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ABSTRACT 

 

 
This study was an exploration into how seniors who participate in art workshops at the 

senior center experienced and made sense of their art museum visitations.  In light of the rapidly 

increasing aging population in most countries around the world and the corollary notion that their 

well-being would be a global benchmark for civilized living (Kinsella & Phillips, 2005), the arts 

and creativity have been gaining momentum as a model for healthy and purposeful aging 

(Cohen, 2000, 2001; Hanna, 2013; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008).  Despite the efforts to make art 

museums accessible to senior citizens, little empirical evidence and literature can be found that 

address the museum experiences of older adults, especially those who are considered to be 

receptive to visiting art museums, based on characteristics of the art exhibition.  This study fills 

that critical gap through the use of phenomenological research methods that incorporate 

observations, in-depth interviews, a focus group, and document analysis techniques.   

The research site was selected by conducting evaluations using Serrell’s (2006) 

Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective to 

identify characteristics of six art exhibitions.  The exhibition chosen was rated excellent 

regarding its levels of achievement for all criteria: comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and 

meaningful.  The museum fieldtrip was set up to take participants to see the selected art 

exhibition.  The fieldwork contributed a comprehensive perspective of not only experience but 

also motivation and reflection dimensions of the museum visitation that seniors constructed 

through the dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts.  The data from 

the observation field notes, transcriptions of in-depth interviews and the focus group, and 

document review were analyzed by using phenomenology data analysis methods and emerging 

themes were presented in the form of composite descriptions. 
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The results of the data analysis showed that participants were infused by a spirit of 

inquiry and had a need for being social.  Older age-related needs and life-learned wisdom played 

a key part in shaping seniors’ museum experiences emotionally and intellectually.  The essence 

and shared meaning of this group of seniors’ art museum visitation experiences culminated in 

seven key findings: seniors perceived themselves as curiosity-driven museum visitors with older 

age-related needs and values; sociocultural circumstances played a key part in seniors’ art 

museum visit motivations; seniors constructed their museum experiences on their interests in art 

with a touch of life-learned wisdom; not only physical but also communication and attitude 

accessibilities are crucial to older museum visitors; seniors preferred personal interactions in 

order to maintain social connections; sociable experiences made seniors’ meaningful museum 

experiences memorable; and the art museum visitation cultivated seniors’ senses of purpose in 

terms of staying creative. 

To make contributions to the current paradigm for creative aging, the findings put 

forward knowledge that conveys practical ways for art museums and senior centers to work 

together on making arts and creativity services.  These services can dynamically play an 

important role in building an effective ecosystem of leisure activities for promoting active 

lifestyles and social well-being among senior citizens.  The findings of this study were used to 

develop seven recommendations that revolve around how art museums and senior centers can 

foster older visitors’ meaningful and memorable museum experiences and collaborate on 

constructing and sustaining a full cycle of arts experiences and creativity engagement, from 

passive observation to active participation, not only in but also across communities. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 

Given the rapidly increasing elderly population in most countries around the world and 

the corollary notion that their well-being would be a global benchmark for civilized living 

(Kinsella & Phillips, 2005), the arts and creativity have been gaining momentum as a model for 

healthy and purposeful aging (Cohen, 2000, 2001; Hanna, 2013; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008).  Arts 

participation, which includes visiting art museums, is not only fast becoming accepted for its 

benefits to seniors’ health and morale, but it also paves the way for social well-being by building 

meaningful connections among individual seniors, their families, and our communities.  

However, there has been a critical gap between the desire to provide creative experiences to 

senior citizens and the actual provision of arts services (Hanna, 2013; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008).   

Although the interdisciplinary field of museums and aging has occurred for decades, 

since the field of gerontology started to emphasize quality of life in addition to quantity of life 

(American Federation for Aging Research & the Alliance for Aging Research, 1995; Bearon, 

1996; Fries & Crapo, 1981; Havighurst, 1961), little empirical evidence about how older adults 

experience and make sense of their museum visitations is available.  This dissertation seeks to 

address this issue by examining the museum experiences of a selected senior group who is 

considered to be receptive to visiting art museums.  Based on characteristics of the art exhibition, 

this study intends to explore how these seniors construct their museum experiences through the 

dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts. 

Background for the Study 

The emerging field of creative aging has been driven by the idea of perceiving older 

people for their potential instead of their problems (Cohen, 2000, 2001; Hanna & Perlstein, 
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2008).  The biological, cognitive, psychological, and social aspects of aging have been studied 

for more than a century (Havighurst, 1961); however, not until the 1980s did we realize the 

importance of quality of life in addition to quantity of life (American Federation for Aging 

Research & the Alliance for Aging Research, 1995; Fries & Crapo, 1981).  Although the practice 

of integrating arts and aging had occurred for decades since the well-being of the elderly has 

been taken into account, creativity began to be articulated as a new paradigm for aging when the 

model of healthy and purposeful aging started to encourage seniors to find purpose and meaning 

even for those who cannot age well (American Federation for Aging Research & the Alliance for 

Aging Research, 1995; Bearon, 1996; Cohen, 2000, 2001, 2006; Fries & Crapo, 1981; Hanna & 

Perlstein, 2008; Havighurst, 1961).  Being revealed as the ultimate expression of seniors’ 

capabilities, strengths, and achievements, creativity plays a dynamic role in reshaping attitudes 

toward human aging, from a stumbling block to one of the greatest promises.  Accordingly, the 

arts have acceptably earned a place among strategies for transforming the experience of aging 

from being problematic to being healthier, productive, meaningful, and purposeful (Arts Council 

of Northern Ireland, 2010; Cohen, 2000, 2001; Cohen, Perlstein, Chapline, Kelly, Firth, & 

Simmens, 2006; Cutler, 2009; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008; Sherman, 1996).  

Since people are living much longer and the aging Baby Boomer population has been 

driving up the average age of people living in the United States of America (Wilkening & 

Chung, 2009), the senior population is increasing at a rapid rate (Hanna, 2013; Hanna & 

Perlstein, 2008; Saxon & Spitznagel, 1991).  The proportion of the population aged 65 to 74 has 

dramatically grown and one in five residents are predicted to reach age 65 and older in 2030 

(United States Census Bureau, 2012; Vincent & Velkoff, 2010).  Moreover, one of the fastest 

growing segments of the population of the United States has been a group of people who are 
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older than 85 years old (United States Bureau of the Census, 1984).  When all Baby Boomers 

turn 70 around 2034, the age structure within the older population is projected to shift upward 

and 21 percent of the aging population will be 85 and older (United States Census Bureau, 2012; 

Vincent & Velkoff, 2010).  By 2050, more than double the number of current senior citizens are 

anticipated; the number of people aged 65 and older in the United States of America will reach 

88.5 million.  

Although the number of older people in all states has risen, there is a notable percentage 

of the elderly in Florida (Holt, Colburn, & Leverty, n.d.; Larsen, 2012; Office of Economic and 

Demographic Research, 2012).  According to Sauter and McIntyre (2011), Florida is populated 

by the highest percentage of the aging population when compared to other states; 17.3 % of 

people over 65 live in Florida.  Furthermore, Esri (2012) claimed that although 25 percent of 

affluent and educated seniors locate in the West, mainly in California and Arizona, more than 60 

percent choose to retire in the South, primarily in Florida (p. 4).  The fast growing number of 

soon-to-retire residents and the retired who relocate to the Sunshine State has important 

implications for recreation facilities, especially arts-oriented facilities, such as senior centers and 

art museums, provided in the state.   

Accordingly, to make arts and creativity services accessible to senior citizens, both senior 

centers and art museums need to gain more insight into how seniors engage in visual arts, from 

passive observation to active participation.  Leading up to this dissertation, I conducted a 

phenomenological study on the experience of seniors who participate in art workshops at the 

Tallahassee Senior Center, which is located in the capital city of Florida, to explore how seniors 

experience and make sense of their arts participation (Thongnopnua, 2013a, 2013b).  To look 

into the meaning of seniors’ experiences of arts participation and how they articulate those 
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experiences, the primary focus of data collection was on what was happening to these individual 

seniors in the watercolor workshop at the senior center and how they were affected by the 

setting.  Thus, I spent six sessions at the senior center; my fieldwork included observations, 

interviews, and a document review.  As a result, my phenomenological study revealed that 

seniors’ experiences in arts participation are meaningful to them in part because of the non-

threatening, noncompetitive, and friendly atmosphere.  As well as a physically safe and 

facilitating environment, the data from this phenomenological study showed that an emotionally 

supportive social and psychological context plays a considerable role in shaping the quality of 

older adults’ arts and creativity experiences.  The findings confirmed that a provision of not only 

physical but also communicational and attitudinal accessibility helps maximize seniors’ ability to 

be engaged in arts participation.   

The reasons these seniors decided to join the art workshops may be varied, but at least 

they were willing to engage in arts participation (Thongnopnua, 2013a).  Another interesting 

emerging pattern from this phenomenological study was that being engaged in arts participation 

helps older adults to enhance their perception of their surroundings and interpretation of the arts.  

Their involvement in doing art not only predisposed the seniors to be interested in other artists’ 

works of art, but also made them more favorable to seeing art at the museum.  Therefore, this 

group of seniors was receptive to attending art museums.  All in all, this phenomenological study 

not only served as a pilot study to this dissertation, but also paved the way for my research 

interest in studying museum experiences of seniors who are considered to be receptive to visiting 

art museums. 

In order to turn art museums into inclusive elder-friendly places, art museums are 

required to have an understanding of how to foster meaningful art and museum experiences for 
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older museum visitors (Thongnopnua, 2013a, 2013b).  To provide comfortable, engaging, and 

reinforcing exhibitions, which helps pave the way for generating meaningful museum 

experiences for senior citizens (Serrell, 2006), museum experiences of older adults need to be 

considered as the inseparable wholes that comprise seniors’ visit motivation, in-museum 

behaviors, reflections on their experiences, and the impacts of their museum visitations on them 

(Falk & Sheppard, 2006).  Since the role of the museum has been transformed from being about 

something to being for somebody (Weil, 1999), in addition to the quality of the exhibitions, the 

dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts that constructs seniors’ 

museum experiences also needs to be taken into account.  Understanding museum experiences of 

seniors who participate in art workshops, in light of their great potential to visit art museums, is a 

practical initiative for art museums to address in order to be more inclusive of the aging 

population. 

Problem Statement  

Twenty-five years after the major federal research programs on aging were launched in 

the mid-1970s, arts and creativity have been brought to light as a legitimate practice for aging 

healthily, productively, and purposefully (Cohen, 2000, 2001, 2006; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008).  

The impactful conception of seeing the well-being of the senior population as a standard of 

civilized living and an indicator of the welfare of the nation (Kinsella & Phillips, 2005) has 

caused funding institutions to recognize the significance of making arts and creativity services 

accessible to senior citizens (Hanna & Perlstein, 2008).  Resources have shifted to support arts 

and creativity programs provided by and for the aging population.   

Therefore, senior centers have been able to embrace multiple conceptions of arts and 

crafts, which were only considered to be reminiscence activities since the mid-1970s (Butler, 
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2002), and expand them into professionally conducted arts programs (Hanna & Perlstein, 2008).  

To be prepared to make the most of this monumental need for high-quality and cost-effective 

creative activities, art museums have geared themselves to making the arts, facilities, and 

programs accessible in every phase of people’s lives, including senior citizens’ (Hanna & 

Perlstein, 2008; National Age Discrimination and National Bureau for Accessibility, 2000).  

Apparently, more and more art museums started to realize that the next critical area of 

development in museum education is bound to be the provision for senior citizens (Hanna, 2013; 

Heffernan & Schnee, 1981; Hooper-Greenhill, 1994; Sharpe, 1992). 

Yet, there has been a critical gap between the desire to provide creative opportunities to 

older adults and the actual provision of arts services (Hanna, 2013; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008; 

Thongnopnua, 2013a).  Indeed, there is an insufficient number of organizations and within these 

organizations they do not sufficiently offer the full cycle of arts engagement, from passive 

observation to active participation, to the aging population (Arts Council of Northern Ireland, 

2010; Cohen, Perlstein et al., 2006; Cutler, 2009; Hanna, 2013; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008; Korza, 

Brown, & Dreeszen, 2007; National Age Discrimination and National Bureau for Accessibility, 

2000; Sherman, 1996).  In arts administration education and practice, there is scant literature 

addressing how specific groups of seniors, particularly who are considered to be receptive to 

visiting art museums, construct and make sense of their museum experiences.  With a closer 

look, little empirical evidence exists about how senior centers and art museums can collaborate 

to create meaningful art and museum experiences for the elderly. 

The Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of my study is to understand how seniors who participate in art workshops at 

Tallahassee Senior Center experience and make sense of their art museum visitations.  
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Accordingly, this research aims at (a) evaluating the quality of the selected museum exhibitions 

from a visitor-centered perspective; (b) exploring the selected group of seniors’ museum 

experiences; and (c) examining how the seniors construct their museum experiences from the 

interplay between characteristics of the exhibition and the interaction of personal, sociocultural, 

and physical contexts.  Finally, the findings of this study contribute knowledge that may help 

senior centers and art museums collaborate on fostering meaningful arts participation and 

museum experiences for the aging population. 

Research Questions 

In this study I address the major research question: How do seniors who participate in art 

workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center experience and make sense of their art museum 

visitations?  I also answer the following guiding questions: (1) What is the quality of the museum 

exhibition based on Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions? (2) 

How do seniors construct their museum experiences through the dynamic interaction of personal, 

sociocultural, and physical contexts with respect to Falk and Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) 

Contextual Model of Learning? (3) What is the relationship between characteristics of the 

exhibition and the interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts that scaffold 

seniors’ museum experiences?  

Research Design 

According to my research questions, I use a qualitative approach as a means for exploring 

how seniors who participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center experience and 

make sense of their art museum visitations.  My qualitative approach to research is shaped by the 

social constructivist worldview.  A strategy of inquiry I employ is phenomenological research.  

Additionally, I use an applied research model (Patton, 2002) to direct my research methods. 
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Participants 

This study is building on my previous phenomenological research on the experience of 

seniors who participate in the art workshop at the Tallahassee Senior Center (Thongnopnua, 

2013a).  Since this dissertation seeks to understand museum experiences of a selected senior 

group who is considered to be receptive to visiting art museums, participants I chose to study are 

also seniors who participate in art workshops at the same senior center.  These seniors appeared 

to be receptive to visiting art museums because their involvement in doing art predisposed them 

to be interested in looking at or studying other artists’ works of art.  Furthermore, this group of 

seniors’ inclination to actively participate in arts activities made them more favorable to 

engaging in other kinds of arts participation in the art museum.  

Data Collection 

To address the research questions, I used field observations, in-depth interviews, a focus 

group interview, and document analysis as the primary instruments of data collection in this 

study.  Data collection took place from May to August 2014.  My data gathering procedures were 

as follows: (1) observed and evaluated the selected art exhibitions by using Serrell’s (2006) 

Framework to identify characteristics of the exhibition, and then selected only one exhibition that 

embraced an excellent quality to take the selected group of seniors to visit; (2) took the seniors to 

the art museum that held the selected art exhibition, observed the seniors’ behaviors in the 

exhibition as well as how they experienced the museum, and acquired documentary materials; 

(3) conducted in-depth interviews with individual seniors about their museum visitation; and (4) 

conducted a focus group interview to gain more insights into this group of seniors’ museum 

visitation experiences and how the senior center and local art museums can collaborate on 
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fostering meaningful art and museum experiences for seniors to engage in visual arts, from 

passive observation to active participation.   

Data Analysis 

Data analysis for this study includes two major parts: (1) the evaluation of art exhibitions, 

and (2) the analysis of the data collected from the fieldwork, i.e., observation, in-depth 

interviews, a focus group, and documentary materials.  With regard to the art exhibition 

evaluation, I used Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a 

Visitor-Centered Perspective to evaluate the levels of achievement that the selected exhibition 

attains for the four criteria: comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.  The building 

blocks of these four criteria are Aspects, so I used my Call-outs, which are my notes about my 

experiences in the exhibition as a visitor, as a reference when appraising a degree of the 

appropriate presentation or absence of each Aspect.  After the analysis process, the synthesis of 

these Aspects––specific features, experiences, and feelings about the exhibition––the evidence 

that defined each of the four criteria helped reveal major characteristics of the exhibition. 

The second part is the analysis of the data collected from my fieldwork focusing on a 

particular group of seniors’ museum visitation.  According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), the 

data analysis for qualitative research involved the process of knowing the data (immersion), 

organizing chunks (analysis), and bringing meaning (generating themes).  After the immersion 

process, I applied phenomenology data analysis methods by highlighting “significant statements” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 82) and developing clusters of meaning into themes.   

The analysis was theme driven.  The frameworks I used to guide my data analysis are an 

integration of my strategy of inquiry, which is phenomenological construction of meaning, and a 

conceptual framework, which is Falk and Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual Model of 
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Learning.  According to these theoretical and conceptual frameworks, I generated the coding 

schemes that are comprised of super category, category, sub-category, and code.  In order to 

gain a better sense and discern patterns of meaning, I created a concept map to visualize the 

connection between the theoretical and conceptual frameworks that I used to analyze my data.  

The emerging patterns to generate themes were range-bound to: Motivation from personal 

context; Motivation from sociocultural context; Motivation from physical context; Experience in 

personal context; Experience in sociocultural context; Experience in physical context; Reflection 

of personal context; Reflection of sociocultural context; and Reflection of physical context. 

Then, I used these generating themes to write the textural and structural descriptions 

(Moustakas, 1994).  With reference to an approach to conducting phenomenological research 

(Creswell, 2013), I developed a textural description by describing the museum experiences of 

these individual seniors and what they experienced in the exhibition; at the same time, I 

constructed a structural description by considering the context and setting that had an impact on 

how this group of seniors experienced their museum visitation.  Ultimately, the synthesis of 

composite textural and structural descriptions culminated in––the essence of the phenomenon––

the shared museum visitation experiences of these seniors.  For the credibility of my results, I 

used source triangulation to support my findings.  The structural corroboration of findings was 

from observation, in-depth interviews, focus group, and document review. 

Significance of the Study 

Since creativity and the arts have been proven to be beneficial for aging in a healthy and 

meaningful manner (Arts Council of Northern Ireland, 2010; Cohen, 2000, 2001; Cohen, 

Perlstein et al., 2006; Cutler, 2009; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008; Sherman, 1996), more and more 

artistic and creative activities are available for seniors who are seeking active lifestyles (The 
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American Association of Museums & the California Association of Museums, 2010).  

Fundamentally, the results of this study reveal knowledge that conveys practical ways to make 

arts and creativity services dynamically play an important part in building an effective ecosystem 

of leisure activities for community well-being.  An in-depth understanding of how the elderly, 

who engage in arts participation with the aging community, experience and make sense of their 

art museum visitations helps both arts-oriented facilities and senior citizens’ service 

organizations advance best practices in creating and sustaining a full cycle of meaningful art 

experiences, from passive observation to active participation, for the aging population in and 

across communities. 

To strive for sustainability and social contribution in an aging world, aside from riding 

the wave of demographic change, art museums need more empirical evidence of how senior 

visitors construct their museum experiences so as to strategically plan and scaffold paths to 

perpetual growth.  Since “spending habits have shifted from retail products…to experiences” 

(The American Association of Museums & the California Association of Museums, 2010, p. 18), 

museum visitation has been considered to be one of the most popular experiences in this 

economic era (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  Despite their advantage in this experience economy, art 

museums struggle to connect the dots and understand a relationship between older museum 

visitors’ motivation for visiting the museum and the impact of museum experiences on them 

(Falk & Dierking, 2000; Falk & Sheppard, 2006).   

This study further develops a notion that the museum experience needs to be considered 

as an inextricable whole that is composed of visitors’ motivation, in-museum behaviors, 

reflections on their experience, and the impacts of their museum visitations on them  (Falk & 

Dierking, 2000, 2013; Falk & Sheppard, 2006).  Moreover, the findings help expand the 
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literature on museum experiences of seniors who are receptive to visiting art museums.  This 

study gives in-depth insights into how museum experiences of this group of seniors begin long 

before their visit, take place within the museum, and continue after the visit.  Besides furthering 

an informative way to understand the intricacies of their museum experiences, this study gives 

grounds for utilizing Falk and Dierking’s (1992, 2013) Contextual Model of Learning to 

empirically measure the dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts 

that are factors in older museum visitors’ attitudes and behaviors.  

Above all, implications for collaboration between art museums and senior centers on 

fostering meaningful art and museum experiences for seniors emerge from this study.  This study 

shows art museums how to bring Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in 

Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective into play when preparing exhibitions in order to 

provide comfortable, engaging, and reinforcing exhibitions, which help lay the foundations for 

senior citizens’ meaningful museum experiences.  Correspondingly, the study also provides a 

blueprint for senior centers to plan art museum fieldtrips for their seniors participating in art 

workshops.  Senior centers can use Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in 

Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective as a means to select art exhibitions that are 

qualified for facilitating their seniors’ museum experiences.  To all intents and purposes, this 

study has made contributions to the current paradigm for aging by discovering practicable ways 

for art museums and senior centers to work together on providing creative aging experiences.  

Delimitations  

As the primary instrument of research for this phenomenological qualitative study, I am a 

Thai female who was born in the United States but grew up in Bangkok, Thailand.  My cultural 

conception of the elderly has shaped my attitude and actions toward seniors.  According to Thai 
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culture, feeling and expressing respect for older people is considered a moral obligation that is 

the foundation of good manners.  My inculcated sense of social responsibility to honor seniors in 

specific ways predisposed me to think kindly of seniors and interact with them in a considerate 

manner.  I am a visual artist and have studied arts administration at the doctoral level.  I received 

fine arts training in both eastern and western contexts.  Although my personal aesthetics have 

been developed from both cultural values, Asian cultures, especially Thai, dominate the 

fundamental ways I perceive, conceptualize, and understand the world.  Thus, the data for this 

study was collected in the western contexts and settings, but analyzed through the lens of the 

Easterner.  

This study intended to explore how a group of seniors who participate in art workshops at 

the Tallahassee Senior Center construct their museum experiences based on characteristics of the 

exhibition.  The evaluation of the selected art exhibitions regarding their levels of achievement 

for fostering comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful experiences for museum 

visitors was preliminary to the focus of this study.  For the purpose of determining which art 

exhibition was suitable for taking my participants to visit, instead of aiming for improving 

professional practices, I, as a researcher, rather than a team of six to 10 museum professionals, as 

Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions originally suggested, was 

the only one who served as the “Excellent Judge[s]” (p. 10) to rate each exhibition and identify 

its major characteristics.  Since this study strives for understanding art museum experiences of 

the elderly who are considered to be receptive to visiting art museums, the findings are not 

generalizable to all types of older museum visitors.  Overall, this phenomenological qualitative 

study is context-bound. 
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Definition of Terms 

Characteristics of an exhibition - According to Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing 

 Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective, characteristics of an 

 exhibition are distinguishing qualities or traits belonging to the exhibition.  

 Characteristics of an exhibition result from assessing aspects that are the building  blocks 

 of the four criteria: comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful. 

Cohort - For the purpose of my study, I refer to a group of seniors who all share a common 

 year of birth within a broad age span as a cohort instead of “generations.”  The term 

 generation is reserved to distinguish a unit of structure within a family lineage (Carlson, 

 2008; Hughes & O’Rand, 2005).   

Identity-Related Visit Motivations - Identity-related visit motivations refers to needs and 

 reasons that visitors possess for visiting museums.  Related to their motivations, Falk and 

 Dierking (2013) classified museum visitors into seven categories: Explorers, Facilitators, 

 Professionals/Hobbyists, Experience Seekers, Rechargers, Respectful Pilgrims, and 

 Affinity Seekers. 

Meaningful Art Experience - Meaningful art experience refers to seniors gaining experiences 

 that have important and useful qualities or purposes during and after their arts 

 participation. 

Meaningful Museum Experience - For the purpose of this study, meaningful museum 

 experience refers to older museum visitors not only being engaged and feeling 

 intellectually competent but also experiencing a deep personal connection with the 

 exhibition during and after their museum visitations. 
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Museum Experience - The museum experience is defined as the sum of individual 

 museum visitors’ attitudes and actions before, during, and after the visits (Falk & 

 Dierking, 1992, 2013; Gorman, 2007).  The museum experience is the process and 

 product of an interaction among personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts (Falk & 

 Dierking, 2013). 

Museum Visit/Visitation - A museum visit or museum visitation is the entire experience that can 

 be understood by considering the whole setting in which intersections of the three 

 overlapping personal,  sociocultural, and physical contexts occur (Falk & Dierking, 

 1992, 2013; Hein, 1998).  

Seniors/the Aging Population/the Elderly/Older Adults - In this study, I define older museum 

 visitors as people 60 years of age or older.  Thus, participants for my study belong to 

 three cohorts: Good Warriors, Lucky Few, and Baby Boomers. 

 Good Warriors - These seniors were born between 1909 and 1928 (Carlson, 2008). 

 Lucky Few - These seniors were born between 1929 and 1945 (Carlson, 2008). 

 Baby Boomers - These older adults were born between 1946 and 1964 (Wilkening & 

 Chung, 2009).  Older Boomers were born between 1946 and 1954; Younger 

 Boomers were born between 1955 and 1964.  

Summary 

This research study examines the museum experiences of a selected group of older 

visitors who are considered to be receptive to visiting art museums.  The major research question 

is: How do seniors who participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center experience 

and make sense of their art museum visitations?  Based on characteristics of the art exhibition, 

this study explores how these seniors construct their museum experiences through the dynamic 
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interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts (Falk & Dierking, 1992, 2000, 

2013).  In this chapter, I have introduced the growing field of creative aging and the role arts 

participation and creativity engagement play in transforming seniors’ experiences of aging into 

active and purposeful lifestyles (Cohen, 2000, 2001; Hanna, 2013; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008; 

Sherman, 1996).  In addition to a critical gap between the desire and the actual provision of 

meaningful visual arts experiences to the elderly, I have also presented the purpose of the 

research project, the overarching and guiding research questions, research design, significance of 

the study, delimitations, and definition of terms.  In the next chapter, I will review the literature 

and my pilot study that provide support as well as theoretical and conceptual frameworks for this 

research project. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

This chapter contains a review of the literature and a pilot study that undergird this 

dissertation.  Through a discussion of who older museum visitors are, what the museum 

experience is, how to evaluate the quality of art exhibitions, and collaboration on fostering 

meaningful art and museum experiences for the aging population, I provide theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks for this study. 

Older Museum Visitors 

Before discussing how seniors construct their museum experiences, who these older 

museum visitors are must first be understood.  In preparation for investigating how to foster 

meaningful art and museum experiences for older visitors, I would like to look at what impacts 

their perspectives and behaviors toward museum visitations.  Moreover, taking the aging 

population’s attitudes and actions into account helps me understand not only their in-museum 

behaviors, but also their visit motivation, their reflections on their own experiences, and the 

impacts of their museum visitations on them.  

Defining Older Museum Visitors 

To better understand who older museum visitors are, I need to become aware of the fact 

that “every generation has a different set of shared experiences and external influences during 

their youth” (Wilkening & Chung, 2009, p. 7).  Thus, stepping back and looking at the 

generational demographics of adults living in the United States of America helps me understand 

how the aging population has progressed through each of their life stages.  Since my study 

defines older museum visitors as people 60 years of age or older, according to Carlson (2008), 
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the aging populations I have studied belong to these three cohorts: Good Warriors, Lucky Few, 

and Baby Boomers. 

Good Warriors.  These seniors were born between 1909 and 1928 (Carlson, 2008).  

Taking American life in the twentieth century into consideration, men in this cohort did the 

fighting for the United States of America in World War II while women played other important 

roles, both at home and in uniform on the Home Front.  So, both men and women in this cohort 

not only consider themselves, but also are seen by the rest of the country, as “good warriors.”  

Besides the patriotic spirit, native-born homogeneity is the distinctiveness of this cohort.  Due to 

restrictive immigration laws, Good Warriors grew up to be the most native-born cohort in the 

nation’s history.  When the stock market crashed in 1929, Good Warrior children witnessed their 

parents’ unemployment and deprivation.  Although they experienced The Great Depression, 

World War I, and World War II, after the hardship they gained unanticipated opportunities in 

both careers and family lives.  Some Good Warriors became parents of the Baby Boomers. 

Lucky Few.  These seniors were born between 1929 and 1945 (Carlson, 2008).  As the 

name implies, Lucky Few is the luckiest cohort of people living in the United States of America 

so far.  Although African American members of this cohort experienced adversities as civil 

rights pioneers, they also partook in the good fortune of the Lucky Few.  For instance, when 

comparing to earlier Black cohorts, African Americans in the Lucky Few “made faster progress 

in both education and employment” (p. 164), even faster than did the white Lucky Few, relative 

to earlier White cohorts. 

In spite of the fact that the Lucky Few came from The Great Depression era families and 

were influenced by World War II, they were perfectly situated to take full advantage of the 

longest economic boom in American history (Carlson, 2008; Wilkening & Chung, 2009).  Their 
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childhood experiences are rooted in seeing government as a catalyst for this growth.  When they 

grew up, men in this cohort earned veterans’ benefits like prior cohorts, but experienced mostly 

peacetime employment, so they had a chance for being schooled.  While the men earned a good 

living from high salaries and promotions because of their small cohort size and employers’ 

competing for few available young employees, women in this cohort fortunately experienced the 

change of economic roles for women.  Almost two-thirds of the women held paying jobs.   

Moreover, the Lucky Few married early and brought up the Baby Boomers (Carlson, 

2008).  The Lucky Few live longer and are healthier than earlier cohorts.  With respect to 

retirement, they were able to not only retire earlier but also to draw groundbreaking levels of 

pensions compared to the preceding cohorts.  On top of that, they perceive leisure time and 

retirement as gratifying rewards (Wilkening & Chung, 2009).   

Baby Boomers.  These older adults were born between 1946 and 1964 (Wilkening & 

Chung, 2009).  This cohort is enormous because of a 30% increase in the birthrate from the 

Lucky Few cohort (Carlson, 2008; Wilkening & Chung, 2009).  In the post-WWII era, Baby 

Boomers reached adult status and experienced the explosion of mass media, together with a time 

of soaring idealism in the United States of America that was epitomized by their President John 

F. Kennedy.  In regard to economic opportunity, older Boomers, who were born between 1946 

and 1954, have experienced an instance of growing affluence and a high expectation of 

becoming prosperous.  However, younger Boomers, who were born between 1955 and 1964, did 

not experience the entire unprecedented economic expansion as older Boomers had.  

The Baby Boomers are a pivotal cohort because they “inherited, encountered, and 

redirected social change” (Hughes & O’Rand, 2005, p. 224).  Furthermore, their life experiences 

not only differ from earlier cohorts but also vary in their own cohort.  Unequal opportunities 
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from the family they lived in, education they received, and jobs they qualified for culminate in a 

wide range of socioeconomic statuses among the members of Baby Boomers.  Based on their 

heterogeneous lives, along with better health than previous cohorts, Hughes and O’Rand (2005) 

predicted that the Boomers would extend their midlife and push the boundaries of their life 

expectancies.  Because of these personal unequal backgrounds, different individual life 

experiences shaped the diversity in the way the Boomers make sense of their lives.  Unlike other 

previous cohorts, the Boomers appear not to have any certain agreed standards for evaluating 

success and life satisfaction.  As a result, individual Boomers strive to find meanings in their 

lives by engaging in lifelong healthy and active lifestyles. 

In essence, the review of who older museum visitors are and which cohorts seniors living 

in the United States of America come from provide many constructive views of the aging 

population’s formative experiences, life stage, and the economic environment (Wilkening & 

Chung, 2009).  In the following section, I review how these factors have a crucial impact on 

seniors’ attitudes and actions, which affect their visitations to art museums. 

Attitudes and Actions of the Aging Population 

To succeed in understanding museum experiences of older museum visitors, their 

attitudes and actions need to be taken into consideration.  Attitude is a hypothetical construct; 

rather than objectively observable, attitude is inferred from behavior, experience, and 

psychological indicators (Vaughan & Hogg, 2011).  Ajzen and Driver (1992) proposed Theory 

of Planned Behavior to support the conception that attitude is associated with intentions to 

engage in leisure activities.  Since the museum visitation is considered to be one type of leisure 

activities, the Theory of Planned Behavior can be used to predict individual seniors’ intention to 

engage in museum visitation and their behavioral performance. 
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Theory of Planned Behavior.  Theory of Planned Behavior is derived from Fishbein and 

Ajzen’s (1975) Theory of Reasoned Action, which is supported by empirical research in a 

number of experimental and naturalistic settings over more than two decades (Ajzen & Driver, 

1992; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Ajzen, Timko, & White, 1982; Bentler & Speckart, 1979; 

Fredricks & Dossett, 1983; Smetana & Adler, 1980).  Basically, Theory of Planned Behavior 

added perceived behavioral control to the model of Theory of Reasoned Action to improve 

prediction of intention and behavioral achievement in case volitional control is questionable 

(Ajzen & Driver, 1992; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) (see Figure 1). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Ajzen and Driver’s (1992) Theory of Planned Behavior. 
 
 

According to Theory of Planned Behavior (see Figure 1), the individual’s intention to 

perform the behavior under consideration is assumed to “capture the motivational factors that 

influence a behavior” (Ajzen & Driver, 1992, p. 208).  In essence, the theory claims that attitude, 

subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control have an impact on an individual’s intention to 

perform a specific behavior.  Attitude refers to “the degree to which the person has a favorable or 
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unfavorable evaluation of the behavior in question” (p. 208).  Subjective norm is defined as 

individuals’ perception of the social pressure relating to whether they should perform a particular 

behavior or not.  Conversely, perceived behavioral control calls attention to the level of 

difficulty of performing the behavior that each individual perceives.  Perceived behavioral 

control is assumed to reflect not only past experience but also anticipated barriers.  Along with 

the three major predictor variables in the theory, i.e., attitude, subjective norm, and perceived 

behavioral control, Ajzen and Driver (1992) were also mindful of the role of involvement in the 

particular leisure activity and the role of mood and affect. 

Factors that form older museum visitors’ attitudes and actions.  According to 

Wilkening and Chung (2009), museum visitors’ formative experiences have formed their values; 

life stage has affected their needs; and the economic environment has developed their aspirations 

and constraints (see Figure 2).  Inherently, senior visitors’ values, needs, and 

aspirations/constraints have shaped their individual attitudes and actions. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Wilkening and Chung’s (2009) concept of factors that shape attitudes and actions. 
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As I mentioned before, the aging populations I have studied are the Good Warriors, the 

Lucky Few, and the Baby Boomers.  Given opportunities for constructive engagement within and 

beyond museum spaces, art museums gain insights into their older visitors’ attitudes and actions 

by figuring out values, needs, and aspirations/constraints that seniors belonging to different 

cohorts have shaped from their formative experiences, stage of life, and economic environment 

(Wilkening & Chung, 2009).  For example, after taking formative experiences of their visitors 

into consideration, art museums may learn that most seniors not only seek cultural information 

but also perceive art museums as strong community institutions where they can feel a sense of 

belonging.  Thus, accessibility issues are requiring serious attention; the more art museums make 

communication accessible, the better senior visitors engage in art museum visitations. 

In regard to the life stage of the senior population and economic environment in some 

communities, art museums may find out that their audiences have both time and spending power 

(Wilkening & Chung, 2009).  As stated by Hanna and Perlstein (2008), “older people are 

currently, and projected to be, more educated and wealthier than previous generations of 

Americans” (p. 2).  Although the retired seek respite and retreat, they also prefer to satisfy their 

curiosities and learn something new (Thongnopnua, 2013b; Wilkening & Chung, 2009).  

However, aside from developing their own personal growth, some elderly visitors also aim at 

meeting the needs of their family members including grandchildren.  For these reasons, art 

museums need to figure out how to balance between seniors’ need for quiet and peace and the 

museums’ need to continue to reach out to build audiences that may make museums crowded 

and boisterous.  Above all, this overview of older museum visitors’ attitudes and actions 

provides a well-built blueprint for understanding personality traits of my participants who engage 

in art activities at the Tallahassee Senior Center and how they perceive art museum visitations. 
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Identity Lens for Describing Older Museum Visitors 

According to Falk and Dierking (2013), museum visitors seek leisure experiences that 

fulfill their own identity-related needs and values.  From a great number of studies in a variety of 

museum settings, Falk and Dierking (2013) developed “identity-related feedback loops” (p. 47) 

by matching up individuals’ perceptions of what the museum experience affords; in other words, 

individuals’ personal senses of “what museums are like and how and why they would use them,” 

with the visiting public’s identity-related needs and desires.  Although the visitor can 

theoretically possess innumerable motivations, they could be classified into seven categories: 

Explorers, Facilitators, Professionals/Hobbyists, Experience Seekers, Rechargers, Respectful 

Pilgrims, and Affinity Seekers.  

Explorers.  Explorers are museum visitors who are curiosity-driven and have a generic 

interest in the contents of the museum (Falk & Dierking, 2013).  Besides searching for 

something compelling, their expectation is to fuel their curiosity and learning.   

Facilitators.  Because of their social motivation, Facilitators’ museum visitation mainly 

revolves around facilitating the experience and learning of other people in their accompanying 

social group (Falk & Dierking, 2013). 

Professionals/Hobbyists.  Since their reason for visiting museums is to fulfill a specific 

content-related objective, Professionals/Hobbyists are visitors who have a strong bond between 

their professional or hobbyist passions and the museum contents (Falk & Dierking, 2013). 

Experience Seekers.  Due to their perception of the museum as “a must-see destination” 

(Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 62), Experience Seekers consider having “been there and done that” 

as their satisfied goal. 
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Rechargers.  Rechargers perceive the museum as a sanctuary from the mundane world 

(Falk & Dierking, 2013).  Being seen as a confirmation of their religious/spiritual beliefs, the 

museum is the place where Rechargers attempt to obtain a contemplative, spiritual and/or 

restorative experience. 

Respectful Pilgrims.  Respectful Pilgrims perceive their museum visitations as a duty or 

an obligation because they are morally bound to honor the remembrance of those represented by 

an institution/memorial (Falk & Dierking, 2013). 

Affinity Seekers.  Affinity Seekers prefer particular museums or exhibitions that are 

related to their life stories and/or their cultural heritages (Falk & Dierking, 2013).   

Instead of classes of museum visitors, these categories are reasons for visiting a specific 

museum in a particular day (Falk & Dierking, 2013).  In other words, the same visitor may 

possess different identity-related motivations for her/his visits on differing times.  On top of 

knowing whom their older visitors are and who they are not, art museums can utilize this identity 

lens as a framework to better understand and be prepared for meeting diverse needs of their 

elderly visitors.  Besides what motivations older museum visitors possess, the reasons to visit art 

museums and engage in art experiences reflect what the aging population perceives the museum 

visitation provides and how individual seniors define their meaningful experiences.   

The Museum Experience 

The role of the museum has been shifted from being about something to being for 

somebody (Weil, 1999).  Museums have started to place emphasis on visitors.  Besides curating 

exhibitions, resources are also allocated to audience development.  According to Falk and 

Dierking (1992), a museum visitation is the whole experience; not only physical but also 

personal and social circumstances that form the setting need to be considered.   
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The museum experience is defined as the sum of individual museum visitors’ attitude and 

actions during and after their museum visits (Falk & Dierking, 1992; Gorman, 2007).  However, 

through the lens of individual visitors, the museum experience should be considered as the 

totality that connects the dots among “visitor motivation, behavior, satisfaction, and impact” 

(Falk & Sheppard, 2006, p. 88).  To put it another way, the museum experience begins before a 

museum visitation, includes involvement within the museum, and proceeds after an exit from the 

museum (Falk & Dierking, 2013).  To fill the gap between the desire and the actual provision of 

creative experiences to the elderly, art museums need to make sense of the complexities of the 

museum experience.  Consequently, I will overview the literature on John Dewey’s notion of 

experience and Falk and Dierking’s Contextual Model of Learning.   

The Conception of Experience  

To fully understand and find coherence in the museum experience, I review a systematic 

theory of experience that John Dewey proposed.  With respect to his social activist’s view on 

education (Hofstadter & Kuhns, 1976), Dewey is considered to be one of early developers of 

pragmatism (Hickman, Neubert, & Reich, 2009; Stroud, 2011) who was affiliated with not only 

instrumentalism but also liberalism and progressivism (Hofstadter & Kuhns, 1976).  According 

to Dorn’s (1994) analysis of a philosophical approach to art education, Darwinian biology, along 

with Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel’s Absolute Idealism, has a big influence on Dewey’s notion 

of experience “as an interaction with, as well as a reconstruction of, the environment” 

(Hofstadter & Kuhns, 1976, p. 577). 

In order to understand what experience is, Dewey (2005) argued that aesthetic experience 

needed to be taken into account.  Experience in its integrity can be found only in aesthetic 

experience (Dewey, 1929, 2005; Hein, 2012; Hofstadter & Kuhns, 1976).  From Dewey’s 
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perspective (1929, 2005), experience is the field of lived human activity rather than a human 

state or frame of mind (as cited in Ross, 1994, p. 203).  To understand a systematic theory of 

experience, the difference between experience and an experience needs to be taken into 

consideration.  

Experience versus an experience.  The distinction between experience and an 

experience is that “we have an experience when the material experienced runs its course to 

fulfillment” (Dewey, 2005, p. 36).  To visualize this, there are interactions between living 

organisms and their environment during the process of living.  In struggle over the interactions 

between aspects of the self and the world, experience with emotions and ideas emerges and 

conscious intent comes to light.  Although experience occurs continuously, it does not mean that 

every experience will reach the culmination.  In other words, whether caused by inner factors or 

interrupted by external factors, the experience fails to reach the end.  As opposed to experience, 

an experience takes place only when the component experienced carries its procedure through 

the completion.  In its entirety, an experience entails its own individualizing quality and self-

sufficiency––an experience is a whole. 

Having an experience.  An experience possesses its own beginning and end (Dewey, 

2005).  An experience can range from something slightly important to tremendously important.  

In an experience, every successive part flows freely without any gap; essentially, “there is no 

sacrifice of the self-identity of the parts” (p. 38).  Unlike the gaps, pauses in an experience are 

seen as places of rest that punctuate and define the quality of movement.   

That is to say, “an experience has a unity” (Dewey, 2005, p. 38).  According to its unity, 

an experience acquires its name such as that meal.  After an experience occurs, our mind goes 

over it and finds one feature instead of the others is foremost, and then we use that to 
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characterize the experience as an entirety.  In other words, a term used to name an experience is 

an emotional, practical, or intellectual interpretation of the unity.  Despite the variation of its 

component parts, this unity comprises a single quality that permeates the entire experience in 

existence.  

Dewey (2005) claimed, “no experience of whatever sort is a unity unless it has esthetic 

quality” (p. 42).  Every unified experience (an experience), whether its consummation pleasant 

or harmful, moves towards an ending when the energies active in it are appropriately fulfilled.  In 

other words, maturation instead of fixation is the closure of a circuit of energy in an experience.  

To turn the full circle, emotions unify an experience as an entirety while the entirety of an 

experience gives rise to esthetic quality (Dewey, 1950, 2005).  Emotions are qualities of an 

intricate experience that moves and changes.  Since emotions are tied to events and objects in 

their movement, emotions provide unity in and through the wide-ranging parts of an experience.  

Evidently, an esthetic stamp is one of the most important parts of an intellectual experience. 

According to Dewey (2005), “every experience is the result of interaction between a live 

creature and some aspect of the world in which he [sic] lives” (p. 45).  Intrinsically, there are 

common patterns in a variety of experiences.  The pattern and structure of an experience is a 

result of the inherent unity of outgoing and incoming energies, which Dewey (2005) called doing 

and undergoing.  To have an experience, the action and its consequence bind up with perception.  

The relationship between doing and undergoing gives meaning to the whole experience by its 

scope and content.   

If the perception of the relationships between doing and undergoing encounters 

interference, experience is incomplete (Dewey, 2005).  Experiences are interrupted from 

maturing not only by internal and external resistances, but also by excess of receptivity.  In other 
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words, an excess of receptivity causes the imbalance in the relationship between doing and 

undergoing and results in nothing germinating in the mind; the experience is meaningless.  In 

order to prevent scant or false meaning from the vague perception of relations, the balance 

between doing and undergoing is important.  Therefore, the indivisible relationship of doing and 

undergoing is the foundation of Dewey’s central idea––an experience as a whole. 

In order to address inclusion of the aging population, art museums require insights into 

the way to foster meaningful experiences for older museum visitors.  Experience and learning are 

entwined (Gorman, 2007).  Museum experiences revolve around the intersection of two major 

mainsprings, education and leisure (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  Museums are not only the place 

where individuals can freely decide whether to visit or not but also where visitors can freely 

select what to experience and learn.  Furthermore, engagement within art museums heavily relies 

on intrinsic motivation (Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson, 1995).  That is, museums offer visitors 

free choice learning experiences and individual visitors’ museum experiences are meaningful 

when they are intrinsically rewarding.  Although this study focuses on seniors’ museum 

experiences, the literature related to museum learning experience also needs to be reviewed.  To 

understand how seniors attain not only engaging but also constructive museum experiences, I 

will examine a framework that is called the Contextual Model of Learning by Falk and Dierking 

(2000).  

The Contextual Model of Learning 

According to Falk and Dierking (2000), museum visitors “seek a learning-oriented 

entertainment experience” (p. 73).  In order to acknowledge, reveal, and organize the complexity 

of the museum experience, Falk and Dierking (1992, 2000, 2013) created the Contextual Model 

of Learning.  In essence, the model was utilized to understand how people experience and learn 
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within the museum.  The model involves three overlapping contexts: the personal, the 

sociocultural, and the physical (see Figure 3).  The museum experience and learning in the 

museums are the process and the product of an interaction between these three inseparable 

contexts. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Falk and Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual Model of Learning. 
 
 

The personal context.  In terms of the personal context, the model focuses on 

individualized museum learning experiences, which are self-motivated, emotionally satisfying, 

and personally rewarding (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  The personal context includes interests, 

motivation and expectations, and choice and control.  Learning is facilitated by personal interest.  

Individual museum visitors not only possess personal motivations but also have different 

predetermined expectations for their visit.  When people are in a supporting environment, they 

are motivated to do free-choice learning and feel satisfied.  During free-choice learning, people 

can select challenges that meet their skills to gain the most personal reward. 

The sociocultural context.  With respect to the sociocultural context, people are both 

individuals and members of a larger group or society (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  Therefore, 
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learning is an individual and also a group experience.  In other words, people share the same 

experiences and meanings in the delimited communities.  The collection of shared beliefs and 

customs is culture.  Through the process of social cognition, people learn to conceptualize 

themselves, interact with others, and imagine another’s thoughts and feelings.  On top of that, 

when people interact and discuss with others, they are provided opportunities to reinforce prior 

experiences and develop a shared understanding of the group.  

The physical context.  In regard to the physical context, Falk and Dierking (2000) talk 

about what visitors see, what they do, and how they feel in museums.  The physical context 

includes not only the orientation but also design, as well as reinforcing events and experiences 

outside the museum.  For the purpose of survival, people have the need to find patterns in a state 

of chaos and make sense of the environment.  People are strongly influenced by the physical 

context.  Therefore, the physical context plays an important role in museum experience.    

A holistic understanding of the interaction among these three overlapping contexts helps 

me conceptualize the complexities of the museum experience from individual older visitors’ 

perspectives.  Since the museum experience can be made sense of only when all the components 

are considered together as an inextricable whole, time plays an essential role in the process of 

constructing the museum experience through a continuous and dynamic interaction of personal, 

sociocultural, and physical contexts (Falk & Dierking, 2000, 2013; Falk & Sheppard, 2006).  

Thus, the constructed museum experience is not only specific to a particular situation, but also 

unique to every individual museum visitor. 

Through the dynamism of the process, museum visitors are constructing their personal 

experiences while moving through their own sociocultural and physical world (Falk & Dierking, 

2013).  Building a layer upon layers, the visitors shape and are shaped by these continuous 
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interactions.  In regard to the interaction of visitor-constructed contexts, Falk and Dierking 

(2013) explained, “whatever the visitor does focus on is filtered through the personal context, 

mediated by the sociocultural context, and embedded within physical context” (p. 30).  That is, 

older visitors from different cohorts tend to possess particular prior knowledge, interests, and 

beliefs that generate a variation of motivations and expectations that they bring to their museum 

visitations.  While these motivations and expectations distinctively frame individual older 

visitors’ attitudes and intended actions, mediations by and interactions with others, along with 

surroundings, construct older visitors’ personal museum experiences.  Different choices that 

visitors make result in the variance between a potential museum experience and the actual one.  

To bridge this gap, exhibitions in the museum should be designed with careful attention to 

aspects of the physical context as well as the visitors’ personal and sociocultural circumstances 

that form the relationship between the setting and museum experiences. 

The Quality of Art Exhibitions 

According to The Contextual Model of Learning, the physical context of the museum is 

utilized as a vehicle for fulfilling museum visitors’ personal and sociocultural needs (Falk & 

Dierking, 2013).  Since the physical context generates a great deal of the constants of experience, 

a museum visitation is heavily conditioned by each visitor’s expectations associated with a 

particular museum.  Besides realizing the dynamic interactions among the contexts, museums 

can help visitors experience the exhibitions by considering personal and sociocultural concerns 

of the groups of visitors that the museums focus on and providing appropriate settings that match 

their needs.  Essentially, the quality of museum exhibitions needs to be considered from a 

visitor-centered perspective (Serrell, 2006).  The following is a review of the framework for 

assessing characteristics of art exhibitions from museum visitors’ points of view.       
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Serrell’s Framework for Evaluating Museum Exhibitions 

In order to distinguish exhibition quality, Serrell (2006) put forward the Framework for 

Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective for identifying major 

characteristics and assessing the level to which certain traits are present in a particular exhibition.  

Since successful museum exhibitions should accomplish the visitor’s agenda, understanding the 

process for assessing excellence in museum exhibitions from a visitor-centered perspective helps 

me acknowledge different criteria that each exhibition needs to meet regarding of its level of 

achievement.  Before discussing the procedure, I would like to examine features of a successful 

exhibition.   

Features of an excellent exhibition.  To provide visitors with a quality experience, 

museums need to consider 23 Aspects, which are the building blocks of four criteria.  The four 

criteria, the standards by which exhibitions are to be evaluated, are: comfortable, engaging, 

reinforcing, and meaningful (Serrell, 2006).   

1. Comfortable.  An exhibition meets this criterion when it helps the visitor feel both 

physically and psychologically comfortable (Serrell, 2006).  Good comfort serves as a 

springboard for other positive experiences while the lack of comfort puts a stop to them.  There 

are eight Aspects that are defining qualities that form the comfort criterion:  

  1.1 Physical and conceptual orientation devices were present. 

  1.2 There were convenient and sufficient places to rest.  

  1.3 The lighting, temperature, and sound levels were appropriate.  

  1.4 Everything was well-kept, functioning, and in good repair.  

  1.5 There was a good ergonomic fit.  Exhibition elements could be read, viewed,  

  and used with ease.  
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  1.6 Choices and options for things to do were clear.  Visitors were encouraged to  

  feel in control of their own experiences.  

  1.7 Authorship, biases, intent, and perspectives of the exhibition were revealed,  

  identified, or attributed.  The exhibitions reveal who is talking, fact from fiction or 

  opinion, the real from the not real. 

  1.8 The exhibition welcomes people of different cultural backgrounds, economic  

  classes, educational levels, and physical abilities.  (Serrell, 2006, p. 44) 

2. Engaging.  An exhibition meets this criterion if it can entice visitors to pay attention 

and become involved in it (Serrell, 2006).  When the exhibition is engaging for visitors, it 

succeeds in providing the visitors the first step toward finding meaning.  There are six Aspects 

that are defining qualities that form the engagement criterion:  

   2.1 The physical environment looked interesting and invited exploration. 

  2.2 Exhibitions caught my attention and enticed me to slow down, to look,  

  interact, and spend time attending to many elements. 

  2.3 Exhibitions were fun—pleasurable, challenging, amusing, intriguing, and  

  intellectually or physically stimulating. 

