refos, and forwarded my 

initial email explaining my project to them.  

 I met Shakira, a Ringling Museum promotions assistant, at the New College of 

Florida Club Fair where she operated a Ringling Underground promotion table fully 

stocked with brochures and posters. Ringling Underground was marketed directly to 

young adults and young professionals in an effort to get a younger age set interested in 

the museum. David contacted me by email and we scheduled to meet at the first Ringling 

Underground of the semester. After attending the event, I knew it was exactly the kind of 

program I wanted to study. The Ringling Museum of Art would provide an interesting 

contrast to HistoryMiami in that art museums are usually regarded as the most 

inaccessible in terms of content and layout. Ringling Underground also contrasts with 

Teen Miami in that its main audience is college-age young adults – another group often 

overlooked by museums – not teenagers in high school.  

 After a few initial emails, I scheduled a formal meeting with David Berry, the 

assistant director of academic affairs at the Ringling Museum and the overseer of 

Ringling Underground. As a younger person visiting the museum, I always feel slightly 

uncomfortable going alone. Both my age and casual dress (jeans and a t-shirt) mark me as 

unusual, an outlier in terms of their primary audience, elderly tourists. This did not go 

unnoticed by two older museum attendants, who eyed me as I walked in. Upon asking, 
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they directed me to the café where my meeting would be held. They said I could take the 

stairs through the gift shop or the elevator.  One of them jokingly commented, “She's 

young. She can take the stairs!” 

 I opted for the route through the gift shop, passing postcards and clown noses to 

get to the stairs. I arrived early and took a seat by a small table. I took out my pen and 

field notebook which listed an agenda of topics I wanted to discuss during the meeting, 

including regular times I could come into the museum. David arrived soon after and 

greeted me warmly. Before sitting down he made a beeline to the café counter. “Do you 

want anything?” he asked. It was a ritual I would come to be familiar with over the 

course of our meetings together.  

 With coffee, tea, and muffin before us we settled down for a formal discussion of 

my project. Part of David's job is to get students academically involved with the museum 

and he was pleased that I was interested in doing research on Ringling Underground. In 

this case, my student status was a boon and my work was quickly approved without 

difficulty. In exchange for being allowed to do research at the museum, I wanted to 

volunteer there in any way that would be helpful. This would give me a chance to make 

observations while contributing to the museum. I was particularly interested in helping 

out with Ringling Underground and asked if I could assist them in planning the event.  

 David explained that Ringling Underground has no dedicated staff. The program 

is divided among people who already have other full-time responsibilities. This means 

the event has no official planning meetings and is instead coordinated “on the fly.” 

However, David promised he would contact me when they planned to discuss the next 

event. Near the end of our meeting, he mentioned wanting to put together a youth council 



44 

 

composed of students from various colleges in the area. “Museums have an idea of what 

young people want,” he said, “and then there's what they actually want.” The council 

would serve to ask young people directly about what they would like to do and see at 

Ringling. Unfortunately, however, the museum did not have the funding to put one 

together. I later decided to take on this project myself to get feedback on Ringling 

Underground for the museum and for my research.  

 I was never called to observe the Ringling Underground planning meetings, and it 

seemed that providing me with a regular volunteer or internship position was more work 

than just meeting with me periodically. For this reason my section on Ringling is event-

based, meaning that it does not delve into the museum's everyday operations or the nature 

of the workplace environment. My data consists of structured observations made during 

the September, October, and November Ringling Underground events. As Laurie Price 

explains in Doing Cultural Anthropology, “Structured observation has been used in 

ethnographic studies for a variety of purposes, including: characterizing physical 

locations; understanding the 'proxemic spacing' typical of a culture...  determining the 

meanings of other forms of nonverbal communication... , describing purchasing 

behaviors; analyzing the components of large and complex natural behavioral settings; 

describing shifts in group size and composition” (Price 2007:94).  

 I also conducted interviews with museum staff and community members involved 

with the event. During interviews I took a semi-structured approach, relying on a 

predetermined set of questions about the history, nature, and effectiveness of the program. 

I made an effort to make the interviews flow more like a conversation and asked follow-

up questions about points of interest. 
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“5 Unique Experiences One Amazing Destination”
1
  

Site Layout and History  

 

 The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art is a multi-complex site with a 

history that can be divided by its three phases of ownership. The entire site was originally 

the estate of John and Mable Ringling. John Ringling was one of the original founders of 

what eventually became the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus. With the 

success of “The Greatest Show on Earth,” Ringling became one of the richest men of his 

time. Between 1924 and 1926 he built an extravagant Venetian Gothic mansion called Cà 

d’Zan, or House of John, on the site. The lavish mansion still sits on the Sarasota Bay 

waterfront, and visitors can tour the residence. On the way to the Cà d’Zan, one can also 

stop and smell the roses in Mable’s well-tended garden, which features a colorful array of 

rose species.   

