A Call to Action

OF all cultural instiwtions that call them-
selves “museums,” perhaps children's
museums bave the greatest potential to
create Jasting impressions on visitors,
simply because their clientele is younger.
But all museums have an obligation 1o
prepare children far a world far mare
culturally complex and diverse than any-
thing we knew when we were young, It
did not take the Sept. 11 attacks for us o
know that we are living in a complex
time, when cultural differences are e
visible and more valatile than they have
ever been.

How are the more than 300 children’s
and youth museumns in the United States
and children’s programs in other muse-
ums tackling the tough challenges of our
timnes? How have you dealt with the cul-
tural differences that exist on your staff
Indeed, da your staff and board look like
the people wha come through the dooss?
How have your mstitutions addressed the
minst difficult social iszue of our time—liv-
ing with cultural diversity, respecting and
enjoying our humanistic differences,
accepling our neighbors, and participating
in our pluralistic societies.

Exhibiticns on dinosaurs and the Mup-
pets are sweet and cute. But they do not
provide children with formative positive
Experiences in encountering “the other,”
[nstitutions” reluctance o tackle exhibi-
tigns and programs that examine how
humans are beth different and connected
has become unacceptable. Mot knowing
how, mot having the skills on hand, not
being able to get funding “for those kind
of shovws" mask, [ fear, a deeper xenoplye-
biz, Dare we delve into the motivations
behind our exhibition selections? Could
they be influenced by something in our
hearts and fundamental values and not
qust bar our pocketboaks?

Museums are uniquely positioned to
creatively address the difficult topics and
teach the next generation abau inter-cul-
tural, imter-faith, inter-ethnic, inter-
human relations. Think about it:
children’s museum professionals trans.
form information by uniting fields of
thought and expression—almost any dis-
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cipline can be integrat-
ed into or become an
exhibition. We ensure
that the content is age
apprepriate and accu-
rate; we know that whai
W ey will be remem:-
bered. We engage
minds, hands, and hearts like nobody clse,
We spin yarns and stinnvulate iirsginations,
How can we ggnome the responsibility and
obligation to teach peeple about people?

For all the trendiness of dinosaurs, we
simphr will never meet one. The fscnn-
tion with palenntology concerns me for it
only beoks back. We have to look arward,
We will meet people of other cultures,
natignalitics, and religions. It happens
cvery day in schoals and in the grocery
lines. Why net in our museurns through
exhibitions and programs?

Please do net let latent, subconscious
xenophobia guide your exhibition plans,
content, or budgets. Bring up tapics that
midy be uncomfartable but which are
clearly important at board meetings. Lis-
ten o people who feel marginalized from
your institutions, Create spaces in which
people can see the beauty as well as the
struggles and complexities of the world.
Let us look with open hearts and open
mindds to the creativity and energy of our
fickd and contribute actively to the moral
cammitment of these fimes.
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