  2.4 Exhibition components encouraged and promoted social behaviors.    

  Exhibitions encouraged visitors to call one another over, read out loud, point at,  

  and converse about the exhibition material. 

  2.5 Experiences came in a variety of formats (e.g., graphics, text, objects, AV,  

  computers, living things, models, phenomena) and a variety of sensory   

  modalities—sight, sound, motion, touch, etc. 
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  2.6 Regardless of a visitor’s prior knowledge or interests, there were interesting  

  things to do.  (Serrell, 2006, p. 44) 

3. Reinforcing.  An exhibition meets this criterion when it succeeds in making visitors go 

beyond the “wow” of engagement by offering plentiful opportunities for the visitors to not only 

accomplish their purposes but also feel intellectually competent (Serrell, 2006).  Furthermore, 

each exhibition contributes important components to compose the whole information experience.  

So exhibitions augment one another.  This reinforcement lays the foundations for the visitors to 

approach having forthcoming meaningful experiences.  There are five Aspects that are defining 

qualities that form the reinforcement criterion:  

  3.1 The exhibition was not overwhelming.  There were “just enough” things to do. 

  3.2 Challenging or complex exhibition experiences were structured so that visitors 

  who tried to figure them out were likely to say, “I got it,” and feel confident and  

  motivated to do more. 

  3.3 The presentation had a logic.  It held together intellectually in a way that was  

  easily followed and understood. 

  3.4 The information and ideas in different parts of the exhibition were   

  complementary and reinforced each other. 

  3.5 The exhibition built on itself.  (Serrell, 2006, p. 44) 

4. Meaningful.  An exhibition achieves this criterion when it not only goes beyond being 

engaged and feeling competent but also provides personally relevant experiences for visitors 

(Serrell, 2006).  Consequently, “visitors find themselves changed, mentally and emotionally, in 

immediate and long-lasting ways” (p. 41).  There are four Aspects that are defining qualities that 

form the meaning criterion:  
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  4.1 Ideas and objects in the exhibition (natural specimens, living collections,  

  cultural artifacts, art work, demonstrations, and activities) were made relevant to  

  and easily integrated into the visitors’ experience, regardless of their levels of  

  knowledge or motivation. 

  4.2 The exhibition made a case that its content had value.  The material was  

  timely, important, and resonated with the visitors’ values.  Meaning is the “so  

  what.” 

  4.3 The exhibition content touched on universal human concerns and didn’t shy  

  away from deep or controversial issues. 

  4.4 The exhibition experience promoted change in people’s thinking and feeling,  

  even transcendence.  Exhibitions gave visitors the means to make generalizations, 

  change beliefs and attitudes, and/or take action.  (Serrell, 2006, p. 44) 

How to use Serrell’s framework.  According to Serrell (2006), there are five steps in the 

process of assessing excellence in exhibitions: the first meeting, creating Call-outs, assessing the 

Aspects, rating the criteria, and the assessment comparison meeting (p. 39).  To use this 

framework for professional development, the worksheets (see Appendix A) that serve as 

guidelines are given to the “Excellent Judges” (p. 10).  The Excellent Judges refers to anyone 

who uses the Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions; however, a team of six to 10 

museum professionals is suggested. 

1. First meeting.  During the first meeting, the Excellent Judges become familiar with the 

framework and to come to a common understanding of procedures that an exhibition will be 

rating and discussing “regarding its level of achievement for four different criteria” (Serrell, 

2006, p. 41).  Furthermore, everyone in the Excellent Judges agrees that Call-outs and Aspects 
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are two kinds of data for rating whether the exhibition is comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, 

and/or meaningful.  

2. Creating Call-outs.  Call-outs are evidence of the experiences of the Excellent Judges 

in the exhibition as a visitor (Serrell, 2006).  As the Excellent Judges visit the exhibition by 

themselves, they are asked to take notes about their experiences in sentences that include their 

thoughts and feelings responding to their experiences as visitors.  For example, the following is 

an excerpt from a judge’s Call-out: “Push this button and it shows me what happens if swaps are 

eliminated.  Surprised––Floating furniture!  I like the humor” (p. 54).  

3. Assessing the Aspects.  After visiting, the Excellent Judges assess the Aspects, which 

are defining qualities that form the criteria: comfort, engagement, reinforcement, and meaning 

(Serrell, 2006).  The process of assessing the Aspects is not only reflective but also holistic.  The 

Excellent Judges use their Call-outs as a reference when thinking about “to what degree each 

Aspect was appropriately present or not present in the exhibition” (p. 44).  According to the 

guidelines, the Excellent Judges assign (+ +) for Aspects of the exhibition that are excellent and 

wonderful examples, assign  (+) for Aspects of the exhibition that are good examples, assign (–) 

for Aspects of the exhibition that are not quite there, and assign (– –) for Aspects of the 

exhibition that are self-defeating.  In case some Aspects do not apply to the exhibition, “NA” can 

be assigned.  

4. Rating the criteria.  The Excellent Judges consult the guidelines for rating the 

comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful criteria in the worksheets (Serrell, 2006).  

The system of rating the level of achievement that the exhibition attains for each criterion is: 

 Level 1 Excellent.  Consistently good Aspects (+’s), with many excellent (+ +’s) 

 Level 2 Very Good.  Consistently good Aspects (+’s) with very few or no misses (–’s) 
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 Level 3 Good.  Mostly good Aspects (+’s), but with some misses (–’s) 

 Level 4 Acceptable.  A balance between good Aspects (+’s) and missed Aspects (–’s), 

 or a few noteworthy things  

 Level 5 Misses Opportunities.  Mostly missed Aspects (–’s), but there may be a few 

 good Aspects (+’s) 

 Level 6 Counterproductive.  Mostly self-defeating (– –’s), with many missed Aspects 

 (–’s)  

According to the guidelines, the Excellent Judges assign a rating level (1-6) to each 

criterion by considering what degree of comfort, engagement, reinforcement, and meaning they 

were likely to experience in the exhibition (Serrell, 2006).  Subsequently, the Excellent Judges 

use the evidence of both Call-outs and Aspects to provide a rationale for their rating. 

5. The assessment comparison meeting.  The purpose of the follow-up meeting is to 

gather everyone’s criteria level ratings, consider and discuss any strong disagreements, and find 

a consensus of both positive and negative features, experiences, or feelings about the exhibition 

(Serrell, 2006).  

The Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered 

Perspective has been used in several studies to understand how to gauge characteristics of the 

exhibition, which have a significant impact on visitors’ museum experiences (Moser, 2010; 

Perry, 2012; Selwood, 2009; Shettel, 2008).  According to Serrell (2006), the framework is 

practical and accessible for all practitioners.  Besides aiming for improving professional 

practices, the framework is also utilized for other objectives.  On top of a formative evaluation or 

exhibition-planning tool, Serrell’s framework can serve as a model for creating other standards 

for judging excellence, teaching tools, personal reminders of how to be more visitor-centered, 



39 

among others.  To all intents and purposes, I perceive an application of Serrell’s framework to 

evaluate the art exhibitions as a process of understanding and learning instead of a task of 

judging. 

Collaboration on Fostering Meaningful Art and Museum Experiences 

To remain relevant to the 21st century, museums must transform themselves by not only 

developing their visitors into regular users, but also initiating and expanding partnerships with 

their communities (Black, 2011).  Visual arts displayed in museums are experienced differently 

from other art forms such as music performed in concerts (Goulding, 2013; Hesner, 2011).  In 

terms of freedom in shaping personal experiences, individual viewers are able to make their own 

choices about when to perceive and how long to be engaged in each work of art and the whole 

exhibition.  To fill the gap between the desires to provide meaningful creative experiences to 

senior citizens and the actual provision of visual arts services (Hanna, 2013; Hanna & Perlstein, 

2008), recreation and arts-oriented facilities, such as senior centers and art museums, need to 

gain more insights into how seniors engage in visual arts, from passive observation to active 

participation.  To understand how seniors experience and make sense of arts participation, I 

conducted a phenomenological study, which also serves as a pilot study to this dissertation. 

My Pilot Study 

To understand how the elderly engage in art, from passive observation to active 

participation, I conducted a field-based study on the experience of a selected senior group 

focused on older people’s attitudes about arts participation that also explored issues of 

accessibility for the aging population in art museums (Thongnopnua, 2013a).  Correspondingly, 

my pilot study is a phenomenological study on the experience of seniors who participate in the 

watercolor workshop at the Tallahassee Senior Center.  I spent six sessions at the senior center; 



40 

my fieldwork included three observation periods, two interviews, and a document review.  To 

explore the meaning of seniors’ experiences of arts participation and how they articulate those 

experiences, the primary focus of data collection was on what was happening to individual 

seniors in that setting and how they were affected by the setting. 

With reference to my pilot study, a physically conducive and non-threatening 

environment has a big impact on seniors’ attitudes toward arts participation (Thongnopnua, 

2013a).  As well as a physically safe and facilitating environment, an emotionally supportive 

social and psychological context plays a considerable role in shaping quality aspects of older 

adults’ arts and creativity experiences.  This study revealed that seniors’ experience in arts 

participation is meaningful to them in part because of the non-threatening, noncompetitive, and 

friendly atmosphere.  Another interesting emerging pattern from the study is that being engaged 

in arts participation helps the elderly to enhance their perception of things around them and their 

interpretation of the arts.  Last but not least, the findings confirmed that a provision of not only 

physical but also communicational and attitudinal access helps maximize seniors’ ability to be 

engaged in arts participation.  

My pilot study on seniors and arts participation paves the way for this dissertation on 

seniors’ museum experiences.  The insight into how seniors engage in visual arts, from passive 

observation to active participation, helps art museums address inclusion of the senior population 

(Thongnopnua, 2013a, 2013b).  That is to say, collaboration between senior centers and art 

museums furthers opportunities to foster meaningful art and museum experiences for the elderly.  

Before discussing the role of museums and their partnerships with senior centers, I review the 

literature on the relationship between art and older people.  Not only the benefits the elderly 

receive from arts but also the barriers for older people to engage with the arts are taken into 
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account.  To make arts and creativity services accessible to senior citizens, the aging 

population’s art understandings, which are the roots of the variety in their responses to the arts, 

need to be understood. 

Exploration of the Aging Population’s Art Understandings 

According to Barrett (2008), to perceive contemporary art in this postmodern era of 

pluralism, individual viewers bring different background knowledge and opinions to consider 

whether or not an artwork is “interesting” rather than whether it is “good” (as cited in Villeneuve 

& Erickson, 2008, p. 92).  Although every viewpoint is accepted and every voice is heard, some 

art museum visitors still find contemporary art challenging because of the difficult content, 

unfamiliar form, unconventional materials, and so on (Villeneuve & Erickson, 2008).  In other 

words, some works of art are beyond viewers’ capabilities to understand and appreciate.  Before 

discussing the aging population’s levels of art understandings, I would like to explain and show 

the gap between the level of understanding of art required for making sense of contemporary art 

and knowledge that the general public viewers possess by making reference to David Henry 

Feldman’s (1987) Developmental Continuum.  

Feldman’s Developmental Continuum.  Regarding the continuum (see Figure 4), 

universal development refers to the transformation that occurs naturally to everyone such as 

learning to walk (Feldman, 1987; Villeneuve & Erickson, 2008).  Cultural development is 

something that we learn on account of the place and time we belong to; for example, swimming 

skills are very important in the south of Thailand.  As for discipline-based development, it refers 

to the additional knowledge that is gained from a discipline in higher education, such as 

engineering.  Idiosyncratic development can be defined as a specialty of something in discipline-

based knowledge such as an electronics engineer.  At the far right end of the continuum, unique 
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development represents a breakthrough, something that is invented and accomplished for the first 

time in history such as the first mobile phone in 1973 by John F. Mitchell and Martin Cooper of 

Motorola.  However, after these breakthroughs are recognized and easier to repeat, they 

gradually move to the left on the continuum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4. David Henry Feldman’s (1987) Developmental Continuum. 
 
 

The gap of art understandings.  In order to better understand older museum visitors, the 

part of the continuum that represents the general public is taken into consideration.  According to 

Villeneuve and Erickson (2008), cultural development represents general public’s level of 

understanding art; at the same time, somewhere between idiosyncratic and unique development 

is where contemporary artists and artworld members fall.  Accordingly, there is “a big gulf of 

[mis]understanding between the general public and the contemporary artworld” (p. 93).  In 

essence, this offers more insights into the challenges the aging population might face when 

visiting art museums.  

Parsons’ Aesthetic Development.  According to Parsons (1987), the following five 

stages of aesthetic development help describe the ways people think about art: 

1. Favoritism.  Viewers in this first stage are attracted to works of art that have subject 

matter or something associated with the viewers (Parsons, 1987).  How they perceive works of 

art is solely from their personal preference and experience, so they do not expect others to share 

their judgment.  Moreover, they see an artwork as a collection of elements such as colors and 
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representations that s/he can make connection to.  According to their innocent eyes, their 

response to an artwork is less stereotyped but more idiosyncratic than viewers in other stages. 

2. Beauty and Realism.  Beauty and degree of realism have a major impact on how 

viewers in this second stage perceive works of art (Parsons, 1987).  They are interested in the 

subject matter and how realistic artworks represent.  That is to say, they are attracted to works of 

art that look real and pretty.  

3. Expression.  Viewers in this third stage have empathy, which helps them move beyond 

judging works of art from beauty and realism and to focus on what artists try to communicate to 

viewers (Parsons, 1987).  They expect to find the meaning of artworks; their emotional response 

is from their awareness of subjectivity in both themselves and others.  In essence, they reflect 

their own experiences and understand that the meaning of artworks is subject to individual 

interpretation.  

4. Style and Form. Viewers in this fourth stage see medium, style, form, and technique as 

collaborators with artists (Parsons, 1987).  They are aware of the social context of works of art.  

The meaning of an artwork they find is from participating in discussions by the community of 

viewers rather than from an artist or an individual viewer.  

5. Autonomy.  Viewers in this fifth stage understand the nature of art, which assumes that 

art is a way we articulate our internal world to ourselves and reexamine our self-conscious state; 

art expresses more than what we envision and is capable of having multiple layers of 

interpretation; and art can be judged objectively although the judgment is from examining our 

experience and emotions (Parsons, 1987).  Therefore, viewers in this stage are constantly aware 

of questions and continually reconstruct their interpretations.  
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Erickson and Clover’s Aesthetic Viewpoints.  Drawing primary on Parsons’ (1987) 

Aesthetic Development, Erickson and Clover (2003) came up with the following viewpoints of 

art understandings. 

  - Non-Reflective Viewpoint 

  - Beauty, Realism, and Skill Viewpoint  

  - Expression of Feelings and Ideas Viewpoint 

  - Artworld Viewpoint 

  - Plural Artworlds Viewpoint 

The difference between Erickson and Clover’s (2003) Viewpoints and Parsons’ (1987) 

Aesthetic Development is that viewpoints are presented as a repertoire instead of stages.  

According to Villeneuve and Erickson (2008), “Viewpoints do not describe development in 

which earlier sets of assumptions and abilities are replaced with another set as an individual 

develops” (p. 93).  Thus, viewers can use varying viewpoints, the one they find most appropriate, 

to approach different works of art.  Besides older museum visitors’ art understandings, their 

levels of reflective thinking also play a critical role in how the aging population perceives art.     

King and Kitchener’s Developing Reflective Judgment.  With respect to King and 

Kitchener (1994), reflective judgment is related to how people make decisions and justify their 

choices in uncertain domains such as art (as cited in Villeneuve & Erickson, 2008, p. 94).  

Different assumptions about the nature of knowledge, strategies for addressing problems, and 

justifications of beliefs characterize reflective judgment into three levels: Pre-Reflective, Quasi-

Reflective, and Reflective. 

Pre-Reflective.  Pre-reflective thinkers assume that knowledge is absolutely certain, so 

they believe that there is only one right answer for each problem (King & Kitchener, 1994).  
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Their right answers are from their observation, belief, or humble submission to perceived 

authority figures.       

Quasi-Reflective.  Thinkers in this level start to realize that knowledge can be uncertain 

and subjective (King & Kitchener, 1994).  However, quasi-reflective thinkers justify their 

answers to ill-structured problems by either providing their personal reasons or using other 

contexts to support their claims.      

Reflective.  Reflective thinkers recognize that knowledge is uncertain and changing all 

the time (King & Kitchener, 1994).  To respond to particular problems, they take various 

appropriate sources into consideration and construct answers in context.  

 
 
Table 1 
Villeneuve and Erickson’s (2008) Taxonomy 

 
Reflective	Judgment/	

Viewpoints	

Pre-Reflective	 Quasi-Reflective	 Reflective	

Non-Reflective	 PR/NR	 QR/NR	 R/NR	

Beauty/Realism/Skill	 PR/BRS	 QR/BRS	 R/BRS	

Expression	of	

Feelings/Ideas	
PR/EFI	 QR/EFI	 R/EFI	

Artworld	 PR/AW	 QR/AW	 R/AW	

Pluralist	Artworld	 PR/PAW	 QR/PAW	 R/PAW	

 
 

Villeneuve and Erickson’s Taxonomy.  To develop a taxonomy to describe a variety of 

possible responses to an artwork, Villeneuve and Erickson (2008) integrate Erickson and 

Clover’s (2003) Viewpoints with King and Kitchener’s (1994) levels of reflective thinking (see 

Table 1).  Fundamentally, Villeneuve and Erickson (2008) generated 15 particular reflective art 
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responses by intersecting five Viewpoints on the vertical axis with three levels of reflective 

judgment on the horizontal axis. 

Accordingly, recognizing an array of responses seniors may have to works of art is a key 

to the provision of meaningful museum experiences for the aging population.  Examining older 

museum visitors’ levels of reflective judgments and viewpoints of art understandings serves as a 

springboard for accommodating exhibitions to them.  Not only art museums but also senior 

centers should be ready to take care of unexpected, emotional reactions, or responses occurring 

from a gap in the understanding of art.  There are many variations in perceiving art and the 

nature of art, which can be suggested by museums to help older viewers interpret art differently.  

In summation, the aging population’s reflective art responses should be taken into consideration 

not only while museums plan art exhibitions but also when senior centers arrange art museum 

fieldtrips for their seniors.  To make sense of the roles of museums and senior centers in 

partnerships, I examine the relationship between arts and older adults. 

The Relationship between Arts and Older People   

According to Creativity Matters: Arts and Aging in America, people aged over 65 were 

as many as people aged under 20 in the United States of America in 2010 (Hanna & Perlstein, 

2008).  By 2040, the number of older people will be more than school-age children.  According 

to this major demographic shift, the field of creative aging has emerged.  Creativity is seen as a 

new paradigm for aging because the elderly play the large role of the cultural conservators who 

transfer the history and values of our communities to the next generation.  As a result, older 

people are being seen for their potential to be useful rather than their potential problems.  Since 

creativity is inherent in everyone, engaging in arts activities helps older people nurture their 

ingrained creativity.  This monograph serves as a dialogue with the arts field.  In essence, 
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creativity and aging should be integrated.  Accordingly, arts and creativity programs provided by 

and for the elderly should be promoted because seniors can gain health, morale, and social 

benefit from them.  

Benefits the elderly receive from arts.  From Creativity and Aging, Cohen (2000) 

encouraged the elderly to examine potential and consider creativity not only for their general life 

satisfaction, but also for their health benefits.  He pointed out that the creative potential in older 

people is the biological basis of a neurological foundation for continuing learning.  In other 

words, age does not have an impact on the capacity for creativity.  On top of that, in The Mature 

Mind: The Positive Power of the Aging Brain, Cohen (2005) claimed that retired people’s 

intellectual growth has almost limitless capacity as long as they continue trying new activities.     

Due to the current “age wave,” creativity plays an important role in providing new 

possibilities for aging with integrity (Korza, Brown, & Dreeszen, 2007).  According to Sherman 

(1996), the arts can be used as a vehicle to help understand and define aging, offer the 

opportunity for self-expression amidst loss, offer the opportunity for achievement, offer the 

opportunity for reengagement amidst void and uncertainty, and provide plenty of opportunities 

for lifelong learning and service (as cited in Korza et al., 2007, p. 341-342).  So, older people are 

expected to participate and need arts programming.  Since the arts can benefit from both 

contributions and resources of older people, the elderly can both give and take––share––the 

wisdom they have gained through their life.  On a side note, arts programs can rebuild 

communities and unite generations by developing mutual understanding between young and 

senior cultures.  

Accordingly, older people who had participated in arts programs for a period of time 

were more cheerful, healthier, more independent, and more engaged in other social activities 
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than people who did not participate in the arts (Cohen, 2000, 2001, 2006).  In short, arts 

participation not only provides lifelong learning experience, but it is also shown to strengthen the 

well-being of the elderly (Cohen, Perlstein et al., 2006).  Meaning and purpose are keys to living 

longer with healthier lives.  Interconnected with mastery and social engagement, arts create 

healthy aging (Hanna & Perlstein, 2008).  That is to say, if everyone realizes all these benefits, 

seniors will have more opportunities to contribute their creative potential not only to family but 

also to the society. 

Barriers to engaging with the arts.  In Age and Arts Participation: A Case against 

Demographic Destiny, Stern (2011) argued that age does not affect or seem to matter to arts 

participation.  Although age and cohort have a statistical significance, knowing someone’s age 

provides very little power in explaining or predicting his/her level of arts engagement.  

Specifically, educational achievement and gender have a great influence on explaining the level 

of arts participation.  Furthermore, the following list is the hindrances to engaging with the arts 

that Arts Council of Northern Ireland (2010) reported: isolation and loneliness, poverty and 

social conditions, health, economic activity, and transport.  The research pointed out that arts and 

creativity providers should not only focus on expanding their audience targets into the elderly 

population, but also take the needs of the older audience into consideration.  Rather than the 

matter of age, issues such as cost and access play a critical role in restricting older people from 

arts participation.     

Key concerns for engaging seniors with the arts.  Hanna and Perlstein (2008) 

suggested taking the following into consideration when providing arts activities for the elderly: 

stereotype issues, cultural sensitivity, cross generation development, and accessibility issues.  In 

essence, the best practice is to follow adult learning principles.  According to Knowles (1973; 
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1984), adult learning is different from the learning of children.  Knowles’ theory of andragogy 

(adult learning) is based on the following assumptions: changes in self-concept, the role of 

experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation to learn.   

Corresponding to Knowles’ andragogical theory (1973; 1984), arts organizations can 

develop successful programs for aging population by engaging the elderly with their expertise 

and life stories; developing programs sequentially with measurable outcomes and trustworthy 

evaluations; engaging professional artists to lead program development and implementation; and 

building sustainable partnerships to promote public awareness and secure funding (Hanna & 

Perlstein, 2008).  Besides following the guiding principles, key entry points to the engagement in 

arts activities need to be understood in order to lay the foundations for making arts and creativity 

services accessible to the aging population.  

Older adults’ key entry points to engagement with art activities.  According to Hanna 

(2013), the elderly who are engaged in creative activities can be categorized into three groups: 

beginning, returning, and lifelong participants. 

The beginning participant.  These seniors are the ones who become engaged in arts 

activities for the first time late in life (Hanna, 2013).  According to Corbett (2012), this group of 

older adults has a strong interest in creative expression, which stems from an internal revelation, 

as a means to accommodate a rebalancing (as cited in Hanna, 2013, p. 7).   

The returning participant.  These seniors are the ones “who were once involved in 

creative activities but discontinued these pursuits as job and family commitments took priority” 

(Hanna, 2013, p. 7).  According to Corbett (2012) and Cohen (2006), a loss or a change in life 

status, retirement, the death of a spouse or other family member, or the person’s own encounter 

with illness are examples of the main reasons that this older adult returns to be involved in 
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creative activities in later life (as cited in Hanna, 2013, p. 7).  They believe that the arts activities 

not only bring joy and comfort but also help renew a sense of meaning and purpose.  This is an 

important case in point for art museums that seek to provide value and meaning in their 

engagement with older people. 

The lifelong participant.  This group of seniors are the ones “who have been 

substantially involved in creative expression throughout their lives” (Hanna, 2013, p. 7).  Most of 

them are professionals or innovators in social services, policy, or education.  According to Hanna 

(2013):  

These people found creativity early in life and have kept exploring its paths, while 

 obtaining enough substantial support to maintain it as central to their life’s work.  These 

 individuals have been identified as role models for successful aging because they stay 

 highly engaged in a larger reality where they do not lose their purpose or meaning. 

 Retirement is not an option, in that they would not choose another way to live and are 

 satisfied with their life choices.  (p. 7) 

How to Make Arts and Creativity Services Accessible 

To turn art museums into inclusive elder-friendly places, museum accessibility plays a 

vital role in fostering seniors’ museum experience.  According to Salmen (1998), to make the 

site’s exhibitions and programs accessible to every visitor, art museums need to eliminate not 

only physical, but also communication and attitudinal barriers (as cited in Korza, Brown, & 

Dreeszen, 2007, p. 333).  In other words, apart from providing accessible space, the museums 

should also be sensitive to human diversity and make information accessible to every visitor.  

That every visitor feels respected and included is key.  In addition, making art museums 
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accessible not only accommodates visitors with disabilities, but also benefits and make life easier 

for everyone involved.  Providing access is not just a choice; it is a law.   

According to National Age Discrimination and National Bureau for Accessibility (2000), 

the advantages of providing museum access to all are: the arts remain accessible in every phase 

of people’s lives; everyone gains profits from accessible society because all of us will eventually 

belong to at least one of special categories; arts facilities and program operations become more 

durable and cheaper because targeted populations will need fewer additions and provisions; an 

accessible arts environment contributes to other policy objectives such as independent living for 

older adults; and a larger circle of everyone involved such as patrons and staff benefits arts 

programs and productions (as cited in Korza, Brown, & Dreeszen, 2007, p. 356).  Despite the 

requirement of systemic change, creating cultural accessibility through a universal environment 

will yield good results.  Ultimately, accessible programs and facilities will be a vital part of 

community life. 

From an agreement between the Institute of Museum Services (IMS) and the National 

Endowment for the Arts (NEA), American Association of Museums (1992) published The 

accessible museum: Model programs of accessibility for disabled and older people to encourage 

and assist staff, volunteers, creators, and audiences in making not only facilities but also 

programs accessible to the aging population and individuals with disabilities in the United States 

of America.  Inclusion is the key; making existing programs and services accessible to 

underserved communities promotes human dignity and develops new and larger audiences.  

Furthermore, American Association of Museums (1992), now the American Alliance of 

Museums (AAM), suggested that accessibility solutions for some people might not work for 

others.  Since there are a variety of necessities, museums have a hard time coming up with a 
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clear focus to deliver services to individuals with special needs.  For example, the priority needs 

of museum service accessibility for visually impaired visitors are exhibitions for a multi-sensory 

approach, facilities for way finding, and staff assistance (Handa, Dairoku, & Toriyama, 2010).  

Moreover, to make museum collections accessible to a wide-range of audience, problems of 

perception and cognition need to be addressed (Eriksson, 1998).  Besides, close communication 

with other constituents plays a crucial role in increasing accessibility in the most practical, 

efficient, and economical manner.  In terms of accessibility and outreach, building relationships 

with the audience, whom museums want to work with, is a key to develop successful programs 

(Gardiner, 2011). 

To make an integral part of an organization accessible, planning, mission, programs, 

outreach, meetings, budget, and staffing need to be taken into consideration (National 

Endowment for the Arts, National Endowment for the Humanities, & National Assembly of 

State Arts Agencies, 2003).  To discover where gaps exist, we need to focus on how the needs of 

older staff, volunteers, and visitors are met (American Association of Museums, 1992).  Not only 

ensuring physical access to the museum facility, we should also be concerned with making the 

content and information of museum exhibitions accessible to the broadest range of audience.  

Rather than reviewing cursory surveys of solutions by other institutions, administrators should be 

interested in the problem and focus on the details.  Federal and state laws, including 504 of the 

1973 Rehabilitation Act, The Arts and 504 of the 1992, and the 1990 American with Disabilities 

Act should be taken into consideration.  Overall, the success of providing accessibility heavily 

depends on alteration of attitude.    

The Feeling of exclusion from the art museums.  Although this is the reverse direction 

of my research, review of why and how people lack a sense of belonging and feel excluded from 
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visiting art museums can provide me many constructive views of attitudinal access issues.  

According to Barnes, Blom, Cox, and Lessof (2006), the factors that affect cultural and leisure 

activities, which includes visiting art museums, are: being members of non-white ethnic groups, 

not having access to a private car, having low income, and having poor health.  Low quality of 

life also plays the serious part in excluding people from visiting museums and other cultural 

activities (Kneale, 2012).   

From The feeling of exclusion: Young peoples’ perceptions of art galleries, Mason and 

McCarthy (2006) claimed that young people do not feel at home in art galleries because artworks 

in exhibitions do not match their preferences and museum marketing methods do not mesh with 

their worldview.  Basically, to serve as not only entertaining but also educational attractions, art 

museums need to make visitors feel a sense of belonging by considering their architecture 

design, exhibition content and design, atmosphere, and programs and advertising.  Although 

these literature reviews (Barnes et al., 2006; Kneale, 2012; Mason & McCarthy, 2006) focused 

on young people feeling exclusion from art museums, which is in the reverse direction of my 

research, they open my eyes to the ways to prevent these issues of not only physical but also 

communicational and attitudinal access to art museums.    

The Role of Museums and Types of Partnership with Senior-Serving Organizations  

Since the role of the museum has been shifted from being about something to being for 

somebody (Weil, 1999), the main responsibility of museums is to serve their visitors (Waltl, 

2006).  Accordingly, not only the motivation and needs of different audience segments but also 

atmosphere that offers a range of experiences needs to be taken into consideration.  Mainly, the 

goal is to eliminate barriers and provide visitors opportunities for involvement and engagement 

within the art museums.  Process of engaging visitors has become more and more important 
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because it helps the visitors to access collections.  Interpretation tools such as audio guides, 

interactive computers, multi-layered text labels, and specially trained mediators help engage 

visitors in an interactive experience, which paves the way for gaining worthwhile museum 

experience.  

 Furthermore, the complex socio-cultural roles that museums play have a momentous 

impact on audience inclusion and exclusion (Coffee, 2008).  Thus, to include specific groups of 

audience, such as aging population, art museums need to understand how their commitments 

mesh with the large socio-cultural matrix.  Apart from the needs of museum visitors (Bierling, 

Brisoux, Kuijten, Rosa, & Pereira de Morais Luz, 2011- 2012), the visitors’ lifestyles should also 

be taken into account in order to contribute to social inclusion (Todd & Lawson, 2001).   

Finding a mutually-beneficial degree of collaboration.  Since museums are perceived 

as agents of social inclusion (Sandell, 1998), promoting networking and partnerships paves the 

way for building connections with audiences and sustaining them (Bierling et al., 2011-2012).  

To put forward high quality engaging and meaningful art experiences for the aging population, 

partnerships between art museums and senior-serving organizations, such as senior centers, not 

only help establish a foundation of resources for the field of arts and aging but also develop best 

practices in this growing field.  Table 2 provides a review of the different types of alliances 

between institutions. 

According to Chesebrough (1998), corresponding to the extent of involvement, 

partnerships between institutions can be categorized into three types: cooperation, coordination, 

and collaboration (as cited in Liu, 2007, p. 134).  Firstly, the relationship in which each 

institution shares related information in an informal way is called cooperation.  In contrast to the 

informal relationship, the relationship that is not only formal but also continuing refers to 
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coordination.  While each cooperating institution owns its authority, resources and rewards, each 

coordinating institution has only its own authority.  In other words, coordination differs from 

cooperation because coordinating institutions share not only related information but also the 

resources and rewards.  Lastly, the term collaboration is applied to the highest degree of 

involvement between institutions; this kind of relationship is stronger than formal and continual 

partnerships between coordinating institutions.  Each collaborating institution not only shares its 

resources and rewards but also willingly embraces a new organizational structure for a common 

mission with full commitment. 

 
 
Table 2 
Chesebrough’s (1998) Analysis of Partnership between Institutions 

   

	 COOPERATION	 COORDINATION	 COLLABORATION	

AUTHORITY	 Own	respectively	 Own	respectively	 Decide	together	

RISK	 No	 Higher	 Increasing	

RESOURCE	 Own	respectively	 Shared	 Shared	

REWARD	 Own	respectively	 Mutually	recognize	 Own	together	

COMMON	TASK	 No	 Try	to	understand	and	

implement	

Full	commitment	and	

responsibility	

FORMING	NEW	

ORGANIZATION	

STRUCTURE	FOR	

COMPLETING	THE	

COMMON	TASK	

No	 No	 Yes	

RELATIONSHIP	 Informal	 Formal,	clear,	and	

continued	

Continued	and	strong	

 
 

Since an aging world is interconnected, mutualism, which is vital to social well-being, is 

a key to transforming diversity into creative innovations (Barker, 2000).  Besides gaining deeper 
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insights into seniors’ attitudes and behaviors towards arts and creativity engagement, the 

collaboration furthers opportunity for the aging community and museum community to make the 

elderly feel that they belong to and are members of both communities (Thongnopnua, 2013a, 

2013b, 2015).  Above all, finding mutually-beneficial degrees of collaboration between art 

museums and senior-serving organizations lays the foundations for succeeding in constructing 

and sustaining the full cycle of meaningful art and museum experiences, from passive 

observation to active participation, for the aging population not only in but also across 

communities.   

Summary 

The review of literature, along with a pilot study, puts forward the theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks that provide a firm basis for this dissertation.  Looking into three cohorts 

of older adults living in the United States of America, Good Warriors, Lucky Few, and Baby 

Boomers (Carlson, 2008; Hughes & O’Rand, 2005), helps me better understand who my 

participants are and how they have progressed through each stage of their lives.  By examining 

these three cohorts’ formative experiences, life stage, and the economic environment, I gain 

insights into factors that crucially impact the variations in individual seniors’ attitudes and 

behaviors towards art museum visitations (Ajzen & Driver, 1992; Wilkening & Chung, 2009).  

Besides taking retirees’ personality traits into account, reviewing Falk and Dierking’s (2013) 

identity lens for describing museum visitors provides a well-built blueprint for understanding my 

participants’ motivations, needs, and values.  The reasons to visit the art museum reflect not only 

what individual seniors perceive the museum visitation provides but also how this group of my 

participants, who has engaged in arts activities, defines their meaningful museum experiences. 
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Through a discussion of John Dewey’s (1929, 2005) notion of experience and Falk and 

Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual Model of Learning, the museum visitation experience 

should be considered as an inseparable whole.  Since the relationship between doing and 

undergoing gives meaning to the whole experience (Dewey, 2005), the museum visitation needs 

to be perceived as an inseparable entirety of experience that comprises the dynamic interactions 

of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts (Falk & Dierking, 2000, 2013; Falk & 

Sheppard, 2006).  As time plays an essential role, older museum visitors are constructing their 

personal experiences while moving through their own sociocultural and physical world.  Since, 

the physical context of the museum plays an important role in fulfilling museum visitors’ 

personal and sociocultural needs, the review of Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing 

Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective offers the constructive view of 

how to evaluate the quality of art exhibitions.  To identify characteristics of an art exhibition, 

museums need to consider and assess 23 Aspects, which are the building blocks of four criteria: 

comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.   

In addition to the review of literature on older museum visitors, the museum experience, 

and the quality of art exhibitions, this chapter also includes a summary of my pilot study on 

seniors and arts participation and a discussion of how art museums can collaborate with local 

senior center on fostering meaningful art and museum experiences for the aging population.  To 

make arts and creativity services accessible to senior citizens, the aging population’s art 

understandings, which are the roots of the variety in their responses to the arts, need to be 

understood.  Moreover, to make sense of the relationship between art and older people, not only 

the benefits the elderly receive from arts but also the barriers for older people to engage with the 

arts were investigated.  As a means to constructing and perpetuating the full cycle of meaningful 
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art and museum experiences for senior citizens in the community, an analysis of the role of 

museums and types of partnership with senior-serving organizations provides insights into the 

way to find mutually-beneficial degrees of collaboration.   

In conclusion, the literature review revealed that additional research is needed in order to 

connect the dots and understand the relationship between characteristics of the art exhibition and 

how older visitors construct their museum experiences.  Thus, this study seeks to address this 

issue and helps fill the gap in literature on the growing field of creative aging.  In the next 

chapter, I will address the methodology that I used to explore the museum visitation experiences 

of a selected senior group who is considered to be receptive to visiting art museums. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 
In this chapter, I discuss the methodology I used to address and answer the research 

questions.  Before explaining research design, the research questions are overviewed.  The 

research design is composed of my philosophical worldview, selected strategy of inquiry, and 

research methods.  Units of analysis of the study, sampling strategies and site selection, data 

collection, and data analysis are described.  To enhance transferability, the research context is 

examined and thoroughly described for facilitating other researchers and practitioners to make 

sensible judgments of whether the findings can be transferred to other contexts or setting.  This 

chapter concludes by discussing credibility of data and researcher, and ethical considerations.      

Research Questions 

The major research question for this study is: How do seniors who participate in art 

workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center experience and make sense of their art museum 

visitations?   

The guiding questions are:  

 1. What is the quality of the museum exhibition based on Serrell’s (2006) Framework for 

 Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions?  

 2. How do seniors construct their museum experiences through the dynamic interaction 

 of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts with respect to Falk and Dierking’s 

 (1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual Model of Learning? 

 3. What is the relationship between characteristics of the exhibition and the interaction   

 of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts that scaffold seniors’ museum 

 experiences? 
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Research Design 

According to my research questions, I used a qualitative approach as a means for 

exploring how seniors who participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center 

experience and make sense of their art museum visitations.  As a proposal to conduct research, 

research design embraces “the worldview assumptions the researcher brings to the study, 

procedures of inquiry (called strategies), and specific methods of data collection, analysis, and 

interpretation” (Creswell, 2009, p. 3).  In this study, my qualitative approach to research was 

shaped by the social constructivist worldview.  A strategy of inquiry I employed was 

phenomenological research.  Additionally, I used an applied research model (Patton, 2002) to 

direct my research methods. 

Philosophical Worldview: Social Constructivism 

According to Creswell (2009), worldviews are “a general orientation about the world and 

the nature of research that a researcher holds” (p. 6).  The term worldview (Creswell, 2009) is 

interchangeable with paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Mertens, 1998), epistemologies and 

ontologies (Crotty, 1998), or broadly conceived research methodologies (Neuman, 2000).  As 

regards my study, a philosophical worldview that I embrace is social constructivism.  My 

approach to research is shaped by the philosophical assumptions of social constructivism––

individuals seek understanding and construct meanings of phenomena, which they experience 

(Christie & Fleischer, 2009; Creswell, 2009).   

  Relativism is the basic ontological assumption of constructivism (Guba & Lincoln, 

1989); an individual and his/her constructed meanings are interrelated (Christie & Fleischer, 

2009).  Instead of having only one objective truth, the constructivist asserts that there are 

multiple realities (Christie & Fleischer, 2009; Creswell, 2009, 2013; Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  
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With respect to the basic epistemological assumption, the constructivist embraces the idea of 

transactional subjectivism (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  The meanings individuals develop are 

contingent on value sets from personal past experiences and individual contexts in which the 

individuals and audiences are engaged in constructing their realities.   

In regard to methodological assumptions of constructivism, the joint construction of 

meanings is the culmination of hermeneutic and dialectic processes (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  

Since phenomena can be understood only within the context, local relevance is more important 

than generalizability (Christie & Fleischer, 2009; Creswell, 2009; Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  Due 

to mutual causation, everything is interconnected.  As a result, it is impossible to distinguish 

cause and effect among these dynamic-bidirectional relationships.  Rather than ignoring or 

controlling bias, the constructivist chooses to acknowledge and take it into account.  On top of 

that, inductive logic is applied to infer general laws from particular instances, which is called 

value-bound (Christie & Fleischer, 2009, p. 25). 

Through a social constructivist lens, “social phenomena cannot be divorced from their 

societal and cultural contexts, because the definition and meaning attributed to those phenomena 

are constructed by that society” (Christie & Fleischer, 2009, p. 25).  Therefore, to investigate a 

social phenomenon, the participants’ perceptions of the phenomenon need to be considered and 

relied on as much as possible (Creswell, 2009).  Since the participants’ subjective meanings are 

often negotiated socially and historically, rather than being firmly fixed in individuals’ minds, 

those meanings “are formed through interaction with others…and through historical and cultural 

norms that operate in individuals’ lives” (p. 8).  As a means to understand the essence of the 

meaning in the participants’ experiences of a phenomenon, social constructivist researchers need 

to address not only personal but also sociocultural contexts (Creswell, 2013). 
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In essence, researchers who hold the philosophical assumptions of social constructivism 

zero in on inductively developing patterns of meaning instead of deductively testing a priori 

hypotheses (Christie & Fleischer, 2009; Creswell, 2009, 2013).  To make sense of the meanings 

participants have about a phenomenon, researchers immerse themselves in historical and cultural 

settings of the participants and use researchers’ personal, cultural, and historical experiences to 

shape interpretation.  Along with defining the role of the researcher, recognizing how they 

position themselves in the research lays the foundations for researchers to acknowledge how they 

construct their interpretations.   

As a consequence, the social constructivist worldview that I hold leads to employing a 

qualitative approach to my research.  Qualitative research is the most frequently embraced 

approach within the constructivist worldview because it is accepted as the most suitable method 

for investigating multi-layers of reality (Christie & Fleischer, 2009; Creswell, 2009).  The 

following is the discussion of characteristics of qualitative research and justification of why it is 

an appropriate approach to conducting my study. 

Qualitative approach.  As claimed by Creswell (2009), qualitative research can be seen 

as a vehicle for investigating and making sense of the meaning individuals or groups attribute to 

human issues or social circumstances.  Characteristics of qualitative research are: natural setting, 

researcher as key instrument, multiple methods, complex reasoning through inductive and 

deductive logic, participants’ meanings, emergent design, reflexivity, and holistic account 

(Creswell, 2013).  Instead of transferring participants into a contrived situation, qualitative 

researchers collect data within the participants’ context (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 

2013; Miles & Huberman, 1994).    
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Apart from conducting fieldwork by themselves, qualitative researchers usually rely on 

more than one data source such as observations, interviews, and documents (Creswell, 2013; 

Patton, 2002).  In a qualitative research study, researchers determine their roles before beginning 

the fieldwork.  With regard to their presence in the field, researchers have to find the balance by 

being flexible but not going beyond the boundaries that would affect the study.  Moreover, 

researchers need to become aware of the fact that their background might affect their 

interpretations of the data.  

Regarding holistic account, qualitative researchers are bound by comprehending the 

complex interactions of constituents in the whole setting (Creswell, 2013).  After entering the 

field, researchers may need to revise and modify the research process (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 

2002).  Qualitative researchers use inductive logic to organize the data, discover emerging 

patterns, and develop an all-embracing set of themes (Creswell, 2013).  Throughout the process 

of research, researchers not only employ inductive but also deductive reasoning skills, 

particularly when constructing themes that are constantly being verified by comparing them with 

the data.  Researchers spotlight the meaning that participants possess; the developed themes 

reflect multiple perspectives of the participants.  The key is “to learn about the problem or issue 

from participants and engage in the best practices to obtain that information” (p. 47).   

Therefore, qualitative research is an appropriate approach to conducting my study.  Since 

my study aims at exploring the museum visitation of the elderly who are considered to be 

receptive to visiting art museums, the qualitative approach helps investigate the layers of a 

phenomenon and generate detailed understanding of seniors’ museum experiences.  By not 

leveling all participants to a statistical mean, the uniqueness of individual seniors in my study 

would not be overlooked.  Rather than generalizing seniors’ experiences to fit hypothesized 
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formations, qualitative research empowers my participants by providing a platform for individual 

seniors to speak for themselves.  Through the complexity of a natural setting, qualitative inquiry 

helped open my eyes to the core––the essence of the meaning in seniors’ museum experiences. 

Strategy of Inquiry: Phenomenological Research  

Phenomenology is a strategy of inquiry I applied to my qualitative study.  According to 

Creswell (2009), “Phenomenological research is a strategy of inquiry in which the researcher 

identifies the essence of human experiences about a phenomenon as described by participants” 

(p. 13).  The leaders of phenomenology viewpoints are Max van Manen, Edmund Husserl, 

Alfred Schutz, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Alfred North Whitehead, Amedeo Giorgi, Richard 

Zaner, and Clark Moustakas (Patton, 2002).  Besides a qualitative tradition and a research 

method framework, phenomenology can also refer to an inquiry paradigm, a social science 

analytical perspective or orientation, an interpretive theory, and philosophy.  Despite a variety of 

these phenomenological approaches, the common foundation question focuses on exploring the 

meaning of the lived experience of a particular phenomenon for a specific group of individuals.     

The main purpose of phenomenological research is to find the common meaning that 

individuals share when they are experiencing the same phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 

2002; van Manen, 1990).  A characteristic of a phenomenological study is defined by the 

assumption of essence.  To understand the very nature of the thing, the core meanings of a shared 

experience––essences––need to be grasped.  Because we cannot reflect on lived experience 

during the experience, phenomenological reflection is retrospective instead of introspective.  

Since the only means of approach to the world that human beings possess is consciousness, 

phenomenological inquiry focuses on not only how individuals make sense of experience but 

also how the experience is transformed, individually and as shared meaning, into consciousness.   
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To reveal the quintessential meaning of the experience, phenomenological inquiry 

involves rigorous data collection process and fastidious analysis methodology (Rossman & 

Rallis, 2003).  In order to use phenomenology to philosophically justify the methods of 

qualitative inquiry, the subject matter of phenomenological inquiry revolves around what 

individuals experience and how they interpret a phenomenon (Patton, 2002).  From a 

philosophical perspective, phenomenology is the study of lived experience and how we interact 

with it by using our senses (Kockelmans, 1967).  According to Husserl, when we pay attention to 

our perceptions, we become aware of what we experience (as cited in Patton, 2002, p. 105).  

Experience and interpretations are interwoven.  Interpretation plays a vital role in an 

understanding of experience; at the same time, the experience consists of the interpretation.  In 

order to gain insights into the essence of the shared experience, researchers themselves need to 

experience the phenomenon as directly as possible. 

Besides a phenomenon and a group of individuals who have all experienced the 

phenomenon, one important feature of phenomenological research is a philosophical discussion 

(Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990).  At bottom, conducting phenomenological 

research unavoidably generates the subjective-objective perspective because the lived 

experiences not only entail individuals’ subjective experiences of the phenomenon but also their 

objective involvement in shared experiences with other people.  Since the features of 

phenomenological studies are mainly defined through the lens of a human science orientation 

and a psychological perspective (Creswell, 2013), two widely known approaches to 

phenomenology are hermeneutic phenomenology (van Manen, 1990) and transcendental or 

psychological phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994).  While hermeneutic phenomenology sets the 

scene for researchers to make their interpretations of the meaning of the participants’ experiences 
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(van Manen, 1990), Moustakas’ (1994) transcendental or psychological phenomenology brings a 

description of the lived experiences into focus.   

According to psychological phenomenology, rather than focusing on their interpretations, 

researchers set aside their past experiences as a means to be exposed freshly to the phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  In the process of detaching themselves from prejudiced 

concerns, the researchers need to fend off any association of past knowledge by suspending their 

understandings in a contemplative conveyance that raise the spirit of inquiry while determining 

experiences (Creswell, 2013; Giorgi, 2009; LeVasseur, 2003).  Bracketing personal experiences, 

psychological phenomenology researchers can fully describe what participants experience and 

how they experience the phenomenon.  Thus, a psychological phenomenological approach is 

suited for research that strives for understanding a particular group of individuals’ shared 

experiences of a specific phenomenon in order to develop practices or policies (Creswell, 2013; 

Moustakas, 1994).  For this reason, to gain a deeper understanding about the meaning, structure, 

and the essence of the lived experience of museum visitations for the aging population, I applied 

phenomenological inquiry to this qualitative research.    

Research Methods 

Research methods are procedures of research that transform the strategy of inquiry, 

which is related to a philosophical worldview that the researcher embraces, into practice 

(Creswell, 2009).  Thus, the social constructivist worldview and phenomenological strategy of 

inquiry shape the forms of data collection, analysis, and interpretation that I proposed for my 

qualitative study.  To explore how seniors who participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee 

Senior Center experience and make sense of their art museum visitations, I applied a 

phenomenology approach to my research methods.   
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With reference to the phenomenological construction of meaning, I tried to bracket out 

my experiences as much as possible and collected data from individual seniors who have visited 

the selected art museum and experienced a particular exhibition.  Then, I analyzed the data by 

highlighting “significant statements” (Creswell, 2013, p. 82) and developing clusters of meaning 

into themes.  On a side note, I reflected the role of the researcher that I defined before beginning 

the fieldwork; my own experience and the context that has influenced my experience were 

analyzed (Creswell, 2013; Marshall & Rossman, 2010; Moustakas, 1994).  By ruminating on my 

evolved themes, I developed a textural description by describing the museum experiences of 

these individual seniors and what they experienced in the exhibition.  Furthermore, the context 

and setting that had an impact on how this group of seniors experienced their museum visitation 

were described and developed into a structural description.  Consequently, I combined the 

textural with structural descriptions to compositely reveal the common or shared museum 

visitation experiences of these seniors.  Ultimately, the integration of the textural with structural 

descriptions has culminated in––the essence of their museum experiences––an underlying 

construction of what this group of seniors has experienced and how they experienced it. 

Research model.  Since method decisions derive from research purpose, clarity about 

purpose and primary audience paves the way for proper research design (Patton, 2002).  To turn 

art museums into inclusive elder-friendly places, arts administrators need to understand how the 

aging population experiences and makes sense of their museum visitations.  The purpose of my 

study is to contribute knowledge that helps understand the nature and essence of seniors’ 

museum experiences and the potential value of their involvement in arts.  For the purpose of 

illuminating a societal concern, I used an applied research model (Patton, 2002) to direct my 

method decisions.   
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Regarding the source of my research questions, applied research is an appropriate model 

for studying the societal issue that is experienced by citizens and articulated by policymakers 

(Patton, 2002).  Moreover, the model allows me to be cognizant of the role my personal insights 

and experiences play during fieldwork.  Since applied research findings are limited to a 

particular time, space, and condition, I acknowledge that the assertions from the study are 

context-bound.  To achieve the purpose of the study and address the intended audience, I used 

applied research model (Patton, 2002) to guide my research questions, data collection, and 

analysis. 

An overview of data sources and analysis methods.  To address the research questions, 

the sources of data for this study include observations, in-depth interviews, a focus group 

interview, and documentary materials.  I also incorporated visual elements such as photographs, 

printed materials, and videos into the study.  Along with inductive logic, an integration of my 

conceptual and theoretical frameworks puts forward coding schemes for analysis methods.  

Table 3 outlines a summary of the questions and the data collection and analysis methods 

utilized for each.  Detailed descriptions of my sampling strategies and site selection, data 

collection, and data analysis methods can be found in the subsequent sections. 

Site Selection and Sampling Strategies  

This dissertation is building on my previous phenomenological research on the 

experience of seniors who participate in the art workshop at the Tallahassee Senior Center 

(Thongnopnua, 2013a).  Since this group of seniors’ involvement in doing art predisposed them 

to be interested in looking at or studying other artists’ works of art, these seniors appeared to be 

receptive to visiting art museums.  Moreover, these seniors’ inclination to actively participate in 

arts activities made them more favorable to engaging in other kinds of arts participation in the art 
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museum.  For these reasons, participants I chose to study for this dissertation are also seniors 

who participate in art workshops at the same senior center.  Thus, the units of analysis of the 

study are these individual seniors and the primary focus of data collection is on what was 

happening to them in the setting.  

Site Selection: Selected Senior Center and Art Museums  

The participants were purposefully drawn from the Tallahassee Senior Center, which is a 

local main senior center in Tallahassee, Florida.  Besides the advantage of its location in the 

capital city of Florida, the Tallahassee Senior Center offers a wide variety of art workshops for 

seniors to participate in, for example, drawing, watercolor, pastel, oil and acrylic painting, 

ceramics, clay and handbuilding, among others.  In the art workshops, seniors supportively assist 

and constructively critique one another while working alongside the instructors (Santoro, 2012).  