 On the south side of the estate is the pièce de résistance, the Art Museum. Like 

many of the wealthy industrial moguls of his time, Ringling acquired an impressive art 

collection during his frequent visits to Europe and at art auctions. His collection includes 

paintings by Velàzquez, Poussin, van Dyck, works by Baroque masters such as Peter Paul 

Rubens, and an assortment of Cypriot, Greek, and Roman artifacts. Ringling 

commissioned an architect to design a 21-gallery art museum with a courtyard on his 

property to house his treasures. After a three-year construction period, the museum was 

opened to the public in 1931. Today, it remains a main draw for tourists and art history 

buffs. 

  John Ringling, who died in 1936, bequeathed his art collection, mansion and 

estate to the State of Florida, starting the site's second phase of ownership. In 1948 the 

                                                 
1 Quoted from the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art map and brochure 
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Ringling Museum of the American Circus was added to the north side of the estate. This 

large collection of circus artifacts grew quickly with donations from circus performers 

from the area. The circus museum, which has an open and festive feel, features objects 

such as handbills, posters, costumes, props, and parade wagons. Around the same time, 

the Historic Asolo Theater was purchased by the Ringling's first director. This theater was 

built in 1798 in Asolo, Italy and was dismantled and brought to the United States. Today, 

the theater is a small and intimate venue for theater, music, dance, film, and lectures. But 

at the time the theater, as well as the rest of the estate, was managed poorly by the State 

of Florida. The historic buildings languished under its care and there was no professional 

staff to maintain the site and keep the museum open regularly. Over time, private 

supporters did what they could to keep the museum open but it was a difficult task.  

 In 2000, the estate changed hands once again. This time it was transferred to the 

care of Florida State University. Under its new leadership, an endowment totaling more 

than $50 million was collected through donations. The State of Florida paid $42.9 million 

to provide new buildings and restore the estate to its former glory. The Visitor's Pavilion 

was added and serves as the hub of the estate. Inside is a fine dining restaurant, a 

Starbuck’s Café, and, of course, a gift shop. The Historic Asolo Theater was restored and 

relocated to the pavilion. Built not too far away from the original Circus Museum is a 

new building called the Circus Museum’s Tibbals Learning Center. The center is home to 

the world’s largest miniature circus which was painstakingly crafted by Howard Tibbals. 

On the east side of the site an Education and Conservation Center was added. The most 

recent addition is the Ulla R. and Arthur F. Searing Wing, an extension of the original art 

museum used to house temporary exhibitions.  
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Ringling Goes Underground  

 Ringling Underground is a relatively new program at the museum, officially 

described on the museum website as a “series of events featuring a mix of live music, art 

and pop culture in a block-party atmosphere.” Costing anywhere between $1,800 and 

$2,100 per event, it is the only museum program directed specifically at young adults and 

young professionals. All college students get in free with their school IDs. The event falls 

on the first Thursday of every month and aligns with another program called Art After 5. 

Every Thursday, visitors are allowed to experience the Museum of Art and the Circus 

Museum from 5:00 PM to 8:00 PM at reduced admission price. They are welcome to stay 

for Ringling Underground, which runs from 8:00 PM to 11:00 PM.    

 The current Ringling Underground program, with its courtyard location and live 

indie bands, has unlikely origins. David Berry described the evolution of Ringling 

Underground to me over the smell of coffee at the café in the Visitor’s Pavilion. Before 

Ringling Underground there was a program called Jazz Sunsets that occurred on the third 

Thursday of every month. “It was basically music and drinks and things down by the bay 

and it was a very successful program,” he explained. 

 ...You had local bands, jazz bands, and maybe cover bands and things and there 

 were cash bars and it was very loose. It catered to an older audience, to our 

 membership, and to older members of the community and it was a very low-key, 

 very relaxed; an opportunity to come to have a drink, take in the sunset, and, with 

 the beautiful setting down there by the house, to dance on the Camp Yellow and 

 just have a nice time. 

 

 The program disappeared for unclear reasons. “I think there may have been some 

questions as to the place of that program in terms of the museum's overall mission,” 

David said. David had only been working at the museum for about 15 months at the time 

so he was unsure about the conversations surrounding that particular program. 
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Eventually, the museum decided to make a new Third Thursday program, but this time 

they wanted to expand the audience to include both their usual customers and a younger 

crowd. “...We kind of knew going in that that wasn’t gonna work. ...You’ve got very 

different audiences with very different expectations,” David said. Sure enough, they were 

right. By trying to cater to both audiences, they ended up alienating both groups. 

