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Docent Touring Techniques Workshop Discussion Questions

Notes from group discussion May 4, 2004

General Museum Tours

1. How do you design your tours to effectively cover the whole building in the allotted time (45 min. to 1 hour)?

2. How can you condense everything you know about an exhibition into a quick overview for use in the general tour?

· Start out by getting to know the group. This will help you gauge their needs throughout the tour.

· Ask if the group has been to Tacoma Art Museum before. Ask them introductory questions about what their impression was of the building, what they want/expect to see, where they are from, etc.

· Spend about half the time discussing the building and the architecture, and half on the exhibitions.

· Include a discussion of Predock and his goals for the building (using a minimalist façade to contrast with neoclassical architecture throughout downtown; ramp as suggesting Mt. Rainier; process of going through the building as a journey, etc.)

· Remember to point out the small wall case opposite the parking lot elevator, since many people miss it.

· Ask how much familiarity people have with Chihuly’s work before discussing the Chihuly cases.

· Talk about “The Wave” and point out that the view changes from different angles. Encourage viewers to explore this on their own if you don’t have time to guide them through the different views.

· State at the beginning that the tour is a general overview of the entire building, and that people will be able to spend more time in the galleries on their own after the tour is over.

· Keep track of timing. Tell the group the approximate duration of the tour at the beginning (“we’ll spend about 45 minutes going through the building….”) and periodically mention the time throughout the tour so the group doesn’t feel rushed. You can also allow the group to decide how they’d like to spend the rest of the time (“We have about twenty minutes left. Would you like to stay in this exhibition or move on to the final gallery?”).

· Try to leave time to bring the group to the third floor education wing; if this isn’t possible, remind them to explore the third floor on their own. (Also remind them that the Open Art Studio and Art Resource Center are free with admission.)

· Watch people’s body language to help gauge their interest level, physical stamina, etc.


· Be flexible. Be ready to cut the tour short based on the group’s needs.

· Keep track of what exhibitions/events are coming up and wrap up your tour by inviting people to come back.

3. What are some ways to personalize this tour given that everyone follows the same outline?

· Chose works that you like. Your enthusiasm will come through and will help make the tour more interesting for visitors.

· Don’t feel like you have to know every answer. It’s okay to say, “I don’t know.” (Offer to follow up with the answer later.) If the group wants to discuss a work you are not familiar with, use it as an opportunity to get the group involved (“What do you like about this work?”, “What do you think is happening here?”, “What process do you think the artist might have used?”).

· Feel free to use note cards if you’d like (many docents feel that they can phase them out after they get more comfortable with their tours).

· Create themes for tours even if they are not explicitly stated within the exhibition. Examples include themes around formal aspects of the works (color, line, pattern), materials, or content (memorial works, portraits, etc.).

· Tell personal stories/anecdotes. Examples include: information you’ve heard in training or from an artist directly; experience with other works by the artists (if you have seen the work in other museums or galleries or read something interesting about the artist); your personal reactions to the work (make sure to explain why you like or don’t like something—this helps demonstrate to viewers how to create their own informed opinions about a work).

· Ask provocative/unexpected questions to jump-start discussion. (An example for the rug in the Biennial might be: “Did you know that you’re standing on a work of art?”)

Exhibition Tours

4. What are some strategies for becoming comfortable with your tour for a new exhibition?

· Use the Internet, the library, and the Art Resource Center to do additional research about the artists and works in the exhibition. Look up any terms or art making processes that you are not familiar with.

· Study the time period that an exhibition covers to learn more about the social/cultural/political climate and how it affected the art of that time.

· Attend artist talks and other exhibition-related events if possible. This will not only help you get to know the artist’s work better, but it will also give you a unique perspective to offer in your tours since you will have heard from the artist first-hand.

· Make sure to read all the labels and background text provided.

· Spend time in the gallery getting to know the exhibition.

· Do a “mental tour” to help you plan what you want to say.