The key attributes of their art programs result from the senior center’s commitment not only to 

welcoming diverse people with varied skill levels to attend their studio art classes but also 

encouraging creativity in an exciting and collaborative environment.   

I selected Florida State University Museum of Fine Arts (MoFA) and the Gadsden Arts 

Center as my study subjects as well as a potential research sites because the Tallahassee Senior 

Center has continually offered fieldtrips for seniors to both museums through their annual event: 

Lifelong Learning Extravaganza: Explore, Examine, and Experience (L3X), which takes place 

around September or October of every year.  Besides being acknowledged by the local senior 

center to be well worth a visit, both MoFA and the Gadsden Arts Center are also accredited by 

the American Alliance of Museums (2015).  Moreover, both museums are located in the vicinity 

of the Tallahassee Senior Center.  MoFA is located on the campus of Florida State University 

while the Gadsden Arts Center is located in a small community of Gadsden County in historic 
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downtown Quincy.  Although Gadsden Arts Center is not called “a museum,” people in the 

community perceive it as a museum (B. Reep, personal communication, October 13, 2012).  

As the purpose of this study is to understand the selected group of seniors’ museum 

experiences based on characteristics of the exhibition, I decided to evaluate every art exhibition 

on display in two museums, Florida State University Museum of Fine Arts (MoFA) and the 

Gadsden Arts Center, from May 2014 until I found the exhibition that embraced an excellent 

quality to take my participants to visit.  Incidentally, after observing and evaluating a number of 

exhibitions in both museums, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass by Leslie Neumann & Susan Gott is the 

exhibition at the Gadsden Arts Center that I chose to take the selected group of seniors to visit. 

Sampling Strategies: Participants 

Since this study is context-bound, sampling methodology plays a big role in giving me 

strategic information.  Due to specific participant requirements of the study, the sample was 

obtained by purposeful sampling instead of random sampling.  I used two types of purposeful 

sampling strategies throughout the study.  The first strategy I started off with is criterion 

sampling.  According to Patton (2002), “The logic of criterion sampling strategy is to review and 

study all cases that meet some predetermined criterion of importance” (p. 238).  To identify rich 

information and obtain participants who are suited to the intent of the study, I contacted Ms. 

Leslie Puckett, The Art Program Director at the Tallahassee Senior Center.  She helped me gain 

access to seniors who participate in art workshops at the senior center and made an 

announcement to recruit participants for this study—seniors, 60 years of age or older, who were 

participating in at least one art workshop at the Tallahassee Senior Center and were interested in 

visiting the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition at the Gadsden Arts Center, in the specific time.   
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According to the Gadsden Arts Center’s opening hours and the availability of the 

transportation that the senior center could facilitate, Ms. Puckett and I came up with three 

possible dates to set up a fieldtrip: Thursday, July 10, 2014; Tuesday, July 15, 2014; or 

Thursday, July 17, 2014.  Seniors who were interested in participating in this study were asked to 

provide their availability and I chose the date that was convenient for the most seniors.  When I 

was in the field, opportunistic or emerging sampling came up and gave me an opportunity to 

discover some unexpected issues of seniors’ museum visitations.  In other words, applying 

opportunistic or emergent sampling strategy to my study not only offered flexibility about the 

option of adding to a sample but also kept me open-minded for any unforeseen opportunities 

after fieldwork began.   

Data Collection  

Data collection took place from May to August 2014.  During this period, I conducted 

field observations, in-depth interviews, a focus group interview, and document analysis.  A 

visual dimension was also incorporated into my fieldwork by using printed materials, 

photographs, and videos.  The order in which I executed my field research is as follows: (1) 

gaining entry into the research site, (2) doing fieldwork, and (3) follow-up.  

Entry into the Research Site 

The connections with Viki Thompson Wylder, then the Curator of Education at Florida 

State University Museum of Fine Arts (MoFA) helped me gain entry into the Tallahassee Senior 

Center and meet Ms. Leslie Puckett, the Art Program Director at the senior center.  Ms. Puckett 

provided access to the research site and facilitated the collection of data when I conducted my 

study on the experience of seniors who participate in an art workshop at the senior center 

(Thongnopnua, 2013a, 2013b).  In regard to this study, Ms. Puckett helped me gain access to 
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seniors who participate in art workshops at the senior center and facilitated the process to acquire 

the participants.  Besides permissions from a human subjects review board, I obtained 

participants’ written permission to be studied.  Before beginning the fieldwork, it was also 

important to be aware of different perspectives I would represent in the study and determine the 

role of the researcher.  

Perspectives in practice.  According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), qualitative 

researchers need to define and be aware of their roles in the setting.  With respect to 

anthropologists, the researcher’s perspective is called “the etic” while the participants’ 

perspective is referred to as “the emic” (p. 48).  Unfortunately, it is impossible for the researcher 

to fully grasp and represent the entire participants’ subjective experience, the emic perspective.  

Rather than the insider’s view and voice, qualitative researchers attempt to represent––the etic 

perspective––their understanding of what they have learned in the view of the outsider.  

Therefore, being constantly aware of my role in the field helped me distinguish my own sense-

makings from the sense-makings of seniors whom I studied. 

The role of the researcher.  As the primary instrument of research for this qualitative 

study, my role as the researcher needs to be discussed.  In order to gain insights into the personal 

perspectives and biases that I brought to this qualitative study, I reflected on my cultural and 

educational background.  I am a Thai female who was born in the United States but grew up in 

Bangkok, Thailand.  I have studied arts administration at the doctoral level.  I received fine arts 

training in both eastern and western contexts; I earned a Bachelor of Fine Arts in visual arts from 

Chulalongkorn University, Thailand, and a Master of Fine Arts in painting from Miami 

University, the United States.  Although my personal aesthetics have been developed from both 

cultural values, Asian cultures, especially Thai, dominate the fundamental ways I perceive, 
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conceptualize, and understand the world.  So, I have acknowledged that I collected my data for 

this study in the western contexts and settings, but the data were analyzed through the lens of the 

Easterner. 

My previous experiences have an impact on my sensitivity about issues of inclusionary 

access to arts services and participation in arts activities.  Having worked for numerous rural 

development services and other environmental campaigns in Thailand, my perspective on art has 

evolved from being art for art’s sake to art for life’s sake.  I have been committed to making the 

arts accessible for everyone.  As a visual artist, my position is that although some works of art 

can speak for themselves, accessibilities not only facilitate the aesthetic transaction by helping 

museum visitors build the bridge to the artworks but also create an opportunity for other positive 

experiences in the museum.  Accordingly, my background in organizing my own and other 

artists’ exhibitions certainly influences my perspectives on the essential quality of museum 

exhibitions.  In the process of employing Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence 

in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective to identify important characteristics of the art 

exhibitions, I was aware that my professional values inevitably played some parts in evaluating 

the levels of achievement that the exhibitions attain for the four criteria: comfortable, engaging, 

reinforcing, and meaningful.   

Furthermore, my attitude and actions toward seniors are inexorably filtered through my 

cultural conception of the elderly.  According to Thai culture, we consider feeling and expressing 

respect for older people as a moral obligation that is the foundation of good manners.  We are 

inculcated a sense of social responsibility to honor seniors in specific ways.  For example, 

holding the elderly in high esteem similar to honored guest rather than treating them as friends; 

showing respect by paying careful attention to them; exhibiting polite postures and gestures, i.e., 
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not standing over seniors; using formal language and speaking in a humble voice; and never 

interrupting or arguing.  Thus, my cultural perception of elder respect predisposed me to think 

kindly of seniors and interact with them in considerate manners.   

With regard to my presence in the field, I found the balance by being flexible but not 

going beyond the boundaries that would affect the study.  As a researcher, I was sensible of the 

impacts that my background and my presence in the setting might have on the participants’ 

attitudes and behaviors.  Since I conducted my pilot study at the Tallahassee Senior Center, I am 

acquainted with some seniors and a couple of teachers of art workshops there.  I have also had 

connections with staff at the Gadsden Arts Center and the Florida State University Museum of 

Fine Arts (MoFA) because I have been a volunteer for two years.  For all mentioned reasons, to 

exclusively gain insights into how the selected group of seniors experience and make sense of 

their museum visitations, I determined not to play a role in or contribute to the setting.   

In the Field 

My data gathering procedures are as follows: (1) observed and evaluated the selected art 

exhibitions by using Serrell’s (2006) Framework to identify characteristics of the exhibition, and 

then selected only one exhibition that embraced an excellent quality to take the selected group of 

seniors to visit; (2) took the seniors to the art museum that held the selected art exhibition, 

observed the seniors’ behaviors in the exhibition as well as how they experienced the museum, 

and acquired documentary materials; (3) conducted in-depth and multiple interviews with the 

seniors about their museum visitation; and (4) conducted a focus group interview to gain more 

insights into this group of seniors’ museum visitation experiences and how the senior center and 

local art museums can collaborate on fostering meaningful art and museum experiences for 

seniors to engage in visual arts, from passive observation to active participation. 
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Table 3 
Research Questions, Data Sources, and Analysis Methods 

 

Research Questions Data Sources Analysis Methods 

1. How do seniors who 
participate in art workshops 
at the Tallahassee Senior 
Center experience and make 
sense of their art museum 
visitations? 

- Observations 
- In-depth interviews 
- Focus group interview 
- Documentary materials 
(including audiovisual 
materials) 
 

- Phenomenology data analysis 
methods: synthesis of composite 
textural and structural descriptions 
to develop the essence of the 
phenomenon––the meanings of 
experience.  
- Coding schemes: an integration of 
my strategy of inquiry 
(phenomenological construction of 
meaning) and a conceptual 
framework, which is Falk and 
Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) 
Contextual Model of Learning.  
- Triangulation of data sources 

2. What is the quality of the 
museum exhibition based on 
Serrell’s (2006) Framework 
for Assessing Excellence in 
Exhibitions? 

- Observation 
- Documentary materials, 
i.e., Serrell’s (2006) 
Framework for Assessing 
Excellence in Exhibitions 
from a Visitor-Centered 
Perspective 

- Using Serrell’s (2006) 
Framework to evaluate the levels of 
achievement that the exhibition 
attains for the four criteria: 
comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, 
and meaningful. 

3. How do seniors construct 
their museum experiences 
through the dynamic 
interaction of personal, 
sociocultural, and physical 
contexts with respect to Falk 
and Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 
2013) Contextual Model of 
Learning? 

- Observation 
- In-depth interviews 
- Focus group interview 
- Documentary materials, 
i.e., photographs, 
catalogues, brochures, and 
related literature 

- Phenomenology data analysis 
methods: highlighting “significant 
statements,” developing clusters of 

meaning into themes, integrating 
themes into the invariant textural 
constituents to construct a textural 

description and into the structural 
qualities to construct a structural 

description. 

4. What is the relationship 
between characteristics of the 
exhibition and the interaction 
of personal, sociocultural, 
and physical contexts that 
scaffolds seniors’ museum 
experiences? 

- Observation 
- In-depth interviews 
- Focus group interview 
- Documentary materials, 
i.e., exhibition evaluation 
results, photographs, 
catalogues, brochures, and 
related literature 

- Phenomenology data analysis 
methods: highlighting “significant 
statements,” developing clusters of 

meaning into themes, integrating 
themes into the invariant textural 
constituents to construct a textural 

description and into the structural 
qualities to construct a structural 

description. 
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Observation.  First of all, I observed two art exhibitions in Florida State University 

Museum of Fine Arts (MoFA) and four exhibitions in the Gadsden Arts Center, and then used 

Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered 

Perspective to assess the level of achievement that the exhibition attains for the four criteria: 

comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.  

  - Two exhibitions in MoFA: 

   1. The Tallahassee Tri-State Watercolor Society (May 16 – July 3, 2014) 

   2. The Artists’ League Annual Summer Salon (May 16 – July 11, 2014) 

  - Four exhibitions in the Gadsden Arts Center:   

   1. Masterworks on the Move: American Paintings from the Campbell  

   Collection (March 28 – May 17, 2014) 

   2. Chris Nolan: Outside the Box (March 28 – May 17, 2014) 

   3. Russell Bellamy sculpture (June 6 – August 2, 2014) 

   4. Hot Wax and Hot Glass: Leslie Neumann & Susan Gott (June 6 –  

   August 2, 2014)    

After employing Serrell’s (2006) Framework to identify characteristics of these six 

exhibitions, only Hot Wax and Hot Glass Exhibition was rated excellent levels of all criteria: 

comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.  So, I took seniors to the Hot Wax and Hot 

Glass Exhibition, which was held in the Gadsden Arts Center, and observed their behaviors in 

the exhibition and their museum experiences.  I used Falk and Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) 

Contextual Model of Learning (see Figure 3) to examine how individual seniors constructed 

their personal museum experiences while moving through their own sociocultural and physical 

world.  Through the dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts, 
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examples of what I was looking for were: how individual seniors behaved and revealed their 

sentiments when experiencing the exhibition, how they interacted with other people in the 

museum, and how the orientation and design of the museum made an impression on the selected 

group of seniors’ personal and sociocultural needs.  

For my observer’s role, I determined not to participate in the setting because such 

participation might distract me from my study.  But due to the nature of the observation, I could 

not be removed or anonymous.  So, I kept in mind that individual seniors that I observed also 

observed me.  During observations, I made notes and took photos.  In my field notes, I used 

descriptive language, tried to use participants’ words where I could, addressed tensions in my 

role as a researcher, recorded chronology of events, used direct quotes, and included the length 

of time for my fieldwork. 

In-depth interview.  Since the strategy of inquiry that I applied to my study is 

phenomenology, I applied the phenomenological interviewing method to the study of 

participants’ lived experiences and worldviews.  Since phenomenology assumes that “shared 

experiences have an effable structure and essence” (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 190), my in-

depth interviews helped elicit the seniors’ stories about their museum experiences.  In essence, 

the phenomenological interview served my purposes for developing a deeper understanding of 

the phenomenon of individual seniors’ museum visitations.  In addition, I used in-depth 

interviews as “a vehicle to develop a conversational relation with the interviewees about the 

meaning of their experience” (van Manen, 1990, p. 66). 

With reference to Moustakas’ (1994) psychological phenomenology approach, besides 

other open-ended questions, two key questions that I asked my participants were: (1) What have 

you experienced in terms of the phenomenon? (2) What contexts or situations have typically 
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influenced or affected your experiences of the phenomenon? (Creswell, 2013, p. 81)  These two 

questions served as the springboard for obtaining a textual and structural description of the 

participants’ experiences, which paved the way for an understanding of the common museum 

visitation experiences of this group of seniors.  To explore the perspectives of my interviewees, 

standardized open-ended interviews (Patton, 2002) were used in my data collecting process.  I 

decided to use this type of interview because the same questions I planned to ask every 

interviewee could help me focus on the same trajectory––the focused life history, specific details 

of their experiences of the topic, and their reflection on the meaning of their experiences 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 

The interview protocol.  Questions asked were developed from reviewing the purpose 

statement of my study and what I learned from the site visit.  As a result, I came up with 

questions which could be categorized into three groups: (a) motivation for visiting art museums, 

(b) experience of the museum visitation, and (c) reflection on their museum experiences.  After I 

thought about types of questions to ask, I also sequenced the questions from simple to complex, 

from broad to narrow.  Regarding the interview protocol, please see Appendix B for a sample of 

my guiding questions for the in-depth interview.     

Before the interview I overviewed the process and the purpose of the interview, asked 

permission to record, and discussed ownership of content with the interviewee.  During the 

process, I bracketed the presuppositions I brought to the study in order to identify the 

phenomenon in its “pure form” (Patton, 2002, p. 485).  After wrapping up the interview, I 

scheduled with each interviewee for member checking.  In essence, the dialogue of the long in-

depth interview paved the way for me to “co-construct” meaning with the participant––to 

articulate the deep structures of the seniors’ lived experience of the museum visitation. 
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Focus group interviewing.  In order to gather data that were not available through the 

individual interviews, I conducted a focus group to generate the interaction of this group of 

seniors that paved the way for individual seniors to think beyond their own private thoughts and 

to articulate their perceptions, opinions, and attitudes on the research topic (DeMarrais & Lapan, 

2004).  To encourage discussion and the expression of opinions from different points of view, 

the interaction among the participants of a focus group is the key (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  

Individual participants’ opinions were not only exchanged but also used to clarify their own 

understandings.  To create a permissive environment that promotes interactive talk, I asked 

questions that were deceptively simple but focused closely on a topic of seniors’ museum 

visitation experiences and how the senior center and local art museums could collaborate on 

fostering meaningful art and museum experiences for the aging population to engage in visual 

arts, from passive observation to active participation.  Since not only verbal but also nonverbal 

communication behaviors were focused on (DeMarrais & Lapan, 2004), crucial functions in my 

data collection process included not only moderating and audio recording but also video 

recording. 

The focus group discussion started with an introductory round.  The participants were 

asked to introduce themselves and share their thoughts on the Gadsden Arts Center visitation.  

After this introductory round, the participants were asked to participate in a free association 

exercise on barriers to experiencing the art exhibition and on possible solutions.  The participants 

were also asked to consider what the meaningful art and museum experiences for the elderly are, 

and then list examples of organizations that offer meaningful arts engagement, from passive 

observation to active participation, to the aging population.  As an interviewer, I used the 

photographs I took when observing seniors experiencing the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition at 
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the Gadsden Arts Center as rapport-building techniques to generate insightful discussion about 

how to provide meaningful art and museum experiences for the elderly.  Please see Appendix C 

for the protocol of questions for discussion.  

Document analysis.  For the document analysis I used photographs, catalogues, 

brochures, and related literature and looked for codes and patterns that linked to themes drawn 

from the seniors and the characteristics of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition in the Gadsden 

Arts Center.  Similar to using observations and individual and focus group interviews as data, the 

data collection from these documentary materials was guided by research questions, inductive 

logic, and emerging patterns (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009).  Document analysis gave me the 

opportunity to come across valuable data. 

Incorporation of the visual dimension.  I also incorporated the visual dimension into 

the four methods of data collection: observation, interview, focus group, and document analysis.  

As one form of data, visual elements I gathered include photographs, printed materials, and 

videos.  According to Steven J. Gold’s project, taking photographs encourages the researcher “to 

approach, observe, and think about the social world in a much more focused and empirically 

based manner” (as cited in Stanczak, 2007, p. 163).  During the observation, apart from taking 

field notes, I also took photographs.  I applied Szarkowski’s five key considerations––the thing, 

the detail, the frame, time, and vantage––that a photographer must decide in the process of 

making photographs (as cited in Spencer, 2011, p. 209) into my data collection process.  

In the interview and focus group processes, the visual dimension not only facilitated 

rapport building but also helped in generating insightful discussion about the seniors’ museum 

visitation.  Kuhn (2010) inspired me to use visual representations as cues for the dialogue; this 

process allowed me to engage the storyline of my participants’ lives through their specific 
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museum experiences.  The incorporation and analysis of visual information helped me confirm, 

refine, and question existing knowledge about individual seniors’ museum experiences and their 

engagement within particular art exhibitions.  On top of that, it created quite a different dynamic 

between me, as the researcher, and the participants when the interview and focus group 

incorporated not only text but also images and clips from the videos.  Last but not least, 

integrating visual elements into my study provides more accessible and practical ways to share 

the findings of the study with the local senior center and art museums in the community. 

Follow-Up 

After finishing the fieldwork, I went back to the Tallahassee Senior Center to do member 

checks to improve the accuracy of the in-depth interviews and focus group interview.  I gave the 

transcribed interviews to the interviewees and asked them to check the viability of my 

transcribing.  I was mindful of possible challenges that I might encounter in this process.  For 

instance, I printed the transcripts of interviews with large fonts to accommodate seniors.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis for this study included two major parts: (1) the evaluation of art 

exhibitions, and (2) the analysis of the data collected from the fieldwork, i.e., observation, in-

depth interviews, a focus group, and documentary materials.  With regard to the art exhibition 

evaluation, I used Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a 

Visitor-Centered Perspective to evaluate the levels of achievement that the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition attained for the four criteria: comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.  

The building blocks of these four criteria are Aspects, so I used my Call-outs, which are my 

notes about my experiences in the exhibition as a visitor, as a reference when appraising a degree 

of the appropriate presentation or absence of each Aspect.  After the analysis process, the 
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synthesis of these Aspects––specific features, experiences, and feelings about the exhibition––

the evidence that defined each of the four criteria helped reveal major characteristics of the 

exhibition. 

The second part is the analysis of the data collected from my fieldwork focusing on a 

particular group of seniors’ museum visitation.  According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), 

analysis is “pattern identification over awareness of detail” (p. 274).  In other words, data 

analysis for qualitative research is the process of knowing the data (immersion), organizing 

chunks (analysis), and bringing meaning (generating themes).  In the immersion process, I 

familiarized myself with the data.  The data were reviewed again and again.  For data 

condensation, I allowed the data to “incubate” and then started to review it again until I 

thoroughly knew my data.  My data analysis was theme driven.  In the analysis process, I applied 

phenomenological construction of meaning methods by highlighting “significant statements” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 82) and developing clusters of meaning into themes.  The frameworks I used 

to guide my data analysis were an integration of my strategy of inquiry, which was 

phenomenological construction of meaning, and a conceptual framework, which was Falk and 

Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual Model of Learning.  As regards the integration of 

these theoretical and conceptual frameworks, coding schemes were developed. 

Coding Schemes 

According to the integration of the theoretical and conceptual frameworks that I used to 

guide my data analysis, I generated the coding schemes that were comprised of super category, 

category, sub-category, and code.  The phenomenological perspective helped me develop the 

super categories: motivation, experience, and reflection––to find the essence of shared museum 

visitation experiences of the seniors and how they articulated those experiences (Thongnopnua, 



83 

2013a).  Under each super category, I used Falk and Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual 

Model of Learning to conceptualize the categories: personal context, sociocultural context, and 

physical context.  Under each category there are sub-categories, and each sub-category has codes 

(see Table 4).  

 
 

Table 4 
Coding Schemes 

 

 
 
 

My coding strategies included using colored outlined squares to represent super 

categories and shaded colored squares to represent categories (Thongnopnua, 2013a).  Therefore, 

the representation of each sub-category is comprised of both frame and square.  For example, 

motivation from personal context is represented by a red frame enclosing a pink square; 

motivation from sociocultural context is represented by a red frame enclosing a blue square; and 

motivation from physical context is represented by a red frame enclosing a yellow square. 

After the long-standing immersion process, sub-categories and codes started to emerge.  

Since analysis is different for each type of research purpose, and my qualitative study is applied 

research model, my data analysis focused on utility, clarity, relevance, and applicability.  

Therefore, inductive analysis (Rossman & Rallis, 2003) was the strategy I used to discern salient 
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sub-categories within my data.  Moreover, I identified sensitizing concepts (Rossman & Rallis, 

2003), which were the concepts I, as an Eastern artist and arts administrator, brought to the 

Western setting.  Initially, I generated sub-categories and codes by hand-drawn mapping, and 

then I re-organized them again and again until I came up with a more digestible coding system.  

Coding was the way I linked my data to a conceptual issue.  Accordingly, I used different 

letter(s) and numbers to represent each code.  The letter(s) used in each code is/are the same as 

the letter(s) that represent(s) the sub-category that the code is under. 

Generating Themes  

According to my heightened awareness of the data, I found patterns of actions that 

signaled something more subtle and complex than categories.  This resulted from reviewing my 

coded data repeatedly.  To find some emerging patterns, I tallied my codes.  In order to gain a 

better sense and discern patterns of meaning, I created a concept map (see Figure 5) to visualize 

the connection between the theoretical and conceptual frameworks that I used to analyze my 

data: phenomenological construction of meaning and the Contextual Model of Learning by Falk 

and Dierking (1992, 2000, 2013).  As a result, the emerging patterns to generate themes were 

range-bound to: Motivation from personal context; Motivation from sociocultural context; 

Motivation from physical context; Experience in personal context; Experience in sociocultural 

context; Experience in physical context; Reflection of personal context; Reflection of 

sociocultural context; and Reflection of physical context. 

Developing the Synthesis of the Meanings: The Essence of the Experience  

The themes I generated were used to write the textural and structural descriptions.  With 

reference to phenomenological research methods framework, I developed a textural description 

by describing the museum experiences of these individual seniors, i.e., what the seniors 
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experienced in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Afterwards, I considered imaginative 

variation, which is all possible structural qualities or dynamics that could generate the textural 

qualities, and then I constructed a structural description by discussing the context and setting 

that had an impact on how this group of seniors experienced their museum visitation, i.e., how 

the seniors experienced the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Eventually, I not only intuitively 

but also reflectively integrated the composite textural and structural descriptions into the 

synthesis of the essential meanings––shared museum visitation experiences of these seniors––the 

essence of the phenomenon. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 5. Concept mapping.  
 
 

Discussions of Credibility of Data and Researcher 

I applied the following strategies to help me enhance the credibility and rigor with which 

I conducted this study.  For the credibility of my results, I used not only multiple methods, but 
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also source triangulation to support my result findings.  After prolonged engagement, data 

triangulation was used to double-check my understanding of “the big picture” and linkages 

among systems.  As claimed by Rossman and Rallis (2003), triangulation helped build the 

picture I planned to investigate and ensured that I did not study only a fraction of the complexity 

that I sought to understand.  My method triangulation was comprised of observation, in-depth 

interviews, focus group, and document review.   

My multiple sources are the interviews from different seniors, who visited the Hot Wax 

& Hot Glass Exhibition at the Gadsden Arts Center.  Furthermore, member checks were used to 

improve the accuracy of the interviews.  I gave the transcribed interviews to my senior 

interviewees and asked them to check the viability of my transcribing.  Besides prolonged 

engagement and member checks, I also identified quotes that captured the essence of the 

assertion to support the authenticity of my data analysis.  Regarding credibility of researcher, I 

made sure that I was a finely tuned research instrument.  I was self-analytical and recognized 

when I became subjective.  As an Easterner who grew up in Thailand, my personal attitude, 

experiential biases, and insights were used consciously.  Although I collected the data in the 

western context and setting, I acknowledge that my data were analyzed through the lens of the 

Easterner.   

Ethical Considerations and Matters of Confidentiality 

Since this research includes the elderly population, I needed to have deep interpersonal or 

emotional sensitivity.  For example, when I discussed about some issues that relate to ageism, I 

was sensible of the words I used and the situation in which I raised the questions.  Furthermore, I 

was mindful of ethical sensitivity of potential consequences to individual seniors.  To minimize 

risks or harms and to protect my participants’ welfare, I explained the purpose of the study to 
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them and ensured that each participant understood the nature of the research and participation.  I 

explained and discussed the consent process with the participants in person and asked them to 

sign the consent form.  Besides paying respect to every participant’s privacy, I protected 

confidentiality of individual participants’ personal information by using pseudonyms and 

reported data without reference to an individual.  Research records, which include papers, video, 

audio, and photographs, are stored securely and I am the only one who has access to them.  

Above all, I explained to the participants about their right to withdraw from the study at any 

time.  

Summary 

To find answers for my research questions, I used a qualitative approach as a means for 

exploring how seniors who participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center 

experienced and made sense of their art museum visitations.  While my qualitative approach to 

research was shaped by the social constructivist worldview, a strategy of inquiry I employed is 

phenomenological research.  Specifically, I applied a phenomenology approach to my research 

methods.  For the purpose of illuminating a societal concern, I used applied research model 

(Patton, 2002) to guide my research questions, data collection, and analysis. 

Data collection includes field observations, individual in-depth interviews, a focus group 

interview, and document analysis.  Data analysis for this study included the evaluation of art 

exhibitions and the analysis of the data collected from the fieldwork, i.e., observation, in-depth 

interviews, a focus group, and documentary materials.  I used Serrell’s (2006) Framework for 

Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective to evaluate the levels of 

achievement that the selected art exhibition attained for the four criteria: comfortable, engaging, 

reinforcing, and meaningful.   
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As for the analysis of the data collected from the fieldwork, I generated themes from the 

coding schemes that were developed from an integration of my strategy of inquiry, which is 

phenomenological construction of meaning, and a conceptual framework, which is the 

Contextual Model of Learning by Falk and Dierking (1992, 2000, 2013).  Then, I used emerging 

themes to write textural and structural descriptions that laid the foundations for a synthesis of 

composite descriptions, which present the essence of this group of seniors’ shared museum 

visitation experiences.  For the credibility of my results, I used not only multiple methods, but 

also source triangulation to support my findings.  In the next two chapters, I will further explore 

the findings of the study, as well as the analysis of the collected data, and concluded by 

discussion and implications. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



89 

CHAPTER 4 

 

PRESENTATION OF DATA 

 

 
This chapter consists of two main parts: the evaluation of the art exhibition and the 

analysis of the data collected from a particular group of seniors’ museum visitation.  As a means 

to embody the findings of this study, the presentation of data contains descriptions that include 

basic components relative to the research’s guiding questions: (1) What is the quality of the 

museum exhibition based on Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in 

Exhibitions? (2) How do seniors construct their museum experiences through the dynamic 

interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts with respect to Falk and Dierking’s 

(1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual Model of Learning? (3) What is the relationship between 

characteristics of the exhibition and the interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical 

contexts that scaffold seniors’ museum experiences?     

To be specific, the characteristics of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition at the Gadsden 

Arts Center will be described correspondingly to the first guiding question.  In accordance with 

the second and third questions, museum visitation experiences of specified seniors, which 

originated from the observation field notes, transcriptions of in-depth interviews and the focus 

group, and document analysis, will be reported in the way that gives the best representation of 

what I obtained from the fieldwork.  By applying phenomenology data analysis methods, the 

data were scrutinized; “significant statements” were highlighted and developed into themes.  

Essentially, I used these themes to write textural and structural descriptions that laid the 

foundations for a synthesis of composite descriptions that responds to the overarching research 

question: How do seniors who participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center 

experience and make sense of their art museum visitations?  
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The Evaluation of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

As a means to choose only one art exhibition that embraced an excellent quality to take 

the selected group of seniors to visit, I conducted the evaluation by using Serrell’s (2006) 

Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective to 

identify characteristics of six selected museum exhibitions.  Instead of aiming for improving 

professional practices, I, as a researcher, rather than a team of six to 10 museum professionals, as 

Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions originally suggested, was 

the only one who served as the “Excellent Judge[s]” (p. 10) to rate each exhibition and identify 

its major characteristics.  Among these six exhibitions, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition (see 

Figure 6) at the Gadsden Arts Center was selected as the research site for setting up the fieldtrip 

for my participants because it was the only exhibition that was rated excellent regarding its levels 

of achievement for all criteria: comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.  The ratings 

were based on “Call-outs” (p. 18), which are notes about my exhibition experience as a visitor, 

and Aspects, which is the evidence I found that justified how each criterion was expected to be 

experienced in the exhibition.  That is, the evaluation results that revealed the distinctive quality 

of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition stemmed from evidence of my Call-outs and the 

assessment of Aspects.  

Call-Outs: My Experience in the Exhibition as a Visitor 

On Tuesday, June 17, 2014, I visited the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition by myself.  As 

I experienced the exhibition as a visitor, I kept notes about my experience in the form of 

sentences with feeling verbs such as my thoughts, feelings, and responses.  The followings are 

my Call-outs: 
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I arrive at Gadsden Arts Center around 2 p.m.  I see the parking spaces in front of the 

museum, so I park my car there.  I cannot see clearly inside the building because the exhibition 

posters cover some parts of the windows; however, I see the sign next to the door says, “Gallery 

OPEN.”  When I open the door to go inside, the door alarm rings.  A woman comes out from her 

office, which seems to be inside the gift shop, to greet me.  Then, she gives me a rundown of the 

exhibition in each gallery.  She also talks about artworks in the lobby.  I feel welcome, and get 

oriented to the space.  Then, I go to read a signpost near the stairs, which is next to the gift shop.  

The signpost provides information about today’s events, current exhibitions on display, and 

educational programs.  On this signpost, there is a sign that says, “Elevator (side hallway).”  The 

signpost is very informative.  I feel comfortable and excited knowing all this information before 

beginning my museum experience.  I not only get the information of what and where is going on 

inside the museum for my visit today but also learn more about what is offered outside the 

museum.  For example, I learn from the signpost that audio tours are available free of charge, I 

can plan a group visit and get a free guided-group tour, and I can download Family Gallery 

Guides from their website anytime. 

Before entering the main gallery, Sara May Love Gallery, which holds the exhibition Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass, I go to grab some leaflets of exhibitions on display and information about the 

Gadsden Arts Center from the welcoming table, which is on the left hand side of the museum 

entrance.  On the same table, I also see the sign says, “Hot Wax and Glass Sequential 

Perceptions Exhibition Audio Tour Available FREE 22 minutes; Please inquire with Gadsden 

Arts Center staff.”  So, I keep in mind that after seeing a show by myself for a while, I will ask 

the staff for the audio tour.  Behind the welcoming table, I see three umbrellas in a box.  I think 

that the museum is very considerate to make these umbrellas available for visitors to use on a 
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rainy day.  On the right hand side of Sara May Love Gallery’s entrance, there is a guestbook on 

the stand for the visitors to sign and give the museum their email addresses.  I sign the guestbook 

because I feel good to be part of this museum and also want to keep in touch with this 

community. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 6. The Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition. 
 
 

When I enter the Sara May Love Gallery, visual elements immediately attract me.  My 

eyes start to perceive and respond to a variety of coordinating colors, shapes, forms, textures, 

values, and spaces.  I am captivated.  There are encaustic paintings hanging on the walls, 

glasswork sculptures on the pedestals, and a few glassworks in the mirror showcase on the right 

hand side of the gallery entrance.  I choose to turn right, to move counterclockwise around the 

gallery.  My first stop is Susan Gott’s glassworks in the mirror showcase.  When finishing 

looking at these glassworks, I see the table on the opposite side of the gallery next to the 

entrance.  On the table, there are the exhibition leaflets, exhibition postcards, brochures of the 
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exhibition-learning guide, price list, family gallery guide, and artists’ biographies and statements.  

On the same table, there is a sign, “Please No Photography.”  Next to the table, on the wall there 

are biographies of the two artists, Leslie Neumann and Susan Gott.  All these reading materials 

serve as a bridge to connect me to the artworks in the exhibition.  After reading some of this 

information, the show starts to make sense to me that “hot wax” refers to the oil and encaustic 

paintings, which belong to Leslie Neumann, and “hot glass” refers to the glassworks of Susan 

Gott. 

Subsequently, I start to look at the artwork one by one.  I find that the exhibition is set up 

and arranged in a way that not only is easy to follow but also invites me to explore almost all 

artwork up-close.  Some of Leslie Neumann’s oil and encaustic paintings that are displayed next 

to each other seem like they are from the same sets of themes.  They seem split with two themes: 

cosmic and natural.  In the cosmic set, I can recognize galaxies and planets; in the natural set, I 

see some tree figures, woods, and ponds.  When I check their labels out, I find that most 

paintings are really arranged and grouped by their series.  When I keep looking, multiple layers 

of details, symbols, and textures on both artists’ works intrigue me.  I enjoy scrutinizing the 

marks, scratches, scribbles, and doodles in some of Leslie Neumann’s abstract allusions.  As for 

Susan Gott’s glassworks, I am enthusiastic about detecting different kinds of perceptible symbols 

and a wide variety of textures that she created.  The glassworks are not only limited to rough or 

sleek surfaces, so I can find an impressive range of opaque, translucent, transparent, and crystal 

clear qualities on each glass piece.  I have fun trying to decipher and interpret what ideas both 

artists tried to convey.    

I start to wonder if there are any collaborative pieces between these two artists displaying 

in the exhibition.  I look at Celestial Cousins, which is an encaustic painting that has four blown 
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glasses on it.  Although the label indicates that this work belongs to Leslie Neumann, I wonder if 

Susan Gott made these blown glasses.  The labels for each artwork provide very minimal 

information: the artist’s name, title of the work, year it was created, medium, and size of the 

piece.  Although I can use the information I learned from reading the artists’ biographies and 

statements and some leaflets of the exhibition to get some ideas of what is going on in this Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, the audio tour may help me gain a more solid conceptual 

understanding and deeper insights into the artwork on display.  I remember from the sign at the 

welcoming table that I can ask for the audio tour, so I go out from the gallery to find the staff.  

Besides the audio tour, the staff also gives me the audio tour reference guide for directing me to 

the location of each work of art.  She not only gives me a rundown on the tour but also explains 

how to use the device.   

I go back into the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition and start my audio tour.  Along with 

the reference sheet, the audio tour is very easy to follow.  The reference sheet is very user-

friendly; it includes the gallery map where artworks on view are located, numbers guiding the 

sequence of the artworks on view, and pictures of these artworks.  The audio tour offers a short 

biography of the artists and discusses each artwork on view in the exhibition.  Listening to the 

tour opens my eyes to not only details of individual pieces of works but also the big picture of 

the exhibition.  It makes me realize the link between these two artists’ works.  Despite using 

totally different mediums and techniques, both artists use heat to create artworks.   

Furthermore, I learn from the audio tour and feel fascinated by the way Leslie Neumann 

and Susan Gott use their mediums and processes as tools for expression.  Although I am not an 

expert in working with these mediums, encaustic and glass, the explanation from the audio tour 

helps me easily relate my art experience to both artists’ ideas and techniques.  I understand more 
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about the artists’ mystical and mythical inspirations; nature makes an impression on Leslie 

Neumann’s encaustic paintings while mythological imagery and symbolism play a big role in 

Susan Gott’s glassworks.  According to their sources of inspiration, there are many symbols in 

both artists’ works.  However, I think most museum visitors, regardless of motivation or levels of 

art knowledge, can make personal connections with these artworks without difficulty.  

I feel motivated to explore the artwork more when finding out from the audio tour that 

these two artists really created a number of collaborative pieces.  According to the work I am 

curious about, Celestial Cousins, I am excited to find out that Susan Gott created blown glass 

orbs in her glass studio to incorporate into this encaustic work and also into Leslie Neumann’s 

other pieces in her cosmic series.  Another collaborative work that impresses me a lot is 

Passageways, which is a set of three Totem works on the wall and two glass pieces on the 

pedestals.  It is very thought provoking to discover that Susan Gott’s two glass sculptures were 

designed to reflect the visual characteristics and elements of Leslie Neumann’s three wall pieces.  

Moreover, in these two glass sculptures, Leslie Neumann helped wax some of Susan Gott’s glass 

orbs on the sides.  When I am examining each component of Passageways up-close, two people 

are walking around and looking at the same work.  One visitor calls the other one over and points 

at one part of the glass piece.  These collaborative pieces not only enliven but also encourage me 

to have a conversation with other museum visitors about how elaborate and reflective the work 

is.  

Although the audio tour is 22 minutes, I spend more than an hour taking the tour.  One of 

the good things about the audio tour is that I can press pause anytime when I want to take a 

closer look at or engage with any artwork.  Apart from the exhibitions, the audio tour also 

provides useful information about the museum’s education programs and how to become part of 
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this community.  In addition to the works of art, the audio tour also covers some fun facts about 

this building, which used to be the Bell & Bates Hardware Store.  I am amazed to learn that the 

museum building still contains its original hardwood floors.  Although a few parts of the floors 

create some creaking sounds, I feel very comfortable walking on them.  Following the suggestion 

from the audio tour, I take pleasure in checking out archeological artifacts on display such as 

rolling ladders, the old office in the back of the gallery, the old safe, and the freight elevator.  

Next to these artifacts, there are informative labels that include entertaining stories.  They are 

easy and fun to read.  Normally, I do not like to read these long labels, but these labels are super 

fun to read.  Since I am engaged and read through the whole, I learn a lot from them.  It turns out 

that I not only get to experience the artworks in the exhibitions, but also learn about the history 

of the Gadsden Arts Center. 

The audio tour not only is entertaining but also helps structure my exhibition experience 

by answering all of my curious questions and motivating me to explore the works of art more.  I 

find myself spending a great amount of time examining and engaging with each work of art.  On 

top of the way the exhibition is arranged, the audio tour helps add an intellectual component to 

my physical and emotional experiences.  In other words, I can gain not only visceral but also 

cerebral connections with the artwork in the exhibition when I am contemplating and interacting 

with them.  Thus, taking the audio tour helps my interest about the artworks grow into a more 

wide-ranging learning interaction.  Aside from the knowledge I acquire from the tour, the ideas I 

come across in different parts of the exhibition are not only complementary but also reinforce 

each other.  Because the exhibition elaborates on itself, I find myself becoming more deeply 

engaged in my museum experience.  
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In addition, I feel thankful that the works of art in this exhibition broaden my perspective 

and make me see things around me in different ways.  Besides my curiosity, engaging and 

interacting with the artwork challenges my sensuous perception and makes me more aware of 

varying contexts in which the matter can take place.  The exhibition not only makes me 

reexamine the way I make sense of the world but also reshapes my attitude to become a more 

thoughtful member of the community.  Since visual culture plays a considerable part in our lives, 

I realize how important it is for human beings to be aware of our perceptions by reconsidering 

our own perceptions’ speeds and potentials in order to find the appropriate balances in specific 

situations. 

The museum not only considers the overall look of the layout and design of the 

exhibition but also takes its pedagogical effect into consideration.  The exhibition is installed in a 

way that makes the artwork aesthetically accessible.  I notice that everything in the gallery is 

functioning and well kept.  Besides the wood floor that I feel comfortable to walk on, there are 

two wood benches that I can conveniently take a rest on.  I think the sound levels in the gallery 

are appropriate, with just a few creaking sounds from the floor and the noise made by the air 

conditioner.  The temperature and lighting in the exhibition are pleasant and restful, which help 

me create a peaceful and contemplative mood to engage with the artwork.  The lighting is well 

arranged in a way to create remarkable layers of shadows that playfully interact with a variation 

of colors and rich textures on the pieces.   

Thus, I not only satisfy my curiosity to learn new things but also achieve in seeking 

respite and retreat.  In essence, my exhibition experience embraces the balance between feeling 

energized and relaxed.  Overall, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition provides excellent physical 

and psychological comfort that not only helps me become engaged but also furthers my 
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opportunity to feel intellectually competent.  My exhibition experience is the product of the 

interplay between the artwork and me; the more bridges I can build to connect my thoughts and 

feelings with the pieces, the more positive my experience is.  Since the exhibition gives me the 

means to reconsider my perception, to expand my horizons, and even to take action, I find 

myself changed cognitively and affectively.  My museum experience today is definitely 

meaningful.        

Characteristics of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

After visiting the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition at the Gadsden Arts Center, I 

reflected my exhibition experience and began to assess 23 Aspects, which are the building blocks 

of the four criteria.  The process of assessing the Aspects is not only reflective but also holistic 

(Serrell, 2006).  I used my Call-outs as a reference when I pondered a degree of the appropriate 

presentation or absence of each Aspect.  I assessed these Aspects by using the following 

guidelines: assigning (+ +) for Aspects of the exhibition that are excellent and wonderful 

examples, assigning  (+) for Aspects of the exhibition that are good examples, assigning (–) for 

Aspects of the exhibition that are not quite there, and assigning (– –) for Aspects of the 

exhibition that are self-defeating. 

The Aspects served as the evidence that defined each of the four criteria: comfortable, 

engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful (Serrell, 2006).  Thus, the evidence of my Call-outs and 

Aspects laid the foundations for a rating level that I decided to assign to each criterion.  I rated 

the four criteria by considering what degree of comfort, engagement, reinforcement, and 

meaning were likely to be experienced in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  The following is 

Serrell’s (2006) system I used for rating the level of achievement that the exhibition attained for 

each criterion. 
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 Level 1: Excellent––Consistently good Aspects (+’s), with many excellent (+ +’s) 

 Level 2: Very Good––Consistently good Aspects (+’s) with very few or no misses (–’s) 

 Level 3: Good––Mostly good Aspects (+’s), but with some misses (–’s) 

 Level 4: Acceptable––A balance between good Aspects (+’s) and missed Aspects (–’s),  

 or a few noteworthy things  

 Level 5: Misses Opportunities––Mostly missed Aspects (–’s), but there may be a few  

 good Aspects (+’s) 

 Level 6: Counterproductive––Mostly self-defeating (– –’s), with many missed   

 Aspects (–’s)  

I will next present and discuss the evaluation results, along with the evidence that 

supports my judgment of the Aspects and criteria.  Before reporting the findings, a review of 

what museum visitors would experience when the exhibition meets each specific criterion would 

be helpful in understanding the rationale for the assessment of the Aspects and a rating I assigned 

to each criterion. 

1. Comfortable.  An exhibition meets this criterion when it helps the visitor feel both 

physically and psychologically comfortable (Serrell, 2006).  Good comfort serves as a 

springboard for other positive experiences while the absence of comfort puts a stop to them.  

Table 5 shows eight Aspects, which define qualities that form the comfort criterion, and my 

assessment of the extent to which each Aspect was appropriately present or missing in the Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition. 

According to my Call-outs, there was considerable positive evidence in my concrete 

experiences in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition for all these eight Aspects regarding the 

comfort criterion.  With reference to Serrell’s (2006) guidelines for assessing the Aspects, I 
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considered the presence of the evidence for each Aspect and decided to put a plus for the third 

Aspect and double pluses for the other seven Aspects (see Table 5).  Because of many excellent 

examples of overall evidence for the majority of these Aspects, I assigned a rating Level 1––

Excellent––for comfort in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  The following is a rationale for 

my rating. 

 
 

Table 5 
The Assessment of the Aspects of Comfortable 

 

1. Aspects of Comfortable 

1.1 Physical and conceptual orientation devices were present. + + 

1.2 There were convenient and sufficient places to rest. + + 

1.3 The lighting, temperature, and sound levels were appropriate. +  

1.4 Everything was well-kept, functioning, and in good repair. + + 

1.5 There was a good ergonomic fit.  Exhibition elements could be read, viewed, 

and used with ease. 

+ + 

1.6 Choices and options for things to do were clear.  Visitors were encouraged to 

feel in control of their own experiences. 

+ + 

1.7 Authorship, biases, intent, and perspectives of the exhibition were revealed, 

identified, or attributed.  The exhibitions reveal who is talking, fact from fiction or 

opinion, the real from the not real. 

+ + 

1.8 The exhibition welcomes people of different cultural backgrounds, economic 

classes, educational levels, and physical abilities. 

+ + 
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Excellent level for comfort in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Based on the 

evidence of my Call-outs and Aspects, not only physical but also conceptual orientation devices 

were properly present in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  I felt welcome and got oriented 

to the space as the museum staff greeted and gave me a rundown of the exhibition as well as 

artworks on display.  The exhibition leaflets from the welcoming table helped me make sense of 

what to look for.  Moreover, the signpost provided useful information of not only what was 

happening on that day but also what the museum offered before and after the visitation.  I learned 

from the signpost that audio tours were available free of charge and I could download Gallery 

Guides from their website anytime.  There were also signs that showed where the elevator and 

restrooms were.  By the way, the museum was considerate to make umbrellas available for 

visitors to use on a rainy day.  I felt comfortable and excited knowing all this information before 

beginning to explore the exhibition. 

In the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, everything was well kept and functioning.  The 

temperature was pleasant and the lightings were well arranged.  Although there were a few 

creaking sounds from the floor and the noise made by the air conditioner, the overall sound 

levels in the gallery were appropriate.  Besides the wood floor to comfortably walk on, there 

were two wood benches to conveniently take a rest on.  The exhibition was well designed; the 

layout was well planned and the artwork could be viewed and experienced without difficulties.  

Additionally, the signage and labels for each artwork were clear and easy to read. 

Furthermore, the exhibition leaflets, exhibition postcards, brochures of the exhibition-

learning guide, price list, and artists’ biographies and statements helped attribute and reveal 

intent and perspectives of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Besides reading these materials 

and looking at works of art, I felt at ease listening to the audio tour.  Along with the user-friendly 
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reference sheet, the audio tour was easy to follow.  Because choices and options for things to do 

were clear, I felt in control of my own experience.  The exhibition was made accessible to 

everyone, regardless of cultural backgrounds, economic classes, educational levels, and physical 

abilities.  Although I am not an expert in working with the mediums that the artists used, hot wax 

and glass, I felt welcome and comfortable to experience the exhibition.  Overall, the Hot Wax & 

Hot Glass Exhibition achieved an excellent level for helping the visitor feel not only physically 

but also psychologically comfortable.     

2. Engaging.  An exhibition meets this criterion if it can entice visitors to pay attention 

and become involved in it (Serrell, 2006).  When the exhibition is engaging for visitors, it 

succeeds in providing the visitors the first step toward finding meaning.  Table 6 shows six 

Aspects, which clarify qualities that form the engagement criterion, and my assessment of the 

extent to which each Aspect was appropriately present or missing in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition. 

By taking my Call-outs into account, there were good examples of evidence in my 

concrete experiences in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition for one Aspect and excellent 

examples of evidence for the other five Aspects of the engagement criterion.  Regarding Serrell’s 

(2006) guidelines for assessing the Aspects, I considered the presence of the evidence for each 

Aspect and decided to put a plus for the fifth Aspect and double pluses for the other five Aspects 

(see Table 6).  Due to multiple wonderful and excellent examples of overall evidence for nearly 

all of these Aspects, I assigned a rating Level 1––Excellent––for engagement in the Hot Wax & 

Hot Glass Exhibition.  The following is a rationale for my rating. 
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Table 6 
The Assessment of the Aspects of Engaging 

 

2. Aspects of Engaging 

2.1 The physical environment looked interesting and invited exploration. + + 

2.2 Exhibitions caught my attention and enticed me to slow down, to look, 

interact, and spend time attending to many elements. 

+ + 

2.3 Exhibitions were fun—pleasurable, challenging, amusing, intriguing, and 

intellectually or physically stimulating. 

+ + 

2.4 Exhibition components encouraged and promoted social behaviors.  

Exhibitions encouraged visitors to call one another over, read out loud, point at, 

and converse about the exhibition material. 

+ + 

2.5 Experiences came in a variety of formats (e.g., graphics, text, objects, AV, 

computers, living things, models, phenomena) and a variety of sensory 

modalities—sight, sound, motion, touch, etc. 

+  

2.6 Regardless of a visitor’s prior knowledge or interests, there were interesting 

things to do. 

+ + 

 
 

Excellent level for engagement in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  With 

reference to the evidence of my Call-outs and Aspects, the physical environment of the Hot Wax 

& Hot Glass Exhibition captivated and encouraged me to explore the artwork on display.  Once I 

entered the gallery, I was attracted and invited to perceive and respond to a variety of 

coordinating colors, shapes, forms, textures, values, and spaces.  Playfully interacting with a 

variation of visual elements, the well-arranged lightings created remarkable layers of shadows in 
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the exhibition.  Besides the overall look of the layout and design of the exhibition, its 

pedagogical effect was seriously taken into consideration.  That is to say, the exhibition was 

installed in the way that made the artwork aesthetically accessible.  The arrangement of works of 

art, encaustic paintings hanging on the walls and glasswork sculptures on the pedestals, not only 

enlivened but also enticed me to slow down and spend time interacting and attending to each of 

the artworks up-close.  

When looking at the artwork one by one, multiple layers of details as well as the balance 

of harmonious and contrast sequences of elements caught my attention.  I enjoyed scrutinizing 

the marks, scratches, scribbles, and doodles in Leslie Neumann’s abstract allusions while I felt 

enthusiastic about detecting different kinds of perceptible symbols and a wide variety of textures 

that Susan Gott created on her glassworks.  I had fun trying to decipher and interpret what ideas 

the two artists tried to convey.  On top of being intriguing, the exhibition was intellectually 

stimulating.  Rather than a variety of sensory modalities, my exhibition experience was limited to 

only visual and auditory perceptions.  However, all signage, printed materials, and the audio tour 

were fascinating; they served as a bridge to connect me to the artworks in the exhibition. 

The Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition was not only pleasurable to experience alone but it 

also encouraged social behaviors such as calling one another over, pointing at, and having a 

conversations with other museum visitors.  There were many interesting things to do in the 

exhibition, regardless of prior knowledge or interest a visitor possesses.  Since the museum 

building used to be the Bell & Bates Hardware Store, there were some archeological artifacts on 

display, along with the labels including some fun facts about them.  In addition to the artwork in 

the exhibition, visitors had a chance to learn about the history of the Gadsden Arts Center.  
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Essentially, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition achieved an excellent level for being engaging 

for visitors. 