 Concerning the revival of the bayside program, Shakira Refos said, “It was a 

complete disaster because the younger people really weren’t interested in seeing a cover 

band on the water so we decided that we have to do this a completely different way. [We 

had to make] a completely new program, give it a different logo, a different stamp, a 

different feel, look, everything.” 

 The event was changed but the general concept was kept intact. The cover bands 

were replaced with indie bands and DJs, the location was moved to the Art Museum 

courtyard, and the advertisements were altered to appeal to a younger crowd. “In the case 

of Ringling Underground, what we wanted to do... was to pick an environment that was 

right in the center of things that gave us flexibility to incorporate exhibitions, to use the 

skyspace (Joseph’s Coat), to use the courtyard itself as an exhibition space and not to 

force anything on an audience but to put the activity in the center and be able to open up 

those other areas and allow people, if they wanted to and if they felt comfortable, to be 

able to go and explore,” David explained. The exploratory nature of the event is a key 

characteristic of the program and functions to make guests, many of whom may have 

never visited the museum before, feel comfortable in the space. “What we wanna do is 

create a nice, comfortable environment where people felt at home, [where] people felt 

that this was for them,” he said.  
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 Discussed in earlier sections, there are many reasons why young guests may feel 

uncomfortable or unwelcome in a museum setting. The Ringling Museum of Art is very 

traditional in terms of appearance and atmosphere. The museum follows the usual rules. 

While not going so far as to enforce a formal dress code, it does not allow any food or 

drink in the galleries. It assumes that guests will know better than to touch the art. If not, 

a gallery attendant will quickly appear to inform the offender. 

 In The Birth of the Museum (1995), Tony Bennett discusses how the physical 

layout of museums encouraged a panopticon-like effect of self-regulation. For example, 

the Crystal Palace, which housed the Great Exhibition of 1851, accomplished this 

through  

 first, the use of new materials... to permit the enclosure and illumination of large 

 spaces; second, the clearing of exhibits to the sides and centres of display area, 

 thus allowing clear passageways for the transit of the public, and breaking that 

 public up from a disaggregated mass into an orderly flow; and, third, the 

provision  of elevated vantage points in the form of galleries which, in allowing the 

public to  watch over itself, incorporated a principle of self-surveillance (Bennett 

 1995:101).  

 

 Ringling closely abides by this traditional museum layout.  Paintings are installed 

on the perimeter walls of the galleries, while display cases either stay near the periphery 

or are placed in the center. With the unobstructed view, visitors can easily observe one 

another while a security guard or gallery attendant oversees everyone. The lighting is set 

in a way that accentuates the art as opposed to making the space more comfortable for 

people. Each gallery is a wide open room with high ceilings where even the slightest 

footsteps echo and the softest whispers carry. The space makes one self-conscious about 

making too much noise and discourages talking. When I walked through the Ringling 

Museum galleries on an average day, people always conducted themselves in a quiet and 
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reserved manner. They stood at a respectful distance from the paintings, observed, and 

contemplated before moving on to the next piece. Between the authoritative, watchful 

attendant and those unspoken rules of quiet reservation, the museum does not seem like a 

place where a young adult would want to spend much leisure time.  

 During the Ringling Underground events, David spends a fair amount of time in 

the Visitor's Pavilion. He personally greets guests as they enter so they feel welcome the 

moment they come in. No one is forced to work on the the night of the event; only 

employees who want to be involved are present. The emphasis on comfort serves a 

specific end that David expressed to me on multiple occasions. He wants to make the 

museum a place where people want to go, not have to go. In September 2011, there were 

462 people who went.
2
      

 

Ringling Underground – September  

 It was the first Thursday of September and I was preparing to walk to the 

Ringling Museum with a friend. The academic semester was just getting started and we 

were looking for an opportunity to hang out and have fun. I also wanted to take notes on 

the experience. We entered the Visitor's Pavilion where I received a wristband in 

exchange for showing my student ID at the counter. David Berry stood by the door 

leading to the estate. He greeted us and said he would catch up with me later to discuss 

my project.  

 The estate was mostly dark, with small pockets of white glow radiating from 

garden lamps. Crossing the bridge on the path to the Art Museum, the calls of frogs and 

crickets gave way to the din of music. The sound increased as I walked closer to the 

                                                 
2 From data on Ringling Underground attendance retrieved via personal communication.  
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building. I opened the front door of the Art Museum. To the left and right of me were the 

galleries holding John Ringling's original collection but my destination was the 

courtyard. A museum attendant handed me a small pamphlet that credited the artists 

whose works were exhibited at tonight's event. Opening the door to the courtyard I felt 

the music volume reach a peak. Adjusting to the noise level, I took in the beautiful sight 

of the Art Museum courtyard at night.  

