Museums Advocacy Day 2012

General op-ed
By Ford W. Bell and local museum director

Visitors to the [name of local museum] are familiar with some of the highlights of our collection, such as . . .  . But perhaps what you did not see on your most recent visit was [sentence or two on novel, unexpected program at the museum].


You might ask, rightly, why a museum in [name of locale] might initiate such a program.  It does not seem the “normal” museum fare. But the [name of museum] does this because it is keeping with our mission of public service, a mission common to all of the estimated 17,500 museums across the country.


The [name of museum] is not alone in this type of unexpected community service. Here are scenes you might witness in other institutions across America:
The Alzheimer’s sufferer pauses in the middle of the gallery, looks around her at the paintings, then smiles and whispers words of delight to her companion, a museum docent trained in elder services. The art inspires memories, connections, a feeling of well-being.

The father, after months in prison, approaches his preschool daughter cautiously. He is hopeful, perhaps, of her acceptance and affection, but he is unsure of how she will react, or even if she will recognize him. The mother sits nearby, vigilant but silent. There are others in the room with this shattered family—not prison guards or social workers, but museum staff trained in family therapy. 


The Iraq War veteran, scarred mentally and emotionally from an experience that most of us cannot imagine, takes a stance before a painting in the museum. A therapist is at his side, ready to help him use the art to start a conversation and re-build some self-confidence, one step on the path back to reclaiming his place in society.

A lot of the public and the media, and a majority of elected officials, think of museums only as places that hang expensive pictures on their walls. Many do, expertly and to great effect. But for the past 20 years, museums have been doing more. 

The American museum today is oftentimes also a school, a community center, a resource for livelong learning, even a town hall. 

Inner-city kids in Los Angeles go to a school at the California Science Center for the kind of quality, hands-on science education that has long since disappeared from most public schools. 

Families in Long Island newly arrived in this country go to the Nassau County Museum of Art where they learn language skills and literacy using the museum’s collection as a teaching tool. 

Children with autism and their families go to the Minnesota Science Center in St. Paul to work with specially trained museum docents. 

Museum professionals are proud of the many kinds of community service they provide, and they think you should know about them.

But why should it matter, given all the urgent problems we face, nationally and globally? Because in the weeks to come, Congress will have to decide where and what to cut or de-fund. The federal Institute for Museum and Library Services (IMLS), a rare government agency that has been praised by the Government Accounting Office for its efficiency and effectiveness, has been targeted as a cut, along with the National Endowment for the Humanities and that perennial political football, the National Endowment for the Arts. 

Not that museums are heavily dependent on federal funding. Government support has been in steady decline for 20 years, down to a median figure of just 3.4 %of annual operating budgets in 2008. IMLS funds for museums nationwide total $31 million. “Budget dust,” as one Congresswoman termed it. For that sum, the government got back $2.2 billion last year in educational programs created and delivered by museums. Not a bad return on investment.

For these and myriad other reasons, we ask that you lend your voice to ours on February 28. It is on that day that more than 300 museum professionals from all across the country come to Capitol Hill to tell Congress about the valuable service their institutions are providing to their communities. We understand you might not be able to join us in Washington, but your voice can be heard nonetheless. At the American Association of Museums’ website (www.speakupformuseums.org) you will find easy tools to enable you to let your elected representatives know how much you value your community’s museums. It’s time to let Congress know that museums are not only vital entities in our communities. They are our communities.