3. Reinforcing.  An exhibition meets this criterion when it succeeds in making visitors go 

beyond the “wow” of engagement by offering plentiful opportunities for the visitors to not only 

accomplish their purposes but also feel intellectually competent (Serrell, 2006).  Furthermore, 

each exhibition contributes important components to compose the whole information experience.  

So exhibitions augment one another.  This reinforcement lays the foundations for the visitors to 

approach having forthcoming meaningful experiences.  Table 7 shows five Aspects, which 

expound qualities that form the reinforcement criterion, and my assessment of the extent to 

which each Aspect was appropriately present or missing in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition. 

 
 
Table 7 
The Assessment of the Aspects of Reinforcing 

 

3. Aspects of Reinforcing 

3.1 The exhibition was not overwhelming.  There were “just enough” things to do. + + 

3.2 Challenging or complex exhibition experiences were structured so that visitors 

who tried to figure them out were likely to say, “I got it,” and feel confident and 

motivated to do more. 

+ + 

3.3 The presentation had a logic.  It held together intellectually in a way that was 

easily followed and understood. 

+ + 

3.4 The information and ideas in different parts of the exhibition were 

complementary and reinforced each other. 

+ + 

3.5 The exhibition built on itself. + +  
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Regarding my Call-outs, there were several excellent examples of evidence in my 

concrete experiences in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition for all five Aspects of reinforcing.  

According to Serrell’s (2006) guidelines for assessing the Aspects, I considered the presence of 

the evidence for each Aspect and chose to put double pluses for every Aspect (see Table 7).  As a 

result of multiple wonderful examples of overall evidence for all of these Aspects, I assigned a 

rating Level 1––Excellent––for reinforcement in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  The 

following is a rationale for my rating.  

Excellent level for reinforcement in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Taking the 

evidence of my Call-outs and Aspects into account, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition was 

well structured and not too overwhelming, in terms of things to do.  Along with the artwork, all 

the content built on itself and reinforced my exhibition experience.  The exhibition held together 

intellectually in a way that was easily understood: “hot wax” referred to the oil and encaustic 

paintings, which belong to Leslie Neumann; “hot glass” referred to the glassworks of Susan 

Gott; despite totally different mediums and techniques, both artists used heat to create all the 

artwork in this exhibition.   

The information and ideas I came across in different parts of the exhibition were not only 

complementary but also reinforced each other.  They not only were entertaining but also helped 

structure my exhibition experience by answering to all of my curious questions and motivating 

me to explore the works of art more.  For example, I felt enthusiastic and confident to learn more 

about other collaborative pieces in the exhibition after the audio tour helped answer my question 

of how the two artists worked together on one of the collaborative pieces, Celestial Cousins.  On 

top of the way the exhibition was arranged, taking the audio tour caused my interest about the 



107 

artworks grow into a more wide-ranging learning interaction.  The audio tour added an 

intellectual component to my physical and emotional experiences.  

The presentation that had a logic and was easily followed helped me acquire more solid 

conceptual understanding and gain deeper insights into not only details of individual pieces of 

work but also the big picture of the exhibition.  Because the exhibition elaborated on itself, I 

found myself becoming more deeply engaged in my museum experience.  Overall, the Hot Wax 

& Hot Glass Exhibition achieved an excellent level for reinforcing visitors and fortifying their 

confidence to approach having forthcoming meaningful experiences. 

4. Meaningful.  An exhibition achieves this criterion when personally relevant 

experiences for visitors are put forward (Serrell, 2006).  Besides being engaging for visitors and 

making them feel competent, the exhibition shows great promise for initiating the visitors into 

reconsidering and reconstructing their senses, feelings, perceptions, and attitudes in both instant 

and long-established ways.  Table 8 shows four Aspects, which elucidate qualities that form the 

meaning criterion, and my assessment of the extent to which each Aspect was appropriately 

present or missing in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition. 

With reference to my Call-outs, there were good deals of excellent examples of evidence 

in my concrete experiences in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition for all these four Aspects 

related to the meaning criterion.  Regarding Serrell’s (2006) guidelines for assessing the Aspects, 

I considered the presence of the evidence for each Aspect and decided to put double pluses for 

every Aspect (see Table 8).  In view of overall evidence that embraced multiple wonderful 

examples for all of these Aspects, I assigned a rating Level 1––Excellent––for meaningfulness in 

the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  The following is a rationale for my rating. 
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Table 8 
The Assessment of the Aspects of Meaningful 

 

4. Aspects of Meaningful 

4.1 Ideas and objects in the exhibition (natural specimens, living collections, 

cultural artifacts, art work, demonstrations, and activities) were made relevant to 

and easily integrated into the visitors’ experiences, regardless of their levels of 

knowledge or motivation. 

+ + 

4.2 The exhibition made a case that its content had value.  The material was 

timely, important, and resonated with the visitors’ values.  Meaning is the “so 

what.” 

+ + 

4.3 The exhibition content touched on universal human concerns and didn’t shy 

away from deep or controversial issues. 

+ + 

4.4 The exhibition experience promoted change in people’s thinking and feeling, 

even transcendence.  Exhibitions gave visitors the means to make generalizations, 

change beliefs and attitudes, and/or take action. 

+ + 

 
 

Excellent level for meaning in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Based on the 

evidence of my Call-outs and Aspects, the artwork and ideas in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition were not too hard to understand and easily integrated into my experience.  Although I 

had limited knowledge of the mediums the artists used, I was able to relate my art experience to 

both artists’ ideas and techniques as well as make a personal connection with the artworks 

without difficulty.  The content resonated with my values and touched on universal human 

concerns, i.e., mystical and mythical inspirations of the two artists.  The exhibition not only 
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made me reexamine the way I made sense of the world but also reshaped my attitude to become 

a more thoughtful member of the community. 

According to the bridge I succeeded in building to connect my thoughts and feelings with 

the works of art in this exhibition, my perspective was broadened and I started to see things 

around me in different ways.  Besides my curiosity, engaging and interacting with the artwork 

challenged my sensuous perception and made me more aware of varying contexts in which the 

matter took place.  Since visual culture plays a considerable part in our lives, I realized how 

important it is for human beings to be aware of our own perceptions by reconsidering their 

speeds and potentials in order to find the appropriate balances in specific situations.  Since the 

exhibition gave me the means to reconsider my perception, to expand my horizons, and even to 

take action, I found myself changed cognitively and affectively.  I not only satisfied my curiosity 

to learn new things but also achieved in seeking respite and retreat––the balance between feeling 

energized and relaxed.  In conclusion, the summation of the characteristics of the exhibition in 

regard to the four different criteria is displayed in Table 9, Table 10, Table 11, and Table 12. 

 
 
Table 9 
Comfort in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

 

1. COMFORTABLE 

 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s  

Main Characteristics  

 Serrell’s (2006) Aspects Ratings 

1.1 Physical and conceptual 
orientation devices were present. 

Excellent - Signage showed where the elevator and 
restrooms were/umbrellas were made available 
for the visitors to use on a rainy day. 
- The signpost provided useful information of 
what was happening on that day and what the 
museum offered before and after the visitation, 
for example, audio tours were available free of 
charge and the visitor could download Gallery 
Guides from their website.  
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Table 9 - continued 

1. COMFORTABLE 

 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s  

Main Characteristics  

 Serrell’s (2006) Aspects Ratings 

1.1 Physical and conceptual 
orientation devices were present. 
(continued from previous page) 

Excellent - Museum staff helped the visitor feel welcome 
and get oriented to the space by greeting and 
giving a rundown of the exhibition as well as 
artworks on display. 
- The exhibition leaflets helped the visitor 
make sense of what to look for. 

1.2 There were convenient and 
sufficient places to rest. 

Excellent - Two wood benches provided for the visitor to 
conveniently take a rest on.  

1.3 The lighting, temperature, and 
sound levels were appropriate. 

Good - Well-arranged lightings  
- Pleasant temperature 
- Overall sound levels in the gallery were 
appropriate/just a few creaking sounds from 
the floor and the noise made by the air 
conditioner. 

1.4 Everything was well-kept, 
functioning, and in good repair. 

Excellent - Hundred-year-old building was functioning as 
museum quality regards the air control, 
temperature control, and nice LED lights. 
- The original hardwood floors were sturdy and 
comfortable to walk on. 

1.5 There was a good ergonomic fit.  
Exhibition elements could be read, 
viewed, and used with ease. 

Excellent - The exhibition was well designed: well-
planned layout/the artwork could be viewed 
and experienced without difficulties/the 
signage and labels for each artwork were clear 
and easy to read. 

1.6 Choices and options for things to 
do were clear.  Visitors were 
encouraged to feel in control of their 
own experiences. 

Excellent - Besides looking at works of art, the visitor 
felt at ease reading printed materials and 
listening to the audio tour.  Along with the 
user-friendly reference sheet, the audio tour 
was easy to follow and experience the 
exhibition at each visitor’s own pace. 

1.7 Authorship, biases, intent, and 
perspectives of the exhibition were 
revealed, identified, or attributed.  
The exhibitions reveal who is 
talking, fact from fiction or opinion, 
the real from the not real. 

Excellent - The exhibition leaflets, exhibition postcards, 
brochures of the exhibition-learning guide, 
price list, and artists’ biographies and 
statements helped attribute and reveal intent 
and perspectives of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 
Exhibition. 

1.8 The exhibition welcomes people 
of different cultural backgrounds, 
economic classes, educational levels, 
and physical abilities. 

Excellent - The exhibition was made accessible to 
everyone.  For example, the visitor who is an 
outsider to the community, and also not 
familiar with the techniques and mediums that 
the artists used, could feel welcome and 
comfortable to experience the exhibition. 
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Table 10 
Engagement in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

 

2. ENGAGING 

 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s  

Main Characteristics 

Serrell’s (2006) Aspects Ratings 

2.1 The physical environment looked 
interesting and invited exploration. 

Excellent - When entering the gallery, the visitor was 
attracted and invited to perceive and respond to 
a variety of coordinating colors, shapes, forms, 
textures, values, and spaces. 
- The well-arranged lightings, which were 
playfully interacting with a variation of visual 
elements, created remarkable layers of 
shadows in the exhibition. 

2.2 Exhibitions caught my attention 
and enticed me to slow down, to 
look, interact, and spend time 
attending to many elements. 

Excellent - The visitor was enlivened by the arrangement 
of works of art, encaustic paintings hanging on 
the walls and glasswork sculptures on the 
pedestals.  
- Multiple layers of details as well as the 
balance of harmonious and contrast sequences 
of elements drew the visitor’s attention to 
looking at the artwork one by one up-close. 

2.3 Exhibitions were fun—
pleasurable, challenging, amusing, 
intriguing, and intellectually or 
physically stimulating. 

Excellent - The exhibition was installed in the way that 
made the artwork aesthetically accessible. 
- Besides the overall look of the layout and 
design of the exhibition, its pedagogical effect 
was seriously taken into consideration. 
- The visitor enjoyed scrutinizing the marks, 
scratches, scribbles, and doodles in Leslie 
Neumann’s abstract allusions 
- The visitor felt enthusiastic about detecting 
different kinds of perceptible symbols and a 
wide variety of textures that Susan Gott created 
on her glassworks.  
- The visitor had fun trying to decipher and 
interpret what ideas the two artists tried to 
convey. 

2.4 Exhibition components 
encouraged and promoted social 
behaviors.  Exhibitions encouraged 
visitors to call one another over, read 
out loud, point at, and converse about 
the exhibition material. 

Excellent - The exhibition was not only pleasurable to 
experience alone but it also promoted 
interaction and exchange of views with other 
museum visitors and staff.  

 
 
 



112 

Table 10 - continued 

2. ENGAGING 

 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s  

Main Characteristics 

Serrell’s (2006) Aspects Ratings 

2.5 Experiences came in a variety of 
formats (e.g., graphics, text, objects, 
AV, computers, living things, 
models, phenomena) and a variety of 
sensory modalities—sight, sound, 
motion, touch, etc. 

Good - The visitor’s exhibition experience was 
limited to only visual and auditory perceptions.  
However, all signage, printed materials, and 
the audio tour were fascinating; they served as 
a bridge to connect the visitor to the artworks 
on display. 

2.6 Regardless of a visitor’s prior 
knowledge or interests, there were 
interesting things to do. 

Excellent - In addition to the artwork in the exhibition, 
the visitor had a chance to learn about the 
history of the Gadsden Arts Center. 
- Since the museum building used to be the 
Bell & Bates Hardware Store, there were some 
archeological artifacts on display, along with 
the labels including some fun facts about them. 

 
 
Table 11 
Reinforcement in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

 

3. REINFORCING 

 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s  

Main Characteristics 

Serrell’s (2006) Aspects Ratings 

3.1 The exhibition was not 
overwhelming.  There were “just 
enough” things to do. 

Excellent - Along with the artwork, all the content was 
well structured and not too overwhelming, in 
terms of things to do. 

3.2 Challenging or complex 
exhibition experiences were 
structured so that visitors who tried 
to figure them out were likely to say, 
“I got it,” and feel confident and 
motivated to do more. 

Excellent - The information and ideas in different parts 
of the exhibition not only were entertaining but 
also helped structure the visitor’s exhibition 
experience by answering to all of his/her 
curious questions and motivating him/her to 
explore the works of art more.  For example, 
the visitor felt enthusiastic and confident to 
learn more about other collaborative pieces in 
the exhibition after the audio tour helped 
answer his/her question of how the two artists 
worked together on one of the collaborative 
pieces, Celestial Cousins. 
- On top of the way the exhibition was 
arranged, taking the audio tour caused the 
visitor’s interest about the artworks grow into a 
more wide-ranging learning interaction.   
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Table 11 - continued 

3. REINFORCING 

 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s  

Main Characteristics 

Serrell’s (2006) Aspects Ratings 

3.3 The presentation had a logic.  It 
held together intellectually in a way 
that was easily followed and 
understood. 

Excellent - Despite totally different mediums and 
techniques, both artists used heat to create all 
the artwork in this exhibition. 
- “Hot Wax” referred to the oil and encaustic 
paintings, which belong to Leslie Neumann; 
“Hot Glass” referred to the glassworks of 
Susan Gott. 

3.4 The information and ideas in 
different parts of the exhibition were 
complementary and reinforced each 
other. 

Excellent - The presentation helped the visitor acquire 
more solid conceptual understanding and gain 
deeper insights into not only details of 
individual pieces of work but also the big 
picture of the exhibition. 
- The audio tour and printed materials added an 
intellectual component to the visitor’s physical 
and emotional experiences. 

3.5 The exhibition built on itself. Excellent - The visitor found himself/herself becoming 
more deeply engaged in his/her museum 
experience because the exhibition elaborated 
on itself.  

 
 
Table 12 
Meaningfulness in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

 

4. MEANINGFUL 

 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s  

Main Characteristics 

Serrell’s (2006) Aspects Ratings 

4.1 Ideas and objects in the 
exhibition (natural specimens, living 
collections, cultural artifacts, art 
work, demonstrations, and activities) 
were made relevant to and easily 
integrated into the visitors’ 
experiences, regardless of their levels 
of knowledge or motivation. 

Excellent - The artwork and ideas in the exhibition were 
not too hard to understand.  Even with limited 
knowledge of the mediums and techniques the 
artists used, the visitor was able to relate 
his/her experience to both artists’ conceptions 
as well as make a personal connection with the 
artworks without difficulty. 

4.2 The exhibition made a case that 
its content had value.  The material 
was timely, important, and resonated 
with the visitors’ values.  Meaning is 
the “so what.” 

Excellent - The exhibition not only made the visitor 
reexamine the way s/he made sense of the 
world but also reshaped the visitor’s attitude to 
become a more thoughtful member of the 
community. 
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Table 12 - continued 

4. MEANINGFUL 

 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s  

Main Characteristics 

Serrell’s (2006) Aspects Ratings 

4.3 The exhibition content touched 
on universal human concerns and 
didn’t shy away from deep or 
controversial issues. 

Excellent - The content not only resonated with the 
visitor’s values but also touched on universal 
human concerns, i.e., mystical and mythical 
inspirations of the two artists. 
- Since visual culture plays a considerable part 
in our lives, the visitor realized how important 
it is for human beings to be aware of our own 
perceptions by reconsidering our speeds and 
potentials in order to find the appropriate 
balances in specific situations. 

4.4 The exhibition experience 
promoted change in people’s 
thinking and feeling, even 
transcendence.  Exhibitions gave 
visitors the means to make 
generalizations, change beliefs and 
attitudes, and/or take action. 

Excellent - The visitor succeeded in building the bridge 
to connect his/her thoughts and feelings with 
the works of art in this exhibition. 
- Besides the visitor’s curiosity, engaging and 
interacting with the artwork challenged the 
visitor’s sensuous perception and made him/her 
more aware of varying contexts in which the 
matter took place. 
- The visitor not only satisfied his/her curiosity 
to learn new things but also achieved in 
seeking respite and retreat––the balance 
between feeling energized and relaxed. 
- The visitor’s perspective was broadened; the 
visitor started to see things around him/her in 
different ways. 

 
 

Museum Visitation Experiences 

The results of the evaluation of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition presented in the 

previous section have been used to provide the quality of the exhibition and to examine the 

interplay between characteristics of the exhibition and this group of seniors’ museum 

experiences.  Museum visitation experiences of these seniors originated from the observation 

field notes, transcriptions of in-depth interviews and the focus group, and document analysis.  

The fieldwork contributes a specific perspective to three dimensions of the museum visitation 

that these seniors constructed through the dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and 
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physical contexts: (1) motivations, (2) experiences, and (3) reflections.  My observation focused 

on the experience dimension; in-depth interviews acquired not only the experience dimension but 

also individual seniors’ motivations and reflections; and the focus group revolved around the 

reflection dimension.     

The findings of my data analysis are primarily presented in the form of composite 

descriptions.  As I explained in detail in Chapter Three, the composite descriptions were evolved 

from the integration of textural and structural descriptions (Moustakas, 1994), which were 

developed from themes.  In other words, I used the combined “significant statements” (Creswell, 

2013, p. 82), which I obtained from analyzing the data collected from the fieldwork, to write 

descriptions of what the seniors experienced in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition and how 

they experienced their museum visitation in terms of the conditions, situations, and context.  As a 

means to make the presentation of findings more coherent, the events and conversations detailed 

in the following descriptions are not necessarily reported in chronological order. 

Observation   

On Tuesday, July 15, 2014, I observed my participants, a group of nine seniors who 

participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center, taking a fieldtrip to the Gadsden 

Arts Center to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Since the study focuses on how this 

group of seniors makes sense of their museum visitation experiences, it is important to observe 

and look into what these seniors experienced not only inside the museum but also on the way to 

and back from the museum.  In order to report the findings in a logical and consistent way, the 

analysis of my observation field notes has been grouped into two main categories: (1) museum 

experiences and (2) other experiences on this fieldtrip.  Before describing what and how these 



116 

seniors experienced the museum, I will first discuss their other experiences outside the museum I 

observed on this fieldtrip. 

Outside the museum experiences on this fieldtrip.  The seniors scheduled to meet at 

the Tallahassee Senior Center’s activity room and leave the center at 9.30 a.m.  When I arrived at 

the activity room at 9.15 a.m., three female seniors were already there.  I observed that these 

three seniors started to wonder where the others were when it was almost 9.30 a.m.  One senior 

said, “Or they can’t find the activity room?  It doesn’t have a sign and I had to ask someone.”  

The seniors decided to wait a little while.  On a side note, there were 11 seniors who signed up 

for this fieldtrip, 10 women and one male.  By 9.45 a.m., four more female seniors showed up 

and every senior agreed with the group decision to leave for the Gadsden Arts Museum.  Before 

leaving, the seniors told the driver to wait for them to go to the restroom.  Then, these seven 

female seniors took less than 5 minutes to walk to the loading zone. 

Challenges of loading and unloading seniors and their equipment.  Although these 

seven seniors had no difficulty walking from the activity room to the senior center’s loading 

zone, where a driver was pulling a van up, it took them almost 20 minutes to load up and get 

ready to leave the senior center.  I observed the same challenges when they loaded up at the 

Gadsden Arts Center to come back to the senior center.  After opening the van’s door for the 

seniors to get in, the driver helped almost every senior get up to the first step on the van to get 

inside.  Once they got into the van, the seniors had to duck their heads and pass under seatbelts to 

get to the back.  Most seniors did not want to go to the back because it was difficult for them to 

bend down.  One senior said, “Getting in and out of the vehicle is challenging!”  And the others 

seemed to agree. 
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After helping every senior get into the van, the driver spent 10 more minutes handling 

and fitting the seniors’ rollators in the van.  On a side note, a rollator is a rolling walker that has 

four wheels and a padded seat.  Since two seniors used rollators and the van did not have any 

specific places for storing walkers or rollators, the driver tried to put them in the back of the van, 

behind a backseat.  However, the space behind the backseat was too small to fit them in.  So, the 

driver, by herself, was busy figuring out how to fold, take these two rollators apart, and fit most 

parts of them in the backseat.  The van (see Figure 7) had seating for 15 passengers, two front 

bucket seats and four rows of bench seating.  The backseat is the only one row that can 

accommodate up to four people.  As a result, there were only 11 seats available, including the 

driver seat.  Fortunately, we had 10 people, including the driver, the photographer, and me.  

While the backseat was occupied by two rollators, one senior sat beside the driver seat; two 

seniors sat in the front row; three seniors sat in the second row; and one senior, the photographer, 

and I sat in the third row. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 7. The senior center’s van.  
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While the seniors sat and waited for the driver dealing with rollators, they felt hot and 

asked the driver to turn on the air conditioner.  “We are melting,” said one senior in a joking 

manner.  The seniors appeared to be more relaxed when loading up at the senior center; I 

observed a rush when they loaded up at the Gadsden Arts Center.  Since it looked like it was 

going to rain and the driver worried about safety of driving in a thunderstorm, she asked the 

seniors to get ready to leave from the Gadsden Arts Center as soon as they could.  So, the seniors 

were in a hurry to get on the van.  Because the driver was busy trying to figure out how to fold, 

take the two rollators apart, and fit them in the backseat again, the same as when leaving from 

the senior center, the driver did not have time to help seniors getting in the van.  So, the seniors 

helped each other to push themselves up and get inside the van.  

Unloading the seniors and their equipment seemed to be as challenging as loading them 

up.  There were parking spaces in front of the Gadsden Arts Center, so the driver parked the van 

there and unloaded.  Seniors tried to get out of the van one by one; some seniors had difficulty in 

stepping down from the van.  Since the spaces in front of the museum were all head-in angle 

parking instead of parallel parking, after getting out from the van to the street, the seniors needed 

to step up to walk on the sidewalk in order to enter the museum.  Although the driver could 

parallel park the van at the loading zone at the senior center, there was no overhang.  It was 

raining when arriving at the senior center, so the ground was wet and slippery and the seniors 

also got wet when getting out of the van.  In addition, it took the driver as much time to 

reassemble the rollators as taking them apart. 

Genial atmosphere in the van.  It took around 45 to 60 minutes from the senior center to 

the Gadsden Arts Center, and vice versa.  On the way to the museum, the seniors started their 

trip by chatting about their art workshops at the senior center.  One senior mentioned one of their 
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classmates who is very talented and other seniors agreed with her.  Then, they talked about 

painting; for example, one senior discussed, “It is important not to overwork your art.  You have 

to know when to stop…it comes with experience.”  Thereafter, one senior asked, “Who have 

been to the Gadsden Arts Center before?”  Everyone, except one senior, replied that they had 

been to this museum before.  The one who had never been there sat beside me; she told me, “I 

heard about it but I’ve never been there.  Then, an opportunity opened up, so I just like…why 

not.”  Afterwards, one senior shouted, “Whoo-hoo!  Fieldtrip!”  Another responded, “We need to 

do this more often.”  The others agreed.  Later, some seniors chatted in pairs and small groups, a 

few were quiet and took a rest. 

On the way back from the museum to the senior center, I observed the same friendly and 

cheerful atmosphere in the van.  For example, one senior asked, “Anyone not here?”  Another 

replied, “Yes, I’m not here.  I’m in the museum.”  Everyone laughed.  Then, the seniors started 

to talk in small groups, with people next to them, about the artwork and the exhibition they just 

saw.  One senior made a comment, “It’s good to know the artist’s technique…the purpose of 

using that medium.”  Another senior responded by telling a funny story about choosing colors.  

She told everyone that one kid’s parents were worried because their kid’s paintings from school 

were always black, so they took the kid to see a therapist.  After a long indirect talk, the therapist 

finally asked the kid to the point, “Why do you love to use black crayon?”  The kid replied, “I 

don’t.  I’m always the last one in the class to get to the crayons.”  This story made every senior 

laugh.  Other topics that the seniors talked about were breakfast buffet, transportation, shopping 

mall, their dogs, their grandchildren, TV shows, etc.  

Museum experiences.  This group of seniors’ museum experiences started when they 

arrived at the Gadsden Arts Center at 10.38 a.m.  They opened the door and went inside.  The 
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door alarm rang when the door was opened.  A young woman walked to the seniors immediately 

and said, “Welcome to the Gadsden Arts Center!”      

Two more seniors joined the group.  When the seven seniors who rode the van arrived at 

the museum, two more seniors who also signed up for the fieldtrip were already there.  These 

two seniors are sisters and their house is closer to the museum than to the senior center.  One of 

these two seniors told me that she is handicapped and she also used a cane.  Since there were 

seven seniors who took the van from the senior center plus two more seniors who drove to the 

museum from their house, the total number of participants was nine.  They are all women; they 

were joking that the male who did not show up was afraid that he might not be able to handle all 

ladies.  There were 11 seniors who signed up, 10 women and one male; that means there were 

two seniors, one male and one female, who did not show up.   

The Education Coordinator helped seniors get oriented to the space.  I found out from 

the Gadsden Arts Center’s website that the young woman who walked to greet the seniors when 

they entered the museum is an Education Coordinator.  Besides greeting the seniors, the 

Education Coordinator also told them the history and explained about the site.  The seniors 

started to gather around her while the Education Coordinator said, “This is the Gadsden Arts 

Center.  It is currently housed in the old Bell & Bates building, which is here––the donation box 

right there.”  Almost all seniors turned to look at the donation box, which imitated the shape of 

the museum building, with the sign of Bell & Bates on the top and Gadsden Arts Center in the 

middle.  The sign on the donation box suggested a $1.00 admission fee.  However, the Education 

Coordinator did not directly ask the seniors to donate; instead, she told the seniors that the Bell & 

Bates sign is actually still on top of the museum building and the seniors could check it out later 
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when they left.  Furthermore, she pointed out the museum’s hundred-year-old floors and 

commented that they were very nice and going to be sturdy.   

The Education Coordinator continued telling the museum’s history, “Our building was 

built in 1912 and the Gadsden Arts Center itself started about 1989, with the art in Gadsden’s 

juried…um, competition and it used to be held in empty storefronts downtown until they 

acquired this building here.  They donated the building to us and completely renovated as 

museum quality regards the air control, temperature control, and nice LED lights.  So, it’s a 

really great exhibition space we are happy to have here.”  The seniors appeared to be captivated 

when listening to the Education Coordinator.   

On top of the museum’s history behind the 20th year of officially being the Gadsden Arts 

Center in that hundred-year-old building, the Education Coordinator also introduced the seniors 

to exhibitions on display, which included the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  She said, “We 

have a really great exhibition on display right now.  It’s called, Hot Wax & Hot Glass.  It’s got 

work by Leslie Neumann.  She is an encaustic artist.  She is the hot wax part and Susan Gott is 

who did the hot glass part.  It’s actually cast glass.”  When the Education Coordinator was 

talking, most seniors showed eagerness to know more and some of them asked questions they 

were curious about.  For example, one senior asked the Education Coordinator a question about 

the wood sculptures in front of her, on the right side of the Sara May Love Gallery’s entrance, 

and she appeared to be satisfied when the Education Coordinator not only answered her but also 

explained more about the pieces. 

Taking 5 to 10 minutes to get ready for experiencing the exhibition.  I observed that it 

took these individual seniors about 5 to 10 minutes to get ready before entering the main gallery, 

in which the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition was held.  After listening to the Education 
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Coordinator, the seniors started to look around the lobby and acquaint themselves with the space.  

Some seniors grabbed brochures on the welcoming table, which was on the left hand side of the 

museum entrance.  Near the stairs, a couple seniors went to read a signpost that provided 

information about that day’s events, gift shop and gallery hours, Artists Guild Gallery hours, 

details about the exhibitions on display, and education programs.  I noticed that none of the 

seniors signed the guestbook, which was on the stand on the right hand side of the main gallery 

entrance.  In addition to observing what the seniors did on their own, I also observed interactions 

within the group of seniors.  For example, the senior who drove to the museum with her sister 

instead of taking the van gave the direction to the other seniors; she said, “The bathroom is down 

there.”  Another senior added, “and the water fountain too.”  Most seniors went to the restroom 

before beginning to explore the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  

Counterclockwise preferences for circulating to explore the exhibition.  When the 

seniors entered the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, they looked around, scanned through the 

artwork, and chose where to start the exploration.  Most of them chose to turn right and started 

by looking at the artwork that was displayed on the right wall near the gallery entrance, and then 

they moved counterclockwise around the gallery.  On the other hand, a few seniors walked 

around the gallery in freestyle directions and seemed to have no predicted pattern of the ways 

they chose to stop and examine each work of art.  I observed that a couple seniors who came into 

the gallery after the others tended to choose to walk to where the majority of the seniors from 

their group were gathering, i.e., in front of Susan Gott’s glassworks that were displayed in the 

mirror showcase on the right hand side of the gallery entrance and Leslie Neumann’s encaustic 

work that was hung on the wall nearby. 
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Most seniors missed the introductory materials.  Since useful reading materials were 

provided on the left hand side of the gallery entrance, almost all seniors, who chose to turn right, 

missed this information before beginning their exhibition experiences.  On the table near the 

entrance on the left side of the gallery, there were exhibition catalogues, exhibition postcards, 

fliers and brochures of exhibition-learning guides, family gallery guides, artists’ biographies and 

statements, and Gadsden Arts Center Information.  On the wall, there were biographies of the 

two artists, Leslie Neumann and Susan Gott.  There was a sign, “Please no photography.”  

However, I saw a couple of seniors taking photos of the artwork in the exhibition.  I was not sure 

that every senior saw the sign, but the Education Coordinator did not stop them or say anything.  

After walking around the gallery and looking at some works of art, most of the seniors started to 

notice the reading materials that were provided on the left hand side of the gallery entrance and 

came to see, grab, and read them.  

Mediation by the Education Coordinator fueled wide-ranging interactions.  On top of 

helping the seniors get oriented to the museum, the Education Coordinator also facilitated this 

group of seniors’ exhibition experiences by providing opportunities for them to reconsider their 

perspectives and interchange ideas within the group.  Almost all seniors started to investigate the 

artwork on their own.  Individual seniors began to form a few small groups, which were not 

fixed, when gathering around some works of art and starting to interact with one another.  For 

example, four seniors clustered around Susan Gott’s Fauna Tiles and interacted within their 

small group by pointing at and discussing about mediums and techniques.  However, I observed 

that the Education Coordinator enhanced these seniors’ museum experiences by encouraging 

more inclusive interactions across the small groups––among a big group of all nine seniors. 
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Although I did not reserve a guided-group tour for these seniors, the Education 

Coordinator was approachable and appeared to show eager interest to not only answer every 

question the seniors had but also raise questions that kept creating productive interactions among 

these individual seniors.  For example, the Education Coordinator asked, “Is anyone an artist 

here?”  One senior answered, “We’re all an artist!  We are in the art class.”  The Education 

Coordinator replied and raised another question, “Okay, good!  What kind of medium do you 

use?”  This conversation started to attract other seniors’ attention and drew more and more 

seniors in until all nine seniors began talking about the mediums they used such as oil and acrylic 

paint.  

While a few seniors answered yes, most of them said no when the Education Coordinator 

asked whether they were familiar with the mediums that the artists used, encaustic and glass.  

From observing their behaviors and listening to their conversations with the Education 

Coordinator and among other seniors, I discerned changes in attitudes of the seniors who were 

not familiar with the mediums that the artists used.  Despite the fact that encaustic and glass 

techniques were new to them, they seemed to be willing to learn more and be keener to make 

sense of alternative concepts and ideas.  That is, wide-ranging within-group interactions, which 

were reinforced by the Education Coordinator, made individual seniors not only appear to be 

more engaged with the exhibition but also become more knowledgeable about the artworks on 

display.  

Getting an unexpected guided-group tour.  I did not notify any museum staff about 

when I would take the seniors to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition because I wanted the 

seniors to experience the actual setting and get the real service in the same way as any other 

visitors who walk into the museum.  Although I did not reserve a guided-group tour for these 
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seniors, facilitated mediation by the Education Coordinator persuaded more and more seniors to 

join the discussion and interact within the group.  As a consequence, I noticed that every senior 

started to gather around the Education Coordinator.  After that, it seemed to me that the 

Education Coordinator decided to give this group of seniors a guided tour. 

The guided-group tour generated collaborative learning experiences.  The Education 

Coordinator who gave the guided-group tour appeared to form this group of seniors, both 

separately and collectively, into a community of learners.  Through shared experiences of taking 

this tour, these individual seniors seemed not only to build social bonds but also to reinforce their 

common interests and beliefs.  In other words, the guided-group tour helped seniors collaborate 

on interpreting the artworks and making meaning from their exhibition experiences.   

I observed that the seniors paid close attention to the Education Coordinator when she 

was explaining how Leslie Neumann did her encaustic works.  Most of the seniors seemed to be 

amazed when the Education Coordinator told them that the artist also used her hand to move the 

wax around during the encaustic process; all seniors started to discuss the temperature of the hot 

wax and what they saw as a challenge to executing this technique.  Furthermore, the seniors 

helped one another gain a better understanding of Celestial Cousins (see Figure 8), which is one 

of the collaboration pieces between the two artists, Leslie Neumann and Susan Gott.  When 

gathering in front of the piece and listening to the Education Coordinator, the seniors 

experienced interactive learning when they were exchanging their thoughts on the way the four 

glass-blown orbs, which Susan Gott contributed to the piece, interfaced with layers of encaustic 

that Leslie Neumann created.  For example, one senior commented, “What’s interesting about 

this piece is you can see the shadow.”  Other seniors replied, “That’s cool!” 
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Figure 8. Leslie Neumann’s Celestial Cousins, 2009, oil and encaustic on panel, blown glass. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 9. Leslie Neumann’s Sovereign, 2010, oil and encaustic on panel. 
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Moreover, the guided-group tour provided a way for the seniors to perceive the artwork 

from unexpected angles.  In the front right corner of the gallery, the Education Coordinator asked 

the seniors to investigate Celestial Cousins (see Figure 8) by taking a close look at the three 

drips of yellow near the center of the panel and the silver orb above them before moving on to 

Sovereign (see Figure 9), which is the encaustic work on the front left wall of the gallery.  

Afterwards, the seniors appeared to be excited to see the three dots and the silver orb painted 

when they were standing in front of Sovereign; they called one another and pointed at the piece 

and exclaimed, “Oh, it’s right there.”  All seniors looked curious and wanted to know more about 

the analogy between Celestial Cousins and Sovereign.  When the Education Coordinator told the 

seniors that she had a chance to talk to the artist in person and the artist explained the reason 

behind these two works, all seniors seemed to be attentive to her story.  At the same time, these 

individual seniors appeared to reshape their interpretations through a series of dialogues within 

the group.  

Later on, the Education Coordinator guided this group of seniors to the large painting on 

the back right wall of the gallery, Beauty Deep Within (see Figure 10), and told them a little bit 

more about Leslie Neumann’s background.  Almost all seniors exclaimed, “Wow!” when the 

Education Coordinator told them that normally artists would move to the city, but Leslie 

Neumann moved from New York City to the small fishing village of Aripeka on the Gulf of 

Mexico in Florida.  I observed that the Education Coordinator told this group of seniors about the 

artist’s background in such an entertaining manner that it motivated individual seniors to make 

connections to the work.  Besides interchanging their opinions and discussing how they 

associated their life histories and past experiences with what they saw in Beauty Deep Within, the 

seniors also looked for common ground on meaning construction. 
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Figure 10. Leslie Neumann’s Beauty Deep Within, 2013, oil and encaustic on panel. 
 
 

On top of that, the seniors learned from one another about the factors that enhanced their 

visual experiences in the exhibition.  Correspondingly, the Education Coordinator shared her fun 

experience of when the curator and she were setting up this show and working with the lights.  

When listening, the seniors seemed to be excited and seemed to enjoy looking around and 

observing the lights and the way they were arranged.  Some seniors pointed out the interplay 
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between layers of the shadows and colors on the artwork for their friends to see while making a 

remark on the wonderful job that the curator did.  

Most seniors asked, “Are they heavy?” when walking around and looking at the Birds 

(see Figure 11) and Spirit Hawk I (see Figure 12), and other glassworks by Susan Gott.  One 

senior exclaimed, “This is very, very heavy!”  Another commented, “But they are so beautiful!”  

The seniors seemed to be eager to learn more about the glass casting process and how the artist 

worked with her team.  The Education Coordinator explained the teamwork involved in the 

process and suggested for the seniors to watch a YouTube video at home to see this time process 

of glass casting.  Besides talking with the Education Coordinator, four to five seniors also began 

to form a group and analyzed how the artist created, moved, and installed the glassworks. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 11. Susan Gott’s the Birds, 2014, cast glass, hand wrought steel. 
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Figure 12. Susan Gott’s Spirit Hawk I, 2013, cast glass, copper, steel, concrete, metal leaf. 
 
 

After that, the Education Coordinator gathered the seniors around a set of collaborative 

works: Susan Gott’s two glass pieces, Passageways, and Leslie Neumann’s three encaustic 

works, Pray for me, Defying Danger, and Suspended (see Figure 13).  In a couple of small 

groups, seniors discussed with one another about the size, weight, colors, lights, teamwork, and 

process of these collaborative pieces.  A few seniors started to examine details in both the front 

and back of the artwork and also tried to get a 360-degree view; after that, most seniors followed 

and did the same.  Also, a few seniors took out their phones to take photos after seeing others do 

it. 
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Figure 13. Susan Gott’s Passageways and Leslie Neumann’s Pray for me, Defying Danger, and 
Suspended 

 
 

Supportive atmosphere boosted confidence to critique the exhibition.  The interactive 

experiences seemed to promote interchange of ideas among the seniors that generated a 

supportive atmosphere in which individual seniors seemed to loosen up and feel more confident 

to critique the artwork and the way the exhibition was set up.  For example, one senior said, “I 

want to point out something.”  She told the Education Coordinator that all of these seniors helped 

hang art at a different show at the senior center and some of them have enjoyed the insights of 

putting things together and arranging the exhibition.  She kept on and said that although some of 

these seniors did not do three-dimensional works, there were moments in the exhibition that she 

loved to share with everyone about colors, lightings, shadows, and the way her eyes traveled 

from one spot to the others.   
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The same senior pointed at Susan Gott’s Wild Woman (see Figure 14), which was a glass 

sculpture in front of Leslie Neumann’s encaustic painting, Beauty Deep Within (see Figure 10), 

and described, “There are moments in this exhibit when I’m standing here, what I love is these 

colors, the red blues, both colors behind it.”  Then, she referred to the red spot that the Education 

Coordinator pointed out before and shared her thoughts, “It’s a bright red spot, so when you are 

looking at this, the head and torso part of Wild Woman, it is all cool muted colors except for this 

thing, the bright red diamond shape on Wild Woman.  So when you’re standing here, your eyes 

go over there, on Beauty Deep Within, and go from this bright accent of red spot on Beauty Deep 

Within to this bright red spot, diamond shape on Wild Woman, plus the other…one thing about 

the lightings is the shadow.”  This senior walked up to Beauty Deep Within and pointed out the 

shadow on it that was from Wild Woman.  The other seniors seemed to enjoy listening to and 

agreed with her by nodding their heads and said, “Yeah, yeah, oh yes!” 

The same senior kept on talking; she said, “And these shadows on Beauty Deep Within 

(see Figure 10), you know, first you’re looking like, how come is the light shadow with the dark 

shadow, but it’s two different lights.”  Then, she pointed at the shadow on Beauty Deep Within 

and explained, “This shadow is the painter–, that mark crosses this, so this–, when they were 

arranging this exhibit, they think of all these things.  Plus, these are these blue colors of the 

sculpture, Wild Woman (see Figure 14), with the pool color of the vibrant jewel-tan on this side 

on Beauty Deep Within and other encaustic paintings next to it.” 

The same senior guided the others to turn to the other side of the gallery and look at glass 

sculptures and encaustic paintings that were displayed opposite to Wild Woman (see Figure 14) 

and Beauty Deep Within (see Figure 10).  She kept explaining, “When you look over there, we 

have the more cosmic thing…these reddish ones, glass sculptures, are paired with those 
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encaustic paintings.  Not the same colors, but they…enhance each other, which allow you when 

you’ve been hanging shows.  You know why I’m talking about…so I want you all to appreciate 

the curator’s wonderful job and mixing these so that they enhance each other and make a nicer 

visual experience.”  The others agreed and started to look around.  Some seniors also pointed 

other artworks out and engaged in conversation with others.  The one who just made the long 

comment replied, “Yeah, the set of that!  Isn’t that fun?” 

 
 

 
 

Figure 14. Susan Gott’s Wild Woman, 2014, cast glass, copper, marble.  
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No senior asked for the audio tour.  Although the Education Coordinator mentioned that 

the museum also provided the audio tour that was basically similar to what she explained to the 

seniors, no senior asked for the audio tour.  They seemed to be satisfied with the guided-group 

tour.  These seniors also appeared to be in high spirits when interacting with the Education 

Coordinator.  

Multitasking while taking the guided-group tour.  When the Education Coordinator was 

giving a tour, I noticed that the seniors not only listened closely to her but most of them were 

also multitasking.  For example, when the Education Coordinator was explaining about the 

encaustic process, in addition to listening, one senior took a note; two seniors took photos of the 

artwork while examining them up-close; a couple of seniors pointed some parts of the work out 

for their friends to see; and a few seniors read the brochure of the exhibition and the price list to 

look into the information related to the works that the Education Coordinator was talking about.  

Moreover, from time to time one or two seniors did not stick with the group; they looked around, 

walked to catch a glimpse of other artworks, and came back.  Also, when the Education 

Coordinator guided this group of seniors to move from one work to another one, most seniors 

checked out other works of art on the way.  Some of them were not only walking around to look 

at details in both the front and back of the artwork but also were standing on tiptoes or bending 

down and trying to get a 360-degree view. 

Almost all seniors could not stand for long periods of time.  I observed that while the 

Education Coordinator was giving the guided-group tour, more and more seniors started to take 

their seats on the two benches the museum provided or on their own rollators.  The rollator, 

which is a rolling walker that has four wheels and a padded seat, appeared to be very functional 

and useful for seniors since they could use it as a walker and also as a seat.  During the first 10 
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minutes, five seniors were standing in front of Celestial Cousins; two were sitting on their 

rollators; and two were sitting on one of the two benches on the middle-left hand side of the 

gallery.  After moving from the front right corner of the gallery to the front left wall of the 

gallery to see Sovereign, most seniors still seemed to be energetic: one was walking around; five 

seniors were standing; one was standing with her rollator; one was sitting on her rollator; and one 

was sitting on the same bench.   

However, the senior who told me that she is handicapped appeared to be too tired to walk 

or stand and she kept sitting on the bench when the Education Coordinator guided the seniors to 

Beauty Deep Within (see Figure 10), which is the large painting on the back right wall of the 

gallery.  Since both of the two benches that the museum provided were on the left side near the 

gallery entrance, this senior missed most parts of the tour that took place far from where she took 

the seat.  Moreover, she seemed to be uncomfortable while sitting on that wood bench; she was 

putting one leg up on the bench and also used her cane to support her body.  

After 20 minutes of the tour, three more seniors walked to the two benches and sat on 

them.  After half an hour, the Education Coordinator gathered seniors around a set of 

collaborative works: Susan Gott’s two glass pieces, Passageways, and Leslie Neumann’s three 

encaustic works, Pray for me, Defying Danger, and Suspended.  At this point, seven seniors were 

sitting and only two seniors were standing.  It was fortunate that the benches were near this set of 

collaborative works; the seniors sat facing the works when listening to the Education 

Coordinator talking about Susan Gott’s background and her process of casting glass to create 

one-of-a-kind sculptures.  

Avoiding taking the steps.  I observed that a couple seniors seemed to avoid taking the 

steps up to the platform, which was on the left hand side at the back of the gallery next to where 
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the Birds (see Figure 11) was displayed.  There was no handrail or something that the seniors 

could hold on to when going up onto this three-step platform.  Although some seniors were able 

to go up and look at artwork displayed on the platform, I noticed that one senior spent almost 3 

minutes trying to stand on her toes and crane her neck to get a glimpse of the artwork on display 

up there.  On the platform, there was also the original safe, which is an artifact related to the Bell 

& Bates Building hardware store before it was reconstructed into the Gadsden Arts Center.  Next 

to the safe, there was a label that told a story of this antique safe that other seniors seemed to 

enjoy reading.  However, the seniors who could not go up on the platform missed the opportunity 

to explore all this interesting content.   

Being enthusiastic to explore other parts of the museum.  After finishing the Hot Wax 

& Hot Glass Exhibition, the seniors also wanted to explore other exhibitions.  They went to the 

small gallery, next to the main one, to see works of Russell Bellamy.  Some seniors seemed to be 

interested in the concept of the works and the way to hang the pieces.  The Education 

Coordinator not only explained the artist’s concept but also gave the sample of the parts of the 

artwork, Plexiglas with nuts and bolts, for seniors to see.  Furthermore, almost every senior spent 

at least a couple minutes looking at a freight elevator that was displayed on the left hand side at 

the back of the small gallery.  This freight elevator, which appeared to capture the fascinated 

attention of this group of seniors, is one of the archeological artifacts belonging to the Bell & 

Bates hardware store.  Next to it, there was an informative label that included the entertaining 

story.  Some seniors read the label after taking an up-close look at the freight elevator.   

When taking the guided-group tour in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, the seniors 

heard some sounds from upstairs and the Education Coordinator told them that the noise was 

from summer campers.  However, it turned out that every senior not only went upstairs to check 
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out the summer camp but also to take a look at the Gadsden Arts Center Artists Guild Exhibition 

and the showcase of artworks by high school students who participated in the Gadsden Arts 

Center’s College Level Advance Placement Portfolio Program with an artist Danielle Horak.  

Above all, I observed that the seniors explored every part of the museum except along both sides 

of the stairs that had many newspaper clippings, posters, and printed media excerpts framed and 

hung on the walls because none of them took the stairs.       

Taking an elevator rather than the stairs.  To go up to explore the exhibitions upstairs, 

all seniors chose to take an elevator rather than the stairs.  The museum had only one elevator.  

Since the elevator seemed to fit less than five people and two seniors also had rollators, it took 

almost 10 minutes until all seniors could be on the second floor.  During one round, five seniors 

went inside the elevator and it started beeping; the seniors tried to close the door.  Although they 

could close it, it did not seem to be safe because the elevator kept beeping all the way up to the 

second floor.  

Kids’ artworks appeared to hold a fascination for seniors.  On the second floor, there 

was an area that had tables, chairs, a computer, and many books; this area was called, 

“Children’s Learning Area.”  A couple seniors asked the Education Coordinator about this area 

and she explained that it was designed for offering visitors, especially kids, useful information 

through many activities such as watching videos, reading the provided books, or working on the 

family gallery guides.  At that time, this area also displayed works of art created by high school 

students who participated in the Gadsden Arts Center’s College Level Advance Placement 

Portfolio Program with an artist Danielle Horak.  The seniors walked around and checked 

students’ artworks out.  They seemed to be captivated; some seniors talked to one another saying 

that they liked these kids’ works and that some kids are very talented.  Next to the Children’s 
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Learning Area, there was a room called, “classroom.”  Inside, there were big bookshelves, tables, 

chairs, a whiteboard, a television, easels, and art supplies; summer campers were doing some 

activities.  The door was open, so most seniors peeped inside.  Almost every senior appeared to 

be intrigued by the skills shown in the young generation’s artworks.    

Easily associating themselves with representational art.  The Gadsden Arts Center 

Artists Guild Exhibition was held in the Bates Community Room upstairs; the artworks belonged 

to the GAC Artists Guild’s members and 99% of the works of art in this exhibition are 

representational.  In comparing the time the seniors took to connect themselves to the artwork, 

all seniors appeared to more easily associate themselves with the artwork in the GAC Artists 

Guild Exhibition than with the encaustic and glass works in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition.  From what I observed, the seniors not only seemed to know some local artists in this 

community but also were familiar with the mediums and techniques the artists used.  On top of 

showing interest in the realistic painting style, some seniors claimed that they like 

representational art more than abstract art.  

For example, one senior pointed at one painting and said, “I’m fascinated by 

France…how many windows, doors…”  The other two seniors turned to look at that painting and 

one of them called out, “I love this!  I really like representational art!”  A couple of seniors 

showed their expertise as representational painters by sharing their thoughts about the mediums 

that the artist used and the techniques to paint realism.  The other group of seniors gathered in 

front of one painting when talking about someone at Tallahassee Senior Center who also did the 

same kind of work.  Every senior appeared to be confident when discussing and critiquing 

representational artworks.  The seniors walked around the gallery to see artwork in small groups; 

one group had four seniors, two groups had two, and one senior walked alone.  The groups were 
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not fixed and every senior seemed to talk to anyone who was standing or walking close to her.  

Some seniors asked the Education Coordinator for the brochure of this exhibition; they seemed 

to be interested in becoming members of the GAC Artists Guild and applying to show their 

paintings in the exhibition.  

Every senior used the museum’s restroom at least one time.  The museum provides two 

restrooms, downstairs and upstairs.  Both restrooms are wheelchair accessible and have one fully 

accessible stall inside.  I observed that every senior used the museum’s restroom: two seniors 

used it three times; four seniors used it two times; and three seniors used it one time.  Most 

seniors went to the restroom before entering the main gallery, Sara May Love Gallery, to see the 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  After finishing the guided-group tour from the main gallery, 

one senior asked, “Where is the restroom again?” and two seniors went to the restroom.  In the 

small gallery that had works of Russell Bellamy on display, a few other seniors went to the 

restroom when the Education Coordinator was talking and explaining about the artist’s concept 

and the way to compose and install the works.  Moreover, when exploring the exhibitions 

upstairs, I saw a couple of seniors going to the restroom.  Additionally, a few seniors used the 

restroom before leaving the museum. 

Every senior checked out the gift shop.  I observed that every senior went to check out 

the gift shop before leaving the museum.  Most seniors turned right when going inside the gift 

shop.  They also seemed to look down more than look up to get a sight of items for sale.  Two 

seniors looked at postcards and talked about them.  One senior seemed to be excited and said, 

“Oh, my daughter made these.”  Another senior went to ask the woman in the store if some of 

the art pieces were Susan Gott’s and Leslie Neumann’s works.  The gift shop not only had hand-

painted note cards, high quality prints, books, hand-made jewelry, local artists’ original 
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paintings, pottery, and sculpted wood, but also sold small works of the artists who had 

exhibitions at the museum with affordable prices.  One senior looked at a pair of earrings and 

asked, “Is it blue or purple?”  The woman at the counter replied, “Blue, it matches your shirt!”  

Then, the senior decided to buy it.  Another senior tried to see the price of Susan Gott’s small 

works, which were on the lower shelf.  One of her hands grabbed her rollator, which is a rolling 

walker, and tried to bend down to reach the item; it seemed not that convenient for her.  Five 

seniors stayed in the gift shop more than 10 minutes; two seniors spent around 5 minutes in 

there; and the other two spent less than 3 minutes in there. 