 Immediately outside the gallery is a covered veranda that spans the perimeter of 

the courtyard. Benches and bronze sculptures are placed throughout the area. The center 

courtyard is an elegant, three-tiered sculpture garden. The first tier is flanked by two large 

fountains. The main path continues down to the second tier with a few sculptures and 

perfectly groomed swaths of lawn. Art installations were scattered throughout the 

courtyard and tonight tables were set up to peddle band merchandise and information 

about the museum for those interested. The third tier features the largest fountain in the 

courtyard. During the day, jets of water are usually flowing into the pool below but 

tonight the switch was off. Within the fountain was a stage where the band was set up. In 

front of the stage there were tables and chairs for guests. Off to the side was a cash bar 

and a snack table with salads provided by Whole Foods. Overlooking it all was the full-

size replica of Michelangelo's masterpiece Renaissance sculpture David.   

 It was only 8:15 PM but visitors had already begun to arrive in droves. I knew 

right away that field work would not be easy. In Nuer Dilemmas (1996:45), Sharon 

Hutchinson refers to fieldwork as “perfecting the art of conversation” and as a naturally 

quiet person, I found Ringling Underground's loud, party-like setting intimidating. 

Socializing was encouraged but it was almost impossible to hold a conversation in the 
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courtyard without yelling while a band was playing. The venue was crowded and many 

people traveled in friend groups, making them personally difficult to approach. But 

knowing that the event would only be held three times before the semester ended pushed 

me to get the information I needed.   

 People were congregated around the stage, bobbing and swaying to the music. 

Clips of vintage Japanese anime were projected onto the walls of the veranda and student 

art was sprinkled throughout the courtyard. I wandered freely among all of these things; 

observing the art pieces, listening to the music, or just standing off to the side and taking 

in the scene. As the event hit its stride, I noticed a mixture of college students, young 

professionals, and older patrons with children in tow from my perch on the veranda.  The 

event had cross-generational appeal. 

  What I really wanted to see was the “Deco Japan: Shaping Art and Culture” 

exhibit on display in the new wing of the Art Museum. Museum staff left that particular 

gallery open for visitors who were interested in viewing it. The gallery was packed with 

students and I ran into a number of friends and acquaintances. Most unusual was the 

sound of people talking in the gallery, conversing freely and in a normal tone instead of 

the usual whispers. 

  Lurking in the corners were the gallery attendants and security guards. With the 

gallery so crowded they were on full alert. They quickly swooped in if they saw someone 

taking photos and otherwise kept a stern watch over us the entire time I was there. In one 

instance, a young visitor used a digital camera to take some photos of the glossy artifacts 

behind a display case. She was quickly reprimanded by one of the attendants but when 

the coast was clear she slyly took out her smart phone and continued taking photos. 
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 The Art Museum's most recent addition is Joseph's Coat by James Turrell. The 

installation is in a wide open room with benches along the perimeter. Newly planted 

vines are beginning to inch their way across the walls. As I was walking in I overheard 

two attendants chatting. One said to the other, mortified at the breach of behavioral 

standards, “They're laying on the floor!” Guests are encouraged to gaze through an 

opening in the ceiling while LED lights fluctuate between a spectrum of colors. As 

described by the museum, “In doing so, the artist changes the context in which you view 

the sky and can radically change your perception of the color of the sky and its spatial 

relation to you.”  Instead of sitting on the benches, many of tonight's guests were lying on 

the floor looking directly up through the opening. Some people just sat in groups on the 

floor and socialized. The benches remained relatively empty. Overall, the space was a 

quiet reprieve from the bands playing in the courtyard.  

 Ringling Underground succeeds in evoking a laid-back club atmosphere through 

music, lighting, and beverages. It is a social event and the presence of young people gives 

new life to an old space. I met up with David Berry and he described the purpose of 

Ringling Underground. “We're not forcing anything on anyone,” he said. There are no 

guided tours, no lectures, and even no art if that is what a person desires. People are free 

to partake in any of the available activities. This flexibility is one of the characteristics 

that make the event successful. The hope is that by allowing guests to explore the 

museum at their own pace, they will want to return in the future or at least be more 

cognizant of the activities that occur there.  

 Ringling Underground works towards making the museum more accessible 

through community participation. Museums have to actively fight their arrogant 
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reputation, whether it is currently true or not.   

