Museums Advocacy Day 2012

Op-ed on Education


A museum is many things. Among these are centers for lifelong learning, a economic engine for the local community, a civic forum where ideas and democracy itself become reality. But today’s museums are, above all, educational institutions, essential pillars of America’s educational infrastructure, critical to our future economic competitiveness and maintaining American leadership in technology, innovation and culture.


For these and myriad other reasons, U.S. museums merit the support of governments at all levels. That’s the message of more than 200 museum professionals who will gather in Washington February 27-28 to convey to Congress the value museums bring to communities everywhere. You too can be part of this effort. And here’s why you should be.


In the words of Smithsonian Secretary Wayne Clough, museums are much more than “places where we hang things on the walls.”   

According to the federal Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS), museums annually provide more than 18 million instructional hours to American students and educators, ranging from professional development for teachers to traveling exhibits to schools to the traditional field trip. An estimated 55 million school children take part in museum field trips each year, despite cuts in school budgets. Such school outings range from visiting science museums to learn about the human heart to visiting botanic gardens to examine environmental conservation to becoming familiar with their town’s past at the local history museum. All told, museums annually invest more than $2 billion in education programming. All told, American museums invest some $2 billion in education programs, reaching all age and economic groups in the nation.


Right here in [insert local initiatives]


Perhaps unknown to many of our citizens, museum leaders play a major role in formulating school curriculum, working in concert with school officials in many states. And of course, museums are vital educational tools for the parents of the estimated two million children in this country that are homeschooled.


Further, museums have adapted their educational programs to conform to the mandates of No Child Left Behind, incorporating standards in math and reading, while also adapting educational offerings to state and local benchmarks in science, art, language arts, civics and government and economics and financial literacy.


For many of today’s students, museums provide the switch that makes the light bulb go on; the experiential learning environment provided by museums makes it easier for many young people to grasp concepts that seem irrelevant and obscure on the pages of a textbook.

When we say that museums are integral to America’s educational; infrastructure, we mean that quite literally.  Museums have adapted their educational programs to conform to the mandates of No Child Left Behind, incorporating standards in math and reading, while also adapting educational offerings to state and local benchmarks in science, art, language arts, civics and government and economics and financial literacy.


Clearly, the mission of all types of museums ─ from art museums to zoos and everything in between ─ is public service. And Americans appreciate this devotion to the public good. Witness the fact that museums receive more than 850 million visits annually, more than attendance at all professional sporting events and theme parks combined.


If you value your local museum, tell your elected leaders, on Capitol Hill and at every level of government ─ either by email, telephone or old-fashioned letter. The American Association of Museums web site can help (www.speakupformuseums.org). Add your voice to ours in making our case to Congress on February 28.