Reviewing and recapitulating the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Before leaving the 

museum, I observed that some seniors revisited the Sara May Love Gallery, in which the Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition was held.  Two seniors went back to take photos of the exhibition 

and the artwork on display; one senior walked around the gallery and took a closer look at some 

works; another senior was reading the labels and took a note; and the others went over 

information that the museum provided and reconsidered what parts or content they missed.  

When coming out from the main gallery, one senior signed the guestbook on the stand on the 

right hand side of the gallery entrance.  Most of the seniors went to grab more exhibition 

brochures and other reading materials on the welcoming table.  In addition, a few seniors asked 

the Education Coordinator some more questions while almost all seniors thanked her for giving 

the general review of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition. 

In-Depth Interviews 

After the fieldtrip to the Gadsden Arts Center to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

on Tuesday, July 15, 2014, I scheduled in-depth interviews with individual participants and gave 

them the interview preparation guideline, which included the purpose of the interview as well as 
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questions they will be asked (see Appendix B for the interview protocol).  Furthermore, I told the 

seniors to feel free to make a note or write anything they wanted to elaborate on in spaces that I 

provided under each question in the guideline.  These in-depth interviews were arranged while 

the memory of museum experiences were still fresh in the seniors’ minds; all individual 

interviews took place in 17 days after the fieldtrip, during Thursday, July 17, 2014 to Friday, 

August 1, 2014.   

Along with a phenomenology approach, I applied standardized open-ended interviews to 

explore how individual seniors construct their museum experiences through the dynamic 

interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts.  To develop a deeper understanding 

of the phenomenon of seniors’ museum visitations, in-depth interviews helped me acquire 

information not only about individual seniors’ experiences but also about their focused life 

histories and reflections on the meaning of their experiences.  In order to present the findings in a 

logical and consistent way, the analysis of in-depth interview transcriptions has been grouped 

into two main categories: (1) life experiences and personal factors that shape seniors’ attitudes 

and actions towards museum experiences, and (2) seniors’ experiences of the Hot Wax & Hot 

Glass Exhibition and reflections on the meaning of their Gadsden Arts Center visitation 

experiences. 

Factors that shape attitudes and actions toward museum experiences.  I started the 

interview by asking individual seniors to tell me about themselves.  Then, I used open-ended 

guiding questions to elicit their demographic information and experiences that relate to art.  

Table 13, Table 14, and Table 15 show an overview of who my participants are, their 

involvement in visual arts activities, and experiences that are relevant to art museums.  To 
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protect participant privacy and data confidentiality, I report data by replacing direct identifiers 

such as names with pseudonyms. 

 
 
Table 13 
Who Are These Individual Seniors? 

 

 Gender Age Cohort Spouse 

Still Alive 

FL 

Native 

College 

Degree 

Education/Work 

1. Helen Female 90 Good 

Warriors 

No No Yes Elementary education/ 

teacher 

2. Beth Female 89 Good 

Warriors 

No Yes Yes Nurse 

3. Nora Female 78 Lucky Few Yes No No Worked for Dept. of 

Agriculture, Dept. of 

Health and Rehabilitation 

4. Dawn Female 77 Lucky Few No No Yes Medical technologist 

5. Sara Female 69 Lucky Few ? No Yes Home economics 

education, home 

extension education, 

science and math/ 

election campaigns 

6. Cara Female 67 Older 

Boomers 

? No Yes Foreign language teacher 

7. Pam Female 66 Older 

Boomers 

No No Yes English teacher 

8. May Female 65 Older 

Boomers 

Yes No Yes Music education, 

elementary education/ 

computer programmer 

9. Lois Female 61 Older 

Boomers 

Yes No Yes Art education, studio, arts 

administration/ 

art program coordinator 
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Table 14 
Individual Seniors’ Experiences Related to Visual Arts 

 

 Career 

Related 

to Art 

Long-Term 

Interest in 

Visual Arts  

Visual Arts 

Engagement  

Art 

Classes 

Taken 

Experiences with  

Mediums &Techniques  

Like Don’t like 

1. Helen No Yes Returning Many Posters and 

things for war 

bonds (WWII), 

oil painting, 

watercolor, 

crayons, clay 

modeling, 

sculpture, among 

others  

- 

2. Beth No Yes Beginning Just one Oil painting Watercolor, 

illustration, 

acrylic painting 

3. Nora No Yes Beginning Many Drawing, oil 

painting, acrylic 

painting, pastel 

- 

4. Dawn No Yes Returning A few Oil painting,  Pastel, acrylic 

painting 

5. Sara No Yes Returning Just one Tempera, acrylic 

painting 

- 

6. Cara No Yes Beginning A few Oil painting, 

drawing 

- 

7. Pam No Yes Beginning Just one Oil painting - 

8. May No Yes Beginning A few Oil painting  Watercolor 

9. Lois Yes Yes Life long Many Every kind - 
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Table 15 
Individual Seniors’ Experiences Related to Art Museums 

 

 Art Museum Visitations  Had Been to 

Gadsden 

Arts Center  

Exhibit 

Their 

Works 

Making Art 

Influences 

Seeing Art Frequency Experience Preference 

1. Helen Not often Alone/with 

others 

With others Yes Yes Yes 

2. Beth Not often, twice per 

two to three years 

With others With others Yes No No 

3. Nora Not often, 

whenever friends 

go or the senior 

center offers 

fieldtrips 

With others With others Yes No Yes 

4. Dawn Not often, once a 

year 

With others With others Yes Yes Yes 

5. Sara Not often, 

whenever 

something interests 

her or someone 

drags her along  

Alone/with 

others 

Alone/with 

others 

No Yes Yes 

6. Cara Not often, once or 

twice a year 

Alone/with 

others 

With others Yes Yes Yes 

7. Pam Not often, two or 

three times a year  

With others With others No Yes Yes 

8. May Not often, three or 

four times a year 

Alone/with 

others 

Alone/with 

others 

Yes No Yes 

9. Lois Several times a 

year, at least 10-12 

visits  

Alone/with 

others 

Alone/with 

others 

Yes Yes Yes 
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From emerging patterns and themes on the subjects of who these individual seniors are as 

well as how they have experienced visual arts activities and art museums, I developed textural 

and structural descriptions of this group of seniors’ life experiences and influences that have 

contributed to their attitudes and actions towards their museum visitation experiences.  The 

synthesis of composite descriptions is as follows: 

They are Good Warriors, Lucky Few, and Older Boomers.  All nine participants are 

female and belong to three cohorts; two of them (Helen and Beth) are Good Warriors, three 

seniors (Nora, Dawn, and Sara) are Lucky Few, and the other four (Cara, Pam, May, and Lois) 

are Older Boomers.  Their ages range from 61 to 90.   

Husbands of Good Warriors all passed away.  While three seniors (Nora, May, and 

Lois) still live with their husbands and two (Sara and Cara) did not mention whether they are 

married or not, the husbands of the other four seniors (Helen, Beth, Dawn, and Pam) passed 

away.  Pam, who belongs to the Older Boomers cohort, lost her husband seven years ago.  Dawn, 

who belongs to Lucky Few, lost her husband five years ago.  Helen and Beth, who are Good 

Warriors, lost their husbands eleven and twelve years ago.  That is to say, husbands of all 

participants who are Good Warriors passed on more than 10 years ago.    

Almost all of these seniors are not originally from Florida.  Only one senior (Beth) was 

born in Florida; however, she moved to Tennessee when she was 17.  The other eight seniors 

(Helen, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, May, and Lois) were originally from other states: 

Missouri, Maryland, New York, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Ohio, Kentucky, and Georgia.   

Moved to Florida not for retirement purposes in the first place.  Although all nine 

seniors lived in other states before choosing to settle in Florida, none of them moved to Florida 
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for retirement purposes in the first place.  Instead, the reasons were their husbands’ jobs, their 

father’s job, and their own commitments to go to college.   

More than half of these seniors went to college in Tallahassee.  Six out of these nine 

seniors (Beth, Sara, Cara, Pam, May, and Lois) went to Florida State University, which is one of 

the three colleges in Tallahassee, Florida.  

All seniors who had lived in other cities in Florida went to Florida State University.  

Before settling in Tallahassee, three seniors (Helen, Nora, and Dawn) have never lived in other 

cities in Florida, whereas six seniors (Beth, Sara, Cara, Pam, May, and Lois), including the one 

who was born in Florida (Beth), used to live in other cities in Florida such as Clearwater, 

Dunedin, Cocoa Beach, Orlando, among others.  Relevantly, all seniors who went to Florida 

State University used to live in other cities in Florida before choosing to move to Tallahassee for 

school and staying for work until their retirement. 

The majority of these seniors earned college degrees.  Whereas one senior (Nora) only 

earned a high school education, the other eight seniors (Helen, Beth, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, 

May, and Lois) earned college degrees.  One of these eight seniors (Lois) obtained a master’s 

degree in art education, studio art, and arts administration; the other seven seniors earned 

bachelor’s degrees in different fields.  For example, their majors were music education, data 

processing and computer sciences, French, Latin, Spanish, English, home economics education, 

home extension education, science and math, medical technology, nursing, and elementary 

education.  

Almost all seniors’ education and career are not related to visual arts.  Only one senior 

(Lois) has an educational background and work experience related to visual arts, but the other 

eight seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, and May) do not.  However, three 
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seniors (May, Cara, and Pam) were trained and had jobs that were involved with other kinds of 

arts: May has a background in music, and Cara and Pam majored in literature and earned their 

living by becoming English and foreign language teachers.  Yet, the other five seniors (Helen, 

Beth, Nora, Dawn, and Sara) had education and careers that were not relevant to the arts in any 

way.   

Family members of some seniors were or have been involved in visual arts.  Although 

only one senior (Lois) had educational degrees and careers that were related to visual arts, four 

of these nine seniors (Dawn, Sara, May, and Lois) have one or more of their family members 

who used to engage or have participated in visual arts activities.  Dawn said, “My daughter has a 

bachelor’s degree in business, but she has an associate degree in art…she doesn’t do anything 

with it, but you know, she has a degree in art.”  Dawn lightheartedly shared with me a story of 

how creative her daughter is, “One time she was in a little spell of doing t-shirts.  T-shirt, t-shirt, 

t-shirt, and she did t-shirts of, like, um, the FSU, the stand of the FSU’s football game, but she 

put herself, and her partner, and different people in there.  And, so, I’m a fan of the University of 

Georgia’s football team, so she made me one.  Me, my son, my daughter, my husband and his 

best friend, and since I like art, she has Vincent van Gogh, he was in there, I like Harry Potter, so 

Harry Potter was watching the football game, and…you know, all things like that.  It was so cute 

and so interesting.  It was probably twenty different people in the stand.  And, you know, on the 

Sistine Chapel, where Adam is reaching like this, like…okay, she had Adam, but he was 

reaching for a bag of peanuts.  She’s very clever and very creative.”   

Like Dawn’s daughter, Sara’s daughter also has a degree in art.  Furthermore, Sara’s 

sister has taken art history classes and made art such as acrylic painting.  In addition to her 

daughter and sister, Sara claimed that her babysitter also engaged with visual arts activities.  As 
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for Lois, she mentioned that she grew up around art and her uncle had a significant impact on her 

participation in visual arts activities; “My uncle ran an art gallery and during high school my 

friends and I would volunteer.  I tried all kinds of media.”   

In spite of the fact that May has been involved in music throughout her life and just 

started taking art classes after she retired, May told me that besides music, her daughter also likes 

and has engaged in art making.  May remarked, “My daughter is really talented…she’s very 

smart and she’s always been good in the art…music and art.  She took art over in Godby High 

School and I know she did painting…I don’t think she did any ceramics…and she probably did 

drawing and she gave me a couple of her pieces, um, I haven’t framed…I probably should have 

framed them.  Yeah, she likes art too and I like her art teacher, you know, in the high school.” 

Most seniors are beginners, a few are returners, and only one is a lifelong participator 

in visual arts.  Five of these nine seniors (Beth, Nora, Cara, Pam, and May) became engaged in 

visual arts activities for the first time later in life; they considered themselves as beginners when 

first participating in art workshops at the senior center.  Nonetheless, three other seniors (Helen, 

Dawn, and Sara) called themselves, “returners.”  These three self-appointed returners formerly 

experienced in art making, yet they stopped doing arts activities to give priority to their families 

and job responsibilities.  For example, Dawn told her story, “Well, I used to paint.  I have never 

had instruction, but I used to paint before I went back to college, I painted.  You know, just for 

fun.  And then when I went to college and had three kids and all that, I just didn’t have time, so I 

didn’t.”   

Thus, the returners (Helen, Dawn, and Sara) considered their participation in art 

workshops at the senior center as the revival of their engagement in visual arts again in later life.  

Helen said, “I just sort of got to where I needed to get a job to help out with our finances and kid 
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getting into, you know, older where they needed more things.  So, my art just switched, waited 

by that side, I didn’t do any then again until after my husband passed away and the children they 

were all out of the home, and so on.  But now, then I started with the senior center.  I’ve taken 

several classes here.” 

While most seniors are beginners (Beth, Nora, Cara, Pam, and May) and a few seniors 

are returners (Helen, Dawn, and Sara), only one senior (Lois) considered herself as a lifelong 

participator in visual arts.  She has been involved in many aspects of visual arts throughout her 

life.  Lois shared her story; “I grew up around art.  My uncle ran an art gallery and during high 

school my friends and I would volunteer.  I tried all kinds of media and got a degree in art 

education, which I didn’t use.  Later, I came back and got a master’s degree in studio art and arts 

administration.  And then, I worked in various related jobs.”  Although Lois indicated that she 

has made art and taken classes whenever she can, she admitted that her career commitment is the 

primary reason why she does not have time and energy to do art.  “I’m still doing art…not as 

much as I like to because my job gets in the way,” said Lois. 

More than half of these beginners have engaged in other kinds of arts.  Among five 

seniors who considered themselves as beginners in visual arts, three of them (Cara, Pam, and 

May) have been involved with other kinds of arts, such as music and literature, throughout their 

lives.  For example, May plays the piano and sings.  May mentioned, “Currently, I sing in a 

group called ‘Vicious Angelo,’ which is Latin for ‘Angel Voices,’ and we practice during the 

school year from about the beginning of September through May and our director is Scott 

Leaman at Lincoln High School.  He is a very well known musician and I’ve been in that for five 

years.”  Although May has no background in art, she decided to start engaging in visual arts 

activities when she retired.  “I have loved art, but since I majored in music and did music all the 
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time, I never did art.  So my goal was to start taking art classes when I got retired,” explained 

May.  

As for Cara and Pam, they are sisters who have concerned themselves with literature.  

While Pam has specialized in English, Cara has become an expert in Latin, French, and Spanish.  

Because of their family, Cara and Pam were exposed to the arts and culture since they were 

young.  Pam told me, “My parents taught us to enjoy culture and to seek it out.  And even as 

young children, we weren’t well off, we have six children in our family, um, my family gave my 

sister nine years of violin lessons and she was in orchestra.  We only afforded to send one of the 

children to music lessons so she was it.  And because of that we went to a lot of symphonies, 

cultural events, and school.”   

Accordingly, Pam was in the choir; she loves singing and music.  Cara and Pam’s mother 

was very culturally aware; Pam remarked, “She and my dad, she probably dragged my dad, took 

us to musicals and theatres, and especially that one town we lived in had an outdoor summer 

theatre and around and had an amphitheatre and they put on Broadway musicals outside; it was 

wonderful!”  Although Cara and Pam did not do art, both of them love to go to art museums.  “I 

love art, as it’s good,” Pam added.  After Cara retired, Cara and her younger sister, Pam, began 

to explore their interests and participate in visual arts activities at the senior center.  

All seniors have long-term interest in visual arts.  Despite the fact that most seniors 

considered themselves as beginners in visual arts, all nine seniors have always been interested in 

visual arts.  Besides Lois, who is a lifelong participator in visual arts, the other seniors, both self-

called beginners and returners, revealed that they have a curiosity and inclination to see, know, 

and learn art.  
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Every self-called beginner (Beth, Nora, Cara, Pam, and May) claimed that they have 

always been interested in art and enjoyed looking at it, but they never had time or took the 

opportunity to do anything about visual arts until after they retired.  For example, Nora, who 

grew up in Kentucky, told me, “I never ever had the arts before…we didn’t even have drawing 

or any kinds of art in school at that time.  But I’ve always enjoyed looking at it and seeing other 

people.  I started making art after I retired.”  Although Beth’s school provided art classes, Beth 

revealed that she had never self-pushed to do it.  Beth explained, “I enjoy art.  I like to look at 

pictures of art and I enjoyed the art classes that we had in um, humanities at school…the section 

in art, I enjoyed that.  But I never had any urge to do it, you know, I always thought yeah maybe 

I could do that…I think maybe I could, I like to try sometimes, but I wasn’t ambitious enough to 

stake it out.”   

Furthermore, May revealed that despite her consistent interest in visual arts, her major in 

music was the reason she never did art.  “My whole life, I have loved art.  I had one art class that 

I can remember in the middle school and that’s it because I choose to do music instead…do 

singing so my electives were always chorus…music and not art.  But I always love art, you 

know, I appreciate it, I love to look at it…so I started taking art classes when I retired,” said 

May.  Likewise, Cara and Pam both started taking art classes after they found out about them at 

the senior center; Cara said, “They’re very affordable and it is very fun.  I’ve never done art 

before, but I’ve always been interested in art.  So, I decided to explore that.” 

As for three seniors who considered themselves as returners in visual arts (Helen, Dawn, 

and Sara), they not only have long-term interests in visual arts but also always love and 

appreciate art.  In spite of having none or limited formal art training, all three returners had fun 

making art before their job and family commitments took priority.  Dawn mentioned, “I have 
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never had instruction, but I used to paint before I went back to college, I painted.  You know, just 

for fun.”  Quite the contrary, Helen’s interest in visual arts was developed from her art classes in 

school.  Helen shared her story; “I went to a one-room country school when I was growing up in 

childhood.  And my favorite day was Friday because after afternoon recess, we put away all of 

our books, and had art.  So, our teacher was quite progressive for that time…well, I like it so 

much and, you know, grade school, elementary school, I can remember art teacher brought us 

these little–, she was able to ride to the Metropolitan Museum of Art and she had these little 

cutouts and she gave each of us one of them on every Friday when we had our art class.  And she 

was telling us a story about, you know, the masters…that the painters, you know, but then, we 

would do our own things, which would be crayons, watercolors, or whatever.  Pretty much free, 

but I liked that.  And then, when I went to high school, I took a couple of art classes.  But in 

those classes…at the time we were in World War II and we had requests to do posters and things 

for war bonds, so it was mainly doing things for the community rather than studied in too much 

art.  But it was good practice, you know, still.  Beyond that I didn’t have any formal art 

education…I always like art.” 

However, Helen and Sara, who considered themselves as returners like Dawn, have 

developed their consistent interest in art beyond formal art education from their art classes in 

school.  Sara said, “The last classes that I had in art was back in high school in 9th grade.  Um, 

and that was it…well, I doodled off and on, but I thought I would try doing acrylic…I painted 

with my daughter, with, you know, tempera paints… I really got to the point well, now I’ve got 

time, so I can, you know, decide to pay attention to my paintings or to painting.”  

Similarly, Helen enthusiastically shared one of her fascinating experiences that she never 

forgets; she said, “That was kind of a memory many many years ago, but it was very important 
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and I always remember that… I have one experience that might be kind of interesting, going 

back to my high school days and Jefferson City, Missouri, the capital of…the state and they have 

a very beautiful capital.  And when I was in high school, Thomas Hart Benton, do you know his 

art?  He painted two painted murals on the wall of the Capital, and he painted these very–, you 

may have seen some of those in books, but um, the very vibrant pictures of Missouri’s folklore, 

like Frankie and Johnny were on the wall, and the James brothers the outlaws, you know, all of 

this stuff, history.  And while he was there, some of us in high school students…were able to go 

over there and watch him paint…and he used egg tempera on his paints.  It was such a unique 

style.” 

Evidently, Helen had continued growing her enthusiasm and pursuing her passion for art 

until she needed to put her interest in visual arts activities aside in order to gain employment to 

help out with her family’s finances.  Helen continued her story, “Then, we lived in Athens, 

Georgia…that was right before we moved to Florida, there was a lady artist whose work I really 

admired…she had bright vivid colors and she–, you know, I would see her work around.  Her 

name was March Andhra.  And um, when I saw in the paper where she was offering a night class 

for people, I thought I wanted to learn, you know, to do something like that.  So, that was my 

first introduction to how to use oil paint because that’s what she worked in.  And it was one night 

a week, for a couple of hours.  And so that’s how I learned, the supplies you needed for oil 

painting and just how you start and all of that.  I worked with her one night a week for a couple 

of years before we moved to Florida…when we first moved here, I took a few at LeMoyne, and 

then I just sort of got to where I needed to get a job to help out with our finances and kid getting 

into, you know, older where they needed more things.  So, my art just switched, waited by that 
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side, I didn’t do any then again until after my husband passed away and the children they were 

all out of the home, and so on.”  

Husband’s passing is one of main reasons for participating in art workshops.  All four 

seniors whose husbands already passed away (Helen, Beth, Dawn, and Pam) mentioned that the 

loss of their husbands is one of the key reasons that motivated them to start participating in art 

activities at the senior center.  Helen explained, “My husband had Alzheimer’s.  So, I was a 

caregiver for quite a few years before he passed away.  He passed away in 2002, 12 years ago.  

So, at that point that’s when I started doing things at the senior center and including art because I 

always liked art.  So, that was a chance to get back into it.”  Another senior, Dawn, shared her 

thoughts, “I love the senior center.  I come here a lot.  I take art and I take French and I volunteer 

here.  I tried to be…since my husband passed away, I have many activities with other women, 

club and churches and you know, things like that so that I have places to go most days of the 

week.”   

While Helen and Dawn considered themselves as returners in engaging with visual arts 

when they started taking art classes at the senior center after their losses, it was the first time for 

Beth and Pam to participate in an arts activity.  For example, Beth stated, “After my husband 

died.  When he died, I was sort of at loose ends.  And then, my mother-in-law and my mother 

died the same year…my friend was nagging me to go and do something you know because she 

didn’t want me sit around the home.  And um, my friend said, ‘Come with me to the art class.’  I 

said, ‘I don’t know anything about art.’  She said, ‘Well, just come, you might like it.’  So, she 

sort of forced me in to going to Charles’ class and I like it.  And I went three or four times and 

she went three or four times, and then she quit coming, but I kept coming.”  Beth added, “It was 

in 2004 or 2005.  I’ve never realized how long it’s been until I got to think back.  Yeah, it has 
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been that long.  But I enjoy it; I enjoy the people; I enjoy the class; I enjoy Charles’ input, I 

enjoy the comments that the other class members make and their suggestions.  It’s very 

interesting.” 

Being given art supplies by family members made returners return to paint.  After 

retired, two of the three self-called returners (Dawn and Sara) started to make art again after their 

family members, who have been involved in visual arts activities, gave them art supplies.  Dawn 

shared her story; “I started here because my daughter gave me this great big set of paint for 

Christmas one year.  She said, ‘Now you go and paint,’ so I did.  I have been painting about three 

years.”   

While Dawn received the brand-new art supplies from her daughter as a gift, Sara was 

given used paints and brushes from her daughter and sister.  Yet, like Dawn, Sara felt motivated 

to get back into making art again.   Sara told me that after her daughter finished her degree in art, 

her daughter moved and did not have time.  “So, she gave me a lot of her paints,” said Sara.  

Then, Sara added more details about how she also obtained some art supplies from her sister, 

“Well, I doodled off and on, but I thought I would try doing acrylic because my sister had some 

acrylics.  She did it.  She bought for her classes, but she didn’t like them as much as she liked the 

different brand.  So, she gave them to me…okay, there is a good way to start…she gave me 

some brushes and I bought some other brushes.  So, I started um…probably last December.”   

The number of art classes taken is not relevant to seniors’ points of entry into arts 

engagement.  While only Lois saw herself as a lifelong participator in visual arts, Beth, Nora, 

Cara, Pam, and May were beginners when they started engaging with visual arts activities at the 

senior center, and Helen, Dawn, and Sara considered themselves as returners.  Three seniors 

(Lois, Helen, and Nora) who have taken many art classes saw themselves as a lifelong 
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participator in visual arts, returner, and beginner, respectively.  Three other seniors (Cara, May, 

and Dawn) have taken a few art classes; Cara and May were beginners, but Dawn considered 

herself as a returner.  The other three seniors (Beth, Pam, and Sara) have taken just one art class; 

Beth and Pam were beginners while Sara considered herself as a returner when they started 

participating in the art class.  Therefore, there appears to be no relevance between these nine 

individual seniors’ points of entry into visual arts engagement, i.e., as a beginner, returner, or 

lifelong participator, and how many art classes they have taken at the local senior center.  

Most of these seniors have experienced more than one medium and technique.  Apart 

from Pam and May, who have done only oil painting, the other seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, 

Dawn, Sara, Cara, and Lois) have experienced a variety of mediums and techniques.  Helen is 

doing oil painting, but she has done posters and things for war bonds (WWII), watercolor, 

crayons, clay modeling, sculpture, among others.  Despite doing only oil painting now, Beth 

tried illustration, watercolor, and acrylic painting when she was young.  Nora is taking drawing, 

oil painting, acrylic painting, and pastel classes.  Dawn is doing oil painting and used to do pastel 

and acrylic painting.  Sara has done tempera and is doing acrylic painting.  Cara has experiences 

in drawing and oil painting.  Lastly, Lois claimed, “I tried all kinds of media.” 

Almost every senior likes oil painting and a few dislike watercolor and acrylic.  Oil 

painting is the most favored technique among these nine seniors.  Eight out of these nine seniors 

(Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Cara, Pam, May, and Lois) claimed that they have experienced and 

enjoyed oil painting.  On the other hand, a few seniors (Beth and May) stated that they felt a 

strong disinclination to do watercolor.   

Beth shared her story; “I don’t care anything about watercolor.  I’ve got a bad impression 

on that when I was a kid.  Mommy used to give us a watercolor paint when we were little and I 



157 

never liked them because I could never get them to do what I wanted them to.  They just smeared 

on the paper and I didn’t like them.  Watercolor doesn’t interest me.  Oil…you can sort of blend 

them together and if they don’t look like you want them to, scrape them off and start over.  You 

really can’t do that with watercolor.”  Although May has never tried watercolor, she told me that 

watercolor intimidates her.  May clarified, “Watercolors I love to look at, but they scare me to 

death because I realize, you know, when I don’t get something right in oil, I can let it dry and I 

can try again…and I don’t have that luxury with watercolor.  So, um, I appreciate it, I love to 

look at it, but I have no desire to do watercolor.” 

Moreover, a couple of seniors (Beth and Dawn) proclaimed that they do not like acrylic.  

Both Beth and Dawn gave the same reason that acrylic dries too fast.  “I don’t like acrylic.  They 

dried too fast; I can’t get it to look like I want to before it gets dried,” explained Beth.  Also, one 

senior (Dawn) revealed that she is not fond of pastel; Dawn remarked, “I took a six-week pastel 

course, which I didn’t like.  You know, you like certain things and you don’t.  I think pastel is 

not me.”   

More than half of these seniors are not taking any kinds of art classes other than oil 

painting.  Most seniors have taken more than one art class and experienced many mediums and 

techniques; however, only two seniors (Nora and Lois) are actively engaging with more than one 

kind of visual arts techniques such as drawing, oil painting, acrylic painting, and pastel.  The 

other seven seniors are involved in only one type of art practice; Sara is doing acrylic painting 

while the other six seniors (Helen, Beth, Dawn, Cara, Pam, and May) are doing oil painting.   

There are varied reasons why these six seniors (Helen, Beth, Dawn, Cara, Pam, and May) 

are not participating in any kinds of art workshops at the senior center other than oil painting.  

Firstly, although Helen enjoyed taking watercolor class and would like to do clay modeling and 
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sculpture, she only has time for doing oil painting as exercising took priority.  Helen explained, 

“I wanted to learn a little bit about watercolor, so when Bill Abel taught a workshop, I took that 

and found out a little bit how to do watercolor.  I liked it, but I can’t do it here because the 

watercolor classes interfere with my Tai-Chi.  And I need Tai-Chi for my balances, just exercise 

and that, so that’s why I pretty much don’t do watercolor now, I just do oil.”  Helen added, “In 

fact, if I had a little more time, I would like…they have a nice clay lab here at the senior center, 

and do some nice things.” 

Similarly, Cara and Pam are doing only oil painting because of their schedules.  For 

example, Cara and Pam said, “We were calling about drawing classes, but they were not a good 

time for us.  That was at a good time, convenient for us, so we decided to try it.  And it was fun!”  

As for Dawn, she took pastel and acrylic painting, but she did not like them.  “So, I paint in oil,” 

stated Dawn.  Essentially, Dawn revealed why she stopped taking one other class; “Oh I did take 

one other class with the well-known local artist, Eluster Richardson.  But I found it was very 

intimidating because some of the other people in the class were so much better than I was.  Most 

people in the class are still taking from him, that was two years ago, but I stopped, I just took one 

course.”  

Moreover, regardless of the different reasons Beth and May had for starting to participate 

in oil painting workshops at the senior center, they claimed that they have taken only oil painting 

classes and are still having fun doing it.  Both Beth and May considered themselves as beginners 

in visual arts; while Beth was dragged to the class by her friend subsequent to the loss of Beth’s 

husband, May decided to take oil painting after retiring since she always had a liking for it.  May 

admitted, “To be truthful, I think I should have started with drawing, you know, for learning 
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perspectives and everything…but, um, I was attracted to oil painting so I thought I just jumped in 

there.”   

On top of being intimidated by characteristics of watercolors and acrylic painting, Beth 

mentioned the main reason that makes her stay with this oil painting workshop for almost 10 

years; “This art class satisfies the need I have to do something tangible!  I like it.”  Furthermore, 

in order to give full attention to oil painting and save costs on art supplies, apart from oil 

painting, May has not taken other kinds of art workshops yet.  May explained, “I’m not real good 

at jumping around at different kinds, so it’s like, I’m going to stay with oil paining until I don’t 

want to do it.  And then, I’ll take up another medium, but I don’t really want to do, hmm…and 

plus it’s expensive to go into another medium…so I figure um, I stick with one until I’m not 

happy doing that, and then I’ll find something else to do.” 

Most of these seniors favor representational art.  From individual in-depth interviewing 

with these nine seniors, it has come to my notice that most of them favor representational art 

over abstract and non-objective art.  Some seniors (Beth, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Pam, May) 

mentioned that representational or realistic art is the type of art they are doing in art workshops 

at the senior center.  For example, Beth said, “I usually just copy a picture that I find somewhere 

you know, and then paint it.”  Likewise, Dawn told me, “Most of the art that we are doing in the 

class is totally representational.  Most people…they…I don’t even know, there used to be one 

guy in the afternoon class did some abstract stuff.  But most of us do representational; we just 

looked at photographs and copied them.”   

Dawn further clearly stated that she was not fond of abstract art.  “I would have told you 

that I didn’t like abstract art that I thought some of it…I thought it was silly…you know, some of 

the things that they do, you know, you have a huge painting and it’s a couple of stripes of colors 
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and it’s $10,000 dollars!”  Dawn explained through one of her stories; “In fact we used to 

go…hmm…Atlanta had a big art exhibit in Piedmont Park and we used to go there the whole 

family my husband we take the kids the dogs and everything and…and then one time I saw a 

great big white board and on this white board…and this was back in the 60s, okay so you have to 

keep that in mind because of the price, how different it would be in the 60s.  And on this big 

white piece of plywood was pasted an old towel that you could tell the artist had wiped his 

brushes on and it was stuck on to this white board, that was it, $300 dollars!  I think 60s…we 

should probably be, you know, $15,000 - $20,000 now or more than that.  So that…this is honest 

truth, we stopped going to the art exhibit every year.  Because of that we just thought that was an 

insult to our intelligence.” 

Similarly, Beth asserted that she does not have a taste for non-representational art.  “I like 

something that looks like what it’s supposed to be you know…if it’s supposed to be a person, I 

want it to look like a person, it doesn’t have to look like anybody I know, but I want it to have 

the nose in the right place and the mouth in the right place and the ears in the right place you 

know, like a person,” said Beth.  Particularly, she remarked, “I don’t like Picasso.  I mean I want 

it to look like it’s supposed to look, not like, um…it’s weird, you know.”  

These seniors enjoy not only the art classes but also interactions with other people.  On 

top of making art, these seniors also mentioned the worthwhile experiences they have gained by 

learning from teachers and other art class members and interacting with them.  For example, 

Beth talked about her oil painting class that she is taking with Charles at the senior center for 

almost 10 years; “I’ve never realized how long it’s been until I got to think back.  Yeah, it has 

been that long.  But I enjoy it; I enjoy the people; I enjoy the class; I enjoy Charles’ input, I 

enjoy the comments that the other class members make and their suggestions.”  Moreover, Nora 
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shared how she has learned from observing her classmates painting, “I’ve just seen other 

people’s work and, you know…I kind of looked at it and see what all they did to make it look 

good.” 

Furthermore, May had a discussion about how interactions in the art workshop have 

supported her learning; “I’m learning constantly and I love listening to other artists because they 

make suggestions…you know, my classes, and I love listening to my teacher and try to 

assimilate some of their knowledge because they’ve been doing it for years and years and years 

and I just started.”  Also, May eagerly told me that one of her classmates helped her discover her 

latent talent for another medium.  “I’ve seen the one from our classmate, Nora, I love her pastels; 

they’re beautiful!  I’m really attracted to them…certainly I think she is very talented in that and 

it kind of opens my eyes to where, um, I think…I do think it’s me.  So, that probably would be 

the next one I try,” said May.  

Giving family members their paintings as Christmas presents.  Beth and Sara mentioned 

that they would give the paintings that they were working on to their family members as 

Christmas presents.  Sara said, “The one I’m working on right now is…a puppy, my sister’s 

dog…I thought I would get to see if I could do it and give it to her as a Christmas present.”   

Also, Beth shared the story of one of her paintings that she planned to give to her 

grandson, “My grandson has a deer stand and his corns kept disappearing and so he wanted to 

find out what was happening to his corns, so he set up a camera with the motion sensor on it.  

Well, he got his picture of a black bear and it was laid back like this and leaning up against the 

deer stand, and his stomach was sticking out like this…and he could see the corn over here and it 

just like he was saying, ‘I can’t believe I ate so much.’  And I took the picture of that he made, 

it’s a nice picture and of course it was dark, the eyes were like this, like glare on them.  But I 
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made the copy of it and I fixed it, so his eyes weren’t glared… But it turned out pretty good I 

think… I feel like I did pretty good on that.”  According to this painting, Beth told her grandson, 

“I’m going to give it to you.  It’s going to be a Christmas present, but I’m not going to give it to 

you until after I show it at least once.” 

Some seniors also have an interest in crafts and folk art.  Besides fine arts, some of 

these seniors (Beth, Sara, Cara, and Pam) have engaged in crafts at some point or another.  Beth 

said, “I like to crochet.  I like embroidery.  I like to read those kinds of things…well, when I was 

a kid, I used to try to craft animals out of soap.”  Moreover, Sara told me, “I’ve been crafty; I’ve 

done things like that; I sew a lot.”   

Together with Cara, who is her sister, Pam shared her thoughts on the craft movement 

and folk art, “we love going to the different arts and crafts displayed and exhibited ‘cause I really 

like the craft movement, you know, I usually like Americana arts, you know, things that are done 

by ordinary, everyday people, not just artists.  I like things done by real people like us, you 

know, because I think their things are worth showing also, you know, they have a certain kind of 

identity or American expression to them.” 

Have also participated in other activities offered by the senior center.  These individual 

seniors have also been involved in other kinds of activities and community events associated 

with the Tallahassee Senior Center.  For example, all these nine seniors helped hang art at some 

shows at the senior center.  Moreover, Helen and Dawn are participating in not only art 

workshops but also exercise and foreign language classes.  Helen said, “I need Tai-Chi for my 

balances, just exercise and that.”  Furthermore, Dawn also volunteers at the senior center; she 

told me, “I love the senior center.  I come here a lot.  I take art and I take French and I volunteer 

here.”  Also, some seniors such as Sara have nutritious meals that are provided by Elder Care 
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Services at the senior center during weekdays.  Additionally, every senior mentioned that they 

have joined Lifelong Learning Extravaganza: Explore, Examine, and Experience (L3X), which is 

the senior center’s annual event that offers seniors a week of exciting classes, entertainment, 

field trips, art, culture, and lectures.  

Most of these seniors have exhibited their artworks.  Three out of these nine seniors 

(Beth, Nora, and May) have never displayed their works before.  These three seniors considered 

themselves as beginners when they started to participate in art workshops at the senior center.  

On the other hand, the other six seniors (Helen, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, and Lois) have 

experienced exhibiting their artworks.  These six seniors are self-called beginners (Cara and 

Pam), returners (Helen, Dawn, Sara), and a lifelong participator (Lois) in visual arts.  That is, all 

returners and lifelong participators in visual arts have exhibited their works. 

Pam talked about art showing experiences that her sister, Cara, and Pam herself have had; 

“We like showing our paintings…actually my sister has sold a couple of hers.  And we displayed 

them around in different places, umm…restaurant, the um, senior center shows, um, the FSU 

medical school, different places like that.”  Helen told me that one of her paintings was put on 

the exhibition at the Gadsden Arts Center.  “A few years back, I actually had a painting on the 

exhibit there, one of them.  And I’m kind of thinking of doing that again because they’re opening 

it up to amateurs, they do that once a year where they open it up for amateurs for paintings, and 

so on.  So, I’m thinking maybe taking something and doing that again,” said Helen.  Last but not 

least, Dawn showed her sense of humor when talking about one of her paintings on display at the 

senior center; “Somebody stole one of my paintings; one of my paintings just got taken off the 

wall so I don’t know what happened to it.  Leslie…the Art Program Director…is looking for it.  
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We hope somebody bought it and just didn’t pay for it.  I said theft is the greatest form of 

flattery.” 

Almost all seniors did not visit art museums often.  Only Lois, who is a lifelong 

participator in visual arts, visited art museums several times a year.  Lois explained, “Well, in 

local ones I guess I probably go to like 10 or 12 visits at least…different ones different you know 

months so…I don’t get to all of them because not enough time…not enough leisure time.”  In 

contrast, the other eight seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, and May) did not 

visit art museums regularly; their museum visitation frequencies vary from less than one time a 

year to four times a year.  All in all, there appears to be a direct relationship between older age 

and lower frequency of museum visitations.   

Most of these seniors prefer visiting art museums with companions rather than alone.  

Six out of these nine seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Cara, and Pam) indicated that they 

would rather go to art museums with other people than visit alone.  For example, Beth said, “I’ve 

never been to an art museum by myself.  I looked at pictures in hallways and things like that, but 

that’s not the same as an art museum.  Um, no…I don’t like to go anyplace really by myself; I 

like to have somebody with me to take parts of the problem.”  Also, Cara gave the reason she 

loves to go to the museum with someone else; “…to share the experiences and talk about what 

you see.”  

Due to her physical restrictions, Pam always goes to the museum with a companion, 

particularly her sister, Cara.  Pam said, “Well, actually I’m handicapped and so my sister usually 

had to drop me off.  And hopefully museums might have a little wheelchair or something…the 

benches.”  Moreover, both Nora and Dawn mentioned that their husbands have played a part in 

their preference for visiting art museums with companions.  Nora told me that she usually visited 
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art museums with friends and a group; she explained, “My husband is not well.  And so we are 

not able to do much travel.  He wouldn’t let me go by myself.”  As for Dawn, she gave a reason 

she so far always went to art museums with someone else, “Since my husband passed away 

‘cause he did all the driving and stuff, I’m kind of scared of the campus…it frightens me…I 

missed the watercolor thing at FSU; I just couldn’t get there.”  

Similar to Dawn, Helen, who also lost her husband many years ago, seemed to have an 

issue with transportation and parking services.  Helen clarified and gave an example of how 

impractical it has been for her to go to the museum alone; “I really don’t go alone that much to 

things like that anymore…I still drive, but maybe not as far as–, I like to see all of the stained 

glass in Tallahassee.  You know, the Dodd Hall has beautiful stained glass and yet for me to get 

down there and find the parking place and walk and get to it, it’s kind of prohibitive now at my 

age.  So I would like if they would do a van so, you know, they can drop us off…” 

However, the other three seniors (Sara, May, and Lois) do not mind going to the museum 

alone.  Lois told me that both manners of visiting art museums, with companions and alone, are 

fine for her; “A lot of times I’m alone, other times my husband is with me.”  Sara’s decisions to 

visit museums were motivated by either art exhibitions she found interesting or persuasion from 

people close to her.  Sara stated, “Lately, it’s been just me.  Uh, just because I decided to…I’m 

going to go do this…whenever something hits me either that or my sister hits me, you know, 

things like that.”  On top of that, May talked about the main drawback of going to the museum 

with others, especially non-art people; “If I can get somebody to go with me, um, I will.  But I 

don’t like to take someone that will…that wants to hurry.  So the advantage of going by yourself 

or with someone that likes art and will let you go slowly…um, either of that two.  So, sometimes 
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I’m alone and sometimes I’m with…usually another artist because they will…appreciate and will 

take the time.  If it’s a non-art person that doesn’t…then they just want to hurry, go too fast.”   

Two seniors had never been to the Gadsden Arts Center.  From my observation field 

notes, one senior (Sara) told me she had never been to the Gadsden Arts Center, and then I found 

out from in-depth individual interviews that another senior (Pam) had never been there either.  

 Most seniors had been to the Gadsden Arts Center with the senior center.  Seven out of 

these nine seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Cara, May, and Lois) had been to the Gadsden Arts 

Center at least one time previous to this visit.  Nora, Dawn, and Cara had been there one time 

before; Beth had been there two times; and Helen, May, and Lois had been there several times.  

As a matter of interest, almost all of these seven seniors went to the Gadsden Arts Center, at least 

one time, by joining the senior center’s annual event: Lifelong Learning Extravaganza (L3X). 

For example, Beth talked about one of her fieldtrip experiences to the Gadsden Arts 

Center, as well as artists’ homes; “Both times I went with the senior citizens.  We had a group to 

sign up to go and um, there was a vanload like went over.  And it was very interesting.  It took us 

all day, but it was…they gave us time to rest in-between and we had to get back in the van and 

go from one place to the other.  We had…let’s see, three or four different artist homes that we 

visited.  It was very nice…we visited several artists in their homes and they explained their art to 

us, and one place fed us very good.  It was fun and the museum showed um, I don’t remember 

whom it was that they were showing that time that we went, but it was interesting… yeah the 

museum is a good place…it’s an interesting place.  It’s set out in such a way that you can look at 

all of the different things.  There’s all of one person’s work shown in one room and another 

person’s work shown in another room and that is interesting.  It keeps…so you can say, ‘Yeah, I 

like this one, but I don’t care much for this one,’ you know, this kind of thing.  It’s interesting to 
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see all of these things and it’s interesting to get an idea of what somebody else is thinking that’s 

important.” 

Apart from taking a fieldtrip offered by the senior center to the Gadsden Arts Center, 

some seniors also went there by other means.  May shared her experiences, “I think that, um, 

because we are in classes at the senior center, we talked, and then another student, her name is 

Sandy…and she and I like to, when they do the new show over there, we like to go together, we 

ride together, and we look at the show and comment about what we like and everything, and then 

we have lunch over there.  So, I’ve been there like four or five times, I was with her, and then I 

think I’ve taken my daughter over once, and I think I took over another friend that, you know, 

weren’t art people but just to go over to see exhibits.  And then, I have a sorority sister do a show 

in January over there, Nancy Baur Dillen, that’s her name.  And she let me know that they, um, 

she was showing over there with another person so I went there over for their opening night.  So, 

yes I get over to Gadsden Arts Center a lot and I like it!”    

Correspondence between older age and more limited travel distance to art museums.  In 

regard to other art museums in Florida these seniors had been to before this fieldtrip to the 

Gadsden Arts Center, all Good Warriors and some Lucky Few (Helen, Beth, Nora, and Dawn), 

whose ages ranged from 77 to 90, had visited only local art museums in Tallahassee such as FSU 

Museum of Fine Arts, The Mary Brogan Museum of Art and Science, LeMoyne, and the City 

Hall.  Quite the contrary, all Older Boomers and one Lucky Few (Cara, Pam, May, Lois, and 

Sara), whose ages ranged from 61 to 69, have been to many art museums, both local ones and 

other art museums in other cities in Florida.  Other out-of-town art museums they have visited 

are the Cummer Museum of Art and Gardens in Jacksonville, Ringling Museum of Art in 
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Sarasota, Museum of Fine Arts and The Dali Museum in St. Petersburg, some museums in 

Miami and Fort Lauderdale, among others.  

Nearly all of these seniors affirmed the relationship between doing and seeing art.  

Every senior (Helen, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, May, and Lois) except Beth affirmed that 

their experiences in art workshops at the senior center have influenced the way they experience 

and look at art in the museum.  Some of these seniors (Helen, Sara, Cara, May, and Lois) 

mentioned that their experiences of making art have an effect on their perceptions of artworks 

displayed in art museums and their understandings of techniques, processes, and the effort to 

create pieces of artwork.  For example, Lois said, “Yes, it does influence; you not only see the 

art…you try to figure out how it was done, and what motivated or inspired the artist.  I appreciate 

good craftsmanship and I have disdain for sloppy work.  You know if you haven’t done art, you 

might not notice those things…it’s like, oh look at these things ah…bad framed huh, how can 

you stain and put this frame on this piece of artwork!  So, and also I appreciate because of my 

experiences too…I appreciate good curatorial work, the providing materials, the gallery talk, and 

also if it’s arranged or hung well.”  Likewise, Cara told me, “Because um, you know, what goes 

into creating work of art, you know, the composition, problems, and technique problems, so you 

know a little bit more about what’s going on in that painting than you did before.”    

Similarly, Sara said, “Um, I like to see how–, you know, look at their techniques and try 

to figure out how they did that.  You know, I get the impression of what’s happening, you know, 

the first impression, and then I go up and I start looking at, you know, how it’s put together…I 

like to see what they’ve done and see if it might be something that I might like to try.”  

Moreover, Helen claimed that doing art made her have a better sense of visual elements such as 

colors, “Mainly colors, you know, the way they used the colors.  And actually I learned a lot 
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about that…put things together, that look good together, you know, as opposed to just hanging 

anything.  And it made such a difference and I noticed that…”  

Furthermore, a few seniors (Dawn, Sara, and May) became aware of the difference 

between professional and amateur artists.  May said, “I always enjoyed looking at art, now I 

understand the effort it takes to create it…I think it just opened the whole new world.  I always 

like to look at it, but now that I’m doing it, I realize how difficult it is.”  On top of that, Dawn 

and Sara felt that the artworks they made could not compare with the artworks they saw at the 

museum.  Dawn argued, “What we saw at the art museum was art; it was creation from 

someone’s heart, you know, not just something to do on the afternoon.  It was real creativity, I 

thought.  I was very impressed…but most of us do representational; we just looked at 

photographs and copied them.”  Also, Sara revealed, “It made me feel very inadequate as an 

artist, just inadequate…I felt very insignificant as far as being an artist.  I’m going, ‘These are 

artists, and I’m just trying to paint.’  I can’t do those.  I don’t think I’m up to that caliber yet.” 

In essence, participating in art workshops at the senior center not only made these seniors 

have a greater appreciation for the expertise of the artists and the time spent on artworks 

displayed in the museum, but also enhanced their perception of their surroundings.  In other 

words, they see things differently with an artist’s eyes.  For example, Nora shared her thoughts 

on how her experiences in the art workshops influenced her; “Hmm…you look at things how 

they are…I don’t know how to explain it.  But you do, you look at it differently.  It helps you to 

see things more clearly.”  Also, Pam responded, “The way I look at the world…so, and I actually 

become more I guess progressive in my thinking...in the way like books make sense to me, visual 

art makes the world complete.  It gives you, like, kind of points of view.  You might not see–, I 
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don’t always agree with a lot of art I look at, but I accept it for its difference; it’s not me, but it’s, 

you know, it’s somebody’s feeling about the world and how it made sense to them.” 

Pam continued, “You know, it’s like oh, okay…it’s the same way when you are writing, 

you know, when you change words in your sentence and you add adjectives and adverbs, 

phrases, and you delete things, and you span things; it’s the same thing to me…art is like that.”  

Pam gave an example; “Because I was not really big on modern modern abstract art, but then 

when we went to the High Museum, holy moly, one whole side of that museum was, you know, 

Jackson Pollock and all these wonderful modern art exhibitions and it was soooo out of yourself.  

You know, because they had one it was like glass frames, all these glass frames put in different 

dissects from each other to make the reflection and shadows and, you know, one was all it, like, 

disc that captured sounds and they bounced off of each other and it was like so cool to see how 

different artists conceptualize things about music, life, sound, light, shadow, dark, you know, 

color, you know, and made sense out of it.” 

Seniors’ experiences of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition and reflections on their 

museum visitation.  The insights into the life experiences and personal factors that shape these 

nine individual seniors’ attitudes and actions towards their museum experiences serves as a 

springboard for understanding how this group of seniors experienced the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition and made sense of their Gadsden Arts Center visitation.  In a similar manner as the 

previous section, I will next present my findings in the form of composite descriptions.  The 

following is the synthesis of textural and structural descriptions, which were developed from 

emerging themes that zero in on how the interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical 

contexts dynamically play a part in constructing individual seniors’ motivations to visit, 

experiences in the exhibition, and reflections on their overall museum visitation experiences.  
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Most of these seniors did not have any expectations for the exhibition.  Seven out of 

these nine seniors (Helen, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, and May) claimed that they went to the 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition with open eyes.  For example, Sara told me, “I had no idea 

what was going to be there until I got in there.”  Similarly, Nora did not bring any expectations 

to the visit; she said, “It was all just a big surprise, when I saw all that.” 

Furthermore, although I, as a researcher, did provide some information about the Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition and the museum when recruiting these seniors as participants for 

this study, some seniors stated that they, purposely or not purposely, had no idea what was going 

to be on display.  However, they admitted that the exhibition was a nice surprise for them.  For 

example, May revealed her intention, “I wanted it to be a surprise.  I do not always care for the 

featured artist’s work, but I try to look at the work objectively…what was the artist trying to 

convey?  Can I appreciate the effort spent?  I didn’t go on their website and check out about the 

artists or the processes that they used.”  Also, Helen said, “I really didn’t know ahead of time 

what was going to be shown, so it was all a surprise.  And it was a nice surprise.”   

Likewise, Cara shared her thoughts, “Well, I wasn’t sure what this subject matter would 

be and when we got there and it was this kind of spacey cosmic experience…um, that was a 

surprise, and then, the um…and even the landscape ones were very dramatic and colorful, and 

then the glass was um…it was amazing, the toned-pole looking, um, women shapes and the bird 

shapes, they were very very creative, beautiful, and colorful.”  In addition, Pam remarked on her 

incorrect conjecture about the Gadsden Arts Center; “Um, I didn’t expect that it was gonna be so 

wonderful.  Actually, I thought it was gonna be kind of like um…little bit like provincial.  You 

know what I’m saying.  It was an art show that you could have seen in major museums 

somewhere, honestly, and it was so well set up.” 
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Almost all of these seniors’ motivations to visit are from sociocultural circumstances 

rather than personal factors.  Eight out of these nine seniors (Helen, Beth, Dawn, Sara, Cara, 

Pam, May, and Lois) mentioned sociocultural context as their primary motivations for joining 

the fieldtrip to the Gadsden Arts Center to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  For 

example, Sara said, “I would have gone anyway…no matter what they had over there, just 

because they were going.”  Like Sara, Dawn told me, “My expectations were like nothing, were 

not as good as it happened.  Because the other time it had been present but nothing special.  So, I 

kind of just thought well it is a good way I’ll go and will look at some art and I will be with 

people that I know and that would be nice.  But I just wasn’t prepared for the awesomeness of 

the exhibit.” 