The Ringling Youth Council  

 Shortly after getting involved with the Ringling museum, I set out to organize a 

focus group to get feedback on Ringling Underground. I sent out emails to students at 

New College of Florida, Ringling College of Art and Design and the University of South 

Florida Sarasota-Manatee. My intention was to have every local college represented 

because these are the people Ringling Underground tries to attract. The only requirement 

for participants was that they had to be willing to talk about their opinions on museums 

and their past experiences with them. I emphasized that participants did not have to be 

avid museum-goers. I felt that the opinions of those who do not visit museums were just 

as important as those who do. 

 The main challenge I encountered in organizing the focus group was the lack of 

participants. It was also difficult to coordinate meeting times with students who initially 

expressed interest. They either never returned my emails or decided they did not want to 

be in the focus group after all. What I first envisioned, a council composed of six to eight 

students, quickly had to be modified. Ultimately the focus group contained only two 

participants, both from New College of Florida. I met with them for a brief interview and 

asked questions such as when was the last time they visited the Ringling Museum, why 

they visited, and with whom. Despite being within walking distance of the museum, one 

participant had only visited the museum three times in her four years of attending the 

school. The other participant worked in the museum's library as an intern and visited 

frequently.  

 They both had been to Ringling Underground at least once and liked the event's 
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atmosphere. However, they both agreed that the event loses its steam when the courtyard 

is not bustling with people. One participant stated, “I really wish there had been more 

people. I just felt it was a really great event but it was kind of under-attended. There was 

something missing.” This comment illustrates the importance of advertising to increase 

attendance. The block party atmosphere is lost without enough people and the event feels 

empty.  

 The lack of interest in the focus group is reflective of the general apathy towards 

museums among many young adults. Students were not excited to share their experiences 

and many who initially emailed me because they were interested in the project felt they 

were not qualified to speak about museums, even if I only wanted their opinions. Despite 

these challenges, its worth continuing to find ways visitors can provide feedback on 

Ringling Underground.   

Extending The Hand  

 Back at the café, David explained that it is not enough for museums to just be 

open. They have to earn the interest of their audience. He said, “There has to be more, I 

mean with what you do, with what you say, the opportunities that you create. I mean, it’s 

like a handshake. You have to extend the hand for someone to reciprocate and that’s an 

essential part of what organizations like this need to do.” 

 Speaking with the people involved in organizing Ringling Underground, one word 

kept coming up constantly: opportunity. While the Ringling Museum is owned by Florida 

State University, one would never guess that based on the lack of youth involvement 

there. Ringling Underground is not just a fun activity but an opportunity to foster a better 

relationship between the museum and the community, particularly its young people. This 
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is accomplished through the collaborative nature of the program. Ringling Underground 

is the only museum program that is not completely organized and implemented by the 

museum. Instead, the institution chooses to reach out to members of the community to 

help plan the event and provide positive opportunities for artists, musicians, and students.  

 Jennifer Nugent is the Exhibition Coordinator/Curator for Ringling Underground, 

“My job is to find the artists and invite artists to submit proposals and then go through the 

proposals in collaboration with the museum staff [and] figure out what would make an 

interesting exhibition, basically,” she explained. A recent graduate of the Ringling 

College of Art and Design, she created a sculpture that was featured at Ringling 

Underground in March 2011. Around that time she was looking for opportunities to 

exhibit her work and a friend who was performing at Ringling Underground told her 

about the event. She met David Berry at a party and he explained that while they had 

someone to organize the music for the event, they had no one dedicated to art, so she 

volunteered to curate. “The art school and the museum, everybody, I think, sort of thinks 

that there should be a stronger relationship between the two institutions. ...[Ringling 

Underground] is a way to do that and a way to get younger people into the museum and, 

at the same time, a way to get younger artists to be able to show their work in that kind of 

environment,” she said.  

 Students or community members who want to show work at Ringling 

Underground must submit a proposal. Jennifer processes the proposals which are later 

approved by David, Christina Fraser, who is the Public Functions Coordinator, and the 

museum curators. David then gets approval from the museum's modern and 

contemporary art curator. “They’re really open to almost anything except for the fact that 
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it’s a family-friendly event so nothing can be overtly offensive. I think that nudity is sort 

of an issue with them too,” Jennifer explained. One controversial proposal was a 

performance art piece where one person wore a dress while walking her partner like a 

dog. Jennifer really wanted to include the piece. “She had, like, leather and it was sort of 

dominatrix-esque and it was a really beautiful costume but the way that it was described 

on paper, there weren’t enough details. I was like, 'I want this piece. We have to have 

these people come and perform. This sounds amazing.' And they were like, 'Ah! But what 

is it gonna look like? Are her nipples gonna be showing?'” The piece was approved and 

performed at September's event and was well-received by its guests, including myself.   

