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Our Mission
At the Queens Museum, we believe
that cultural institutions provide
a unique opportunity for a child’s
structured participation in their
community and for educational
learning across the child’s lifespan.
The mission behind Paving New
Ways to Exploration in Cultural
Institutions (PAVE guide) is to inspire
confidence and awareness in visitororiented staff and guides in cultural
institutions, and to help them design
and implement engagement tools
and strategies that are inclusive
of all families. Accessibility and
community engagement lie at
the heart of Queens Museum
programs. We welcome the
learning styles and social goals of
all children with varying physical,
emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and
developmental abilities.

Our team works to ensure that the
Museum is accessible, engaging, and
inclusive of people of varying abilities
and interests.
This guide provides practical tools
for parents to engage in self-directed
family learning experiences. It also
supports museum staff in promoting
an environment in which children and
their families can become learning
partners and work towards social
goals.
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Introduction to PAVE
This guide is a toolkit designed
to help visitor-oriented staff at
cultural institutions support families
in creating inclusive, memorable
learning experiences with children
and people of all ages.

the context of their daily lives.
This model is designed for use by
cultural institutions’ staff and families
seeking to create opportunities for
all-inclusive, family-centered use of
facilities and gallery resources.

The model provides playfully
structured strategies to help children
generalize skills learned in school and
apply them to community spaces.
This model is based on the belief
that learning happens by exposure
to a wide range of activities and
experiences in a variety of settings,
and by recognizing the importance
of family participation in the learning
process. Inspired by this view, we
have structured the guide with
the idea that children learn within

What Is PAVE?
PAVE, the Parent Ambassadors
in Visitor Experience Program
(paving new paths for families to
learn together in museums), is a
project grounded in evidence-based
practices in early learning and parent
education. Supported by a two-year
Institute of Museum and Library
Services grant, PAVE is an initiative
that extended our existing strengths
and community ties to better serve
families and children. Through this
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two-year project, we worked closely
with a team of diverse local parent
leaders who collaborated with
and advised our visitor experience
program. Our goal was to make visits
to cultural institutions educational,
accessible, engaging, and memorable
for families with young children from
varied social, cultural, and economic
backgrounds and with diverse
abilities.

Museums and libraries share status
as “third spaces,” locations that
can offer new content, avenues
to self-directed learning, and new
opportunities for interactions within
and among families. Additionally, outof-school time learning with familial
support and inclusive, individualized
teaching are flexibly addressed in
museum and library sites. PAVE
promotes a wraparound approach to
engagement in the galleries. Visitor
experience, family programs and
ArtAccess staff, utilizing the model
of parent leadership/involvement
developed through ArtAccess’ past
initiatives, build cross-program
collaboration and support parent
leadership.

To increase collaboration among
families and with museum staff, the
museum’s visitor experience team
and the education team worked
together to guide the teaching and
learning of caregivers and children,
providing them with tools that are
culturally responsive, developmentally
appropriate, and inclusive of diverse
learners.

The Basic Question
How do we empower parents to be self-directed in creating memorable learning
experiences with their families in the museum galleries?

The PAVE guide presents multiple
flexible means of building
connections between families and

museum staff through collaboration
and invited encounter, with museum
spaces and objects as primary
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sources of personal connection.
There is no one simple answer for
all institutions; rather, the common
thread in activating gallery artworks
and welcoming local families lies
in building relationships, based on
shared skills and interests, between
the staff of community spaces such as
museum galleries and neighborhood
families. Collaboration across

departments and with community
partners is essential in developing
meaningful models for each particular
setting and group of participants.
In this guide, we focus on building
personal, local connections and
providing multiple entry points of
welcome through collaboration
between education and visitor
experience staff.

Our Goals
•• Prioritize community

•• Learn about local partners:

•• Promote family participation and

•• Support Visitor Experience

•• Empower parents as teachers

•• Creatively activate exhibitions

engagement

spaces and people

interaction in museums

Agents (VEAs)

and learners

•• Encourage visitor independence

in museum galleries
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Our Interdisciplinary Approach
Museum educators and staff used an
interdisciplinary approach including
art therapy methodologies, museum
education strategies, and evidencebased practices in early learning
and parent education. ArtAccess,
an award-winning program of the
education department at the Queens

Museum staffed by art therapists
and teaching artists, specializes in
combining principles of Universal
Design for Learning, Project-based
Learning, Inquiry Method, Applied
Behavior Analysis, and communitybased art therapy, among other
methods.
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Community Engagement in the Gallery
With engaging activities and tools, parents are able to lead family members and peers
in connecting with gallery exhibits through multiple flexible means. We interactively
and creatively disrupt the idea that museums are accessible only by experts.

Museum galleries are spaces where
parents, especially those from lowincome or immigrant communities,
can feel out of place. With engaging
activities and tools, parents are able
to lead family members and peers
in connecting with gallery exhibits
through multiple flexible means.
In New York City’s five boroughs,
to be local is to be international.
Museum staff prioritized flexibility in
language use, multisensory gallery

aids, and tools accessible by children
and families with diverse abilities
and backgrounds. The museum’s
approach toward community
engagement is guided by the
following principles:

Accessibility
Create a welcoming environment
for all visitors with diverse cognitive,
physical, linguistic, economic, and art
literacy levels.
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Engagement

Audience Development / Visitor
Experience

Establish and strengthen community
partnerships and programmatic
collaboration.