Since May did not have any specific expectations for the exhibition, she shared her 

thoughts on how she made a decision to join the fieldtrip to the museum; “Well, I thought I 

would enjoy it because I like the ladies that I paint with, you know, all the people in the 

center…I think they’re very hmm…positive people…and even if they’d given suggestions, they 

do it in a kind way.  And I’m always interested in what…how other people pursue things because 

sometimes you missed it.  So, I like to hear other people’s diagnoses or what they feel or they 

think about different artworks.  And this was a great group to do it with…I like them a lot…I 

knew I would enjoy the company I was travelling with.” 

Moreover, Beth told me, “I don’t think I go by myself, but if somebody was going in a 

group, I’d go with them.  I don’t know…it’s easier for me to go with somebody else because I 

like to make comments to different people you know…hey, what do you think about that…you 

know…I don’t really don’t like, how do you feel about it.  So, it’s more interesting to me to go 

with somebody, even a larger group.”   



173 

A few seniors’ motivations to visit are from the artwork in the exhibition.  Despite the 

fact that nearly all of these nine seniors were primarily motivated by sociocultural circumstances 

and did not have any expectations for the exhibition, a few seniors (Beth, Nora, and Lois) 

mentioned that they had seen a brochure of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition hanging in their 

art classroom and the artwork on display was one of the main reasons to join the fieldtrip to the 

Gadsden Arts Center.  For example, Lois said, “I expected that I would like the exhibit and I did 

enjoy it…more than I expected.  I like going to art exhibits even if I don’t necessarily like the art; 

I usually enjoyed the experiences.  But I expected that I’d enjoy this because I’ve seen some 

pictures of the works and I enjoyed it more than I expected.”  Also, Beth revealed her 

expectations for the exhibition, “I’ve been there before and I knew the layout of the place.  I 

knew where to find things…you know it’s nice to know where the bathroom is once in a while.  I 

really didn’t have any great expectation I expected to see interesting things and I did…I looked 

at the artwork and I enjoyed it.  I wasn’t expecting any great enlightenment of any kind…the 

only expectation I had was to see the artwork and to decide whether I really like it or not.” 

Most seniors see this fieldtrip as an opportunity for them to visit the museum without 

transportation and parking issues.  Due to their ages and physical restrictions, five out of these 

nine seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, and Pam) have difficulties with transportation and 

parking services.  Thus, they see this fieldtrip as an opportunity that the senior center provided 

for them to go to the Gadsden Arts Center, which is 45-60 minutes away.  For example, Helen 

told me that although she still drives, it is prohibitive now for her age to go there, find the 

parking place, and walk to the museum.  She was thankful that the senior center offered a van 

and dropped the seniors off at the museum.  Helen told me, “Since I really don’t go alone that 
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much to things like that anymore, it was nice to be provided an opportunity to go in the first 

place…I really appreciated the opportunity to get to go.”   

All seniors’ interests in art techniques and mediums shaped their exhibition 

experiences.  Apart from knowledge of certain mediums they gained from participating in the art 

workshops at the senior center, these nine seniors have also been interested in other kinds of art 

techniques and styles.  Evidently, all seniors mentioned that the meanings they made from their 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition experiences were framed by their interests.  For example, 

Helen told me that the exhibition especially intrigued her because of the unique materials that the 

artists used, the encaustic and glass; she said, “I’m always interested in how different artists 

work in different kinds of styles and the materials they used…both with the hot wax and the balls 

that the–, and the statues…very interesting ones.  But then again, you know, you looked at the 

colors and each piece had so much if you just kept looking at it.”  Helen added more thought 

about the two artists of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, Leslie Neumann and Susan Gott, 

“These artists are trying to…I think, you know, they’re so different that they’re trying to get 

really well known…there are a lot of works involved and hard work and to be different and out 

there with a unique style and all of these heavy pieces and how they even had a special, 

um…something to transport those things, um, that were very special.”  

Furthermore, May described her first-time experience of seeing the encaustic and glass 

works and how her interests in different kinds of art styles shaped her exhibition experiences; “I 

guess it opened up a whole new world that I didn’t know it existed, both the encaustic process 

and the glass…I still don’t know how to spell it or really how it works, the process of that the 

artist used to create the wax…things she did…yeah, to me, um, I can’t even find them why you 

would do it because it seems like it would be so hard…to the hot wax…then getting the colors in 
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everything.  I don’t understand why anyone would do it, but I thought it was beautiful!  And it 

was abstract.  I really like her colors and everything.  It’s kind of had left curiosity in my head 

about finding out more about it.  Not that…I don’t think I want to do it; I just like to understand 

it a little bit more.  And then, the glass was beautiful, hmm…and the statue.  I do like three-

dimensional art too.  I just hmm…ah…I like glass…I like that’s been able to see through it and 

everything.  Hmmm…and I thought the forms were neat, you know, the different subjects she 

used and the way they’re created.” 

Quite the contrary, Lois has seen different artists use the encaustic medium.  Yet, she was 

excited to see the encaustic and glass works and enjoyed the exhibition.  Lois explained, “I’ve 

seen a lot of encaustic works over the years, so I grew up around seeing Karl Zerbe and Nancy 

Reid Gunn, my uncle had them in his home, then I’ve seen other people’s interpretations using 

encaustic ‘cause it’s a different medium.  It’s a recovered medium.  So, I’m always interested to 

see how people use it and if they do some…I like to see people do something with that medium 

that makes use of the unique properties of that medium.  So, I was excited to see this and I 

enjoyed what I saw because it was different than other things but it definitely used that, um, the 

thing that that medium can do.  So, I was pleased with that and also I liked looking at glass.  I’ve 

never made glass, so I was pleased to see it and how the two intermixed.”  

Moreover, Cara claimed that the exhibition not only introduced her to something new and 

different but also built upon her interests in a variety of techniques and mediums; she said, “It 

was, um, a technique I’ve never seen before.  I’ve seen Charles, my oil painting teacher, has 

done one encaustic painting, but I wasn’t really knowledgeable about how he’s done.  And I got 

more of the background of the technique from the docent…I enjoyed it!  And the glass was 

beautiful too.”  Likewise, Pam told me, “It was a very nice experience.  I really like seeing all the 
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differences of the art.”  Last but not least, Dawn shared her thoughts on how the creativity the 

artists applied to the artwork made an unfading impression on her, “I love the whole exhibit, the 

Sovereign, everything.  It was just eye opening to me because it was so creative…to think that 

these ladies just, you know, thought that up.  I am still enjoying that visit to the museum, still 

today.”  

Some seniors’ experiences of making art made them aware of the difference between 

the professional artists and themselves.  Four seniors (Helen, Dawn, Sara, and May) mentioned 

that their experiences of making art in the art workshops at the senior center had an impact on 

their perceptions of the artworks displayed in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition and their 

understandings of techniques, processes, and the effort the artists used to create the encaustic and 

glass works.  For example, Sara talked about her exhibition experience, “The exhibition blew me 

away when I looked at, you know, the first look at it, you know, WOW!  And then I had to start 

studying, you know, and then I started studying things.  I was studying each of the pictures, 

listening to what they were saying, and checking out the glass stuff…you know, just having a 

good time…well, basically I just had a good time hanging out.  I enjoyed it.  But like I said, I 

also felt very insignificant as far as being an artist.  I’m going, ‘These are artists, and I’m just 

trying to paint.’  I can’t do those.  I don’t think I’m up to that caliber yet.” 

Moreover, Helen told me, “It made me think about the artists who do art as a career.  I 

mean it’s opposed to those of us with the senior center who just do it for fun mainly, but these 

people…um, it takes a lot of hard work and expenses to do it.  And um, you know, the styles 

were different, they may not appeal to everybody that much, you know, but the unique and 

difference…I guess in the art world, you kind of need to look for something that’s different too, 

kind of like an architecture, I mean, you know, like Frank Lloyd Wright that’s one that he found 
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something that worked for him and, you know, it was very different and people go to see his 

architecture.  And Buckminster Fuller did unique things and so.” 

A couple of seniors considered whether they would put any pieces of art in their house.  

Besides examining and appreciating the artists’ talents and skills, three seniors (Beth, Sara, and 

May) also thought about whether each work of art in the exhibition met their tastes in terms of 

collection and decoration purposes.  For example, Sara told me that it was great to see the 

artwork in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition and she would love to have one of those glass 

sculptures; “I wouldn’t have a place to put any of it in my house, you know, but it was really 

nice.  If I had a place to put it, I’d actually think about getting something like that.”  Likewise, 

May said, “I would have loved to have enough money to take any of the encaustic pieces and/or 

some of the glasses, you know, I just like it that much.”   

Also, Beth shared her thoughts, “I enjoyed looking at the various pieces that she had 

there…some of the statues were weird, but they were interesting.  They were really colorful and 

she didn’t just do the front of them, she did the back of them too.  That was interesting because 

lots of artists don’t do anything to the back, but she did…but like I said, my taste doesn’t run to 

those kinds of things.  I like something that looks like what it’s supposed to be.”  Beth continued, 

“There is only a couple or three of them that I would be willing to put in my house, but they were 

interesting to look at.  I don’t know how in the world she moved those things around; they’re 

heavy!  She has to have a very good crane or something to move.  But um, that’s her choice I 

guess.  Everybody likes their own thing.  And she made some really tall statues.  Like I said, I 

don’t know how she made the Birds (see Figure 11), but to me the Birds and the Fish were the 

most interesting.  Those Birds were really eye-catching; I like the Birds.  Hmm…they wouldn’t 

go in my house, but they could go outside.  They look good outside.”      
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Most seniors’ experiences of exhibiting their artworks made them pay attention to 

curatorial work and other facilitators the museum offered.  Six out of these nine seniors 

(Helen, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, and Lois) have experienced exhibiting their artworks and some 

of them helped hang art at a different show at the senior center.  Apart from good craftsmanship 

of the artwork in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, most seniors also appreciate good 

curatorial work and other reinforcements the Gadsden Arts Center provided for enhancing this 

group of seniors’ exhibition experiences, such as the guided-group tour by the Education 

Coordinator.  For example, Pam described the exhibition; “It was an art show that you could 

have seen in major museums somewhere, honestly, and it was so well set up.  Whoever set it up 

did the lighting correctly and it’s like very well placed.  You know, the way they put things in 

conjunction with each other so it makes sense, the way it’s arranged was well thought out.” 

The majority of these seniors considered themselves as Explorers in regard to identity-

related visit motivations.  With reference to Falk and Dierking’s (2013) identity-related visit 

motivations, seven out of these nine seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Sara, May, and Lois) 

claimed that they saw themselves as Explorers for this Gadsden Arts Center visitation.  For 

example, Nora said, “I think I belong to the Explorers…I saw the artwork in the brochure, 

hanging in the art room, and was curious to learn and see more.”  Likewise, Beth explained, “I 

like to see what other people are doing.  I do have an interest in museums and what they hold.”  

In addition to being Explorers, Helen and Lois also categorized themselves as Rechargers and 

Professionals/Hobbyists, respectively.   

The other two seniors (Cara and Pam) considered themselves as Rechargers and Affinity 

Seekers, respectively.  Pam said, “I’m probably the Affinity Seekers.  I thought it was very good 

because the exhibition was, um, showing how the women interpreted things.”  Pam gave an 
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example of Susan Gott’s Wild Woman (see Figure 14), “…especially like their women’s things 

that, you know, that one woman, the wild woman with the air thing wired hanging out, that 

identify with the woman.”  Since Pam is on the board of directors of the local Audubon Society, 

she added, “…and being with Audubon Society, I love Susan’s the Birds (see Figure 11) because 

it was out of yourself kind of, you know.” 

Nearly all of these seniors talked to and interacted with other members of the group.  

Seven of these nine seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Cara, Pam, and Lois) mentioned that they 

talked to and interacted with other seniors in this group.  For example, Beth said, “I talked to 

several other people that were with us and got impressions from them, what they saw and what 

they liked.”  Like Beth, Dawn told me, “...we talked among ourselves also.  I went with the 

group that I knew everybody, of course we talk yes.”  Since Cara and Pam are sisters, Cara 

shared what she discussed with Pam when experiencing the exhibition; “…we talked as we went 

through and looked at items about the level of difficulty they take to create something like that.”    

On the other hand, the other two seniors (Sara and May) did not share their ideas or 

interact with other seniors in the group.  Sara stated that she asked some specific questions that 

she had to the Education Coordinator, who is the woman that was showing this group of seniors 

around; but otherwise, Sara explained why she did not interact with other people in the group, 

“…it was basically I go in, you know, and just sort of stayed on task.”  In a similar manner to 

Sara, May did not have a conversation with anyone other than the Education Coordinator.  May 

shared her experiences when visiting the museum other times with one of her friends that does 

not belong to this group of seniors; “When I go with one other person, um, I talked back and 

forth with them about this or that or what we know this or questions.”  However, May revealed 

her exhibition experience with this group of seniors was different, “I didn’t really with this 
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group…hmm…I think that I more or less just observed them on an individual basis and listened, 

but I didn’t communicate.  With this group, I’m not…I like the women a whole lot, but I just 

don’t have created the comfort zone, like grab one of them and walk around and talk about the 

works.  But I enjoy listening to the comments made by fellow art students.” 

Every senior except one communicated with the woman who gave them a guided tour.  

Eight of these nine seniors (Helen, Beth, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, May, and Lois) interacted with 

the Education Coordinator, who is the woman that gave this group of seniors an unexpected 

guided-group tour.  For example, May shared what she talked about with the Education 

Coordinator, “I asked some questions because, um, I didn’t ask a lot of questions, I listened more 

but the thing that I was hearing is that, you know, like they created them on a panel or board, and 

to me that was amazing because just the board is heavy, you know, so to think of all the wax on 

it…the paint making it heavier and heavier and then framing it.  So that was my question like, 

‘Are these things are really heavy?’ and then she like, ‘Yes! There’re very heavy!’  I mean if 

you’re really old, just think of trying to move your stuff…so I think it’s for someone that’s 

younger.”  May added, “But, um, I’m not afraid to ask questions because you know that the way 

you learn.” 

Furthermore, Helen mentioned her discussion with the Education Coordinator, “We did 

have some comments.  I do think I commented on the color palette matches some of that…”  

Moreover, Dawn remarked, “I’m always the one that asks questions; I ask the tour guide about 

those tree trunks that were in the front of the gallery.”  Similarly, Cara told me about her and 

Pam’s sociable experiences in the exhibition, “…the most interaction was with the docent 

because we had asked her about the exhibit and got some information, and she handed us a copy 

of the transcript…of the audio tour, so that was good.”  Pam added more details, “Well, we did 
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ask the docent a couple of questions and she was able to, like, you know, bring up some ideas 

and things for us.”   

In addition to talking to several people, Beth said, “I talked to the…I don’t know what 

they call that girl that gave the tour…I don’t know what her title is, but she really did a good job.  

And I told her that she did; I told her that I appreciated her effort on our behalf.”  The only one 

senior who did ask any questions to or discuss with the Education Coordinator is Nora.  Nora 

explained, “I interacted more with the group.  I don’t remember talking to any museum staff.  I 

don’t remember talking to the lady that gave us a tour.  She was very good though.  She 

explained everything.  Really great!” 

Only one senior had a conversation with other museum staff.  Apart from the Education 

Coordinator, this group of seniors, except Lois, did not talk to any other museum staff.  Lois 

said, “I talked to the staff I met them before.  And I really appreciated what a wonderful job they 

did with that exhibit.” 

These seniors did not have a chance to interact with other museum visitors.  Since this 

fieldtrip to the Gadsden Arts Center was on Tuesday morning, there were a few other museum 

visitors and none of them were in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Thus, the circumstances 

did not give these nine seniors any opportunity to meet or interact with other museum visitors. 

The woman who gave these seniors an unexpected guided-group tour had the greatest 

influence on this group of seniors’ museum visitation experiences.  All of these nine individual 

seniors, except Beth, indicated that the Education Coordinator, who is the woman that gave their 

group an unexpected guided tour, had an important impact on their Gadsden Arts Center 

visitation experiences.  For example, Helen stated that the tour guide added a lot to her 

experience of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition by telling her and other seniors in the group 
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more about these artists and how they worked.  Likewise, May remarked, “that was very very 

special!  And she seems very knowledgeable about both artists and the processes and everything.  

So um, it was neat.  It was very very neat!”   

Pam told me, “I think the docent actually influenced my experience because she was able 

to add background, you know, because she had actually helped to present, figured out how to 

present the art, and then she said she met with one of the artists who explained how these things 

actually developed with the encaustic, and she was able to give us a little bit more depth of 

understanding.  So, I would say that she influenced me.”  Likewise, Sara told me the reason she 

enjoyed the Education Coordinator; “…because she knew her stuff, she had a chance to talk with 

the artists and they be a lot of the information kind and that’s really, you know, I really enjoyed 

it.”  Also, Lois remarked, “The tour guide was very good.  I thought the tour guide did an 

excellent job of describing the art, the artists, and the processes, which enhances the visual 

experience.  I think she really did a nice job with it and it did make it a better visit…did enhance 

the experience.”  

Moreover, Dawn shared her thoughts, “The tour guide is very informative.  I thought she 

was like a person that I already knew personally.  The visit wouldn’t have been anything like as 

good as it was without her.”  Dawn continued talking about what she fascinatingly learned from 

the Education Coordinator, “…it’s explaining…to me it’s interesting about encaustic, how she 

described that and how she talked about the glass-pouring lady had a team and you can just 

visualize how choreographed their work had to be because the glass is cooling, you know and 

you have to get the colors in and before she had to plan so carefully.  It looks like she had just 

decided to put this in and then decided…but you know that wasn’t the case.  Ahead of time she 

had to have carefully planned out drawings and meetings and deciding that we’re going to do this 
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and that to produce something that’s stunning…it is what she produced!  And I like the fact that 

two artists collaborated on that Sovereign…that was very interesting…the orbs.”   

While eight seniors (Helen, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, May, and Lois) stated that the 

Education Coordinator who gave them an unexpected guided-group tour had the greatest 

influence on their Gadsden Arts Center visitation experiences, the other senior (Beth) told me 

that she could not think of anybody that influenced her experience.  Although Beth appreciated 

the Education Coordinator’s effort to facilitate her and this group of seniors’ exhibition 

experiences, Beth did not feel that she made a differences on her museum experiences.  Beth, 

explained, “No, I can’t think of anybody.  I went there with the idea in mind that I would look at 

the artwork and enjoy it and I did.  I looked at the artwork and I enjoyed it.  I wasn’t expecting 

any great enlightenment of any kind.  I found a couple of pieces that I would be willing to have, 

like I told you, the Birds and the Fish I like and there was one picture upstairs I’ve seen that I 

like…that I would have been willing to take.  But um…no, there was nobody that particularly 

influenced my visit.” 

The senior center and their staff also made an impression on these seniors’ museum 

visitation experiences.  In addition to the Education Coordinator, who is the woman that gave 

this group of seniors an unexpected guided tour, some seniors mentioned that the Tallahassee 

Senior Center and their staff also helped reinforce their arts engagement and creativity 

experiences.  For example, Helen felt thankful that the senior center gave her an opportunity to 

go to the art museum; she said, “Well, the first place to have, made it available to us that was 

very special, so, I was just happy about that.”  

Within-group sociocultural mediation contributed to these seniors’ collaborative 

learning experiences.  As well as facilitated mediation by others such as the Education 
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Coordinator and the senior center staff, social bonds that these nine seniors built through their 

shared knowledge and experiences in the art workshops at the senior center influenced this group 

of seniors’ Gadsden Arts Center visitation experiences.  For example, Cara shared her thoughts 

on how another senior in the group helped her not only interpret information but also reinforce 

shared beliefs and making meaning; Cara said, “Lois made some comments that were kind of 

insightful about how works were set up and presented, so that was helpful.”  This collaborative 

learning played a big part in Cara and Lois’ constructive exhibition experiences. 

Sociable experiences played a constructive part in these seniors’ memorable museum 

visitation.  All seniors conveyed the impression that the sociable aspect they experienced from 

within-group sociocultural mediation, along with facilitated mediation by others such as the 

Education Coordinator, played a positive impactful role in their exhibition and museum 

experiences.  For example, Dawn told me that her socially mediated learning in the Hot Wax & 

Hot Glass Exhibition occurred not only from friendly and cheerful talking among seniors in the 

group, but also from the welcome feeling she received from the Education Coordinator.  Dawn 

described how the tour guide’s sociable attitude had an impact on her sense of belonging that laid 

the foundations for her memorable Gadsden Arts Center visitation experience; Dawn said, “The 

tour guide at the Gadsden, she knew more than we did, but she had the attitude more like, ‘I 

know this, so I want you to know it.’  That’s the way I felt about it; that she wasn’t trying to say, 

‘I know more than you do.’  She was kind of, like, the same way I am when I give tours of the 

senior center because I love this place.  So, I want people to feel like they can love it too, or how 

much I love it…my experience at the Gadsden, it was fabulous!”        

Family members and other influential people in their lives also affected some of these 

seniors’ museum visitation experiences.  Besides other seniors in the group and the museum and 



185 

senior center staff, Sara told me that her sister and her babysitter also have influenced her 

museum visitation experiences.  Sara explained that her sister and her babysitter did acrylic 

painting and have been interested in art; Sara talked about her sister, “She has taken all art 

history class, and so I heard a lot about art.  At that time she bored me with it, but, you know, 

that was…and my babysitter, who I was only getting to know when she moved up here.  So it’s 

those two...would be the ones who influenced my arts participation experiences.”  

Moreover, May shared her thoughts on the influential people in her life that have 

encouragingly affected her museum visitation experiences, “I think it is several people, um, I 

think my father…since we lived so many different places…he liked us to experience different 

things.  I remember driving over from Maryland to go over to Washington DC and go in to all, 

the monuments…we went to museums, the one that’s so big over there…what is the…the 

Smithsonian over there.  So, I think I’m kind of inherited from my father, that’s love of knowing 

more and more.  You know, that you need to feed your brain all the time, you know and ask 

questions and learn, and this is the process you should do your whole life.  And to tell you the 

truth, I always like art, hmm…I think that you know, being engaged to an artist…I was engaged 

to an artist for a year…probably influenced me too because I wanted to know more about art 

because I knew I didn’t know very much about it.  So, I guess these are my big influences, um, 

people.  I think it just you know, some people are more mathematically inclined; I think that I’m 

much more of a sensual person.  I like music...I like visual things.”  

Almost all seniors knew that the museum offered an audio tour but they preferred 

experiencing the exhibition with the tour guide.  Every senior, except Nora, knew that the 

Gadsden Arts Center also provided an audio tour.  However, these nine seniors (Helen, Beth, 

Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, May, and Lois) insisted that they still preferred and were satisfied 
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with having the Education Coordinator give them the guided-group tour.  Therefore, none of 

these nine seniors got the audio tour.  For example, Sara, Cara, and Pam mentioned that the 

Education Coordinator told them about the audio tour but they did not ask for the equipment.  

Sara remarked, “I figured the girl was doing too good without needing an audio tour…without 

needing to have it now.” 

Furthermore, Helen said, “I think listening to a guide is better…I did appreciate having a 

guide.  She seems to be so enthusiastic for what she was doing!”  Likewise, Nora talked about 

the Education Coordinator, “I enjoyed her…I’ve been to some that had the audio and I think I 

like the person better, especially when they were as good as she was.”  Also, Beth told me, “I 

like the um…the live presenter.  Because you can ask her questions, you can’t ask that machine 

questions, but you can ask her questions and she will respond to you.  So yes, I like the live 

presenter better.”  

Most seniors would use an audio tour if they could not have a tour guide.  Six of these 

nine seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Sara, and May) indicated that they would ask for an 

audio tour if they did not have a chance to get a guided tour.  For example, although Dawn 

prefers listening to the tour guide over an audio tour because she can ask questions if she didn’t 

understand something, she shared her thoughts, “But if I went there by myself…if I just drove up 

there or took my daughter up there, um, a guide can’t just go around with anybody that comes in, 

she can go in with large group…in that case I guess an audio tour would be better than nothing, it 

really gives you some insights.”   

Furthermore, Beth said, “I like the live presenter better…but I did go to the museum in 

Colorado, King Tut exhibit…and it was an audio tour.  We went to the different places and 

listened to this little message on the machine, and it told you about what you were looking at.  
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That was interesting.  I learned a few things that I didn’t know.”  In spite of the fact that May 

would always rather have someone live, she said, “but if that is not possible then I love the 

audio.”  May continued by telling me about a good point of audio tours; “Well, the thing is, most 

of the time you can stop and start them, so really…if you see something and you hear it about 

it…I don’t hesitate to stop my audio and interact with…my daughter.” 

Nevertheless, one senior (Lois) admitted that she normally does not ask for or use an 

audio tour when she cannot have a tour guide.  Lois explained, “I like to do with the tour guide 

with the group.  But doing the audio things, I don’t usually like to do those because I don’t think 

I have the patience to listen to a lot of stuff about pieces that I’m not interested in.” 

Some seniors asked for the transcript of an audio tour.  Rather than being audio people, 

Cara and Pam told me that they are visual people.  Cara said, “The docent told us about the audio 

tour, but we decided just to get the transcript.”  Pam added, “Yes, actually, we actually didn’t ask 

for the equipment, but we asked for the transcript.  So, we got the transcript and as we were 

walking around, we could read what it was said about each one, which actually helped me a 

lot…I actually like visual…I’m a reader.” 

The senior who is handicapped had issues with the elevator and difficulties in finding a 

place to sit.  Even though Pam, who is handicapped and uses a cane, had no problems with 

getting oriented inside the Gadsden Arts Center, she stated that the elevator issue and lack of a 

comfortable place to sit in some areas of the museum caused her physical constraint and made 

her decide to leave the guided-group tour.  Pam expressed her disappointment, “Well, it was hard 

for me to stand for long periods.  When they took us into that other little gallery…artist who was 

that man that had the screws and the bolts and nuts?  Well, there was nowhere to sit down in 

there.  Well, because they had the–, it was very small and they had the elevator issue, so for 
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someone like me, I couldn’t stay in there and actually stand for a long period of time.  I usually 

tried to go and find the place in museum to sit to, like, reflect, and you know, enjoy the art.  That 

part I didn’t stay very long because it was too, you know, uncomfortable.” 

The other eight seniors had no difficulties in getting oriented or moving around inside 

the museum.  Aside from Pam, the other eight seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, 

May, and Lois) did not have any trouble moving around inside the Gadsden Arts Center.  

Although Beth and Dawn used a rollator, which is a rolling walker that has four wheels and a 

padded seat, Dawn asserted, “I have a walker and I have no problem at all physically getting 

around and becoming oriented.”  Like Dawn, Beth said, “I ought to have had some trouble if I 

just had my cane, but I had my walker.  So, I didn’t have any problem.  They had elevator, so I 

could go up and down with no problem.  It was very nice.” 

Seats, railings, elevators, accessible restrooms, and enough space to maneuver are vital 

physical accessibilities that these seniors appreciated the most.  Among physical accessibilities 

that the Gadsden Arts Center provided, this group of seniors considered seats, railings, elevators, 

accessible restrooms, and enough room to move around as the most necessary features.  For 

example, Nora told me about her exhibition experience in terms of the physical aspect, “It was 

very easy to maneuver.  They had seats…if you were tired, you could sit down…yeah, plenty of 

room.”  Furthermore, Helen, Beth, and May mentioned the elevator.  May said, “Basically, there 

are downstairs and upstairs, and I love having the elevator because I do, I have trouble…there’re 

a lot of steps if you go down the…up and down steps.”  Likewise, Beth stated that it was nice 

that they had an elevator, so she could go up and down with no problem.  In addition to making 

an elevator, seats, and space to maneuver accessible, Helen also talked about railings and 

accessible restrooms.  Helen shared her thoughts, “I think the museum really provided a lot of 
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things for people with in-needs, I mean railings, and the elevator, and you know, accessible 

restrooms, and all of that was very–, I think it’s a good layout.” 

All these seniors derived great pleasure from the museum’s layout and design.  Every 

senior affirmed that she was satisfied with and enjoyed the Gadsden Arts Center’s layout and 

design, especially with the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  For example, Helen said, “I think 

it’s very good and it’s interesting that they’ve been able to use an old building and make it the 

way they have.  Pretty good job!”  Like Helen, Lois, Beth, Dawn, and May also mentioned that 

the museum did a wonderful job of turning an old building into a remarkable museum space.  

Lois shared her thoughts, “I think their layout is good.  I think it works very well, especially 

since it was a repurposed building…it was a hardware store.  But I thought they did an excellent 

job of using the space and also building around some of the things that were there and they 

couldn’t get rid of it.  I think the building is a pleasurable experience.  My husband especially 

likes historical buildings and he likes going to art exhibits too.  So, we like the mixing of the 

historical aspect of the building.  I think they’ve done a really good job of opening the space and 

making it a good visual experience.” 

Besides the historical aspect of the museum building, Beth also told me that she enjoyed 

checking out the archeological artifacts on display such as rolling ladders, the old office in the 

back of the gallery, the old safe, and the freight elevator.  Beth stated, “I don’t know much about 

museum’s layout and design, but I enjoyed this one because all of the different artists that were 

represented had the different rooms to put their stuff in.  When you went from one room to the 

other, you could see the different in the…objects that were being shown…the different kinds of 

um…presentation that they were lagging.  I had um…an elevator, one of these kinds you pulled 

with the rope you know.  Old elevator in the back that was one of their exhibits…that was 
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interesting, I’ve been on that kind of elevator.  It worked!”  Likewise, May remarked, “As for the 

design, I think that’s so neat…I like older things, so you know the original floors are in there and 

the like, an old freight elevator in the back section where Bellamy’s work was…I think that’s 

cool!  I think it’s neat to look at.  Also the old office in the back, I think that’s cool!”     

  Furthermore, Dawn made a comment on the museum’s hundred-year-old floors and the 

building structure, “It’s very comfortable to walk on.  And high ceiling in an old commercial 

building like that, I don’t know what that was, might have been a department store, you know, 

with the second floor.  I’m sure it didn’t have an elevator…I ‘m sure they put that in.  Oh it was 

the hardware store and that part that looks like a little stage in the back, that’s probably where the 

office was.”  Dawn continued sharing her thoughts on how well the museum setup the exhibition 

in the limited space, “Well, they worked with what they have, which is the old building that 

somebody donated to them so what could they do, you know?  I think they do wonderfully well, 

especially with this exhibit, which has so many challenges as far as the weight of the pieces and 

positioning them…I mean can you imagine if it just didn’t position it just right that it fell 

over…you know, the glass…the Spirit Hawk, kick it fall over.”   

Moreover, Cara talked about how the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition’s layout furthered 

her constructive engagement in the artwork, “It was laid out very nicely, so you could walk 

around each object and inspect it…yeah, kind of good views of everything…it was very good 

because there was no problem moving around, no difficulties.  I like, yeah, it had seats you can 

sit and contemplate, if you wanted to.”  In a similar manner, Pam remarked, “It was an art show 

that you could have seen in major museums somewhere, honestly, and it was so well set up.  

Whoever set it up did the lighting correctly and it’s like very well placed.  You know, the way 
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they put things in conjunction with each other so it makes sense, the way it’s arranged was well 

thought out.”   

On top of that, May claimed, “The lighting and layout of the shows is top notch.  I like 

the way it’s laid out and the museum is small in size…you can’t get lost!  I love the facilities 

because I like the idea of the old store that was in there, the flooring, the lighting, and having the 

elevator…it’s perfect to me!”  Also, Sara mentioned that Lois pointed out layers of shadows that 

playfully interacted with a variation of colors and textures on the pieces and made her realize 

how impressive the lighting was set up.  Sara talked about the exhibition’s arrangement, “I 

thought it, you know, was laid out beautifully and I really hadn’t thought about the lighting until 

they brought that to our attention.  You know, they were some beautiful beams like that I was 

going, ‘Yeah…okay, I wouldn’t even thought about that!’  So, it was quite an interesting 

experience.”  Besides the layout, Beth commented on the design, “The walls were painted the 

um…they were more natural color, so that the artwork exhibited would stand out better.  I think 

the whole thing was laid out well and they keep it up nicely too.  For an old building, it’s really 

good.” 

Additionally, some seniors also mentioned the layout and design upstairs.  Pam shared 

her thoughts, “I think it’s very good for the space they have.  I think it’s nice they have the 

upstairs for the children’s workshop or whatever they do and I like the front room where they 

have different art of Gadsden County artists and other local artists.  I think it’s very well done.”  

Correspondingly, Cara stated, “As Pam said the upstairs for the local art was very good.  And 

um, I’m glad that they offer the program for the children that was going on that day so.  All in 

all, I think it’s a good set up.”  Last but not least, Beth said, “the place was easy to get to.  It was 

easy to follow around the different places…the one place we had where the…I guess it was the 
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children had the artwork on the wall and then behind that was a place where they had the school 

or the class or something and they had more artwork back there.  It was really…and you go 

around and you see this and you come this way and you see that and then you go back this 

way…it was easy to follow the direction and to find what you wanted.  I thought it was well laid 

out.  They planned well.” 

Almost all seniors read the labels for the artwork.  Eight of these nine seniors (Helen, 

Beth, Nora, Dawn, Sara, Cara, Pam, and May) told me that they read the labels for the works of 

art.  Dawn said, “I read all of them.  I got used to that here, at the senior center…I always 

read…who did it, how much did they want for it.”  Nora stated, “Yes, I read some.  There have 

been some that was in my class…that was on the board um…hanging, so I enjoyed that too.  And 

one of my art teachers’ works was over there hanging…upstairs…Eluster Richardson, the black 

guy that was standing.”  On the contrary, Lois is the only senior who claimed that she did not 

take that much notice of the labels; “I think I don’t remember paying that much attention to it but 

they were okay…that was fine.”  

Every senior could see all the labels clearly although they needed to maneuver to get 

the proper reading distance.  All seniors mentioned that the labels for the artwork were visible 

and readable.  For example, Helen shared her thoughts on the labels, “I could see them clearly 

and it was nice to see what they named their paintings, you know, the titles that they gave to the 

various paintings.”  Also, Cara said, “Oh yeah, the labels were readable, very well done!”  

However, Beth talked about an effort she had to make in order to read some labels; 

“Well, they had them on little plates close to where the painting was.  I usually get up close 

enough to read it.  There were a few places where I had to maneuver a little bit to get close 



193 

enough to see what it said, but that’s my problem…it’s not everybody’s problem.  They were 

well labeled and the labels were visible, so you could read them.”          

A few seniors did not fully understand or know how to make sense of the labels.  

Although Sara thought that the museum did a good job on the labels for all works of art, she 

admitted, “Oh yeah, not that I understood all what they said until the tour guide explained it.”  

Furthermore, May told me that first she was confused, and then she tried to figure out the system 

the museum used to organize the labels with regard to the exhibition brochures and price list.  

May said, “I think it was easy to see…I mean I more used to have, um, items like what we do at 

the senior center.  You know each artwork we look at has a number beside it and you know, who 

did it.  This one, there were no numbers.  But you could figure out from their program, you know 

like, this had to do with the series that had to do with the cosmos and everything.  So, it was a 

little bit different for me to assimilate the tags and the program that I was trying to read through, 

but it wasn’t hard to follow.”  

Moreover, since the labels for each artwork provided very minimal information, i.e., the 

artist’s name, title of the work, year it was created, medium, and size of the piece, May revealed, 

“I want to understand it better what does encaustic involve…like the museum person said that 

you know, maybe at first they started with the painting oil basic and then later they poured on the 

wax and everything, but I mean like how do they color the wax?”  In addition, Dawn was not 

sure about what a red dot on the label means; “Oh I saw one label upstairs with the oil paintings 

and acrylics and things one of them has a red dot on it…does that mean it’s sold?  I thought 

somebody has told me that sometimes that means it sold.”  

Although every senior checked out the gift shop, almost all of them bought nothing.  

All seniors told me that they went to check out the gift shop before leaving the museum.  
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However, seven seniors (Helen, Beth, Nora, Sara, Cara, Pam, and Lois) did not buy anything.  

For example, Nora said that she is a window shopper; “I didn’t buy anything.  Yeah, I enjoyed 

looking at the things…usually I do visit a museum’s gift shop if the museum has one.”  

Furthermore, Sara revealed, “There were things that I would like to purchase that I can’t afford.  

So, I take a look around to see what’s there, and then I go out, just stayed by myself, you 

know…I stayed away from the gift shop…because I don’t have money.”   

Likewise, Beth told me that she purposely did not take money with her to the museum; 

“the gift shop had a lot of things in it that.  There were several things there that I wouldn’t mind 

having, but I didn’t have the money with me so I didn’t buy them.  I left my money home on 

purpose, so I wouldn’t spend too much.  Because I know me, if find something I really want, you 

know I’ll get it…and if I don’t have the money, then I don’t feel so bad about not getting it.  If I 

have the money and I don’t get it, I really feel guilty…you know I should have got that…but if I 

don’t have the money, then it is no problem you know.”  Beth continued, “I like the gift shop.  I 

could have stayed in there a lot longer than I did.  But I got out because I saw too many things I 

wanted and I didn’t have any money.  I didn’t see any point to torturing myself, so I left out.”   

The other two seniors (Dawn and May) separately bought a pair of earrings for 

themselves.  May explained the reason she bought the pair of earrings, “I bought a pair of 

earrings.  I always like to go into the gift shop…I usually don’t spend too much at the museum.  I 

usually get earrings…I got earrings at that one in Madrid that I went to…they were like um Inca 

Aztec designed you know…because that’s practical I can wear it.”  

Most seniors loved to look at and/or buy some reasonably priced items that are related 

to the exhibitions on display or are a regional gift type.  Although most of these nine seniors did 

not buy anything from the museum’s gift shop on this fieldtrip, they mentioned that they enjoyed 
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checking out some things that are related to the artworks or artists who had exhibitions at that 

time.  For example, Beth said, “They had some really nice things in that gift shop…they had a lot 

of different things in there than they had in there the last time I went over there.  I don’t know 

how often they change it around, but the artists that had the main exhibit had something in the 

gift shop that were very nice and look like bookends.  If I had my money, I probably bought one 

of those…because those are light.”  Beth added, “Um, there was a book in there that I would 

have liked to have.  I don’t wear whole lots of jewelry, so I didn’t even look at that too much.  

The bookends were nice…I don’t know, there were several things that I really liked but like I 

said I got out before I was over tempted.”  

Taking the cost of products into consideration, Helen told me, “It’s nice that they have 

things like the uh, note cards, and things that people can buy…that are, you know, within reason 

that ordinary people can buy too, you know, when they go there, some of the prints, and so on.  

Because, you know, we couldn’t buy any of the work that was being shown inside the gallery.”  

Similarly, May shared her thoughts, “I always like to go into the gift shop.  I don’t usually buy 

anything besides like a postcard.  I did buy…I think hmm…Eluster, my oil painting teacher at 

the senior center, had a book that he had exhibited there and I ended up buying his book…I 

usually don’t spend too much at the museum.  I don’t usually get prints, but I may look through 

them but I don’t buy them.  I think it’s nice to have a gift center next door that you could get 

stuff at it if you wanted to.”  Contrary to May, Cara claimed that she normally bought some little 

prints from the museum’s gift shop. 

In addition, Lois mentioned her preference for regional gift type items; “When I go to a 

place, I do like to see a lot of artworks and cards and things that are regional.  When I go to 
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another city, I like to see regional gift type items rather than those that are picked up at the Gift 

Mart.”  

Some seniors noticed the gift shop’s layout and merchandise presentation.  Cara and 

Pam paid attention to not only items selling in the gift shop but also the layout of the store and 

the arrangement of merchandise.  For example, Pam said, “I like the gift shop.  Um, we didn’t 

particularly go there and buy anything, but there were lots of things that I would have bought, 

you know.  It’s well laid out.  It was very beautiful.”  Cara added, “…they had beautiful objects 

in there, um, very well presented.” 

A few seniors hoped that they would have had lunch in historic downtown Gadsden.  

Apart from the museum visitation, Dawn mentioned, “I just wished…some of us wished we 

could stay and have lunch there in Quincy because they have some nice little sandwich shops.”  

Similarly, May talked about one of the restaurants there, “Okay, I was going to say…before there 

was a restaurant right next door that when Sandy, my classmate, and I would go, we would go 

and we would look at everything and then we got finished and we would go eat.”  May added, 

“So, it’s really nice when they do have something right next door because everything’s fresh on 

your mind and it’s neat to tour the art museum and then go next door and have a meal and talk 

about what you saw and everything.”  

Some seniors loved having a little snack in the van.  For example, Helen and May 

mentioned, “We thought that was a great idea...it was a little snack to have on the way back, you 

know, come back.” 

These seniors would go back to the museum again if they had the opportunity.  Every 

senior mentioned that they had a good time and would go to the Gadsden Arts Center again if 

they had the opportunity.  Particularly, due to their ages and physical restrictions, more than half 
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of these seniors have transportation and parking issues, so they appreciate the opportunity that 

the senior center provided for them to go to the Gadsden Arts Center.  For example, Beth said, 

“When the um…exhibition is changed to another artist, I would like to go and see that.  It was a 

positive experience.  I would go again if I got an opportunity.  I don’t think I go by myself, but if 

somebody was going in a group, I’d go with them…it’s more interesting to me to go with 

somebody, even a larger group.  I enjoyed it!”    

Some seniors felt good to be part of the museum community and not only planned to 

keep in touch but also considered becoming a member.  Some seniors mentioned that they felt 

good to be part of this museum community and wanted to keep in touch with them.  For 

example, Pam shared her thoughts, “I thought it was excellent, really…well, it made me think 

that I would like to keep in touch with them and go back there, and see more of their exhibits.”  

In addition to continuing visiting the Gadsden Arts Center, May also considered becoming a 

museum member; “I’m glad that museum is so close; it’s not that far away.  I like being able to 

see different artists and the different works.  And I plan to continue to frequent them; I probably 

should be a member.” 

Most seniors wanted to take their family members and friends to see the Hot Wax & 

Hot Glass Exhibition.  For example, Dawn, who lived with her daughter, told me that she 

showed all photographs of the artwork she took to her daughter and she would love to take her 

daughter to see the exhibition.  In a similar manner, Sara said, “I told my sister about it and she 

would like to go, but she can’t walk very well and she’s not sure she can travel that far, so, you 

know, it’s one of those things…I may get my other sister to get over there someday.”  Also, Pam 

would love to take her friends to the Gadsden Arts Center to share her thrill of the exhibition, 
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“I’ve given them a five star rating.  I thought it was excellent, really.  I would take other friends 

there to see it.”  

This fieldtrip to the Gadsden Arts Center made seniors more enthusiastic to visit other 

art museums.  This group of seniors’ enjoyment of the characteristics of the Hot Wax & Hot 

Glass Exhibition paved the way for their keenness to check out works of art in other museums.  

For example, Dawn shared her thoughts, “Well, as I said many times already it was 

overwhelmingly beautiful and the thing that I think impressed me…it made me want to go to 

more museums…So, hmm…that was probably the biggest thing because I was never a big 

museumgoer.  In fact even in Paris I had said I would rather drive around the city of Paris 

looking at the buildings than go to Louvre.  You know, cause Paris itself it’s a big museum, to 

me, the whole city.  But now I think I will go back to Gadsden and I know I’ll go to FSU, to the 

museum there, cause I have friends that know when they put up the new exhibit...to go to Florida 

State, in fact that same afternoon I had to go down Tennessee street to take my car and I 

purposely looked where was Copeland, you know, where somebody had told me to turn so.”  

Most seniors were also interested in and impressed by artworks of local artists and 

children in the community.  Apart from the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, some seniors 

mentioned that they also enjoyed the artworks on display in the Children’s Learning Area and 

the Gadsden Arts Center Artists Guild Exhibition in the Bates Community Room upstairs.  Pam 

said, “I like going upstairs to the other parts of the museum also, not just the exhibit part.  

Because they have, like, local art and one of the ladies, there’s two ladies in our class had 

exhibits up there.  And it was good to see different art from Gadsden County.  You know what 

I’m saying, so kind of got around to see what your local people were doing.”  Furthermore, Cara 

remarked, “The upstairs for the local art was very good.  And um, I’m glad that they offer the 
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program for the children that was going on that day.”  Above all, Beth told me, “I enjoyed 

looking at the room where the um…teenagers have had their meeting…when we were over 

there.  Some of those kids really did good art; it was on the wall and some of them were really 

interesting.  One of them was 17 years old…it’s good to have a place like that that kids can come 

and develop their ability to do whatever.  I think they have fun doing it too; they sounded like 

having fun.”     

The characteristics of the exhibition made seniors perceive the artists as passionate and 

hard workers.  Most seniors mentioned how difficult and time consuming the artists’ processes 

were to create all the pieces in the exhibition.  Cara stated, “Excellent exhibition!  I don’t know 

what else to say, I was fascinated by the difficulty of the um, that the artists had to go through to 

create those objects.  It, um, expressed the intensity of the things ladies had for their work and 

um…it was amazing!”   

Moreover, the exhibition made some seniors become aware of their skills and 

commitment to making art.  For example, Sara said, “The exhibition blew me away when I 

looked at it…I also felt very insignificant as far as being an artist.  I’m going, ‘These are artists, 

and I’m just trying to paint.’  I can’t do those.  I don’t think I’m up to that caliber yet.”  Also, 

Dawn compared what she did in the art workshop at the senior center to the artwork in the 

exhibition, “We just looked at photographs and copied them.  What we saw at the art museum 

was art; it was creation from someone’s heart, you know, not just something to do on the 

afternoon.  It was real creativity, I thought.  I was very impressed.”  Additionally, Helen shared 

her thoughts, “It made me think about the artists who do art as a career.  I mean it’s opposed to 

those of us with the senior center who just do it for fun mainly, but these people…um, it takes a 
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lot of hard work and expenses to do it.  And um, you know, the styles were different, they may 

not appeal to everybody that much, but unique and different…”  

The collaborative pieces between the two artists made an awe-inspiring impression on 

these seniors’ museum experiences.  Some seniors mentioned the collaborative works of art 

such as Celestial Cousins, which was composed of layers of encaustic by Leslie Neumann and 

the four glass-blown orbs by Susan Gott.  For example, Helen remarked, “I was impressed how 

the two artists teamed up to work together to do some of the pieces.”  Moreover, Lois said, “I 

like that particular exhibit a lot.  The style of art was new to me, doing the encaustic with the 

glass.  So, I enjoyed the interplay of the two mediums the artists working together…I thought it 

was a very nice exhibit.  I like the medium…I like encaustic when used well…I like abstract 

work and it was well presented.  The glass was great and the pieces that used both were 

interesting; I like how they played off with each other.”  In essence, Pam shared how outstanding 

the exhibition was with regard to a mixture of unfamiliar mediums and techniques the two artist 

worked out, “I’ve given them a five star rating.  Well, because it was something you don’t see 

everyday.  And it was something that actually mixed different styles and different techniques 

together, you know, and came up with something unusual and, you know, it’s kind of like, um, 

made you think of things in different perspectives.”   

The Birds by Susan Gott was many seniors’ favorite work.  Many seniors (Beth, Nora, 

Dawn, and Pam) mentioned that their favorite piece of art in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition was Susan Gott’s the Birds (see Figure 11), which was a set of glassworks in the back 

of the gallery.  For example, Pam told me that she particularly loved the Birds.  Likewise, Nora 

talked about the exhibition, “Yes, I did like it.  Especially, the Birds and the big painting with the 
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red animal…remember um…I like those.”  Also, Beth said, “…to me the Birds was the most 

interesting.  Those Birds were really eye-catching; I like the Birds.” 

Moreover, Dawn lost her husband five years ago.  Although Dawn did not like the Spirit 

Hawk, she explained why she felt personally connected to the Birds, “I didn’t like the Spirit 

Hawk.  I thought it was very scary…it was.  But I love the Birds.  I could just watch the Birds for 

a long time…because that was what my husband and I liked to do.  We had a boat we take it out 

three or four times a week, even when we worked we go before we went to work and had 

breakfast on the boat and looked…we didn’t fish, we only looked for seabirds.  So, I always like 

that…hmm…that spoke to me that reminded me of you know, and also her pictures of the 

swamps, that’s where we liked to go in our boat in a canoe, you know, canoe into the swamps.  

So, I love those…those yes those spoke to me personally.”  

Some seniors took many pictures and shared them with other people.  For example, 

Dawn said, “I love the whole exhibit, the Sovereign, everything…I took lots of pictures.  I 

showed them to my daughter…my daughter has a degree in art, she doesn’t do anything with it, 

but you know, she has a degree in art.  I showed her all the pictures, shared them with her and 

share them with people here and everybody I can get I would show them the pictures.  It was 

fantastic!”  However, Sara regretted that she did not take her camera, “I thoroughly enjoyed it.  If 

I brought my camera, I would have taken pictures, but I didn’t even think about that.”  

The unfamiliar and exceptional style of artworks in the exhibition enlivened these 

seniors’ museum visitation experiences.  All seniors mentioned that they were not familiar with 

the techniques and styles of art in the exhibition.  However, the artworks not only made these 

seniors think of things in different perspectives but also made their museum experiences more 

fascinating and entertaining.  Dawn said, “I love the whole exhibit…it was just eye opening to 
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me because it was so creative…to think that these ladies just, you know, thought that up.  I am 

still enjoying that visit to the museum, still today…well, I think it’s one of the best art exhibits 

I’ve ever seen.  Because it was so beautiful and also so different than what you usually see…you 

know, which is just flat and things on the wall.  I think the last time I went there was some 

probably um…statuary in the exhibit, but it was not something that I even remember…and this 

I’ll never forget this ever ever no no.”   

Furthermore, Helen made a comparison between what she usually saw in other art 

museums she visited and what she saw in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, “I like to see a 

variety of–, and I mentioned that there’s one museum that I had a chance there because my sister 

lives in Greenville, South Carolina and they have a very very good art museum there and um, 

you know, they have a lot of works, pretty well-known artists of the area, and so on.  And that’s 

very nice.  I do enjoy going there; it’s just your ordinary…umm…Homer Winslow, different 

kinds of artists around of, you know, in the South, and the things’ local too, and that’s nice.  But, 

by going to Gadsden the other day, it’s kind of umm…there’s new level that you learned about 

and that these hard-working artists that are doing something so different.”  Similarly, May said, 

“I guess it opened up a whole new world that I didn’t know it existed, both the encaustic process 

and the glass…I think it was very enriching.  I think it also is provocative because it made me 

see some art forms I’m not familiar with.”   

Moreover, Beth made a remark on how intrigued she was that the artist also painted the 

back of the art pieces, “I enjoyed looking at the various pieces that she had there…some of the 

statues were weird, but they were interesting.  They were really colorful and she didn’t just do 

the front of them, she did the back of them too.  That was interesting because lots of artists don’t 

do anything to the back, but she did.”  Likewise, Nora said, “Yes, it made a big impression…I 
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think about, you know, the different works that they have, the artwork and the glass.  Yeah, it 

was amazing.  I wish I could do it.”  Also, Cara revealed, “I’ve never seen anything like that.  It 

was an entirely new experience.  It was beautiful and well presented…it was amazing…it was 

just, umm…an overall exciting experience.”  Cara added, “Excellent exhibition!  I enjoyed it.  It 

was, um, a technique I’ve never seen before.  And I got more of the background of the technique 

from the docent.  It was interesting, introduced me to something new and different, and so on.”    

Most importantly, Lois shared her thoughts, “It’s a type of work that you don’t see often 

in the galleries, museums, so it enlivened the experience.  You know you go to a lot of art 

galleries, but you don’t see a lot of encaustic, you don’t see a lot of um, glass like that.  So, 

because it was something different, I welcomed the opportunity to see it…to see more of it rather 

than you know I can appreciate realistic paintings or whatever but sometimes it becomes boring 

because of the same kind of stuff.  So, I kind of like seeing things that people are doing with the 

medium that I don’t see a lot of and also it’s different from the other use I’ve seen with that 

medium.  So, it made it more interesting for me.” 