· Decide which works you like (and why) and focus on those for your tour.

5. How do you approach an exhibition for which you do not have extensive background information (i.e. the Biennial, where there is little critical information about the majority of the artists)?

6. What are some strategies for approaching a large, varied exhibition and synthesizing the information into a tour?

· Use thematic categories, either provided within the exhibition design (as in Buildingwise) or that you have created by finding links that connect different works of art.

· Talk about your reactions to the works and ask for others’ opinions of what they’re seeing.

· Pick out a few works that you feel most comfortable with and focus on those. Let people know you’re available to answer questions about other works that you don’t cover in your tour.

Spotlight Tours


7. What is the best way to approach visitors during your “floating” time? How do you make yourself available to visitors while still allowing them to decide whether or not they want an interaction?

· Introduce yourself; ask the visitors if they need any assistance, and let them know that you’re available for questions.

· Some people may want to explore on their own; don’t take this as a personal rejection, but rather let them know that you’re available if they change their minds.

· Set the tone by being friendly and asking questions to get to know the visitors (where are they from, etc.).

· Listen to and observe people in the galleries. If they seem to have a question or if you overhear them wondering aloud about a work, it might be a good time to interject.

· Offer a bit of information that the viewer would not otherwise have or point out something s/he might not otherwise notice. Then leave the viewer to look at the work again now that s/he is armed with a new piece of information

8. What exactly is a spotlight tour? How have you defined this for yourselves on your shifts?


A spotlight tour is like an unscheduled 5-minute section of a longer tour, focusing in depth on an 
individual work.

9. What are some strategies for effectively using the spotlight tour?

· Pick out works that you like.

· Use the “floating” time as a chance for informal discussion.

Visitor Interaction

10. What are some strategies for “reading” your audience? How do you gauge their interest level, attention span, physical endurance, and other factors that will affect your tour?

Ask questions to get to know the group, and be observant about their body language. Try to find out how much background information they have, where they are from, if the members of the group know each other, and any other information that will help you on your tour. 

11. What do you do if an audience seems unengaged? Or conversely, what do you do if your audience seems to already be well-informed about the exhibition or artist?

· When you first meet the group, ask them what they are hoping to see/cover on the tour. This will help you gear the tour to the group’s interest.

· Don’t feel like you have to engage everyone. People may drift in and out of the tour, which is fine.

· Try different approaches to “hook” the group based on their interests. You can start with artist biographies, historical context, discussion of media, or whatever other approach you think might work.

· Well-informed groups can be a great source of information for us and may provide you with anecdotes to use on future tours. Take advantage of their knowledge. (Be sure to verify the information before using it on a tour, if possible.)

· Be sure that a well-informed person doesn’t dominate the tour. Thank him/her for his/her contributions, then try to keep the tour moving. If this doesn’t work, invite him/her to continue the discussion with you after the tour.

· If a group already seems informed about the exhibition, focus on things that they may not already know (anecdotes, behind-the-scenes information, or other information specific to Tacoma Art Museum).

· Model for the group your own engagement with the work. If someone doesn’t like a work or says that they don’t understand it, it may help to discuss your own reactions (“When I first saw this I didn’t like it either, until I learned about the process the artist used…”). 

12. What are ways to approach a varied audience—for example, one with some adults and some kids, or one with some novices and some experts?

· Remember that different groups have different strengths and can add to the experience of the tour. Take advantage of those strengths to make the tour engaging. Children tend to be imaginative and open to different types of art. Seniors are often well informed about the exhibitions.

· Validate everyone’s reactions, whether or not you agree. Any contribution to the discussion makes for a more interesting tour (the only exception would be in the case of inappropriate or offensive language).

· Two good questions to start off with are: “What did you hope to see today?” and “How much time do you have?”

· When the group starts to break up, you can then interact with individuals or smaller groups to answer questions or have further discussions more tailored to their individual interests.
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