Increase participation in all
programmatic offerings.

Diversity

Talent Development

Ensure that the staff and board reflect
the contemporary New York City
audience.

Provide opportunities for people
with diverse experiences and nurture
professional development for teen
fellows and junior and senior staff
artists.

Evaluation
Measure performance through
collaborative action research.

Who Are the People in Your Neighborhood?
Among families who participated in our program, languages spoken at home included
Arabic, Bengali, Cantonese, English, French, Italian, Korean, Mandarin, and Spanish.
Beyond language and cultural differences, families vary in their familiarity with and
outlook on museum galleries, collections, and art and historical objects.

Providing inroads to engagement in
museums requires museum staff to
become familiar with our museum
public—past, present, and future.
Through the PAVE program, we
welcomed language and multinational
diversity to the museum through
families who live in our immediate
neighborhoods. The Queens Museum
sits in Flushing Meadows Corona

Park, in the heart of Queens, “the
world’s borough.” Among our
registered families in the PAVE
program, languages spoken at home
included Arabic, Bengali, Cantonese,
English, French, Italian, Korean,
Mandarin, and Spanish. In developing
our programming, we used guiding
principles of museum accessibility,
engagement, diversity, visitor
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experience, evaluation, and talent
development, along with reflective
practices and guiding questions
developed through collaborative
action research. Staff listened to
interests and challenges brought by
different families in order to remain
flexible in not only our presentation
of information, but also in program
structure. Community partnerships,

openness to diverse experiences of
visitors, and creating a welcoming
environment for individuals with
varied abilities address the core idea
that our diverse environment is our
guiding asset. Our staff members
enact a commitment to openness
through personal contact and
communication with visitors.

Who Are VEAs?
Visitor Experience Agents (VEAs) stationed in museum galleries project an
attitude of openness and access for all visitors. They have the most direct
experience with visitors and community members on a daily basis, and they
are in a unique position to break down barriers to entry to cultural institutions.
Multilingual, multigenerational, and from diverse backgrounds, the VEA staff
members provide multiple language and cultural connections to a wide range of
visitors.

The visitor experience program is
part of our initiative to enhance the
personal experiences visitors have
with the museum’s wide array of
exhibitions, projects, and programs.
At other institutions, titles such as
“gallery guide,” “visitor experience
assistant,” “visitor services
attendant,” or “guard” describe
similar roles. All of these positions are
part of frontline museum staff and

immediate museum representatives
who encounter visitors upon their
entering the museum and its
galleries.
Part of the VEA’s role is to safeguard
the collections. However, through the
visitor experience program initiative,
their role has been more specific
and more expansive than that of
many equivalent positions in similar
institutions.
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VEA staff provide multiple language
and cultural connections to a wide
range of visitors. VEAs also attend
regular educational and curatorial
trainings, and they are interested
in discussing art and experiences
with visitors. VEAs assist with
wayfinding throughout the galleries

and with engagement with museum
collections. When working with VEAs
on strategies that make visitors feel
they can approach the VEAs without
being overwhelmed, we focused on
various ways that the VEAs can be
approachable through their body
language and expressions.
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Visitor Engagement in the Galleries
Because VEAs work directly with the public on a daily basis, they identified a need for
hands-on and self-directed interactives for families in the galleries.

The Queens Museum’s family
workshops in dedicated studio
spaces have been refined and
expanded over several years through
participatory action research and
the implementation of numerous
inclusive initiatives. However,
through their direct engagement
with and observation of visitors,
VEAs identified a need for selfdirected interactives for families in
the galleries. One VEA, Ana Reza,
used her experience with families
with early childhood learners entering
the museum to design and conduct
interviews and observation-based
inquiry, and collaborative action
research. Her investigation focused
on interviewing twenty families
whose primary language was Spanish,
asking them about their likes and
dislikes when visiting museums. Some
visitors identified negative qualities
of the space and its effect on their
experience of access.

“I do not visit museums frequently;
for me a walk through an art museum
sometimes makes me feel like a walk
in a temple: afraid to do anything,
and if I come with my family, we
cannot enjoy it together because
there are so many rules...”
		

—Parent, 47 years old

Out of these interviews, observation,
and surveys, Ana Reza developed a
core question:

How can VEAs create a magnet to
attract Spanish-speaking families to
the art galleries?
In her research, Ana Reza worked
with multilingual museum staff, used
tactile models, and used printed
material in languages other than
English. She ultimately reached the
following conclusions:
•• When VEAs use these gallery

tools, families’ experience
with the art or exhibit is more
complete and enriching, and
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VEAs become more engaging
and effective in their roles.

staff of cultural institutions, VEAs
provide valuable information about
the visitors who enter the museum,
the languages they speak, and
their first reactions to the space at
large and gallery exhibits. The first
positive connection between the
frontline staff and visitors can be
an essential bridge to making the
museum resources available for use
by families.

•• VEAs can use interactive,

creative, and simple strategies to
engage families in the galleries.