Rather than disapproving, these seniors were interested in different tastes that the 

artists have and what matters to other people.  Even though the artworks were weird for some 

seniors, every senior thought that the works were interesting and respected other people’s 

different preferences.  For example, Sara said, “I like to see what they’ve done and see if it might 

be something that I might like to try.  I don’t think I want to try the glass though.  That’s a little 

bit hot.  I’d be the one who would splash myself with it.  So, I don’t do that, but it was beautiful 

to look at…encaustic works were okay, but it wasn’t my cup of tea.  But it was an interesting 

technique.” 
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Moreover, Beth shared her thoughts on the different tastes people may have in art, 

“Something that people think it is art, I don’t agree with them…it looks like trash to me.  Like I 

said, I wouldn’t have it in my house.  But, you know if everybody has the same taste, it’d be kind 

of boring.”  Beth continued talking about her taste versus the kind of artwork in the exhibition, 

“The artwork is not the kind of artwork that I would choose…like to put in my house or that I 

really like, but I was pleasantly surprised that even the weird things were interesting.  The way 

she had them arranged, the way she had them set up, and the figure that had the wirehair that was 

sticking out like a wild person.  Was that interesting?  You know it really was and was 

colorful…and it had things on it that mean something to her…they didn’t mean anything to me, 

but they mean something to her.  And they were pleasant to look at…they weren’t glaringly out 

of place or anything like that.  Yeah, I enjoyed them, even though they were different; they were 

interesting.”  Beth added, “The museum is very interesting…it’s interesting to see all of these 

things and it’s interesting to get an idea of what somebody else is thinking that’s important you 

know or somebody else thinks it’s um…it’s art.”  

Some seniors found themselves pondering over the encaustic and glass works in the 

exhibition and eager to learn more.  For example, Helen said, “I find myself thinking about 

those pieces and how they look and I’m interested, you know, the um…in the hot wax 

paintings…used a lot of orange as a color and um, I think back of some of those, I kind of 

visualize how they look.  And you wonder how they got the inspirations for some of those um, 

people-bird type creatures…bird on one side, a person on the other side that sort of thing how do 

they dream up those things.” 

Furthermore, May told me that the artwork triggered her spirit of inquiry, “It’s kind of 

had left curiosity in my head about finding out more about it.  Not that…I don’t think I want to 
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do it; I just like to understand it a little bit more…I know that the point was made that you know, 

sometimes it’s not what you just like…well it does make you think or um, and I think that’s true.  

I think it can do that.”    

A few seniors hoped the museum had someone who could demonstrate encaustic and 

glass techniques.  Helen stated, “I would like to see somebody doing, actually doing it…you 

know, like demonstration.  Well, it does…it adds to your understanding.”  Although May did not 

think that she would want to pursue the encaustic technique, she thought that some 

demonstration would help her understand the process better.  May told me, “Like I said this is 

opened up the whole new…not that I want to do it, but I want to understand it better what does 

encaustic involve…like the museum person said that you know, maybe at first they started with 

the painting oil basic and then later they poured on the wax and everything, but I mean like how 

do they color the wax?  And she talked about moving it around with her hand and how she used 

the glove…hmm…I’d like to see, I’d actually like to see the process done…both see the glass, 

something created in the glass and the encaustic.  I’d like to see the process…” 

The exhibition made some seniors open up to other kinds of art they have never done 

and also to visiting unfamiliar types of art exhibitions.  For example, Dawn asserted, “I might 

try to open up, you know, instead of just like hmm…painting a bird just like it looks on that…I 

might open up a little bit I think.  I’m going to try anyway, I’m going to try to open up because I 

see how beautiful things can be when it comes from inside.”  Dawn explained more, “Usually I 

would have said that I like representational art best, but after seeing that exhibit that we saw on 

Tuesday, I think I would be open to other kinds of art that I’ve never done.  I would have told 

you that I didn’t like abstract art that I thought some of it…I thought it was silly…But now I 

think I really open up more to some abstract things, especially like the thing she did…I don’t 
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know do you consider that abstract…the encaustic stuff?  I think that opened me up to that, I’ll 

certainly go to…now I think I’ll go to any kinds of exhibit because now I know I could like it.  I 

could like it; it doesn’t have to be representational.” 

None of these seniors wanted to try the glass but one senior might try encaustic 

technique.  Nora said, “I wish I could do it.  Well, I don’t think I’ll try the glass, but the 

encaustic…yeah, maybe.” 

Most seniors were subconsciously aware of their physical restrictions when reflecting 

on time consumed and the level of difficulty the artists underwent to create the artwork.  

Almost all of these seniors were intrigued by the weight of the glass pieces and the high 

temperature of the encaustic works.  For example, May was curious about how the artist moved 

the hot wax around with her hand and how she used the glove.  In a same manner, Sara 

commented on the glass, “That’s a little bit hot.  I’d be the one who would splash myself with it.”  

Furthermore, May also asked the Education Coordinator, who gave them the guided-group tour, 

if the glass pieces were heavy.  May explained, “I mean if you’re really old, just think of trying 

to move your stuff…so I think it’s for someone that’s younger.”  Likewise, Helen said, “There 

are a lot of works involved and hard work…all of these heavy pieces and how they even had a 

special, um…something to transport those things, um, that were very special.  And um, it takes a 

lot of hard work and expenses to do it.”  Also, Beth remarked, “I don’t know how in the world 

she moved those things around; they’re heavy!” 

The characteristics of the exhibition not only made these seniors enthusiastic about art 

but also enjoy their entire museum visitation experiences.  All seniors mentioned that they had 

a great time on the fieldtrip.  Helen told me, “I loved it.  Yes, it was a very very good 

experience.”  Nora said, “It was great…I enjoyed it very much.”  Dawn remarked, “It was 
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fabulous!”  Cara stated, “I enjoyed it.”  May said, “I enjoyed it very much.  I thought it was 

fantastic.  I love it!”  Moreover, Pam talked about her visitation experience, “I really enjoyed the 

Gadsden Museum.  I’ve given them a five star rating.  I thought it was excellent!”  Furthermore, 

Lois explained how the characteristics of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition had a positive 

impact on her entire museum experience, “Overall, I thought it was a very nice exhibit.  It’s a 

type of work that you don’t see often in the galleries, museums, so it enlivened the experience.”  

Also, Sara claimed, “I thoroughly enjoyed it!  Basically, I just had a good time hanging out.”   

In essence, Beth summarized, “The overall experience I had was a positive one.  I 

enjoyed the whole experience.”  Then, she described that her whole museum visitation 

experience was meaningful because of the following three components.  Firstly, Beth said, “I 

enjoyed looking at the things.”  Secondly, “I enjoyed the fellowship that we had together.”  And 

Lastly, Beth enjoyed the Education Coordinator; Beth explained, “The lady that gave us the tour 

was really…she was interested in what we were looking at…she was interested in telling us 

about the things that she was showing us.  She gave us a detail that she probably didn’t need to.  

I was impressed um…positively over the whole experience.”   

The characteristics of the exhibition made these seniors’ museum experiences 

meaningful, especially giving them a sense of purpose in terms of being creative.  For example, 

May thought that the characteristics of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition enriched her overall 

museum visitation experience and motivated her to be receptive to new ideas.  Moreover, Pam 

said that the exhibition was comprised of the artwork that actually mixed different styles and 

different techniques together and came up with something unusual; Pam reconsidered her 

perception, “it’s made you think of things in different perspectives.”  Also, the creativity the 

artists applied to the artwork inspired Dawn in every aspect related to art; Dawn remarked, “It 
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was just eye opening to me because it was so creative…I am still enjoying that visit to the 

museum, still today.”  On top of that, Cara told me that the characteristics of the exhibition not 

only made her museum visitation enjoyable but also gave her a sense of purpose; as a result, 

Cara said, “I came out of there kind of inspired to be creative.  It was fun, yeah.  Very 

meaningful!” 

Focus Group 

After finishing individual in-depth interviews that took place in 17 days after the fieldtrip, 

during Thursday, July 17, 2014 to Friday, August 1, 2014, I arranged a focus group interview 

with this group of seniors on Wednesday, August 13, 2014, which was almost a month after their 

Gadsden Arts Center visitation on Tuesday, July 15, 2014.  I scheduled to meet with these 

seniors in the clay studio, at the Tallahassee Senior Center, at 11.50 a.m. and start the focus 

group at noon.  There were nine seniors who visited the Gadsden Arts Center on Tuesday, July 

15, 2014.  Eight participants confirmed that they would join the focus group; the other one told 

me that she could not come at noon, but she would like to catch up later around 1 p.m.   

At noon, six seniors were there in the clay studio; two had not showed up yet.  We 

decided to wait for a while.  During this time, seniors seemed to enjoy having snacks and fruits 

that I prepared for them; some asked me where I bought them.  Later, one senior told me that she 

would go to check in the senior center’s cafeteria.  She came back and told me that one of my 

participants was there having lunch and she would come to join the group later.  I was not sure 

about the other one that did not show up; however, we decided to start soon.  I gave seniors 

handouts of the agenda (see Appendix C for the protocol of questions for focus group 

discussion).  Actually, when I finished individually interviewing them, I also gave the same 

handouts and explained to each of them how to prepare for the focus group.   
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In order to encourage interactive brainstorming and constructive discussion among the 

participants, I put two rectangular tables together and set them up with chairs around all four 

sides.  Also, I took photographs when observing this group of seniors’ exhibition and museum 

experiences at the Gadsden Arts Center.  I spread out these photographs on the table.  I planned 

to use these photographs as a rapport-building technique to generate insightful discussion about 

how to provide meaningful art and museum experiences for the elderly.  At 12.10 p.m., we 

started.  

In the following sections, I will report the findings from this focus group interview in the 

form of composite descriptions, which are the integration of textural and structural descriptions 

(Moustakas, 1994) that were developed from themes.  The focus group contributes a specific 

perspective to the reflection dimension, which is one of the three dimensions of the museum 

visitation (motivation, experience, and reflection) that these seniors constructed through the 

dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts.  In order to give the best 

representation of what I obtained from the focus group interview, the analysis has been grouped 

into four main categories: (1) seniors’ thoughts on the Gadsden Arts Center visitation, (2) 

barriers to experiencing the art exhibition and possible solutions, (3) seniors’ meaningful art and 

museum experiences, along with examples of organizations that offer the elderly meaningful arts 

engagement, and (4) the possible and practical collaboration between the senior center and local 

art museums on fostering meaningful art and museum experiences for senior citizens. 

Seniors’ thoughts on the Gadsden Arts Center visitation.  I started the focus group by 

asking these seniors to introduce themselves and share their thoughts on the Gadsden Arts Center 

visitation.  From emerging themes, the following is the composite descriptions of what made this 

group of seniors’ museum experiences meaningful: 
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Despite being a little rural museum, the Gadsden Arts Center has a lot to offer.  These 

seniors agreed that the Gadsden Arts Center has a large number of attractive features and the 

quality of the exhibitions is excellent, regardless of being considered as “a little rural museum.”  

For example, Pam shared her thoughts, “Well, what was meaningful to me is that I live in 

Gadsden County and had never been to that museum.  So, for me was a new experience.  My 

sister, Cara, had been there.  She told me how good it was.  And I was very curious to see, you 

know, what might they have in the rural museum and the…”  Lois interrupted, “Little rural 

museum!  That was a little surprise though.  It’s…it’s…”  Pam finished her sentence, “Yeah, it is 

amazing what they have for, considering where it is, you know, it is pretty rural for me.” 

Apart from enjoying her role as the tour guide, the Education Coordinator was 

genuinely amiable and educative.  Pam talked about the Education Coordinator, “The young 

lady was very polite.”  Moreover, Beth said, “Interesting thing to me was that the–, the person 

who gave the lecture and took us on the tour was the same one that was there when I was there 

before.  She did an excellent job.”  Sara added, “…it was wonderful the way the…the girl knew 

everything about, what was going on and, um, you know, could tell us the detail what was 

involved…”  Beth continued, “You could tell she liked it too.  She enjoyed the job.”  Sara 

responded, “Yes, yes she did.”  Later, May remarked, “I felt the lady, the tour lady we had, she 

was very knowledgeable and, um, easy to listen to and to learn from.  So, I felt it was a great 

experience.”  Helen agreed, “I too thought the guide was so great and, um, did such a good job.” 

Furthermore, Dawn proclaimed that the Education Coordinator played an important part 

in constructing her great memory of the artwork in the exhibition; “I can remember it all, 

everything on that first floor, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition…I just thought that was 

fantastic.  However, that one, if somebody didn’t explain it to me, I don’t think you would ever, 
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ever, get that, do you?  The tour guide…they also have the earphones, so you can get some 

insights.  But you don’t have anybody to share your ideas with.” 

Interactive discussions ignited seniors’ curiosities and furthered their understandings 

of characteristics of the exhibition.  Both communications within the group of seniors and 

interactions between these seniors and the Education Coordinator made these seniors’ museum 

experiences worthwhile in terms of generating enthusiastic perceptions of the quality of the Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  For example, everyone agreed when Lois said, “I enjoyed going 

with people that I like.”  Correspondingly, Pam mentioned that what she learned from the 

conversation between the tour guide and another senior, Lois, doubled her impression of the 

exhibition; “What I also like was Lois and the docent talked about how they set up the exhibit 

and how they particularly put certain works in certain places to get the right shadows and 

lightings.  And actually when you, Lois, said that…I, um, we started looking around and it was 

really true.  You could see that Wild Woman’s hair (see Figure 14) with the shadow over here on 

this–, it was wonderful to see the shadow of the Birds (see Figure 11) on the wall.  And actually 

doubled your impression of the exhibit by seeing how they placed things.  I didn’t know all that 

about art show…and why you place this one next to this one…”   

Lois responded, “Uh-huh.  And then, when you add a sculpture, there is that third 

dimension.  So, it’s a whole different thing that we do that…”  Pam was holding and pointed at a 

photo of the artwork in the exhibition that I printed out, and then she replied, “…well, like 

this…like this one…that was very bright red colors were all placed together, you know, to kind 

of, like, be in a group.”  After that, Pam gave the photos to other seniors to see and others gave 

the nod to Pam.   
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The good curator of the exhibition added to these seniors’ appreciation level.  Taking 

the placement into consideration, Lois remarked, “Yes, this is a good curator…they did not just 

slap the most things up on the wall.  And if you know that, if you aware of that, you can 

appreciate it.”  Pam responded, “Right, it adds to your appreciation level.”  Everyone agreed and 

Lois shared more thoughts on how the effective setup made a better impression on the artwork in 

the exhibition; “I think subliminally you all appreciate it maybe, but, but it makes the work look 

better if it’s presented well.  I liked the show…it was a beautifully presented exhibit.”    

The Birds was these seniors’ favorite because it was easy for them to associate with the 

art piece.  Pam told the group that the Birds (see Figure 11) meant something to her and was 

influential in building a bridge to the piece with ease; “What I especially liked was The Birds 

because we are involved in Audubon Society and…the Birds were really such an inspiration.  

They were, like, so beautiful, like, they took your breath away.  Really, when you first saw them, 

after, you know, and when you saw how, like, they interacted together.”  Pam was making a 

gesture of how birds interact together and continued telling how the arrangement of the 

components of the Birds shaped her impression towards the exhibition, “How they were set up.  

That was even more beautiful.  That part I really liked the most…definitely meaningful to me!”  

Besides the Fish, Beth said, “I liked The Birds.  Those to me were impressive.”  Sara stated, “I 

too liked the glass, um, the Birds, and the, um, the rectangles, whatever, those are the ones that I 

enjoyed the most.”  Later, Cara added, “The Birds, you know, was just something, 

um…extraordinary!” 

The encaustic and glass works are not something they thought they could do.  Sara 

shared her thoughts, “It’s because of all the techniques that they used and the fact that I can 

never get that close to molten glass…”  Everyone laughed and Lois responded, “Oh, gosh!”  Sara 
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continued, “That would, uh…it would be interesting to watch, but, um, I don’t think I can get 

that close.”  Subsequently, Lois said, “And I thought the glassworks, I mean that like you said, 

it’s not something I could imagine doing.” 

The creativity of the artwork and unfamiliarity of the mediums and techniques not only 

appealed to these seniors but also opened their eyes and minds to different kinds of art.  Cara 

described her two dissimilar experiences of visiting the Gadsden Arts Center previously and this 

time, “I, um, enjoyed the visit…I don’t know how much more I can say…I had been to the 

museum before.  Um, and there were other types of, like, landscape paintings there.  Um, so, this 

was a totally different type of art and I enjoyed seeing something that was a different technique, 

different basis…thinking about the cosmos and the, um, the way they combined the glass and the 

wax and–, it was amazing so, it was inspiring because you can see that you can do different 

things with different mediums.  It was amazing!” 

Furthermore, May was unaccustomed to the styles of the artwork but she admired them 

and had a great time familiarizing herself with the encaustic and glass techniques; May said, “I 

always like to look at the artwork because I’m–, um, art is so new to me.  I always admire it, but 

I didn’t take class, so I don’t know that much about it.  So, um, I enjoyed the exhibit very much.  

I never heard of encaustic before this and, um, the glass pieces were beautiful.  I like color and it 

was very colorful.  So, um, I enjoyed the artwork and learning more about the process.”  Helen 

added, “I repeat all of that…the artwork was so creative, so different!” 

Later, Beth shared her thoughts on the unconventionality of the glass works, “Another 

thing that impressed me was the fact that one statue, she put things on the back of them too.  So, 

the back of the statue was almost as interesting as the front of the statue.  That’s not usual.  I 
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don’t think…I haven’t been to that many museums, but, you know, you look at the front of it, but 

you don’t think about the back having interesting things on it, but ours did.”   

Also, Lois explained, “And, um, I like encaustic and it’s not the medium used a lot, so 

it’s always interesting to see how somebody else has used encaustic.”  On top of that, Dawn 

asserted, “Well, for me, my museum experience that day at the Gadsden Arts Center changed my 

ideas about the direction in which art can go.  You know, because like I said, most of us do 

representational art, but I saw how you could do something from your heart and showed it 

without it being representational at all.  That’s what I got out of it.”   

The hard work and effort the artists put into creating these huge and heavy pieces, as 

well as the high temperature involved in the process, are impressive.  Beth raised a question, 

“The other things were interesting and, um, I wonder how she can move these things around.”  

Beth laughed and other seniors started to laugh and agree; Sara responded by mentioning the 

Education Coordinator, “Um, and I’m sure she said a couple of times they had to hire men to 

move them.  Because she’d worked under this job, you know, pushed into them, and had them 

moved.”  Beth kept on, “There’s so many–, so much effort to move them.  They were so big and 

so heavy.”   

Correspondingly, Helen claimed, “I was kind of impressed thinking about the hard work 

that those artists compare to, you know, when I come here at the senior center and sit and do oil 

work paintings and relax.  They can’t relax.”  Most seniors shook their heads and Pam 

responded, “No, uh-uh.”  Helen said, “They can’t relax with that, you know, molten stuff and 

moving it around and, um, it’s very impressive.”  Beth added, “The hot temperature too, in this 

weather would be…”  Pam finished Beth’s sentence, “…be a problem.”  
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Historical aspects of the museum’s space and facilities were what these seniors took 

pleasure in.  For example, May shared her Gadsden Arts Center visitation experiences and how 

awe-inspiring the museum did in turning the older building into a remarkable museum space; 

“That was about my fifth trip to, um, Gadsden.  Um, I love the art museum because it’s so close 

and, um, I usually have lunch with a friend if I go over there.  I dragged my friends over, my 

child over.  Um, I like the space.  I like the, um, how easy it is to go from one floor to another, 

using elevator.  And the facilities, I like they’re using downtown, you know, the older building, 

converted; I just think that’s amazing.”  

This fieldtrip to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition made these seniors want to 

visit the Gadsden Arts Center again.  As same as they mentioned when I individually 

interviewed these seniors, this group of seniors insisted that their positive exhibition experiences 

on this museum fieldtrip made them want to revisit the Gadsden Arts Center to see other 

upcoming exhibitions if they had the opportunity.  For example, Beth claimed, “I enjoyed my 

visit and think they were interesting and I’m happy to go back again…I would like to go and see 

when the exhibition is changed to another artist.”    

Barriers to seniors’ exhibition experiences and possible solutions.  In the second part 

of the focus group, I asked these seniors to do a group activity.  I explained, “I want to group you 

into three groups.  How about Pam, Cara, and Beth work together; and Sara and May; and Helen 

and Lois?”  They all agreed, so I continued, “For this activity, I want to hear from you all about 

any difficulties you had when experiencing the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, as well as 

other exhibitions, and the solutions you suggest for eliminating physical, communication, and 

attitude barriers to older museum visitors.  So, I will give you, like, five minutes to work in your 

group.  I want to ask you to list any difficulties you encountered when experiencing the art 
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exhibition on the left side of the paper.  For this group, Pam, Cara, and Beth, I want you to focus 

on physical issues.  For Sara and May, can you focus on communication and information 

barriers?  And for Helen and Lois, I want you to think about attitude barriers such as sense of 

belonging.  So, on the left of the paper, I want you to list the difficulties and on the right, I want 

you to list all the solutions you would like to suggest to the museum.” 

Thereafter, these seniors started working in their groups.  When brainstorming, seniors 

also looked at the photos of their museum experiences and the artwork in the Hot Wax & Hot 

Glass Exhibition that I printed out.  I let them spend about five minutes to discuss and list their 

ideas out.  After that, each group gave a presentation, and then every senior was welcome to 

discuss and share their ideas.  Table 16 shows a summation of difficulties, in terms of physical, 

communication, and attitude barriers, this group of seniors thought that older museum visitors 

might encounter in any museum and exhibition and their proposed solutions: 

 
 
Table 16 
Barriers to Seniors’ Museum Experiences and Possible Solutions 

 

 Difficulties Possible Solutions 

Physical 

Barriers 

Stairs Elevators/chair lifts/handrails  

Heavy doors Push button to open the doors 

Places to sit in all areas of the museum Benches or chairs in all 

areas/benches in foyer and out front 

as well/offer wheelchairs 

Location of the restrooms/ambiguous 

signage 

Need better signs 

Tight areas in gift shop for people with 

walkers 

Spaces/declutter/have wider 

aisles/display the articles so they are 

not too low for people who can’t 

bend and not too high for people to 

be able to reach 
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Table 16 - continued 

 Difficulties Possible Solutions 

Communication 

and Information 

Barriers 

Tour guide only conversing in English  Hire translators for non-English 

speakers/have someone in the 

community who is a translator come 

in to transcribe the tour information 

Signs and other materials are all in 

English/no recorded walking tours are 

offered in other languages 

Have literature translated into many 

languages/pre-recorded program in 

other languages such as Spanish 

No website/out-of-date information such 

as hours and admission fees  

Have an up-to-date website/also 

announce the exhibition information 

through other communication tools 

such as local television and radio 

channel 

No handouts or brochures offered for 

taking away 

Provide printed materials that 

contain important information for 

seniors to take home 

Attitude and 

Sense of 

Belonging 

Barriers 

Walk in and no staff there/no friendly 

greeting/not welcome to non-local 

visitors  

Designated staff or volunteers 

trained as greeters 

No accessible information/can’t find out 

hours and the cost  

Have a website and a phone 

message/there is a sense of 

belonging or welcoming if visitors 

know hours and the cost ahead of 

time  

Obnoxiously push seniors to contribute 

money such as the suggested admission 

donation 

Don’t put pressure on visitors/let 

visitors make their own decisions 

Sometimes artwork is too wild or too 

avant-garde for general population 

Have a variety of exhibitions/exhibit 

a variety of artworks 

Sometimes art is too risqué for kids or 

school groups 

Advance warning should be on 

website such as whether it’s age-

appropriate to bring in young 

people/have teachers and parents 

talk with the children before visiting 

The tour guides talk down to visitors, 

make visitors feel smaller, or don’t care 

whether visitors understand or not 

Considerate and attentive tour 

guides  
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Table 16 shows the difficulties older museum visitors might have in any art exhibitions 

and museums.  The following is a composite description of this group of seniors’ perspectives on 

the accessibility of the Gadsden Arts Center and the barriers they encountered on this fieldtrip 

when experiencing the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition:  

The Gadsden Arts Center provided decent physical accessibility.  When Cara was 

sharing her group’s opinions on the physical barriers, Pam said, “This isn’t just for the Gadsden 

Arts Center, but for other museums we’ve been to.”  Cara presented, “Okay, we said that stairs 

could be a barrier; they need elevators or chair lifts…and, heavy doors…solution is push button 

to open the doors.  Places to sit in all areas of the museum…benches or chairs in all areas or 

offer wheelchairs, benches in the foyer…an entrance hall…and out front as well.  The location of 

the restrooms, um, difficult, you need better signs to show where it is.  Or tight areas in the gift 

shop for people with walkers…spaces, declutter, have wider aisles, display the articles so they’re 

not too low for people who can’t bend and not too high for people to be able to reach.”     

Every other senior agreed with Cara; Lois discussed her thoughts on the signage and 

other physical accessibilities, “I like what they said and the signage, um, although it’s not always 

ambiguous, it’s so important.  Because you can’t always find somebody to ask where the 

bathroom is.  And when you need one, you need one.  But, I think they did a pretty good job 

there, the Gadsden Arts Center, of, um, access, to have all these things.”  Dawn added, “Um, 

physical…I thought that was perfect for–, because I was with the walker, and so was Beth.  And 

they have an elevator, so we could go up.  I thought everything is perfect.  Even if you had an 

electric chair, you could have done it…or wheelchair, either one.  I thought it was very good.”   

If these seniors did not speak English or took Spanish-speaking individuals to the 

museum, they would experience communication and information barriers.  Sara presented her 
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group’s ideas on communication and information accessibility and barriers at the Gadsden Arts 

Center, “…as far as the communication and the information that we decided because of that…the 

tour guide, she was so, you know, spot on with everything she knew that there really wasn’t too 

much of the communication problem as far as, you know, a tour group or even an individual’s 

going.  But we did notice, um, I noticed that there was nothing who works–, someone who was 

not conversation, conversing in English.”   

Every other senior agreed; Sara gave the reason, “You know, and I know, and that in this 

County, that there are a lot of Spanish people.  And I didn’t notice that there was anything there 

that was in Spanish.  They had their walking tour, but that was in English.  Um, and all the 

literature was in English.”  Pam responded, “Uh-huh.  All their signs were in English.  No, they 

did have one brochure in Spanish for that guides…um, program in the front for you.”  Sara 

replied, “Right, but that was it.”  Pam agreed with Sara.  Sara continued, “That was it.  And the 

solution would be to have either someone in the community who is a translator, who’d come in 

when they knew, like, a tour was coming in, most of them were Spanish speaking who could 

transcribe the tour information or have all the literature also translated into Spanish as well as the 

walking tour.  Have a translator or literature translated into another language and also pre-

recorded programs in other languages.”  Pam remarked, “Very good.  That’s a good idea.” 

The Gadsden Arts Center has an up-to-date website, but no senior went on it; 

conversely, some seniors heard about the exhibition from the local television and radio 

channel.  Lois shared her thoughts, “That’s really…nowadays that’s important for any galleries, 

museums or galleries to have an up-to-date website.  So, you can check and see what’s going on, 

if you’ve seen already, and…”  Pam added, “…or if the visit is free or not free.”   
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Furthermore, Cara asked, “Do they have a website?”  May and Pam replied, “Yes, they 

do.  It was on a little brochure stand…they had a stand with brochures, and in there was their 

website and everything in there.”  However, Pam revealed, “but I haven’t tried the website.”  

Other seniors also shook their heads.  Cara commented, “That’s a good communication tool I 

bet.”  Pam responded, “I’m sure it’s well done.”  

In stead of the museum website, Cara told the group that she heard about the Hot Wax & 

Hot Glass Exhibition from the local radio channel, “They were getting on WFSU because I heard 

them mentioned that show as a sponsor on WFSU for a couple of times…it was being announced 

out there, yeah.”  

Printed materials also play a part in eliminating seniors’ communication and 

information barriers.  Apart from having an up-to-date website, Dawn suggested that every 

museum should also offer printed materials such as handouts or brochures for seniors to take 

home.  Although Pam told the group that she obtained the information about the Gadsden Arts 

Center’s website from the little brochure on the stand, Dawn exclaimed, “Now see, I don’t know 

about the website.  Did they give us any handouts?  I don’t remember that they did, did they?  

No.  What’s the website called?  I don’t remember they were telling us anything about that or 

giving us anything to take away with us.  Yeah, I would have liked to have the handouts.” 

The Gadsden Arts Center did a good job of eliminating attitude barriers and helping 

these seniors cultivate a sense of belonging to the exhibition.  Lois presented, “Um, attitude and 

sense of belonging.  We didn’t have any problems with the Gadsden.”  Other seniors agreed; 

Lois continued, “So we kind of thought about other museum experiences and it does make a 

difference if you walked in and there’s nobody there.  So, it’s always nice when they have a staff 

person or volunteer that’s there when you walk in, they say welcome, sign our guest book, this is 
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a–, you know, because some people it’s their first time or if they’re not used to go in, and 

different ones are different ways.  So, we…so these designated staff or volunteers trained as 

greeters are the solution.”   

The Gadsden Arts Center is in Gadsden County, but most seniors live in Leon County 

and the Tallahassee Senior Center is also in Leon County; Dawn shared her thoughts, “I did 

think that there was, like, a good attitude, even though we are from Leon County most of us, um, 

we were made to feel like we belong.”  Also, Dawn mentioned that the Education Coordinator 

did not impolitely persuade her into donating the admission fee of $1 that the museum suggested, 

“I didn’t contribute money, but I wish I had, I just forgot.  But, I think that’s a good idea and 

they didn’t push it.  They weren’t obnoxious about that at all.  But I wish they’d been a little 

more obnoxious, so I would have remembered to give them something.” 

Furthermore, Lois claimed that the Gadsden Arts Center made hours and admission 

information accessible, so older visitors feel a sense of belonging and welcoming.  Lois 

explained, “Accessible information, so there’s any…that’s an attitude barrier.  You want to be 

able to find out what hours they are open, what’s the cost, those things…because nobody likes to 

walk in and they go, ‘Oh, twenty dollars a person.’  And you have to embarrassingly go, ‘Oh, 

how nice.”  And then, walk out.  This way, you know, that, you know, there’s a sense of 

belonging or welcomeness if you know ahead of time.”  Other seniors gave the nod to Lois; Lois 

proposed a means of solving these attitude barriers, “Our solution is have a website and a phone 

message.  So, you call the museum if you are not computer savvy.” 

Lois proceeded, “And sometimes artworks maybe too wild, too avant-garde.”  Lois 

explained how to deal with this problem by taking the Gadsden Arts Center as an example, “Our 

solution is to have a variety.  Especially in the small area like the Gadsden where you don’t have 
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multiple galleries that have the kind of works you are looking for; it’s fun to have something.  

And this, Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, would be a little more avant-garde; some people 

don’t like, um, abstract.  Um, but the Gadsden Arts Center they had that one–, I mean I love 

it…and even the weird plastic stuff…Russell Bellamy’s works in another gallery, maybe 

somebody could relate to that if they could–, but also you go upstairs and then you have some 

very um, a whole display of traditional.  So, there’s going to be something for everybody to 

enjoy while they’re there, regardless of whether you like the main exhibit, Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition, or not.  And it’s okay to have a variety, which the Gadsden Arts Center did.”   

Beth responded, “That reminds me of…they have a room upstairs where the kids could 

post their artworks, you know, some of those kids are really good.”  Lois replied, “Yeah, that 

was a nice thing because it makes–, when you walked in and saw that, you felt good about the 

place because you know that these children come and create art and it’s not just about artists 

doing art.”  Beth made a remark on these children who created the works, “…and they are not 

just doing it.  They are doing something that they love it.  You can tell that they enjoyed what 

they were doing.”  Lois said, “Yeah, that was a good attitude.”  Cara commented, “They’re not 

just the snooty la-di-da…”  Lois added, “Yeah, too often art museums and staff get that tag and 

they keep trying to get away from it.  But we have, um, ideals from movies and everything in the 

past that it’s not…if you can’t…if you have to ask how much, you shouldn’t be there, but, not a 

problem there, at the Gadsden Arts Center.” 

On top of that, Dawn shared her experience of encountering the attitude barriers at 

another museum; Dawn explained, “I couldn’t feel the sense of belonging…at FSU museum.  I 

feel more like they were, um, the lady, and I don’t remember who it was, thank goodness, but, 

like, she was talking down to us.”  Then, Dawn compared the attitude and manners of the tour 
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guide at that museum with the tour guide at the Gadsden Arts Center, “The lady gave us a tour at 

FSU museum…she talked to us, like, ‘I know so much more than you do.’  You know, that way.  

But, this tour guide at the Gadsden, she knew more than we did, but she had the attitude more 

like, ‘I know this, so I want you to know it.’  That’s the way I felt about it; that she wasn’t trying 

to say, ‘I know more than you do.’  But, the lady at FSU was, you know, tried to make us feel 

smaller because we didn’t know as much as she did.  You know, the tour guide at the Gadsden, 

she was kind of, like, the same way I am when I give tours of the senior center because I love 

this place.  So, I want people to feel like they can love it too, or how much I love it.  And I think 

she did that very well.  At FSU, there was some very interesting art there; it was, um, Indian, not 

from India, but Native American Art.  This was a couple of three years ago.  But that, there was 

an exhibit there that I really would have liked to spend more time on it and learn more about, but 

her attitude turned me off.  So, it was like, ‘I don’t like to be around you, so let’s just move.’  

And she was ready to just move on too because she already knew all about that, you know.  She 

didn’t care if we knew about it or not.  That’s the way she made me feel.” 

Moreover, Lois said, “Ah, sometimes an exhibit is too risqué.”  Other seniors laughed 

and agreed; Lois continued, “You take kids on a fieldtrip and you walk in and go, ‘Uh-oh.’ So, 

so, you needed advance warning.  So, you know whether it’s age-appropriate if you bring in 

young people or whatever so.  And that again would be on your website.  Ah, certainly if 

somebody checking in about bringing a school group, then whoever handles that part of the 

publicity or a public relation should be able to say, ‘This is…these are nudes.  This might not be 

appropriate.’  Just so you know whether your students are prepared for that or they can have their 

teachers, parents talk with the children and go, ‘Okay, you may need to see some, some, 

um…but it’s okay.’  You know, so, and so–, then, you feel welcome without a doubt.” 
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In addition, Lois shared more thoughts, “Oh, I think another thing that made it very warm 

and friendly is there was an old hardware store.  And then, they repurposed it.  So, you had a 

little feeling of the town as a community and it being a part of the community that it made itself 

part of it rather than just be a…”  Other seniors agreed; Pam replied, “Right, I agree.  Well, and I 

like the fact that they explained that in the architecture part.  They did talk about it actually, like, 

this used to be the loading dock or the something or other, and they incorporate that into her 

talk.”  Lois responded, “That they didn’t try to hide it.  They made it part of the presentation.” 

Seniors’ meaningful art and museum experiences.  From emerging themes, the 

following are the composite descriptions of what this group of seniors considered to be 

meaningful art and museum experiences for the aging population: 

Just to visit a museum is a meaningful experience.  For example, Beth shared her 

thoughts, “Just to go to a museum is a meaningful experience whether you are an artist or not.  

It’s interesting to see what other people are doing and other people think about different things.  

And, um, I don’t think to be an artist; I enjoy playing.”  Other seniors smiled and laughed; Beth 

added, “But, um, I enjoyed going to the museum and I’m planning to go again the next chance I 

get.” 

Museum experience is meaningful when these seniors have enough time to look into 

anything they want and also bring information and enjoyment away with them.  For example, 

Dawn explained, “Of course, if it’s meaningful, you have to bring something away with you.  

And some of that should be information about techniques, about the artists, and you should bring 

back enjoyment that stays with you, which this trip certainly did.  You know, and you should feel 

that you had time, which I felt like we did.  We could just wander around and look at whatever 
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we wanted to after she got through talking to us.  So, that’s all I can think of…but I brought all 

of those things back with me…information and joy.” 

Meaningful art experience is to passionately engage in creative activities, 

enthusiastically search for inspirations, and eventually succeed in executing your works of art.   

For example, Cara told the group, “Well, meaningful art experience is to try to do the art 

yourself, like we do here.  I mean…”  Pam interrupted, “…like it sparks your imagination to 

think that you maybe can do it…a landscape or a still life or a portrait, like, ‘Wow! I can do 

that.’  Maybe?”  Cara responded, “…and we like that.  We like the active participation in art, and 

also to go and look at it to get an inspiration.” 

Museum experiences can still be inspiring and meaningful, although the styles of the 

artwork on display are different from what these seniors have done.  These seniors have done 

more realistic type of paintings; however, when they went to the museum and saw all the abstract 

art, the exhibition still inspired them.  Even though the artworks were created by different styles 

and techniques from what these seniors were familiar with, they still considered their museum 

visitation experiences to be meaningful.  For example, Pam gave the reason why the museum 

experience was meaningful, “Absolutely…it opened your mind up to new ways of looking at 

things.”  Cara responded, “The shapes and colors…”  Beth added her opinions, “…the colors 

were, um, astounding because they sort of blended together and made different colors.  It’s 

like…colors are supposed to do, like rainbow does it.  It’s blended together, every…you can see 

every color but they sort of just blended together.  And some of these, um, these artworks in this 

museum this time had that same effect.” 

Going to see the art exhibition as a group with the senior center not only makes the 

museum visitation convenient but also makes their experiences more memorable.  May asked, 
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“You know what I would like to know was, um, are we going to have any more fieldtrips?”  

Everyone laughed and agreed.  May continued, “Because I think it’s a great idea, you 

know…because I, um, obviously I’ve been going to The Gadsden Arts Center but, um, I just 

think it’s great to get to go as a group…and just be-, for a day experience, you know, to go 

somewhere, and plan it out.  Because I think it would be enough people within this community 

that would want to do that.”  Pam responded, “Yes, it’s more fun when you go with your 

classmates.”  Other seniors seemed to agree with Pam.  Beth added, “And you get different 

perspectives and different ideas from different people by just listening to them talk.  And 

addition to watching the museum, pieces, or whatever you see…”  May shared her thoughts, “…I 

don’t think that as an individual we would have got as good a tour as we got as a group, so that 

was why I was thinking, you know, it’s nice to go with the group sometimes for that reason.” 

Furthermore, Helen claimed, “I think having the transportation available for…”  Pam 

replied, “It’s very important.”  Helen continued, “It’s very important for a lot of seniors.  And 

even right here in Tallahassee, I mean, like, going and parking and walking, gets to be a problem.  

I know I would love to get down to Dodd Hall, a building on FSU campus, and see the most 

recent stained glass and all of that.  But then kept going on the campus and finding a parking 

place and get in there…”  Beth remarked, “…you have to walk a mile or half a mile to get to it.” 

Consequently, Lois mentioned the senior center’s Annual Lifelong Learning 

Extravaganza (L3X) that offers seniors a week of exciting classes, entertainment, fieldtrips, art, 

culture, and lectures.  Lois said, “We could do with L3X…L3X is coming up, we have a fieldtrip 

to LeMoyne to hear Yvonne Tucker talk and Ken Falana’s artworks will be there.  We have a 

tour set up of, um, FSU museum.”  Other seniors seemed very excited; Helen remarked, “Yeah, 

that’s another big museum.”  Lois responded, “Uh-huh, we’ve done this like two or three times.  
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And that’s wonderful because you meet here, you park here, you get on the van, and the van 

drops you off at the door, because that’s the hardest thing about going to there.  And there’s 

always someone taking us through.” 

Importantly, Lois summarized her thoughts after hearing other seniors insisting on having 

more fieldtrips together, “Hearing this makes me think well, we should set up maybe a date 

monthly that we go to some galleries together.  Because if we have a date and people have it on 

the calendar, and we have the van, then…because what I’m hearing is we like to go with friends, 

and that we get more out of it.”  Others seemed to agree with Lois; Lois added, “And also, if we 

are taken as a group, then you have your tour guides set up to talk to us.  And, the behind the 

scene is ultra cool…”  Pam responded, “Or they maybe might just have the demonstration of, 

um…here’s how we hung this one particular painting and lighted it.  So, we could get a view of 

how they do that.”  Lois cut in, “…a visit with having the curator comes out and talks to us.”  

Pam replied, “…talk how they did, maybe just one and show us…”  Lois claimed, “Yeah, I still 

don’t know about lighting.”  Pam responded, “But you could learn from whomever is telling us.” 

LeMoyne Center for Visual Arts, Thomasville Center for the Arts, Tallahassee 

Watercolor Society, and the Tallahassee Senior Center are the examples of organizations that 

offer the elderly meaningful arts engagement.  This group of seniors mentioned that LeMoyne 

Center for Visual Arts, Thomasville Center for the Arts, Tallahassee Watercolor Society, and the 

Tallahassee Senior Center foster a full cycle of meaningful arts engagement, from passive 

observation to active participation.  For example, Beth reflected on her encouraging and 

constructive experience in the oil painting class that she has been taking with Charles at the 

senior center for almost 10 years; “I was just thinking that the classes that Charles has that most 

of us are in.  When I first came, I didn’t know anything about what to expect.  I’ve never had any 
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experience in, um, artistic things.  I used to think, ‘Hmm, I think maybe I could do that.  I’d like 

to try that.’  But I never got a chance.  Well, when I came, I told Charles and he gave me a list of 

the basic things I needed to get.  And I observed on the first day and watched other people and I 

thought, ‘Hmm, I like it.”  So, I went and I spent...hmm…a lot.”  Pam added, “A lot more than 

you realize when you got your paper…the list of art supplies.”  Everyone laughed.  Beth 

responded, “I thought to myself, ‘you should have chosen the cheaper, um, hobby.’  Anyway, 

then I came back to class.  And Charles was very patient.  He showed me what to do and how to 

do it, and, um, which brush to use, how to mix paint and all of those kinds of stuff.  And I started 

from not knowing anything about it to enjoying what I’m doing everyday.  So, he has his classes 

sort of like this; it starts out basic, and then advances.  And you go with your own pace.  It’s not 

like you’re working for a grade or anything, you know.  You don’t have to take a test…it’s fun.”  

Pam remarked, “And it’s not competitive.  Everybody supports each other.”  Beth replied, 

“That’s right.  Everybody does their own things and everybody–, when we do these, um, still life 

things that Charles set up, everybody does the same thing, but nobody’s looks the same.  

Everybody’s is different.”  Everyone agreed; Pam affirmed, “It’s amazing.  Charles, the teacher 

is very patient.” 

In addition, Dawn shared one of her fun and worthwhile experiences of the creative 

activity that she partook in with her classmates from the painting class, “The senior center every 

year in December sells wreaths and aprons.  And last year our class, everybody painted a 

painting, a small painting, or it could be big…of something Christmassy.  And then, they took a 

photograph of it and gave it to me.  And I scanned it into my computer and printed it off.  And 

we ironed it on to aprons, and sold them.  We were doing great.  Some of the pictures were just 
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really good…and then, the person if they wanted the original oil painting, they could have that 

too.  It’s very creative.  We had a great time doing it too and made money for the senior center.” 

The collaboration between the senior center and art museums on constructing and 

sustaining a full cycle of meaningful arts engagement for senior citizens.  In the last section 

of the focus group, I asked this group of seniors to discuss the ways the senior center has been 

teamed up with local museums.  Also, these seniors were brainstorming ideas on how the senior 

center can work together with art museums, in town and neighboring counties, to not only further 

seniors’ meaningful art and museum experiences but also complete and perpetuate a full cycle of 

arts engagement, from passive observation to active participation.  The following are this group 

of seniors’ thoughts on the relationships with other organizations that the senior center has 

created, along with their suggested action plans for accomplishing the collaboration’s mission: 

The senior center has partnered with FSU College of Medicine, but had non-lasting 

cooperation with LeMoyne Center for Visual Arts and The Mary Brogan Museum.  For 

example, Cara pondered what happened to the cooperation between the senior center and 

LeMoyne Center for Visual Arts, “Well, the, um, LeMoyne has exhibited some of our artworks 

over there in the past, so that is how they cooperated I guess.  I don’t know.  Are they not doing 

that anymore?”  Lois replied, “Um, when we started the senior showcase that was a juried show 

for seniors throughout the area, not just, our students, um, they were one of the partners in the 

first year and the second year.  Just like it’s here now in the auditorium dining room and at the 

library.  The third year LeMoyne passed on it.  They were having something else up, so…”  Cara 

responded, “I see.” 

Moreover, Lois shared her thoughts on the senior center’s discontinued partnership with 

The Mary Brogan Museum, “Yeah and the Brogan for a long time or for several years had the 
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winners of our insider show each year on display.  But then, they were having, changing hands 

and things like that, so that kind of fell by the wayside.  So, the senior center do reach out, you 

know, we always look for people that try to…”  Cara replied and mentioned an ongoing 

collaboration between the Tallahassee Senior Center and FSU College of Medicine on The 

Senior Artist Project, “Yeah, we do have paintings exhibited at the FSU medical school…”  Pam 

wondered, “Well, what I would like to see, um…is it a presentation, video presentation of the 

paintings that were at the medical school because we can’t go over there and see them?”  Lois 

answered, “You can go to the website…medical school they have the website that they 

posted…”  Pam asked, “And it shows all paintings that were there now?”  Lois responded, “I 

think it should.”  

Teaming up with the senior center’s satellite sites in neighboring counties and 

regularly arranging the fieldtrip to art museums would encourage more seniors to participate 

in the art programs not only in but also across the communities.  For example, Dawn claimed, 

“I think it’s good if we can set up the fieldtrip regularly to the art museum.  I thought that was 

really good.”  Dawn explained, “Also, you know, if we had tour like that every once in a while, it 

might encourage other people to use the art programs.  Because it’s a lot of people using the art 

programs…you know this satellite sites…you know what I’m talking about?  Um, there are six 

different satellite sites around in the other counties that we service, with limited things; they do 

some exercises, they do a lunch and learn, and some art classes.  It would be good to include 

them.  Because, you know, they do fieldtrips; they go fishing and stuff like that.  But they live 

out in the country, where it’s difficult or impossible for them to get here.  So, they have them at 

the…most little counties have a community center.”   
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Dawn continued, “So, Toni Walmsley, Susan Davis, and I don’t know who else, um, are 

in charge of that.  That was they take care of these satellite sites.  They have programs…or if 

they could have, like, one month…this satellite site that was their lunch and learn, they get, you 

know, they get to go to an art museum.  I’m sure they would love it.  Because I know like at 

Bradfordville, which is one of our satellite sites, Eluster has a class there.  And also, um, Mark, I 

think Mark Fletcher has a class called, ‘Draw with Your Pencil…’ something about your heart 

and drawing, you know, I can’t remember the name of the class.  But, like, you know, maybe 

that class would like to go too.”  In addition, Dawn shared her thoughts on visiting the art 

exhibitions with a group of people who do art and have similar interests with her, “When you go 

with the group, it’s more convenient for the docent to give you a tour.  She can’t just give every 

individual that shows up or every two people that show up a tour like that.  She just wouldn’t 

have time to do anything else.  And also, you know…not like with somebody who’d just be 

bored to death at an art gallery…we all wanted to be there.” 

A checklist covering physical, communication, and attitude barriers needs to be 

compiled and brought into play when the senior center organizes the museum fieldtrip.  This 

group of seniors came up with the idea that the senior center should work side by side with art 

museums to make sure that all barriers and issues are approached in order to create a list that 

covers all information about each museum’s accessibilities and restrictions for older visitors.  For 

example, Pam shared her thoughts, “They might need somebody, someone to be a coordinator or 

the person who is appointed to collect the, you know, information.  And then, with your stuff that 

you just got from us, make sure that those barriers are approached.  You maybe have a list and 

says, ‘Is this accessible?  Will we be able to find the restroom?  Is there a place to park?  You 

know, for our van.  And, you know, what are your hours?  And, is it costing money?’  So, all 
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those things are answered for the person who’s organizing it knows all that stuff to deliver to the 

group.”   

Lois responded, “That’s good.  I should have…if I’m going to set up the trip.  I should 

have a checklist of those things.  So, if you need, um…”  Beth exclaimed, “… a walker.”  Pam 

added, “…a walker or a wheelchair…”  Dawn revealed, “Yes, see I called to ask if I could bring 

a walker.  If I couldn’t bring a walker, I couldn’t go.  Because I just…I can’t do it.”  Lois kept 

talking about the benefit that the checklist can provide, “…so, you know that I’ve already asked 

them about that whether they said this maybe a challenge or this is okay.  So, if you know it’s a 

challenge place, you know not to go on that fieldtrip.  Although it should be accessible, but some 

people…depending on what the place is, are have some exemptions, like, if it’s a historic 

building and there is not a physical structure to build that into.  But we should check…” 

Furthermore, Dawn shared one of the overlooked issues for seniors, “Um…when you 

have bifocals or trifocals, you can’t turn your head sideways.  You have to look like that, 

so…you see, I have that problem when I’m in the grocery store.  If you turn your head sideways, 

you’re not looking through the right lens.  So, that makes a big difference where something is; if 

it’s too low, then if you wear tri…I only wear bifocals now, but I was wearing trifocals, so it just 

forget it, you can’t do it.”  

Dawn asserted, “Well, I think these three things are very important…physical, 

communication and information, and attitude accessibility.  These three things are very important 

for just the general categories for the art museums and the senior center.  Because we are senior 

and some of us are very senior…Helen is 90 years old and Beth is 89.  Yes, so this is very 

important to some of us.  And…Pam used a cane.  So, that means they have some physical 

limitation…I don’t see that the senior center can do anything about this.  That’s inherent to the 
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galleries.  But they can certainly, um; well…I think the docent has a lot to do with sense of 

belonging.  Like, you feel welcome”   

Correspondingly, Pam shared her experience, “I went to the Mary Brogan one time and I 

was fine for, like, the first hour.  But, after the second hour, I really needed a wheelchair.  The 

girl said, ‘Can I help you?’  And she went right downstairs, she got the wheelchair, and there I 

was.  So, I didn’t have to just leave.”  Lois replied, “I like that.”  Pam continued, “So, you can 

ask, ‘Do you have the wheelchair available?’  They have–, we went to the High Museum in 

Atlanta and they had wheelchairs available.  I mean, you know, I think maybe they require the 

five dollars deposit or something, so you didn’t walk out with them.  But, those kinds of 

questions could be asked ahead of time.”  Lois remarked, “And those are probably things that are 

required in museum accreditation, but not all museums are accredited by the national, um, 

association.  So, those are worthwhile things to check into.” 

Summary 

This chapter presented the evaluation of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition and 

seniors’ Gadsden Arts Center visitation experiences that originated from the observation field 

notes, transcriptions of in-depth interviews and the focus group, and document analysis.  With 

reference to a phenomenology approach, I provided the synthesis of textural and structural 

descriptions of the museum experiences this group of seniors constructed, based on the 

characteristics of the exhibition, through the dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and 

physical contexts.  In addition to the composite descriptions, I included my participants’ own 

words as they shared their stories and thoughts related to their art museum visitation experiences.  

In the next chapter, I will answer the research questions, along with the discussion of an overall 

essence of the phenomenon––the shared art museum visitation experiences of these seniors. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

 
The interdisciplinary field of museums and aging has occurred for decades since the 

focus of healthy and purposeful aging shifted to emphasize quality of life in addition to quantity 

of life (American Federation for Aging Research & the Alliance for Aging Research, 1995; 

Bearon, 1996; Fries & Crapo, 1981; Havighurst, 1961).  However, little empirical evidence about 

how older adults experience and make sense of their museum visitations is available.  In order to 

address this issue, this study explored and looked into museum experiences of a selected senior 

group who is considered to be receptive to visiting art museums.  As a means to provide 

comprehensible and cohesive meaning from the presentation of my collected data, my findings 

are arranged in reference to the study’s research questions. 

The overarching research question for this study is: How do seniors who participate in art 

workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center experience and make sense of their art museum 

visitations?  To construct the answer to the primary question, I developed the following 

supporting questions: (1) What is the quality of the museum exhibition based on Serrell’s 

Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions? (2) How do seniors construct their museum 

experiences through the dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts 

with respect to Falk and Dierking’s Contextual Model of Learning? (3) What is the relationship 

between characteristics of the exhibition and the interaction of personal, sociocultural, and 

physical contexts that scaffold seniors’ museum experiences? 