 David told me that Jennifer brings a lot of energy and enthusiasm to the program 

and those qualities shone through during our interview. She views the amount of space in 

the courtyard as an opportunity in itself. She explained, “I feel like the possibilities to 

work with that space are absolutely incredible and I think that showing two-dimensional 

work is gonna be bad for the artist and be bad for the event too because there isn’t the 

proper lighting for it. I have tried to encourage it and bill it as a way for people to step 

outside of what they’re doing and work in performance or work on the floor or with lights 

or with projections.” Jennifer is given leeway in what she chooses to exhibit and it results 

in a unique experience where visitors can view something different from the classic 

Baroque paintings in the permanent exhibit.  

 But collaborating has been difficult at times. Communication between Jennifer 

and the artists can be unstable, and because this is a new program there is no precedent 

for her to follow. All parties involved in the event are in uncharted territory and while it 

has been stressful, the effort has paid off for Jen and the museum. “Jen brought 
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something to the museum that the museum didn’t otherwise have. And she’s a member of 

that community herself, she’s part of SRQ, the local arts collective, she’s a Ringling 

College grad, she’s a Ringling College employee, and an artist in her own right. She had 

the connection, she has the coordination, the skills to bring that together and she helps to 

expand our reach and she offers something that we couldn’t do ourselves,” David told 

me. The museum staff running Ringling Underground realized that for the program to be 

successful they had to turn to the expertise of others. This acknowledgment that the 

museum does not have all the answers, that it needs others to make it better, is a huge 

step forward in making the museum more accessible. 

 The student-designed fliers for the event are another example of opportunities 

provided by the program. David explained that it would probably be easier for the 

museum to just design flyers themselves. “We have a team internally that does that and it 

would be easier and probably quicker to be able to do that.” But they did not take the 

easy route. As they did with Jennifer, they opened up the planning process to students in 

the community. They reasoned that the student design would be better received by their 

target demographic than anything they could come up with, and it also provides an 

opportunity for a young artist to have his or her work widely distributed.   

 On the music side of things is Shannon Fortner. I actually first met Shannon last 

May while volunteering at the Harvey Milk Festival, a queer music festival she 

organized. At the time, she was running around in a flurry trying to make sure the event 

functioned smoothly.  She only vaguely remembered me but was willing to tell me about 

her experiences working with the museum. She first got involved with Ringling 

Underground through Shakira, who invited Shannon's band, Meteoreyes, to play at the 
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event last year. After that, she was invited on board to book bands for Ringling 

Underground. Like Jennifer Nugent, she's not an official museum employee but she 

works with museum staff to plan the event. “Everyone just kinda bounces ideas off each 

other to see what works as far as trying to tie everything in with a theme. So it's definitely 

a collaborative community effort and it’s cool because we have people who aren’t 

necessarily involved with the museum that know more about the community,” said 

Shannon. Similar to the visual artists, the event gives musicians an opportunity to 

perform and gain exposure. I asked Shannon how bands feel about playing at the museum 

and she said they really enjoy it. The space is a beautiful one and it is not often that bands 

get to play behind a moat, which one musician was really excited about.  

 During the October event, I witnessed opportunity in action. Given that there is no 

precedent to follow, the organizers take advantage of the fact that they can experiment. 

After attending the Ringling College club fair, they invited a group of students called the 

Mixers to the event. This club specializes in making (non-alcoholic) mixed drinks with an 

artistic flare. At the event they made guests two signature drinks: the Little Red (a mix of 

lemon-lime pop with a splash of lime and cherry flavor) and the Chuck Norris (coke with 

a kick of ginger, vanilla, and lime). Copies of their full menu were available on a cleanly 

designed piece of card stock. I expected nothing less from art and design students.  

 I stood and chatted with them for a while. It was the first time I had ever come 

into contact with students from Ringling College. One member of the club told me she 

was really excited to be at the museum at night. She described Ringling Underground as 

“...a big club in a fancy space. The event makes you feel welcome.” As a constantly 

stressed student, another member felt that the event was a nice way to relax. The group 
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was very well received by visitors, especially older guests. They were given a chance to 

promote their club and network with local community members. By the end of the night 

they were slated to be featured in a local magazine, had received constructive feedback 

on their drinks from a professional chef, and were offered a paid gig serving drinks at a 

wedding. These sorts of interactions would have been extremely unlikely without 

Ringling Underground.   

 

Conclusion – Reflections and Moving Forward 

 Ringling Underground is the first step in a long process towards making the 

Ringling Museum a more inclusive place. So far, the event has been successful in getting 

young people into the museum. The collaboration aspect has also been a success. All the 

community collaborators I spoke with praised the museum staff that organized Ringling 

Underground as open and eager to assist. “Everybody that I come into contact with there 

is so happy and helpful and willing... Everybody that I get to work with there is awesome. 