At the heart of this research and
self-directed visitor experience
interventions is the personal, intuitive
human component embodied by
those in the VEA role. As the frontline
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Making Personal Connections
to Diverse Activities
The intersection of personal and shared interests with gallery-based activities
produces novel, flexible, creative, and meaningful entry points to multiple audiences.
Organized by means of engagement, ideas and tools in this chapter are designed to
be combined, borrowed, adapted, and practiced in gallery spaces.

During PAVE, family members were
guided by their own interests in
museum objects and exhibits. Our
interactive toolkit is designed as a
jumping-off point for visitors, staff,
and families to find creative means of
encountering art.

using activities from different
categories in gallery settings
allows for multiple means of visitor
engagement. Many activities and
ideas can be translated into digital
formats to be used on personal
phones or tablets; some institutions
may be able to adapt tools into
existing digital gallery interactives
and platforms.

Below is an outline of four categories
we kept in mind while developing
activities. When designing an activity
intended for all ages and learners,
12

Exhibit space and layout, curatorial
guidelines, collections on view, and
potential number of participants are
also important considerations when
planning an activity. For well-rounded
gallery experiences, try to include
(and combine!) activities from each of
the following categories:
•• Verbal Exchange
•• Kinetic Experiences and

Activities

•• Connecting by Making in the

Galleries

•• Multisensory Experiences

13

Verbal Exchange
Inquiry:

Visual Thinking Strategies:

Making personal connections:

Improvisation:

Place yourself in an artwork:

Storytelling/sell the story:
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Verbal Exchange
Verbal communication in the galleries is an excellent way of sharing personal
connections, evoking imaginative and narrative qualities of museum objects, and
sharing background information. Consider as you plan verbal exchanges that some
participants may use other language styles than those on museum labels, or they may
communicate with hands and/or eyes. Very young children may have an easier time
responding to modified prompts and questions. Consider how other types of tools
can make these resources more accessible, how you can modify language, and how
working in pairs or families can highlight an individual’s knowledge.

A Verbal Exchange Inquiry in the
galleries can be a step-by-step
process, as follows:

•• Ask viewers to use their

observations as evidence for any
conclusions they draw.

•• Begin with a theme or an

Inquiry begins with observation and
open-ended questions. Facilitators
do not want to give yes/no, true/
false answers to questions. Instead,
they compare, contrast, and connect
visitors’ perspectives and questions,
and they add in facts as topics arise.

objective.

•• Use questions that encourage

observation, such as “What do
you notice?” You may also target
several questions in sequence,
such as “What do you see?”
followed by “What do you
think?” and finally “What do you
wonder?”

Visual Thinking Strategies, or VTS
is another gallery inquiry method.
Developed by Abigail Housen
and Philip Yenawine, VTS is a
teaching strategy that encourages
communication and visual literacy.
VTS allows each person to feel that
their observations and thoughts
are valued, as people collectively
build upon one another’s individual
perspectives.

•• Your questions should not need

a particular answer or a yes/no
answer.

•• Make sure to wait for a variety

of responses, and ask if people
have anything to add.
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Making Personal Connections

Three questions frame the discussion:

Allow the viewer to make immediate
personal connections by using
questions such as “What memories
and feelings are associated with this
object or the displayed art?”

•• What’s going on in this picture?
•• What do you see that makes you

say that?

•• What more can we find?

Based on the object or artwork, you
can be very specific or very general.
For example, after a group has
viewed landmarks of New York City
in the Panorama of the City of New
York and its boroughs, we might ask
about each person’s own favorite
New York City memory.

As you hear from each participant,
rephrase what they have said,
recognizing their own words and
introducing related ways of speaking
about the same topics. Point to the
work of art or object to indicate
their specific focus. As people agree
and contradict each other, note this
without judgment.

Improvisation
Improvisation is a well-known form of
entertainment first developed in the
theater; it is based on non-rehearsed
interactions. During the past decade,
improvisation has also grown in
popularity as a method for learning
and engagement. Because improv
depends on the group providing
support for every answer, participants
also grow in confidence and feel more
connected to others. One key verbal
technique is outlined below:

VTS is not designed to deliver
concrete answers from you as an
expert. You, as a group, are finding
out information together.
Group members are prompted
by these questions to provide
evidence for stories and inferences,
and all entry points to art viewing
are validated. As people make
observations, facilitators point and
indicate the area they are referring
to, and they rephrase the question,
reaffirming observations and adding
to vocabulary.

•• “Yes, And” The first person

notices something in the artwork
and states what they see. The
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next person says YES, repeats
exactly what the person before
them said, and then they say
AND something they see. For
example, one person says, “I see
clouds.” The other person says,
“Yes, you see clouds and I see
snow.”

you be feeling? Imagining oneself in
the artwork can take very different
forms, and it brings multisensory
perspectives into the discussion. This
is a verbal activity that can be easily
combined with kinetic motion.

Storytelling/Sell the Story
Look at a work of art and have
participants work in pairs or
individually to come up with a “story”
they see in the artwork. Have the
group present the story to one
another as “fact.” Remember to sell
it—you’re the expert on your own
story, and each interpretation could
be right!

•• Don’t forget the repeat!
•• Expand to “I think” and

then “I wonder.”

