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Once upon a time, museums existed as “cabinets of curiosities,” and were considered the enclaves of European and Anglo-American culture. The civil rights revolution of the 1960s and 1970s challenged the views of some on the inclusiveness of museum collections and visitors, and began an on-going discussion on diversity, ensuring that all of the stories and cultures in American were represented.

In today’s global society, museums have a daunting challenge: to remain exciting and relevant, while attracting diverse visitors and reflecting a pluralistic society. For the past twenty-five years, the museum profession has engaged in dialogue about the need to reflect our diverse society in our staff and volunteer pools and on our governing boards. There have been many task forces and committees created to examine the problems facing museums in achieving the objective of attracting and retaining staff members, volunteers and board members of color.

At the 2000 annual meeting of the American Association of Museums in Baltimore, Maryland, the COMPT and AAM Diversity Coalition co-sponsored a session that was chaired by Gretchen Sorin, director of the Cooperstown Graduate Program in Museum Studies. Entitled “Diversifying the Curriculum: What Museum Professionals Need to Know and Do in the 21st Century,” the session examined the lack of diversity in the museum field and proposed solutions to problems with attracting visitors and constituents from communities of color, exhibiting the collections related to people of color, and hiring exhibit designers of color to reflect cultural richness in the visual design realm. One of the core issues that developed out of the session was that museum studies programs were not attracting students of color, which contributed to the dearth of people of color in the field. One of the objectives to come out of that session was to find ways to attract people of color to museum studies programs.

University Environment
Before thinking of attracting diverse students to museum studies programs, faculty members should consider the commitment of the university to diversity. Dedication on the department level should be an extension of a university-wide commitment to recruiting a student body that is close to being reflective of our society. This will help to determine the attractiveness of your program to people of color. It is imperative that the museum studies program is located within a university that reflects a commitment to diversity. 

As is the case with all students, students of color need a nurturing professional environment in which to develop. They also need faculty members who are supportive and encourage mentoring relationships, both within the academic community and the profession at large. Networking within mainstream and culturally specific museum institutions should be also encouraged. 

Once students are recruited and enrolled, the program itself should deal with diversity issues in the curriculum. Students should receive cultural sensitivity training as professional development within their programs, for these are future museum professionals. Programs should be proactive, finding creative ways to incorporate diversity into the main courses. Every area of the museum studies program can benefit from diversity. For example, curatorial professors can incorporate diversity into their curriculum by identifying objects specific to different peoples of color to add to cultural collections, train their students to exhibit sensitivity in soliciting collections from people of color, and help their students to gain the sensitivity needed when displaying these objects in exhibits. In viewing a program to train future professionals, we should recognize that museums themselves have not always been welcoming places for people of color. It has been only within the last thirty years that museums have been an option as a leisure activity for most people of color. This should have some bearing on the ways in which museums could change.

What Students of Color are looking for in the Field
Students of color are looking for a significant experience in a graduate program in their respective field. They are looking for opportunities to be “plugged in” to the network of museum professionals, not just the African-American museum network or the Asian-American museum network, so that when they graduate, they have a vast field of resource people on which to call when needed. They are not looking to be used as spokespersons for their entire race or ethnic group. They are also not looking to be placed in the community relation’s office, unless they are trained in museum public relations.

Practical Ways in Which Museums Studies Programs Can Attract Students of Color
1. Establish program linkages with undergraduate programs in history, art, humanities, American studies, Asian studies, Latino studies, African-American studies, etc., and especially consider those at Historically Black Colleges and Universities. This is an exciting way to bring in talented students from a variety of backgrounds who might not have considered a career in museums as an option. If they have a good experience, these students can later work to recruit students from their alma maters to your program, creating a supply of well-trained and knowledgeable people of color in the field.

2. Appeal to people of color who are working in museums but not formally trained in museum studies. Many people in this group have already considered advancing educationally (if the program is on the graduate level), and could be recruited for your program. People in this group would also bring valuable skills with them from their respective fields, which they could offer your program.

3. For undergraduate programs, try to attract students interested in majoring in history, art, American studies, architecture/design, etc. Museum outreach programs for teens and teen volunteer programs at local museums could be great places to recruit students of color for undergraduate museum studies programs. These students already have an idea about the museum as a place of work and possible career options in that direction.

4. Offer professional development workshops for the staffs of grassroots museums as outreach. This could be the beginning of a wonderful collaboration between the museum and the museum studies program and could lead to people enrolling in the program to receive formal training in museums.

These are only a few ways in which museum studies programs can become proactive in fostering a healthy dialogue among various cultures in museums and communities. A multi-faceted and talented staff, board, and audience can pay off on the local level with exciting and innovative partnerships and collaborations. The end result is a mutually beneficial, on-going relationship with local communities and support for the arts which could pay off in greater public awareness for our institutions, community goodwill and long-term financial stability. 