They’re just so stoked on being there. It’s really cool,” said Jennifer Nugent.  

 The next, and more difficult, step in improving Ringling Underground is to secure 

more support for the program. While it is generally agreed upon that Ringling 

Underground is a good idea, it does not receive a substantial amount of funding from the 

museum. David is well aware of the situation, “I wanna make sure that the foundation is 

solid and that’s what I’m working on so that it has the support that it needs internally.” 

 Many of my staff informants felt that the program is not a priority for the 

museum. The reality of the situation is that much of the museum's funding still comes 

from older community members, so more effort is put into catering to that audience. 
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However, everyone was hopeful that this was changing. Along with Ringling 

Underground, the museum is also working on providing more academic opportunities for 

students. The program organizers and community collaborators have big hopes for 

Ringling Underground. From my perspective, it can only get better.   

 This section is but a snapshot of the Ringling Museum as an institution. In a larger 

project, I would interview museum staff not affiliated with Ringling Underground to get 

their perspective and more students who attended the event. As a quintessential art 

museum, Ringling still has some historically-rooted characteristics that might deter 

young adults from visiting. But as it continues to address these often unspoken issues, the 

museum will slowly but surely shift towards a more community oriented and inclusive 

institution. 
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Chapter Four 

 

Conclusion: The Future of Museums 

 

Two Approaches, One Goal: Teen Miami and Ringling Underground In Review 

 

 Museum programs for young people are a valuable tool in making museums more 

accessible. Museums cannot simply open their doors to the public and expect youth to 

come in. They cannot shrug their shoulders and place the blame on young people 

themselves for not being interested. As discussed earlier, visiting a museum is not an 

activity most young people think about. It is outside their realm of possibility. Most do 

not actively dislike museums; they view museums as places that are not for them. These 

thoughts are grounded in the 19
th

 century origins of museums. Public museums were 

more than places to learn about history and science, they were informal schools of proper 

manners and behavior. Because visitors had to be well-dressed and well-mannered, 

museums indirectly favored certain groups of people, particularly elites and members of 

the upper class, to the exclusion of everyone else.  

 This legacy of elitism still haunts museums today. It is a key contributor to the  

lack of museum interest displayed among young adults. It is only by acknowledging these 

historic biases that museums can hope to address them. Museums need to take the 

initiative in actively reaching out and engaging young adults. HistoryMiami Museum and 

the Ringling Museum of Art apply different, but effective, strategies to win over young 

adult audiences.  

 Teen Miami is a long-term program that intensively focuses on a core group of 20 

teens. A significant amount of time, money, and resources were allocated to these teens 

for them to learn about running a museum and creating their own exhibition. The 
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program focused on education and professional development. While the teens certainly 

benefit from the program, so does the museum. Staff used the teens as guides and 

resources on how to better appeal to their age group. The program has generated a fair 

amount of media attention for the museum and the participants, as HistoryMiami 

ambassadors, bolstered the reputation of the museum among their peer group through 

word-of-mouth. Teen Miami produced a variety of positive institutional changes, such as 

the introduction of a teen ticket price, that would not have occurred if it were not for the 

teens’ feedback.  

 The exhibition had the dual function of providing the Teen Miami participants an 

opportunity to create an exhibit as well as attract other young people to the museum. 

Their work on the exhibition improved the relationship between HistoryMiami and the 

community at large. The program demonstrated that the museum was willing to listen and 

willing to change. The teens truly had a voice in the activities of HistoryMiami and left a 

lasting impression. Though there are no current plans to replicate the length and scale of 

Teen Miami, the program has paved the way for a Teen Council and a series of summer 

programs. Even after Teen Miami ends, teens will continue to be involved at the museum.  

 Ringling Underground is a program series meant to draw young adults into the 

museum. Instead of focusing on education, the program serves to get visitors comfortable 

in the space by creating a welcoming environment. The main draw is not the exhibitions 

but the music. Visitors are given a choice in how they want to experience the museum. 

Whether or not visitors view the exhibits is unimportant. What is important is that they 

are there and positively experiencing the museum. The event relies on collaboration 

between the museum and the community and booth benefit from the experience. 
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  Ringling Underground showcases up-and-coming artists and musicians. These 

featured guests are likely to be invested in the institution after their participation and will 

want to return. The event also gives museum staff an opportunity to experiment with 

different event features. In addition to live music, staff members are now working on 

including live art demonstrations, interactive art stations, and theatrical performances. 

Ringling Underground provides an alternate and appealing way for people to engage with 

the museum, even if it is just for one night a month. 