Place Yourself in an Artwork
Ask participants how it would feel to
be in this painting: hot or cold? How
would it smell? What emotions would

17

Kinetic Experiences and Activities
View finder:

Mimicking art objects:

Mimicking the emotion of the
artwork:

Using motion to follow lines:

Scavenger hunt:

Collaboration improvisation:
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Kinetic Experiences and Activities
Inspired by specific themes, concepts, and materials used in the art, and considering
accessibility in terms of height, reach, and eye level, kinetic activities can draw in
children and family members without intimidating them, by not being limited to verbal
prompts, and by using body movements.

Mimicking Art Objects

A physical activity that allows the
learner to develop a bodily sense
and “feel” for the concept that
is being offered visually or that is
being described offers a different
understanding that is often more
compelling than a concept that
remains an abstract thinking activity.
Physically acting out knowledge to
be learned or problems to be solved
makes the conceptual metaphors
employed by our brains a literal
reality.

Participants can assume the posture
of a figure or an object on display and
imagine how it might stand or move.

Mimicking the Emotion of the
Artwork
Identify an emotion or feeling and use
the body and facial expressions to act
it out or share it.

Using Motion to Imitate Shapes
and Lines
Brushstrokes, forms, lines, and
borders are all evidence of a maker’s
process and can be reenacted with
the body. Pace and speed can also
help access the technique and feeling
behind an object. In a group, find a
line or a shape in a work of art. Pose
like it, one person at a time. Continue
to add until everyone is part of the
pose. Then, add movement and
sound.

Below you can find simple examples
of movement activities that can be
used in the galleries:

View Finder
Simply using your hand to make a
square or circle focuses attention on
one aspect of an artwork.
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Scavenger Hunt
These can be created for permanent
and changing exhibits, and adapted
to different reading levels. Consider
hunts based on color, texture, image,
or artist.

Collaboration Improvisation
Collaborative scenes can be inspired
by a landscape, cityscape, or
sculpture grouping. One 3D cityscape
is the Queens Museum’s Panorama.
In the Panorama, the model of New
York City and its five boroughs,
people might make the shape of
favorite buildings or bridges, or act
out motions in a favorite park. A
group can find a figure or a building,
and with each family, create the
shape of the building or scene.
Connect with each other to find your
favorite place or choose your favorite
character.

20
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Connecting by Making in the Galleries
Sketching/drawing:

Writing:

Building:

Make stations:
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Connecting by Making in the Galleries
How do we enhance learning in the galleries? One way to enhance learning is by
doing. Such experiential interventions provide a meaningful, active way of discovery
for children with their parents or caregivers as learning partners. In an art gallery, this
allows for creative rehearsal and responses. Below are examples of hands-on, selfdirected activities for use in the galleries.

Sketching/drawing

Building

Simple short pencils, paper, and
cardboard can be available and
offered for quick sketches in the
galleries. Use creativity to include
collaboration in drawing activities—
for example, each visitor can sketch
on a pre-divided section of a large
paper. Drawing can be an artistic,
imaginative response to the exhibit,
the art, or the experience, in
addition to practice sketching from
observation. Visitors can add words
or create an imaginary environment
for the art object.

Building materials are also familiar
and easily understood by visitors as
an invitation to engage with making
and construction on their own terms.
Creative constraints or personalized
structures introduce opportunities for
noticing similarities and differences.

Make Stations
Using the following curatorapproved art-making materials, the
activities offered in the gallery are
designed thoughtfully and inspired
by the specific exhibit, art piece,
or theme that is in close proximity.

Writing

•• Kraft paper

Constructing a story, rehearsing
personal memories or narrative,
creating an interior monologue based
on the subject of an artwork, or
poetic response are all options for
written interactives. Participants can
develop and focus their observations
with the aid of written rehearsal.

•• Artstraws

(white and
color)

•• Masking

tape
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•• Aluminum

foil

•• Pipe cleaners
•• Pencils

Multisensory Experiences
Maps:

Textures/tactiles:

Self-guided or pre-tour
interactives:

Interactive boards:

Activities with props:

Audio:
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Multisensory Experiences
The following sample tools promote engagement while also allowing for the visitor to be self-directed
in the galleries. The tools can attract children and family members without intimidation and without
requiring a verbal prompt, and/or by providing visual and tactile appeal. Inspired by specific themes,
concepts, and material from the exhibit, the tools can be offered with the consideration of accessibility in
terms of height and eye level, sensory preferences and options, and language justice—the accessibility of
content through multiple languages. Tools can take the form of interactive objects designed to be carried
into the galleries or shared points of contact between VEAs and visitors.

Maps

Interactive Boards

Interactive child- and-family friendly
museum maps provide alternate
interpretations of a building’s space
and identify new details about
exhibitions.

Written or verbal prompts inspire
visitors to respond to an exhibit
by leaving questions, personal
recollections, or ideas on a public
display board in the galleries. Some
interactive boards in the Queens
Museum have been laminated
maps, painted walls, blackboards,
and more. With each experience,
we ask ourselves how we can make
prompts more inclusive, considering
language use and multiple means
of representation. Boards may be
designed to be reused or replaced at
the end of each day.

On raised maps, gallery exteriors and
interiors are detectable by touch,
providing heightened interest and
wayfinding tools to visitors.

Tactiles
Focusing on a texture, technique,
material, or form, tactile models
are built out of exhibit objects or
objects inspiring an exhibition. They
may be created by hand or in some
cases purchased from model-making

Interactive map by Tim Miller. See Appendix C for larger size.
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companies or companies that use
3D printers. Visitors interacting with
tactiles may acquire a new sense of
scale, shape, medium, or texture.

•• Building blocks for early

childhood: These shapes can be
used to imitate a scene from the
art or exhibit, and to encourage
social interaction.

Activities With Props
Depending on the size of materials
and projects, props may be used at
tables in galleries, given to visitors in
packets or bags to use during their
visit, or carried by visitor experience
staff. Use materials that are approved
by your institution for use in the
galleries.

Audio Interactives
Audio interactives may be used
to not only diversify the methods
of interpretation provided by the
museum, but also to support the
idea that there is more than one way
to view, experience, and relate to
artwork. Anything from multilingual
guides to recorded personal
impressions of artworks may serve a
range of visitors who prefer sound as
an interpretive mode, and they bring
new voices into the museum. Such
intersections of interpretation and
education provide opportunities for
collaborative work between curatorial
and education staff.

•• Maps related to the museum

space or exhibit, which can be
customized

•• Scavenger hunt customized to a

gallery or artwork

•• Pipe cleaners: Imitate shapes

found in the artwork with pipe
cleaners.

•• View finder: Tubes or frames

encourage focusing on different
parts of the art object.

•• Color matching: Specific color

samples make connections with
colors found in the art.

26

04 Setting Up the Space
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The Flexible Studio
Based on our experience in adapting a studio space in various types of communitybased settings, we focused on recreating an engaging space in the galleries to
transform the entire museum into a space for sharing, relaxing, gathering, and making.

Since 1983, ArtAccess staff have
designed research-based community
programming for individuals
with diverse abilities in different
settings, including public libraries,
playgrounds, and various gallery
rooms. Over time we have refined a
model for the studio that is flexible,
simple, and adaptable. The concept
of the flexible studio model has
helped us think about how spaces can
become adaptable and responsive,
with potential to be activated by
visitors as “users.”

Some of the essential strategies for
designing educational programs and
environments included the following:
•• UDL: Universal Design for

Learning

•• PBS: Positive Behavior Support
•• PBL: Project-based Learning
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Universal Design for Learning
(UDL)

Positive Behavior Support (PBS)
PBS provides evidence-based
strategies that provide a process
to understand and resolve
problematic behavior. It helps create
understanding of why a child engages
in a behavior and suggests strategies
to prevent the occurrence of such
behaviors while teaching the child
new replacement skills. Using PBS,
leaders, parents, and educators can
focus on the function or purpose
served by a certain behavior, while
considering the child’s strengths and
goals.

UDL is a model based on the idea
that all people should be able
to use all products and spaces.
When applied to a curriculum, UDL
addresses the needs of students as
“diverse learners.” UDL objectives
include presentations that address
the needs of students with varying
learning styles by using the following
three principles as references for
curriculum development:
•• Multiple and flexible means of

representation

Some great habits of PBS include:

•• Multiple and flexible ways of

expression

•• Communicate expectations

clearly and visually

•• Multiple and flexible ways of

engagement

•• Create situations where children

can succeed

As museum educators, we consider
diverse learners when developing
curricula that involve gallery exhibits.
We are guided by UDL principles
in studio layout, availability and
accessibility of materials, and
instruction.

•• “Catch” and acknowledge

children doing something good!

•• Use positive language
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Project-based Learning (PBL)

In summary, our work with VEAs,
families, and caregivers was carried
out with the guidance of the
following principles, where possible:

PBL is a teaching method in which
students develop critical thinking,
problem-solving, collaboration,
and self-management skills by
investigating and responding to
a complex, engaging question,
problem, or challenge. PBL gives
value to the project through the use
of real-world context and by speaking
to the students’ personal concerns,
interests, and issues.

•• Providing multiple entry points

to the art object or source for
families and visitors.

•• Focusing on making connections

between personal lives and the
art, which will lead to mastery of
the topic and generalization of
skills.

PBL reflects programmatic goals of
the Queens Museum by creating
meaningful opportunities to link
museum resources with the everyday
lives of families. In developing our
gallery-based tools and activities,
we relied on PBL principles to create
settings where visitors can make
personal, authentic, and choice-driven
connections with the art.

•• Seeking ways to actively

address a problem with creative
solutions.

•• Encouraging families and VEAs

to create activities that engage
all of the senses and address
differentiated learning styles.
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The Gallery as a Flexible Space
“Open conversations begin with people who question, willing to engage and converse
with others. While it is daunting to start any new form of engagement with users, it
is reasonable to trust that interesting themes and ideas touch many lives, and people
who use libraries and museums are active thinkers, unafraid of ideas.”
—David Carr,1 2011

In creating open, flexible,
comfortable spaces inside the
museum galleries, we used the
same basic ideas of a flexible studio
alongside our gallery tools developed
throughout PAVE. We used tools
initially developed in the studio to
help us access all learners at different
age or developmental levels in the
galleries.