Noteworthy Museum Programs for Young Adults  

 In this section, I review some creative museum programs for young adults at other 

museums. These programs demonstrate the potential all museums have to engage the 

communities where they are located and make museums more accessible to young 

people. Museum programs for young adults come in many forms; some common types 

are classes, councils, and special events. The common denominator is an indication that 

museums care about the audience. Council programs in particular put young adults in 

positions of power where the museum actively acknowledges that their opinions matter. 

They become invested in the museum through having influence on its operations.  

 Youth Insights (YI) is a series of free programs for high school students at the 

Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City. The tiered nature of YI is what 

makes it unique. High school students between 10th and 12th grade may apply to the YI 

Artists or YI Writers programs. Both programs connect participants with contemporary 

artists. YI Artists focuses on making and critically discussing art while YI Writers focuses 

on the connections between art and text through critical and creative writing. Graduates 

of the initial programs are then eligible to apply for YI Leaders, a yearlong, paid after-
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school internship. These participants organize public programs and events for teens and 

work closely with museum educators. They may also apply to the Summer Intensive 

Program, which teaches participants about museum careers. Youth Insights is organized 

in steps, with more opportunities arising the longer one participates. This encourages 

students to stay involved at the museum and get invested in that particular institution.  

 The Children’s Creativity Museum in San Francisco offers high school students 

the Creative Inspiration Through Youth (C.I.T.Y.) Teen Program. Participants are trained 

as museum guides, work closely with staff and gain experience in art, early childhood 

education, media and technology. The program is advertised as fostering personal and 

professional growth with opportunities for promotion through the first two years of 

college. Like the Youth Insights program, the employment opportunity encourages young 

people to consider a museum career and continue to be invested in the museum. 

 The Girls, Math, & Science Partnership (GMSP), an organization created to 

address girls and their participation in science, works with Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Science 

Center to provide science opportunities to girls ages 11-17. GMSP’s online initiative, 

BrainCake, is an excellent example of how collaboration among organizations can 

benefit the museum, the community, and youth. BrainCake is an online community 

hosted by the Carnegie Center for young girls interested in math, science and technology. 

The site connects girls with professional women in science and technology fields. They 

can browse scholarships, receive career guidance and connect with positive role models 

through a mentor program. There is a section of the site dedicated to online games 

centered around science and creativity. However, the site also encourages hands-on 

experiences by cross-promoting programs and workshops at the Carnegie Science Center. 
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BrainCake is an alternative and creative experiment in promoting youth museum 

programs. It demonstrates the possibilities that open up when museums are willing to 

collaborate with others.  

Moving Towards the Future 

 Museum communities, especially young adults, will never know their value to 

their institutions if museums never communicate their worth. In Museums in a Troubled 

World (2009), Robert Janes explores the meaning and role of public museums. He states, 

“Museums have the opportunity to honour the trust and respect that the public affords 

them, in part by engaging in the interests and aspirations of their communities –  

irrespective of how seemingly remote these issues may now appear to museums” (Janes 

2009:22). They may seem less important now, but museum programs for young adults 

ensure that the next generations of museum-goers and professionals live on. They also 

ensure the longevity of museum institutions in general.  

 Janes also states, “The inability or unwillingness to say no to dated work, dated 

habits and new distractions is the Achilles heel of the museum world –  continually 

blocking the coalescence of limited resources around strategic problems” (2009:156). If 

museums want to stay relevant, they will have to change. In a report on engaging young 

adult audiences at the Denver Art Museum, Laura Caruso notes that when the museum 

designed programs for young adults, the institution ended up unexpectedly attracting 

audiences of all ages. “Pretty quickly we saw that this program style (co-created 

experiences, socially alive environments, access to real content, self-directed experiences, 

and a dose of the unexpected) spoke to a wider range of people” (Caruso 2009:11). This 

further illustrates how reaching out to new audiences and experimenting with creative 
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programming can have unanticipated benefits. 

 Museums need to make the shift from stuffy and authoritative to open and 

collaborative. My research at HistoryMiami and Ringling Underground has shown that if 

museums are willing to take chances, branch out, and engage with younger audiences, 

young adults are willing to do the same.  

 Anthropology as an academic discipline developed alongside museums. Many 

past anthropological research projects culminated in exhibitions that were shared with the 

public through museums. Many exhibitions reinforced problematic ideas about race, such 

as the inferiority of African Americans (Baker 1998), and museums themselves privileged 

the behavior of elites; to the exclusion of others (Bennett 1995). Anthropology today 

recognizes its controversial past in an attempt to better its future. Museums can benefit 

from a similar approach. Studying museums through an anthropological lens brings in the 

cultural and historical context necessary to gain a full understanding of contemporary 

issues and formulate potential solutions.  
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