The Visual Vocabulary was initially
developed by the ArtAccess program
of the Queens Museum in 2011 to
support teaching Pre-K-12 students
with autism, students who do not
have expressive verbal language,
and/or children and adults as diverse
learners. The Visual Vocabulary
sheet offers multiple flexible ways
of representation for arts-based
activities and connections to literacy.
This tool has been introduced to
other museums in New York through
trainings by ArtAccess and has
proved successful for various cultural
institutions’ access departments.
It is currently replicated by many
programs with a primary goal of using
UDL principles to work with students
of all abilities.

Educators, VEAs, and parent leaders
used all the techniques outlined in
Chapter 3 (broadly defined as Verbal
Exchange, Kinetic Experiences and
Activities, Connecting by Making, and
Multisensory Experiences) to promote
gallery engagement. In addition,
Visual Vocabularies can be adapted to
multiple gallery goals and activities.

Read more in David Carr’s Open Conversations, published in Santa Barbara, CA, by Libraries Unlimited, 2011. This quotation can be
found on page 63.
1
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The Visual Vocabulary can contain
both concrete ideas (museum,
educator, paint, brush) and
abstract ideas (collage, friendship,
disassemble). It can also be used to
add a second language component,
and it can be adapted to various
gallery events and goals.
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05 The Session: Step by Step
Structure of PAVE
Working With Families

Structure of PAVE
entire duration of PAVE to provide
mentorship for new VEAs and families
joining the project each cycle.

Development of Gallery Tools
Activities and tools were developed
together with families, a process that
began by inviting families to spend
time in the galleries and share their
interest in specific art objects guided
by personal connections.

A session’s visual schedule, including illustrations, and museum guidelines,
framed in terms of positive behavior.

Chronology

Planning gallery activities proved
more intimidating for parent leaders
than studio artmaking workshops at
the start of each cycle. Our project
coordinator proactively shared
content planning tools (Appendix
A) and an overview of gallery
engagement strategies (Appendix B)
with parent leaders and VEA mentors
as they developed activities.

The PAVE project consisted of
four cycles, each for the duration
of four months. Every cycle began
with orientation, followed by six to
eight sessions of parent training,
gallery exploration, and lesson
planning, as well as a culminating
Family Day event. Two VEAs, Ana
Reza and Christian Flores Moya,
took leadership roles for the
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Program Components and Goals

•• Encouraging families to continue

exploring the museum after the
duration of the day’s session.

Each session was introduced with a
visual schedule, and many followed
a similar format. The sample
schedule below demonstrates key
features of PAVE: a hands-on making
activity, social sharing, activities and
discussion in the museum’s galleries,
and some studio time.

•• Refreshments were always an

essential part of PAVE sessions!
For lunchtime programs,
food is important to families,
whose children may eat on
a very regular schedule. This
short lunch also supplied
additional informal time to
plan for upcoming sessions
and socializing. For some PAVE
cycles, food from participants’
cultural backgrounds became
a centerpiece of teaching,
enjoying, and learning among
families.

Some Essential Features of
Project PAVE
•• An introductory activity that

provides a space for warmup
and the inclusion of all
participants.

•• Training through hands-on

experiential practice, consultant
and educator workshops, and
guided lesson planning.

•• Sharing your work is a key

feature of programming in all
ArtAccess artmaking programs.
Together we regroup, reinforce
pride in participants’ work, and
encourage personal expression
and sharing related to art
projects.

•• A guided gallery experience.

A written guide is helpful
in providing an overview of
engagement opportunities, but
hands-on use and participation
in immersive activities have no
substitutes.
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Working With Families
Personal experiences are the foundation for connections to museum resources. PAVE
reinforced the idea that building meaningful gallery interactives is an ongoing process
guided by visitors’ interests and backgrounds.

Case Studies:
Guadalupe, Kelly, and Meehee

the museum. She identified with the
importance and scarcity of water in
her own experience. With support
from museum staff, she planned and
constructed a gallery interactive
that used taped lines on the gallery
floor to trace the path of water
from mountains to the city, and into
homes. Each family, standing in a
“home,” shared their own stories of
water use, value, and scarcity.

The stories below highlight how our
participants’ varied backgrounds
and interests shaped the structure
of PAVE. Through collaboration with
families, we were both challenged
and inspired to create an inclusive
program suitable for a range of
age groups, ethnicities, educational
backgrounds, cultures, and
languages.

Kelly was a former teacher and
parent of a young child during PAVE’s
second cycle. She jumped into her
role as curriculum designer for the
project, creating visual aids and
lesson plans. Kelly recognized her
own family’s need to work together
as a team to support their daughter’s
learning; to give extra support
to each family, she paired VEA
mentors with families during gallery
exploration. VEAs helped families
adapt questions to children of all
ages.

Guadalupe came to PAVE as a
grandparent in our first cycle. During
this cycle, all families, including
Guadalupe’s, were Spanish speakers.
Museum staff made sure that most
sessions were conducted in Spanish.
Guadalupe did not initially feel
comfortable as a parent leader.
However, after spending significant
time in the galleries alongside
parent and staff participants, she
became interested in the watershed
model of New York on display at
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Even though she and her family
attended regularly, Meehee was
reluctant to step into a leadership
role during PAVE’s second cycle.
Meehee had a fine arts background
and the desire to visit museums with
her children, but she felt unsure
about how to discuss artwork in
the galleries. Nonetheless, during
the third cycle, she turned her
attention to the museum’s World’s
Fair collection, including numerous
jewelry pieces and souvenirs. She
connected her own and her husband’s
professional experience in jewelry
making to developing a project she
could share.
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06 Next Steps
Implementing the Positive Outcomes of PAVE in Cultural Institutions

Implementing the Positive Outcomes of PAVE
in Cultural Institutions
VEAs, or any gallery guides or assistants, need strategies and activities that can be
readily adapted and that and do not require constant supervision. In the VEA role
or related roles, staff members balance interpretation with care of gallery objects,
and they often divide their attention between these responsibilities. This chapter
highlights current interactive strategies and considers continuing development.

General Outcomes and
Strategies

these strategies during peak museum
attendance times.

During PAVE, we reinforced the
idea that the most successful
gallery interventions combined
multisensory elements and strategies
for discussion and teaching. By
extracting PAVE’s essential tools and
strategies for gallery engagement,
we began organizing these resources.
VEAs continue to pilot and adapt

VEA-developed Gallery Tools
Following Cool Culture2 trainings,
VEA leaders Ana Reza and Christian
Flores Moya designed several galleryspecific visual tools for independent
gallery use by visitors and solicited
VEA feedback on these interactives.

Queens Museum partner Cool Culture is a non-profit organization that helps New York City’s most diverse families
access and enjoy New York City’s rich cultural life. Cool Culture activities (such as color hunts and pipe cleaner
modeling) can be replicated easily with minimal materials and are especially useful for early childhood ages. More
information at coolculture.org.
2
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A Recognizable Space for Play

VEA Peer Trainings

Inviting interactives provide a visual
and/or auditory invitation to younger
visitors. For example, on dedicated
days, providing blocks in proximity
to our Panorama of the City of New
York introduced a tactile, social,
and constructive element into the
museum experience.

During the final, or fourth, cycle of
PAVE, leaders Ana and Christian
acted as mentors while two to
four other VEAs joined the group
each session. Ana and Christian
also designed and conducted their
own trainings during VEA meetings
and incorporated supports during
working hours.

VTS and Inquiry
As staff were trained in the basics
of VTS, they found a new tool for
engagement, especially for visitors
less acquainted with art or who might
be less likely to spontaneously initiate
a conversation.

VEAs were also able to identify the
following supports that would benefit
their role:
•• Toolkits or aprons for tactiles

and other materials

•• Scavenger hunts and interactives

Library Connections

developed for different ages

Through PAVE, VEA leaders increased
bilingual reading opportunities in the
galleries, identifying books inclusive
of multiple abilities and generalizing
these skills to other workshops,
such as Cool Culture’s “Catch the
Cool” events. Shared storytelling and
reading opportunities provided a lowpressure, engaging, exhibition-related
opportunity to connect to literacy and
engage in a small-group activity.

•• Interactives in multiple

languages

•• A rotating staff person who is

mobile, or not stationed in a
particular gallery or desk, and
able to travel through exhibits in
a purely interpretive role

37

07 Learning More
Resources
About the Authors
Special Thanks
More About Us

Resources
To learn more about our
programs, visit the following
links:

•• Room to Grow: A Guide to Arts

Programming in Community
Spaces for Families Affected by
Autism
bit.ly/2lL9FdL

•• Queens Museum website:

queensmuseum.org

•• Espacio para Crecer: Una guía

•• Queens Museum Blog for
information about PAVE and
news from educators and VEAs:
queensmuseum.org/blog

para programas de arte en
espacios comunitarios dirigidos a
familias afectadas por el autismo
bit.ly/2oVnGaO

Resources for Interdisciplinary
Approaches:

•• Visit the Museum Access

Consortium website’s cultural
calendar for a wide range of
inclusive programming in New
York’s cultural institutions:
museumaccessconsortium.org/
programs

Art Therapy
•• American Art Therapy

Association and Journal:
arttherapy.org
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Reflection and Possibility in
Museums and Libraries. AltaMira
Press, 2006

•• Art Therapy Without Borders

atwb.org/what-is-art-therapy/
art-therapy-organizations

•• British Association of Art

•• Temple Grandin, Thinking in

Therapists
baat.org/About-BAAT/What-wedo

Pictures, Expanded Edition:
My Life with Autism. Vintage.
Reissue edition, 2006

Education

Grant Research and Writing
Resources

•• National Center on Universal

Design for Learning (UDL)
udlcenter.org

•• IMLS

imls.gov/grants/apply-grant/
available-grants

•• Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS)

vtshome.org

•• NAEA

arteducators.org/opportunities

•• Inquiry-based Learning

edutopia.org/topic/inquirybased-learning

•• VSA

education.kennedy-center.
org//education/vsa/programs/
requests_for_proposals.cfm

•• Project-based Learning

edutopia.org/project-basedlearning

•• NYSCA

nysca.org/public/grants/

Engagement in Museums and
Libraries

Improvisation Resources

•• David Carr: Open Conversations:

•• The Engaging Educator

Public Learning in Libraries and
Museums. Libraries Unlimited,
2011

provides classes, programs,
and workshops for diverse
groups through improv-based
continuing education.
theengagingeducator.com

•• David Carr, A Place Not a Place:
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Language Justice

•• Yadira De La Riva (bilingual

improv)
yadiradelariva.com

•• Endangered Language Alliance

elalliance.org/why

Family Engagement and Early
Childhood Learning in Cultural
Institutions

•• Antena

antenaantena.org/wp-content/
uploads/2012/06/langjust_eng.
pdf

•• Cool Culture ensures that New

York’s most diverse families with
preschool-aged children have
access to arts and culture as
a way to increase literacy and
learning in early childhood and
to prepare children to succeed in
school.
coolculture.org

•• Positive Behavior Support for

Young Children
challengingbehavior.fmhi.usf.
edu/explore/pbs/pbs.htm
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More About Us
Queens Museum

Commissioner of Cultural Affairs Tom
Finkelpearl, and current executive
director Laura Raicovich, the Queens
Museum has embraced the idea
that engaging the community is
not peripheral; it is fundamental to
all that we do. This commitment is
predicated on the belief that art
and cultural programming must be
accessible to all members of the
community equally. This commitment
to making our space and activities as
accessible as possible can be seen in
the exhibitions and programs each of
our three programmatic departments
presents.

Since its founding in 1972, the
Queens Museum has been intimately
connected to its community and
the history of its site. As our
mission statement declares, the
Queens Museum was founded
with the intention of “presenting
the highest quality visual arts and
educational programming for people
in the New York metropolitan area,
and particularly for the residents
of Queens, a uniquely diverse,
ethnic, cultural, and international
community.” The museum fulfills its
mission by designing and providing
art exhibitions, public programs,
and educational experiences that
promote the appreciation and
enjoyment of art, support the creative
efforts of artists, and enhance
the quality of life of our visitors
through interpreting, collecting,
and exhibiting art, architecture, and
design. The Queens Museum has
strived to do just that. Under the
guidance of our previous executive
director and current New York City

ArtAccess
ArtAccess is a unique program of
the Queens Museum designed
specifically with visitors who have
diverse abilities in mind. Since being
piloted in 1983 as Please Touch to
provide art education for people with
visual impairments, ArtAccess has
grown into a nationally replicated
model designed to allow audiences
of all abilities to enjoy a personal
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VEA Program

connection to art and cultural
institutions. Each year, the museum’s
ArtAccess program provides unique
on- and off-site programming for over
5,500 children and adults with varying
physical, emotional, behavioral,
cognitive, developmental, medical,
visual, and hearing abilities in the
New York City area.

VEAs serve as advocates for visitors
to ensure a positive museum
experience, while promoting the
safety of the museum. VEAs project
an attitude of openness and access
to all visitors in the galleries. These
staff members use a variety of
strategies to inquire about visitor
needs, interests, and questions and
use specialized knowledge to deepen
and enhance visitor connection,
engagement, and understanding
of the museum’s exhibitions and
projects.
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Appendix A: Content Planning Tools
Planeación en la galería
Al elegir una obra de arte o exposición, piense y responda a las siguientes
preguntas:
•• ¿Qué es lo que más le interesa?
•• ¿Qué es lo que ya sabe?
•• ¿Qué observa a primera vista?
•• ¿Cómo puede aprender más sobre el arte?
•• Descubra el título, el artista, el año y los materiales
•• ¿Qué haría diferente si fuera el artista?
•• Elija una actividad para hacer en la galería. (Consulte el anexo

“herramientas en la galería”—Appendix B.)

Planning in the Gallery
When choosing a work of art or an exhibit, think about and answer these
questions:
•• What are you most interested in?
•• What do you already know?
•• What do you notice first?
•• How can you learn more about the art?
•• Discover: Title, Artist, Year, Materials
•• What would you do differently if you were the artist?
•• Choose an activity to do in the gallery. (Refer to gallery tools—Appendix

B.)
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Appendix B: Gallery Tools
Herramientas para usar en la galería
Estos son los elementos que los líderes pueden elegir a la hora de pensar en
una actividad dentro de la galería.
Galería:
Obra de arte:

1. Establecer una conexión personal
a. Esto me hace sentir
b. Esto me recuerda a
2. Estrategias de Pensamiento Visual
a. ¿Qué está pasando en este cuadro?
3. Dibujar o hacer un bosquejo
a. Lápiz y cuaderno de dibujo
4. En busca del tesoro
a. Encontrar ciertos artículos dentro de la obra de arte
5. Experiencias táctiles
a. Mirar más de cerca la obra de arte
6. Improvisar
a. Actuar en la galería
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Appendix B: Gallery Tools
These are items that leaders may choose from when thinking about the gallery
activity.
Gallery:
Artwork:

1. Making a personal connection
a. This makes me feel
b. This reminds me of
2. Visual Thinking Strategies
a. What’s happening in this picture?
3. Sketching
a. Pencil and sketch pad
4. Scavenger hunt
a. Find these items in the art
5. Tactile experiences
a. Take a closer look
6. Improv
a. Acting/movement in the gallery
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Appendix C: Interactive Map
Drawn by Tim Miller
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