In this chapter, I will present the findings of the study by going through all the research 

questions, responding to the guiding questions with the analysis of themes and patterns in the 

data, and answering the overarching research question with my interpretation.  After reviewing 
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how this study helps fill the gap and expand the literature on museum experiences of the aging 

population, I will discuss the implications of the findings for advancing best practices in creating 

and sustaining a full cycle of meaningful art experiences, from passive observation to active 

participation, for senior citizens.  Based on the implications and my reflection on limitations of 

the study, further and future research will be suggested.  To wrap up the chapter, I will 

communicate the essence of the study and its inspiration to me with regard to both personal and 

professional aspects of my future directions.  

The Quality of the Museum Exhibition 

1. What is the quality of the museum exhibition based on Serrell’s Framework for Assessing 

Excellence in Exhibitions? 

Before discussing the quality of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, it is first necessary 

to reaffirm the purpose and method of carrying out the evaluation.  As a means to determine 

which art exhibition was the most suitable for serving as the research site, I conducted the 

evaluation of six selected museum exhibitions by using Serrell’s (2006) Framework for 

Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective.  The evaluation was 

preliminary to the focus of this study; instead of striving for improving quality in future 

exhibitions, the evaluation aimed for assessing these six selected art exhibitions’ levels of 

achievement for fostering comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful experiences for 

museum visitors.  Thus, I, as a researcher, rather than a team of six to 10 museum professionals, 

as Serrell’s Framework originally suggested, was the only one who served as the “Excellent 

Judge[s]” (p. 10) to rate each exhibition and identify its important characteristics.  Since my role 

as a researcher is the primary instrument of this qualitative study, I was aware that my personal 

and professional values inevitably played some parts in the evaluation process.  For example, my 
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background in organizing my own and other artists’ exhibitions might subconsciously affect my 

perspectives on the essential quality of art museum exhibitions.  

Among the six art exhibitions that I employed Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing 

Excellence in Exhibitions to identify their characteristics, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass by Leslie 

Neumann & Susan Gott at the Gadsden Arts Center was selected as the research site for setting 

up the fieldtrip for my participants.  Based on evidence of my Call-outs and the assessment of 23 

Aspects that are the building blocks of four different criteria, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition was the only one art exhibition that embraced an excellent quality.  To be specific, the 

exhibition was rated excellent regarding its levels of achievement for all the four criteria: 

comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.  In order to find coherence in the extent of 

comfort, engagement, reinforcement, and meaningfulness that was distinctly possible to be 

experienced in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, I analyzed the summation of the 

characteristics of the exhibition in regard to the four different criteria that were displayed in 

Table 9, Table 10, Table 11, and Table 12. 

As indicated in chapter four, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition is comfortable, 

engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.  Based on Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing 

Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective, the exhibition achieved an 

excellent level for helping visitors not only to be engaged and feel intellectually competent but 

also to experience a deep and meaningful personal connection with the exhibition during and 

after their museum visitations.  By inspecting the degree to which the evidence defining each 

criterion was appropriately present or missing in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, 21 out of 

23 Aspects were rated excellent and considered as wonderful examples while the other two 

Aspects were classified as good examples.  In detail, seven out of eight Aspects of Comfortable 
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were excellently present in the exhibition and the other one was well present (see Table 9); five 

out of six Aspects of Engaging were excellently present and the other one was well present (see 

Table 10); all five Aspects of Reinforcing were excellently present (see Table 11); and all four 

Aspects of Meaningful were excellently present (see Table 12).  Overall, the quality of the Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition based on Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in 

Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered Perspective is encapsulated in Table 17.  

 
 

Table 17 
The Quality of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

 

Criteria Level 
Rating  
 

1 

 

2 3 4 5 6 

Excellent Very Good Good Acceptable Misses 

Opportunities 

Counter-

productive 

 

Comfortable 

 

 
X 

     

 

Engaging 

 

 
X 

     

 

Reinforcing 

 

 
X 

     

 

Meaningful 

 

 
X 

     

 
 

In essence, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition achieved an excellent level for helping 

the visitor feel not only physically relaxed but also psychologically comfortable.  The first-rate 

comfort served as a springboard for other positive experiences (Serrell, 2006).  Furthermore, the 

exhibition was engaging for visitors; it enticed visitors to pay attention and became involved in 

it.  In other words, the exhibition succeeded in providing the visitor the first step toward finding 

meaning.  Moreover, every piece of information that the exhibition made accessible contributed 
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important components to compose the cohesive whole of the visitor’s reinforcing communication 

experience.  By offering plentiful opportunities for visitors to not only accomplish their purposes 

but also feel intellectually competent, the exhibition made visitors go beyond the “wow” of 

engagement.  Most importantly, ideas and works of art in the exhibition put forward personally 

relevant experiences for visitors.  Besides being engaging for visitors and making them feel 

competent, the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition showed great promise for initiating the visitors 

into reconsidering and reconstructing their senses, feelings, perceptions, and attitudes in both 

instant and long-established ways.    

Seniors’ Construction of Their Museum Experiences 

2. How do seniors construct their museum experiences through the dynamic interaction of 

personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts with respect to Falk and Dierking’s Contextual 

Model of Learning?  

According to Falk and Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual Model of Learning, the 

museum experience occurred not only during but also prior and subsequent to the museum 

visitation.  Thus, I analyzed experiences of these seniors that took place both within and outside 

the Gadsden Arts Center.  Fundamentally, this group of seniors’ museum experiences, along with 

meanings these individual seniors brought to and taken away from this art museum fieldtrip to 

see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, were constructed at the intersections of the three 

overlapping contexts: personal context, sociocultural context, and physical context.   

To prevent losing sight of inherent synergistic nature of the holistic museum experience, I 

keep in mind that in reality these personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts are inseparable 

(Falk & Dierking, 2000, 2013).  Despite the fact that these three interconnected contexts are 

always associated with each other, looking into these three contexts one by one allowed me to 
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discern the layers of complex details and discuss how the building blocks of each context 

interacted and shaped these seniors’ intertwined wholes of their constructed museum 

experiences.  Besides providing a road map for my inquiry, employing the contextual approach 

to understand this group of seniors’ museum experiences helped me focus my attention on the 

most important parts of the data––the key factors that influenced how these seniors constructed 

their Gadsden Arts Center experiences. 

Before answering how this group of seniors constructed their museum experiences, it is 

first necessary to understand that these individual seniors both framed and were framed by their 

environment.  In other words, these seniors constructed their museum experiences through their 

personal interactions with sociocultural circumstances and physical environment to which they 

were exposed.  For this reason, I will start with the personal context; I will give an overview of 

this group of seniors’ prior knowledge, interests, and beliefs for visiting the Gadsden Arts 

Center.  These factors evidently made an impression on individual seniors’ needs and values they 

brought to the visit that day.  Then, I will present the roles that motivations and expectations 

played in shaping these seniors’ attitudes and actions toward this museum visitation.  Based on 

the findings from data triangulation, which comprises my observation, in-depth interviews, and 

focus group, I will discuss how these seniors constructed their personal museum experiences, 

layer upon layer, while moving through their own sociocultural and physical world. 

Seniors’ Prior Knowledge, Interests, and Beliefs: Personal Needs and Values 

The meaning visitors made of their museum experiences were shaped and constrained by 

their prior knowledge, interests, and beliefs (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  Individuals’ prior 

knowledge, interests, and beliefs originate personal needs and values.  Thus, an overview of this 

group of seniors’ demographic information, education backgrounds, experiences related to visual 
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arts and art museum visitations, and perspectives on making and seeing art will give an insight 

into the needs and values that these seniors has possessed and constructed regarding their visit to 

the Gadsden Arts Center.  As I thoroughly reported in chapter four, my participants consist of 

nine female seniors who participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center.  These 

seniors’ ages range from 61 to 90.  Two of them are Good Warriors, three seniors are Lucky 

Few, and the other four are Older Boomers. 

Only one of these nine seniors is originally from Florida.  The other eight seniors were 

originally from Missouri, Maryland, New York, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Ohio, Kentucky, and 

Georgia.  Interestingly, none of these seniors moved to Florida for retirement purposes in the 

first place; the moving reasons were their husbands’ jobs, their father’s job, and their own 

commitments to go to college.  Correspondingly, six out of these nine seniors went to Florida 

State University, which is one of the three colleges in Tallahassee, Florida.  All these six seniors 

who went to Florida State University used to live in other cities in Florida, i.e., Clearwater, 

Dunedin, Cocoa Beach, Orlando, among others, before choosing to move to Tallahassee for 

school and staying for work until their retirement.  Quite the contrary, the other three seniors, 

who did not go to the Florida State University, have never lived in other cities in Florida before 

settling in Tallahassee.  

Eight out of these nine seniors earned college degrees.  Despite the fact that only one 

senior has an educational background and work experience related to visual arts, all nine seniors 

have long-term interest in visual arts.  Furthermore, four seniors have one or more of their family 

members who used to engage or have participated in visual arts activities.  Besides fine arts, 

almost half of these seniors, four out of nine, also have an interest and engaged in crafts and folk 

art at some point or another.  
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As for this group of seniors’ entry points to engagement with visual art activities, the 

senior whose education and career are relevant to visual arts is the only one senior who 

considered herself as a lifelong participator in visual arts.  Other three seniors are the returners; 

they considered their participation in art workshops at the senior center as the revival of their 

engagement in visual arts since they had stopped doing arts activities to give priority to their 

families and job responsibilities.  That is, most seniors, five out of nine, considered themselves 

as beginners when first participating in art workshops at the senior center.  Although these 

beginners became engaged in visual arts activities for the first time later in life, more than half of 

them have engaged in other kinds of arts, such as music and literature, throughout their lives.   

However, the number of art classes these seniors have taken is not relevant to their points 

of entry into arts engagement.  As I mentioned in the preceding paragraph, five of these nine 

seniors considered themselves as beginners when first participating in art workshops at the senior 

center; one of these beginners have taken many art classes, other two have taken a few art 

classes, and the other two have taken just one art class.  While one senior who is a lifelong 

participator in visual arts and one of the three seniors who saw themselves as returners have 

taken many art classes, another returner has taken a few art classes and the other returner has 

taken only one art class.  Incidentally, the husbands of all participants who belong to the Good 

Warriors cohort passed away more than 10 years ago and other two seniors, who are the Lucky 

Few and Older Boomers, lost their husbands more than five years ago.  It is worth noting that the 

loss of their husbands is one of the key reasons that motivated these four seniors to start 

participating in art activities at the senior center.  Moreover, a few seniors started to make art 

again after they retired because their family members, who have been involved in visual arts 
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activities, gave them art supplies.  Correspondingly, two seniors mentioned that they would give 

the paintings that they were working on to their family members as Christmas presents.   

Oil painting is the most favored technique among these nine seniors.  Yet, a few seniors 

felt that watercolor and acrylic intimidated them.  When putting oil paints on the canvas, these 

seniors did not need to rush or to be afraid of making mistakes because they could let it dry and 

try again as many times as they wanted; in contrast, they could not do that with watercolors and 

acrylic dries too fast for these seniors to paint something to look like what they wanted to.  

Although almost all of these seniors, seven out of nine, have experienced more than one medium 

and technique, only two seniors are actively engaging with more than one kind of visual arts 

techniques such as drawing, oil painting, acrylic painting, and pastel.  The other seven seniors 

are involved in only one type of art practice; one senior is doing acrylic painting while the other 

six seniors are doing oil painting.  That is, more than half of these seniors are not taking any 

kinds of art classes other than oil painting.   

Above all, most of these seniors, seven out of nine, favor representational art over 

abstract and non-objective art.  With regard to their participation in the art workshops at the 

senior center, all these nine seniors asserted that they enjoyed not only making art but also 

interacting with teachers and other class members.  Evidently, these seniors have also been 

involved in other kinds of activities and community events associated with the Tallahassee 

Senior Center.  On top of that, the majority of these nine seniors, which includes two beginners, 

all returners, and all lifelong participator in visual arts, have experienced exhibiting their works.   

Relevantly, nearly all of these seniors affirmed that their experiences in art workshops at 

the senior center have not only enhanced their perception of their surroundings but also 

influenced the way they experience and look at art in the museum.  However, the data I collected 
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from this group of seniors showed that there is some correspondence between older age and 

lower frequency of museum visitations.  In any case, almost all these nine seniors did not visit art 

museums regularly; their museum visitation frequencies vary from less than one time a year to 

four times a year.  As regards the Gadsden Arts Center visitation, two out of these nine seniors 

had never been to the Gadsden Arts Center before joining this museum fieldtrip.  As a matter of 

interest, the Gadsden Arts Center is 45-60 minutes away from the senior center and most of the 

other seven seniors who had been to this museum at least one time previous to this visit revealed 

that they went there with the senior center by joining the senior center’s annual event: Life Long 

Learning Extravaganza (L3X).  According to other art museums in Florida these seniors had 

been to before this fieldtrip to the Gadsden Arts Center, all Good Warriors and two Lucky Few 

had visited only local art museums in Tallahassee; quite the contrary, all Older Boomers and one 

Lucky Few have been to both local ones and other art museums in other cities in Florida.  All in 

all, there appears to be a direct relationship between older age and more limited travel distance to 

art museums.   

In addition, six out of these nine seniors would rather go to art museums with 

companions than visit alone.  Apart from their preferences for being able to share the experiences 

and talk about what they see in the exhibition, a few seniors, especially the older ones, need 

someone to accompany them because of their physical restrictions and issues with transportation 

and parking services.  However, the other three seniors do not mind going to the museum alone.  

When these seniors wanted to take the time and appreciate the artworks, they would choose to 

visit the museum alone instead of going with someone, especially non-art people, who just 

wanted to hurry and go too fast.   
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In brief, these nine seniors’ personal and career backgrounds, along with their 

participations in art workshops at the senior center and other experiences related to art museums, 

shaped the knowledge, interests, and beliefs this group of seniors possessed and shared.  As a 

result, these seniors’ prior knowledge, interests, and beliefs played an important role in 

constructing the mentioned specific needs and values they brought to the Gadsden Arts Center 

visitation.  Since this group of seniors’ needs and values were intrinsically developed into the 

motivations and expectations for visiting and experiencing the Gadsden Arts Center, in the 

following section I will discuss how these seniors’ personal motivations and expectations framed 

their attitudes and actions toward this museum visitation.   

Seniors’ Motivations and Expectations: Attitudes and Actions toward Museum Visitation 

According to Falk and Dierking’s (2013) identity-related visit motivations, seven out of 

these nine seniors considered themselves as Explorers for this Gadsden Arts Center visitation.  

Since the majority of these seniors was curiosity-driven and had a generic interest in the contents 

of art museums, the main expectation these seniors seemed to bring on this museum fieldtrip was 

to find something compelling that would fuel their curiosities and learning.  Despite their spirit 

of inquiry that made them decide to go on the fieldtrip to explore the Gadsden Arts Center with 

their classmates from the senior center’s art workshops, the findings revealed that most seniors 

went to the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition with open eyes.  Interestingly enough, seven out of 

these nine seniors claimed that they did not have any expectations specifically for the exhibition.  

Although they admitted that the exhibition was a nice surprise for them, four seniors stated that 

they, purposely or not purposely, had no idea what was going to be on display.   

Furthermore, while three seniors indicated that the artworks on display that they had 

learned from a brochure of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition was one of the main reasons to 
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visit the Gadsden Arts Center, eight out of these nine seniors mentioned sociocultural 

circumstances rather than personal factors as their primary motivations for joining this art 

museum fieldtrip.  For instance, all these seniors perceived their friends who were participating 

in the same and different art workshops at the senior center as nice and positive people.  So, 

these seniors thought that they would enjoy this opportunity to go to the museum and be able to 

share their ideas on artworks with classmates and other students from different art classes.   

With reference to Wilkening and Chung’s (2009) factors that shape museum visitors’ 

attitudes and actions, these nine seniors’ formative experiences have shaped their perception of 

art museums as strong community institutions where they felt belonged to and motivated to visit.  

The emerging themes showed that when these seniors became older, sporadically they could not 

feel a sense of welcoming and belonging to some art museums.  Thus, this group of seniors 

expected museums to make not only their buildings and collections but also their programs and 

services accessible to all audiences.  In addition, these seniors’ life stage and economic 

environment appeared to make them have both time and money to spend on art museum 

visitations.  However, due to their ages and physical restrictions, the majority of these seniors, 

five out of nine, have difficulties with transportation and parking services.  Therefore, these 

seniors felt thankful and saw this fieldtrip as an opportunity that the senior center provided for 

them to go to the Gadsden Arts Center, which is 45-60 minutes away.   

Museum Experiences: Interaction of Personal, Sociocultural, and Physical Contexts 

Since the art museum is a free-choice learning setting (Falk & Dierking, 2000), this group 

of seniors’ prior knowledge, interests, and beliefs, along with their motivation and expectations, 

played pivotal roles not only in what these seniors chose to do and interact with but also in what 

these seniors perceived as challenges for museum accessibility and barriers to experience the 
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exhibition.  Before answering how this group of seniors constructed their museum experiences, it 

is first necessary to discuss personal context that formed these seniors’ circumstances and 

decisions on their behaviors in and outside the museum––before, during and after the Gadsden 

Arts Center visitation.       

Personal circumstances and decisions on seniors’ museum behaviors.  Evidently, all 

seniors’ exhibition and museum experiences were mainly shaped by their interests in art 

techniques and mediums.  Besides knowledge of certain mediums they gained from participating 

in the art workshops at the senior center, these nine seniors have also been interested in other 

kinds of art techniques and styles.  Despite their unfamiliarity with the mediums the artists used, 

i.e., encaustic and glass, their experiences with other art techniques and processes, such as oil 

painting, acrylic painting, watercolors, and pastel laid the foundations for their understandings of 

hard work and expenses the artists put in.  On the whole, these seniors’ involvement in making 

art made them admire the effort the artists used to create the artworks on display.  At the same 

time, their experiences of exhibiting their artworks and helping hang art at a different show at the 

senior center made these seniors pay attention to curatorial work and appreciate other 

reinforcements the museum offered for enhancing this group of seniors’ exhibition experiences.   

Since these nine seniors have done realistic art and seven of them favored 

representational art, this group of seniors appeared to more easily associate themselves with the 

representational artworks on display than abstract and non-objective ones.  Anyhow, these 

seniors believed that their participation in art workshops at the senior center enhanced their 

perception of their surroundings and made them see things with an artist’s eyes.  In addition to 

examining and appreciating the artists’ talents and skills, a few seniors also thought about 
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whether each work of art in the exhibition met their tastes in terms of collection and decoration 

purposes.  Three seniors considered whether they would put any pieces of art in their house.  

Considering themselves as explorers in regard to Falk and Dierking’s (2013) identity-

related visit motivations, this group of seniors showed their enthusiasm for exploring not only 

the Hot Wax and Hot Glass Exhibition but also other parts of the Gadsden Arts Center.  For 

example, all seniors went upstairs to check out the summer camp and take a look at the Gadsden 

Arts Center Artists Guild Exhibition and the showcase of artworks by high school students who 

participated in the Gadsden Arts Center’s College Level Advance Placement Portfolio Program 

with an artist Danielle Horak.  Kids’ artworks appeared to hold a fascination for these seniors; 

almost every senior seemed to be intrigued by the skills shown in the young generation’s 

artworks.  Additionally, I found it impressive that before leaving the museum, these seniors 

showed their enthusiasm for the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition by revisiting it to take photos 

of the exhibition and the artwork on display, to walk around the gallery and take a closer look at 

some works, to read the labels and take a note, and to go over information that the museum 

provided and reconsidered what parts or content they missed. 

Although five of these nine seniors considered themselves as beginners when starting to 

participate in art workshops at the senior center, the emerging themes confirmed that every 

senior in this group not only has a long-term interest in visual arts but also is receptive to visiting 

art museums.  This group of seniors framed and reframed their personal museum experiences 

when moving through their sociocultural and physical world.  With reference to Falk and 

Dierking’s (1992, 2000, 2013) Contextual Model of Learning, in the following I will summarize 

the composite descriptions of how these seniors, who participate in art workshops at the senior 
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center, constructed their museum experiences through the dynamic interaction of personal, 

sociocultural, and physical contexts.  

Seniors’ personal experiences while moving through sociocultural context.  Since 

this fieldtrip to the Gadsden Arts Center was on Tuesday morning, there were only a few other 

museum visitors and none of them were in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Thus, the 

circumstances did not give these nine seniors any opportunity to meet or interact with other 

museum visitors.  However, seven of these nine seniors communicated and interacted with other 

members of their group throughout their visit.  Although the other two seniors neither had any 

conversation with other individual seniors nor join the within-group discussion, these two seniors 

enjoyed observing and listening to the comments made by their colleagues.  Yet, apart from the 

Education Coordinator, all seniors, except the one who considered herself as a lifelong 

participator in visual arts, did not talk to any other museum staff. 

All in all, these seniors mainly developed their personal values and shared understanding 

of their group through the interactions among members of the group and with the Education 

Coordinator.  Evidently, the Education Coordinator had the greatest influence on this group of 

seniors’ museum visitation experiences.  On top of helping these seniors get oriented to the 

museum, the Education Coordinator also facilitated this group of seniors’ exhibition experiences 

by providing opportunities for them to reconsider their perspectives and interchange ideas within 

the group.  That is, facilitated mediation by the Education Coordinator reinforced and fueled this 

group of seniors’ wide-ranging interactions.  As a consequence, these individual seniors not only 

appear to be more engaged with the exhibition but also become more knowledgeable about the 

artworks on display. 
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As I mentioned before, I did not notify any museum staff about when I would take the 

seniors to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition because I wanted the seniors to experience 

the actual setting and get the real service in the same way as any other visitors who walk into the 

museum.  In spite of the fact that I did not reserve a guided-group tour for these seniors, it 

appeared that the Education Coordinator decided to give this group of seniors a guided tour after 

more and more seniors felt persuaded to interact within the group and started to gather around 

the Education Coordinator.  On a side note, besides greeting visitors and helping them get 

oriented to the museum space, it is the Gadsden Arts Center’s routine service that the Education 

Coordinator offers a complimentary guided-group tour of the current exhibition in the main 

gallery for visitors who visit the museum as a group of four or more during the quiet periods on 

weekdays.  It was a happy accident that this group of seniors visited the Gadsden Arts Center on 

Tuesday morning to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition that was shown in the main 

gallery, Sara May Love Gallery.  Although these seniors did not expect that they would be given 

an educational guided tour, they enthusiastically chose to embrace the provided opportunity.  

Since the Education Coordinator appeared to form this group of seniors, both separately and 

collectively, into a community of learners, this unexpected guided-group tour generated 

collaborative learning experiences among these seniors.   

Through shared experiences of taking the guided-group tour, these individual seniors 

seemed not only to build social bonds but also to reinforce their common interests and beliefs.  In 

other words, the tour helped seniors collaborate on perceiving works of art from unexpected 

angles, interpreting the artworks from different perspectives, and making meaning from their 

exhibition experiences.  As well as listening to the Education Coordinator sharing her fun 

experience of when the curator and she were setting up this show and working with the lights, 
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the seniors learned from one another about the factors that enhanced their visual experiences in 

the exhibition.   

Although eight out of nine seniors knew that the museum offered an audio tour, every 

senior insisted that they still preferred and were satisfied with having the Education Coordinator 

give them the guided-group tour.  Thus, none of these nine seniors got the audio tour.  However, 

most seniors, six out of nine, would ask for an audio tour if they did not have a chance to get a 

guided tour from the live presenter.  Rather than being audio people, two seniors claimed that 

they are visual people.  Since these few seniors felt more comfortable to read than to listen, they 

asked for the transcript of an audio tour. 

Interestingly, when the Education Coordinator was giving a tour, these seniors not only 

listened closely to her but most of them were also multitasking, for example, taking a note, 

taking photos of the artwork while examining them up-close, reading the brochure of the 

exhibition and the price list, and pointing some parts of the work out for their friends to see.  

Within-group sociocultural mediation not only contributed to this group of seniors’ interactive 

and collaborative learning experiences but also generated the supportive atmosphere.  The 

unthreatening and uncompetitive atmosphere made individual seniors appeared to loosen up and 

feel more confident to critique the artwork and the way the exhibition was set up.   

Essentially, all seniors conveyed the impression that the sociable aspect they experienced 

from within-group sociocultural mediation, along with facilitated mediation by others such as the 

Education Coordinator, played a constructive part in their memorable museum visitation 

experiences.  Moreover, these seniors revealed that their family members and other influential 

people in their lives also have encouragingly affected their receptiveness to visiting art museums 

and their enthusiasm for appreciating art.  This group of seniors felt thankful that the Tallahassee 
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Senior Center and their staff provided them the opportunity to go to the Gadsden Arts Center and 

made an impression on their museum visitation experiences by helping reinforce these seniors’ 

creativity engagement.  Additionally, since it took around 45 to 60 minutes from the senior 

center to the Gadsden Arts Center, and vice versa, these seniors added that the genial atmosphere 

in the van completed their positive and meaningful museum experiences on this fieldtrip.  

Seniors’ personal experiences while moving through physical world.  When the seven 

seniors who rode the van arrived at the museum, two more seniors who also signed up for the 

fieldtrip were already there.  These two seniors are sisters and their house is closer to the 

Gadsden Arts Center than to the senior center, so they chose to directly drive to the museum 

instead of taking the van.  It took this group of seniors about 5 to 10 minutes to get ready before 

entering the main gallery, in which the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition was held.  When these 

seniors entered the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, they looked around, scanned through the 

artwork, and chose where to start the exploration.  To explore the exhibition, most seniors chose 

to turn right and appeared to have a preference for counterclockwise circulating.  Since the 

introductory materials, such as exhibition catalogues, artists’ biographies and statements, and 

family gallery guides, were provided on the table and the wall on the left hand side of the gallery 

entrance, almost all seniors, who chose to turn right, missed this information before beginning 

their exhibition experiences.  However, after walking around the gallery and looking at some 

works of art, most of the seniors started to notice these reading materials and came to see, grab, 

and read them. 

Evidently, almost all seniors, seven out of nine, could not stand longer than half an hour.  

Furthermore, four seniors, especially the older ones, seemed to avoid taking the steps.  Since 

there was no handrail or something that the seniors could hold on to when going up onto the 
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three-step platform on the left hand side at the back of the gallery, a few seniors tried to stand on 

her toes and crane her neck to get a glimpse of the artworks and artifacts related to the Bell & 

Bates Building hardware store that were on display but the others missed the opportunity to 

explore all this interesting content.   

Moreover, all seniors chose to take an elevator rather than the stairs to go up to explore 

the exhibitions upstairs.  Since the museum had only one elevator and it seemed to fit less than 

five people, the senior who is handicapped and uses a cane had had issues with the elevator.  

Although this senior who is handicapped had no problems with getting oriented inside the 

Gadsden Arts Center, she had difficulties in finding comfortable places to sit in some areas of the 

museum.  Unfortunately, these physical barriers caused her physical constraint and made her 

decide to leave the guided-group tour after the group finished exploring the Hot Wax & Hot 

Glass Exhibition. 

While the other eight seniors had no difficulties in getting oriented or moving around 

inside the museum, this group of seniors considered seats, railings, elevators, accessible 

restrooms, and enough space to maneuver as vital physical accessibilities that they appreciate the 

most.  Every senior appeared to derive great pleasure from the museum’s layout and design and 

almost all seniors read the labels for the artwork.  All seniors mentioned that the labels for the 

artwork were visible and readable although some of them needed to maneuver to get the proper 

reading distance.  However, since the labels for each artwork provided with very minimal 

information, i.e., the artist’s name, title of the work, year it was created, medium, and size of the 

piece, a few seniors admitted that they did not fully understand or know how to make sense of 

the labels.  
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The museum provides two restrooms, downstairs and upstairs.  Both restrooms are 

wheelchair accessible and have one fully accessible stall inside.  Every senior used the restroom 

at least one time; while a few seniors used it three times, most seniors used it two times.  As a 

matter of interest, although all these nine seniors checked out the gift shop before leaving the 

museum, seven seniors bought nothing.  Only two seniors separately bought a pair of earrings for 

themselves.  Despite that fact that most of these nine seniors did not buy anything from the 

museum’s gift shop on this fieldtrip, they mentioned that they enjoyed checking out some 

reasonably priced items that are related to the artworks or artists who had exhibitions at that time 

or are a regional gift type.  This group of seniors paid attention to not only items selling in the 

gift shop but also the pleasant layout of the store and the beautiful arrangement of merchandise.   

According to Falk and Dierking (2013), the physical context not only includes the 

architecture, the objects on display, and the ambience but also involves objects and events 

visitors interact with before and after their museum visitation.  Since the study focuses on how 

this group of seniors makes sense of their museum visitation experiences, it is important to look 

into what these seniors experienced not only inside the Gadsden Arts Center but also on the way 

to and back from the museum.  From the findings, there were challenges in loading and 

unloading seniors and their equipment from the van.  The van driver needed to help almost every 

senior get up to the first step on the van to get inside.  Once they got into the van, the seniors had 

to duck their heads and pass under seatbelts to get to the back.  Most seniors could not go to the 

back because it was difficult for them to bend down.   

Since the van did not have any specific places for storing walkers or rollators, the driver 

needed to figure out how to fold, take seniors’ rollators apart, and fit them in the backseat.  

Unloading the seniors and their equipment seemed to be as challenging as loading them up; some 
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seniors had difficulty in stepping down from the van and it took the driver as much time to 

reassemble the rollators as taking them apart.  Incidentally, three seniors shared their thoughts 

that it was a great idea to have a little snack in the van on the way back.  In addition, a few 

seniors hoped that the group would have had lunch in historic downtown Gadsden after visiting 

the museum.  Because everything was still fresh on their mind, they thought that it would have 

been neat if the group had gone to the restaurant right after touring the museum and chatted 

about what they just saw when having a meal.  

The Relationship between the Exhibition’s Quality and Seniors’ Museum Experiences 

3. What is the relationship between characteristics of the exhibition and the interaction of 

personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts that scaffold seniors’ museum experiences? 

Previously, I answered the first research question by presenting the characteristics of the 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition and the excellent quality that the exhibition achieved for the 

four criteria: comfortable, engaging, reinforcing, and meaningful.  In response to the second 

question, I discussed this group of seniors’ construction of their museum experiences through the 

dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts.  Since this third research 

question is the integration of the first and second research questions, I will answer the third 

research question by synthesizing the analysis of the answers to the first and second research 

questions.  Before examining the relationship between the characteristics of the Hot Wax & Hot 

Glass Exhibition and the interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts that 

scaffold these seniors’ museum experiences, the role museum exhibitions play in visitors’ overall 

museum visitation experiences needs to be taken into consideration. 

With reference to Falk and Dierking (2013), although some visitors do not know or have 

clear knowledge of exactly what is on display, it is apparently that the main reason most visitors 
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go to the museum is to see exhibitions.  In other words, the majority of visitors spend most of 

their time in the museum attending to the content of the exhibitions, such as observing or 

interacting with objects on display, reading labels and other offered printed materials, listening to 

audio or the tour guide, among others.  Therefore, the visitor’s museum experience is primarily 

affected by not only the designed spaces of exhibition galleries but also the characteristics of the 

exhibitions.   

However, rather than the museum, individual visitors control and make meanings of their 

own exhibition experiences (Falk & Dierking, 2013).  While moving through the museum, 

individual visitors’ experiences are different depending on their personal and sociocultural 

contexts they bring to the visit and varied ways they decide to interact with the physical context 

that forms the exhibitions.  Each visitor uniquely engages with and makes different choices about 

which aspects of the three contexts, i.e., personal context, sociocultural context, and physical 

context, s/he wants to focus on––nonetheless, “visitors with similar entering identity-related 

motivations will tend to have qualitatively similar experiences” (p. 105).     

As for this fieldtrip to visit the Gadsden Arts Center, the majority of these seniors, seven 

out of nine, considered themselves as Explorers in regard to Falk and Dierking’s (2013) identity-

related museum visit motivations.  Thus, these seniors were likely to be dominated by their pre-

existing interests and, in this case, art techniques and mediums as well as the museum’s 

curatorial work and other facilitators the museum offered.  These nine individual seniors utilized 

the setting of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition as a vehicle for fulfilling their own personal 

and sociocultural needs.  Accordingly, the emerging patterns and themes obviously showed that 

the interplay between the characteristics of the exhibition and the way this group of seniors 

scaffold their museum experiences revolved around the following interconnected notions:  
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  - The reinforcements of and barriers to these seniors’ personal spirit of inquiry  

  about visual arts, such as art techniques, mediums, and processes 

  - The changes in this group of seniors’ developed and shared values of   

  unconventional and unfamiliar styles of artworks  

  - The reflections on interconnected roles of people who make art (artists), see art  

  (museum visitors), and advocate art (art museum curators and educators). 

First of all, the data triangulation uncovered that the unfamiliar and exceptional style of 

encaustic and glass works in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition enlivened this group of 

seniors’ museum visitation experiences.  Since these seniors have not seen these types of 

artworks often in the art museums, it was very interesting for them to explore the creative 

products that the artists executed with encaustic and glass mediums and learn more about these 

art techniques.  Although almost all of these seniors, eight out of nine, were not knowledgeable 

about the techniques and mediums the artists used, the exhibition not only made information 

accessible to this group of seniors but also fostered these seniors’ a sense of welcoming and 

belonging to the Gadsden Arts Center. 

The exhibition helped these seniors feel physically comfortable; while the senior who is 

handicapped and uses a cane had difficulties in finding comfortable places to sit in some areas of 

the museum, she felt psychological comfortable enough to be engaged with the exhibition and 

other parts of the museum.  Likewise, the issues with the elevator did not bother these seniors’ 

museum experiences as a whole because their journeys had a delightful start by exploring the 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, which was held in the main gallery downstairs.  That is, this 

good comfort prepared the way for this group of seniors to become involved in the process of 

finding meaning of their museum experiences.   
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Particularly, the characteristic of the exhibition that was engaging for this group of 

seniors not only made individual seniors, who saw themselves as explorers, feel comfortable to 

spend time examining each of these unconventional artworks up-close, but also promoted an 

exchange of views among these seniors.  Besides, the exhibition encouraged this group of seniors 

to feel in control of their own experiences; some seniors took many pictures of the exhibition and 

artworks on display.  These seniors also decided to spread their fascination with this Gadsden 

Arts Center fieldtrip by sharing these photographs with their family members, friends, and 

people at the senior center. 

   This group of seniors’ experiences with some art techniques and processes, such as oil 

painting, acrylic painting, watercolors, and pastel laid the foundations for their understandings 

and admiration of the expertise of the artists and the time and expenses spent on artworks.  Since 

the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition made a case that its content had value, its characteristics 

helped this group of seniors validate their believes and perception of artists as passionate and 

hard workers.  Furthermore, the degree of excellence and uniqueness of the encaustic and glass 

works shown in the exhibition played an important role in some seniors’ realization of the levels 

of their skills and commitment to making art.  Their participation in art workshops at the senior 

center made these seniors feel that their perceptions of their surroundings were enhanced and 

they saw things differently with an artist’s eyes.  Nevertheless, the quality of the exhibition made 

a huge impression on these seniors’ museum experiences that raised this group of seniors’ 

attentiveness of the differences between the professional artists, who do art as a career, and 

themselves, who just mainly make art for fun.  A few seniors seemed to be afraid to call 

themselves an artist because they just tried to paint by looking at photographs and copied them.  
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Comparing to the artworks on display in the museum, these few seniors did not consider their 

artworks as real creativity.  

Moreover, these seniors were fully aware of their physical restrictions when reflecting on 

time consumed and the level of difficulty the artists underwent to create the artworks in the 

exhibition.  This group of seniors was intrigued by the weight of the glass pieces and the high 

temperature of the encaustic works.  Apart from good craftsmanship of the artwork in the 

exhibition, these seniors also appreciate good curatorial work and other reinforcements the 

Gadsden Arts Center provided for enhancing their group’s museum experiences, such as the 

guided-group tour by the Education Coordinator.  Since all seniors were satisfied with having the 

Education Coordinator give them the guided-group tour, none of them asked for an audio tour.  

Still, a few seniors asked for the transcript of an audio tour; two seniors stated that they are 

visual people and the other senior has hearing loss, so they felt more comfortable to have some 

printed materials to read along when experiencing the exhibition. 

Communications within the group of seniors and interactions between these seniors and 

the Education Coordinator made these seniors’ museum experiences worthwhile in terms of 

furthering their understandings and generating enthusiastic perceptions of the quality of the 

exhibition.  Although the Education Coordinator played an important part in constructing this 

group of seniors’ great memory of the artwork in the exhibition, these seniors asserted that the 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition itself was educative and reinforcing.  To put it another way, the 

exhibition was intellectually stimulating.   

The exhibition offered multiple means of intellectual engagement.  These seniors found 

the information and ideas in different parts of the exhibition not only entertaining but also being 

useful in structuring their exhibition experiences by answering to their curious questions and 
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motivating them to explore the works of art more.  This group of seniors gained not only visceral 

but also cerebral connections with artworks on display and the exhibition in its entirety.  While 

the guided-group tour given by the Education Coordinator helped these seniors acquire more 

solid conceptual understanding and gain deeper insights into not only details of individual pieces 

of work but also the big picture of the exhibition, the exhibition presentation and printed 

materials added an intellectual component to these seniors’ museum experiences.  These seniors 

revealed that many weeks later after their Gadsden Arts Center visitation, they still found 

themselves pondering over the encaustic and glass works that were displayed in the exhibition 

and eager to learn more. 

Yet, a few seniors hoped that the museum had someone who could demonstrate encaustic 

and glass techniques.  Although none of these seniors wanted to pursue the glass technique and 

only one senior might try the encaustic technique, these seniors thought that some demonstration 

would help them understand the process better.  The exhibition had a logic and held together 

intellectually in the way that these seniors could easily follow and comprehend that both artists 

use heat to create all the artwork in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition; “Hot Wax” referred to 

the oil and encaustic paintings that belong to Leslie Neumann and “Hot Glass” referred to the 

glassworks of Susan Gott.  So, this group of seniors felt enthusiastic and confident to investigate 

more closely not only encaustic paintings and glass works but also the collaborative pieces on 

display.   

All seniors enjoyed the interplay of the two mediums that the artists were working 

together.  This group of seniors felt that the collaborative works of art such as Celestial Cousins, 

which was composed of layers of encaustic by Leslie Neumann and the four glass-blown orbs by 

Susan Gott, made an awe-inspiring impression on their museum experiences.  Even though a few 
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artworks in the exhibition, such as Spirit Hawk I (see Figure 12), looked weird for some seniors, 

every senior thought that the works were intriguing.  Rather than disapproving, these seniors 

were interested in different tastes that the artists have and respected what matters to other people.  

Four seniors mentioned that their favorite piece of art in the exhibition was Susan Gott’s the 

Birds (see Figure 11), which was a set of representational glassworks that appeared to be easy 

for every senior to associate with.  In spite of that, this group of seniors’ reflections on their 

Gadsden Arts Center visitation disclosed that their experiences of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition made them open up to other kinds of art they had never done and also to visiting 

unfamiliar types of art exhibitions.   

Intrinsically, this group of seniors confirmed that their Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition 

experiences were definitely meaningful because the artworks and ideas in the exhibition were not 

too hard to understand and individual seniors could make personal connections to the artists’ 

conceptions without difficulty.  The exhibition content not only aroused universal curiosities and 

touched on controversial concerns, such as mystical and mythical inspirations of the two artists, 

but also resonated with these seniors’ interests and values.  The exhibition is eye opening for 

these seniors.  That is, this group of seniors’ perspectives was broadened; for example, they 

learned from Susan Gott’s Wild Woman (see Figure 14) that a woman could be painted or 

created in many styles and by different techniques and mediums.  Furthermore, seniors who used 

to think that abstract art was silly and insulted their intelligence started to be more open-minded 

and see other styles of art that they have never done, especially non-representational art, in 

different ways.  Also, this group of seniors indicated that the unaccustomed styles of artworks in 

the exhibition not only gave them points of views but also made they become more progressive 

in their thinking and the way they made senses of the world.   
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All in all, the characteristics of the exhibition made these seniors’ overall museum 

experiences meaningful, especially giving them a sense of purpose in terms of being creative.  

Since the exhibition consisted of the artwork that actually mixed different styles and different 

techniques together and came up with something unusual, the creativity the artists applied to the 

artwork encouraged this group of seniors to be receptive to new ideas and motivated individual 

seniors to think of things in different perspectives.  Most importantly, these seniors came back 

from this museum visitation and felt inspired to stay creative.   

On top of that, the characteristics of the exhibition not only made these seniors 

enthusiastic about art and creativity but also enjoy their entire museum visitation experiences.  

So, most seniors claimed that they wanted to take their family members and friends to see the 

Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Unsurprisingly, other than going back to the museum again 

when they have an opportunity, these seniors felt good to be part of the museum community and 

considered becoming a member.  Last but not least, this group of seniors was energized by this 

fieldtrip to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition––these nine seniors became enthusiastic to 

visit and explore other art exhibitions and museums. 

Conclusions and Discussion 

How do seniors who participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center experience 

and make sense of their art museum visitations? 

In consideration of the critical gap between the desire and the actual provision of creative 

experiences and arts engagement to senior citizens (Hanna, 2013; Hanna & Perlstein, 2008), 

along with the lack of empirical evidence about how older adults experience and make sense of 

their museum visitations, the primary purpose of this dissertation is to explore the museum 

experiences of a selected senior group who is considered to be receptive to visiting art museums.  
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Based on characteristics of the art exhibition, this study intends to understand how seniors who 

participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center constructed their museum 

experiences through the dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts.  

The results of data analysis showed that this group of seniors perceived their museum 

experiences as a gestalt.  In other words, this group of seniors considered their Gadsden Arts 

Center visitation as an interconnected whole that included not only their experiences of the Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, which was the main agenda of this fieldtrip, but also their feelings 

and recollections of other aspects of the museum experiences.  These aspects included the 

transportation to the museum, orientation to the space, group atmosphere and interactions among 

seniors, the appearance and attitudes of museum staff, layout and design, signage, restrooms, and 

gift shop. 

From my engagement with the data, it was eye-opening to discover that these seniors 

were very grateful to the senior center and happy to be able to go to the art museum.  Due to their 

ages and physical restrictions, these seniors saw this fieldtrip as an opportunity for them to visit 

the Gadsden Arts Center, which is 45-60 minutes away, without transportation and parking 

issues.  Overall, this group of seniors thought that this museum fieldtrip was meaningful and 

memorable.  These seniors enjoyed the Gadsden Arts Center, had a great time hanging out with 

their peers, thought that the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition was “fantastic” and “fabulous,” 

found the unfamiliar and exceptional style of the artworks awe-inspiring, displayed a sense of 

reverence for the artists who created encaustic and glass works, appreciated the guided-group 

tour from the Education Coordinator, and took pleasure in historical aspects of the museum’s 

space and facilities.  They also took many photographs and shared with family members and 

friends at the senior center, reflected on their visual arts experiences and made the connection 
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between making and seeing art, were inspired to stay creative, and were motivated to visit other 

unexplored kinds of art exhibitions and museums. 

To draw conclusion, I attach meaning to the findings from my data analysis by making 

sense of the emergent themes and their connections, offering explanations, and exploring the 

essence of the phenomenon (Patton, 2002).  The result from shifting my thematic analysis to a 

higher level of synthesis revealed that these nine seniors, who participate in art workshops at the 

Tallahassee Senior Center, are not only infused by a spirit of inquiry but also have a need for 

being social.  Interestingly, older age-related needs and life-learned wisdom played a key part in 

shaping this group of seniors’ museum experiences emotionally and intellectually.  In order to 

clarify my conclusions and illustrate the contributions of this study, I will also situate these key 

findings within the literature of others.  Consequently, the essence and shared meaning of art 

museum visitation experiences for this group of seniors culminated in seven key findings:  

1. Seniors perceived themselves as curiosity-driven museum visitors with older age-

 related needs and values. 

2. Sociocultural circumstances played a key part in seniors’ art museum visit motivations. 

3. Seniors constructed their museum experiences on their interests in art with a touch of 

 life-learned wisdom. 

4. Not only physical but also communication and attitude accessibilities are crucial to 

 older museum visitors. 

5. Seniors preferred personal interactions in order to maintain social connections. 

6. Sociable experiences made seniors’ meaningful museum experiences memorable. 

7. The art museum visitation cultivated seniors’ senses of purpose in terms of staying 

 creative. 
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Seniors as Curiosity-Driven Museum Visitors with Older Age-Related Needs and Values  

The particular ways that this group of seniors perceived themselves as museum visitors 

played a critical role in understanding how these seniors experienced and made sense of their art 

museum visitations.  From analyzing my coded data, I found the emerging patterns that while 

these seniors considered themselves as explorers (Falk & Dierking, 2013), they were aware of 

their physical and informational restrictions.  For example, all nine seniors have had an interest 

in art museums; however, they have had issues with transportation and parking services, 

difficulties in maneuvering in the limited space, standing for long periods of time, taking the 

steps without handrails, and a need to go to a restroom often and urgently.  Furthermore, older 

seniors, especially the Good Warriors, have hearing loss and quite a few seniors wear either 

bifocal or trifocal glasses that prevented them from turning their heads sideways when looking at 

something.  Also, to gain information related to exhibition contents and artworks on display, this 

group of seniors seemed to be more familiar with traditional styles of communication, such as 

face-to-face channels and printed materials. 

Yet this group of seniors’ awareness of their older age-related constraints on visiting and 

experiencing the museum was obviously shown through their high appreciation not only for the 

quality of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition but also for physical, communicational, and 

attitudinal accessibilities that the Gadsden Arts Center provided.  For instance, these seniors felt 

grateful that the Education Coordinator helped them cultivate a sense of welcoming and 

belonging to the museum by friendly greeting and giving orientation to the space.  Besides an 

up-to-date website, this group of seniors recognized the full worth of printed materials, such as 

handouts or brochures that the museum offered for seniors to take home.  By reflecting on their 

physical restrictions, these seniors showed great respect for the hard work and effort the artists 



265 

put into creating the huge and heavy glassworks and the high temperature involved in encaustic 

pieces.   

With reference to Falk and Dierking (2013), museum visitors seek leisure experiences 

that satisfy their own identity-related needs and values.  In this study, it became clear to me that 

this group of seniors’ museum experiences revolved around not only fueling their curiosities 

about visual arts but also fulfilling their older age-related needs in order to engage in their 

museum exploration and frame the meaning of their entire museum visitation.  As I mentioned 

before, these seniors viewed their museum visitation as an intertwined totality that included not 

only their experiences of the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, but also their feelings of other 

non-content aspects of the museum such as their delightful attitudes towards the gift shop.  Thus, 

these seniors’ needs and values to sustain their spirit of inquiry in the ensured accommodating 

environment, together with their emotional and intellectual experiences, made a major 

contribution to the way this group of seniors shaped their perceptions of the Gadsden Arts Center 

visitation and constructed their memories of these museum experiences. 

Sociocultural Circumstances as Seniors’ Art Museum Visit Motivations  

In accordance with the first key finding, this group of seniors perceived themselves as 

curiosity-driven museum visitors with older age-related needs and values.  Although most of 

these seniors did not have any expectations specifically for the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, 

the needs and values that sustained their spirit of inquiry in the ensured accommodating 

environment shaped this group of seniors’ expectations for their Gadsden Arts Center visitation.  

In my findings, these seniors felt motivated to visit the museum when it seemed that their 

expectations for fueling their curiosities about visual arts and fulfilling their age-related needs to 

engage in their museum exploration would be satisfied.  However, when they were informed of 
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the opportunity to visit the art museum without transportation and parking issues, sociocultural 

circumstances made much more pivotal contributions than their personal factors to encouraging 

these seniors to grab this opportunity to join the museum fieldtrip.   

To put it another way, every senior’s motivation to visit the Gadsden Arts Center were 

mainly from knowing that people who would share this museum visitation experience with her 

were the seniors from the same and different art workshops at the senior center.  All these seniors 

hold a favorable view of their companions.  Because these seniors knew that they would enjoy 

spending time with this group of people who are positive and supportive and have the same 

interests in art techniques and mediums, this group of seniors felt motivated to go to the museum 

to explore artworks that they had no specific expectations for. 

On a side note, all my nine participants are female.  As I thoroughly reported in chapter 

four, there were 11 seniors who signed up for this fieldtrip, 10 women and one male.  Thus, there 

were two seniors, one male and one female, who did not show up.  As for the female senior who 

did not show up, she is a cancer survival.  She stopped by the room that we held the focus group 

and told this group of seniors and me that she felt guilty because she forgot the date and did not 

make it.  However, she wanted us to know that she did want to go to the museum with the group.  

On the other hand, I have never met the male senior who did not show up again.  Although I do 

not know the real reason for his nonattendance, I heard my participants, who are all women, 

joking that the male who did not show up was afraid that he might not be able to handle all 

ladies.  Apparently, the gendered nature of social relationship might also make a contribution to 

sociocultural context that played a decisive part in seniors’ determinations whether to visit the art 

museum.   
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Importantly, the findings of this study build upon the notions that museums offer free 

choice learning experiences (Falk & Dierking, 2000, 2013) and visitors’ engagement within the 

museum heavily relies on intrinsic motivations (Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson, 1995).  These 

seniors confirmed that their Gadsden Arts Center visitation experiences are meaningful in view 

of the fact that they were intrinsically rewarding.  In detail, this group of seniors not only is 

infused by a spirit of inquiry but also has a need for being social.  Besides searching for 

something interesting that could fuel their curiosities about art, these seniors’ intrinsic 

motivations for this art museum visitation were to hang out with their colleagues from the same 

and different art workshops at the senior center who have common involvement in and passion 

for visual arts.  To be able to interact and develop shared understandings from exchanging 

perspectives of artworks on display and other aspects of their museum exploration in the 

accommodating environment, this group of seniors experienced an inherently engaging and 

enjoyable museum visitation.  The feelings of connectedness among these seniors were 

reaffirmed and strengthened.  My work complements Csikszentmihalyi and Hermanson’s (1995) 

findings of the role of intrinsic motivation in museums, filling the gap in the literature that 

requires taking a more experimental approach to learn about connectedness through group 

rituals.  It also uncovered ways museums can provide opportunities for individually meaningful 

experiences that also connect with the experiences of others, particularly from the older visitors’ 

perspectives. 

Museum Experiences Constructed on Art Interests with Touch of Life-Learned Wisdom 

These seniors’ primary motivations to visit the Gadsden Arts Center were to explore art-

related content and socialize with supportive people who had common interests in learning about 

art techniques and mediums.  Although these seniors chose to go on this museum fieldtrip to see 
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the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, they did not have any expectations of the quality and 

characteristics of the exhibition.  To construct their museum visitation experiences, this group of 

seniors approached both accustomed and unanticipated situations with their life-learned 

wisdoms.  According to King and Kitchener’s (1994) reflective judgment, which is related to 

how people make decisions and justify their choices in uncertain domains such as art (as cited in 

Villeneuve & Erickson, 2008, p. 94), these seniors gave the impression of being reflective 

thinkers.   

As reflective thinkers (King & Kitchener, 1994; Villeneuve & Erickson, 2008), these 

seniors understand that knowledge is uncertain and changing all the time.  The findings showed 

that this group of seniors analyzed present knowledge from diverse appropriate sources and 

constructed responses to unconventional and unfamiliar styles of artworks in context.  In spite of 

the fact that almost all these seniors easily associate themselves with representational art and 

favor realistic art over abstract and non-objective art, this group of seniors appeared to be 

nonjudgmental and respect other people’s different preferences.  Rather than disapproving of the 

unconventional styles of artworks on display, these seniors were interested in different tastes that 

the artists have and were willing to learn what matters to other people.  Furthermore, this group 

of seniors not only opened their eyes and minds to other kinds of art they have never done, but 

also thought that the exceptional style of encaustic and glass works enlivened their museum 

visitation experiences.  They enjoyed the interplay of the two mediums.  The creativity of the 

artwork and unfamiliarity of the mediums and techniques broadened these seniors’ perspectives 

of non-representational art and motivated this group of seniors to visit different types of art 

exhibitions and museums. 
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Apart from feeling clear about how to best spend their time in the museum, all these 

individual seniors implied in the in-depth interviews that their life experiences and lessons taught 

to them about becoming more attentive and patient when learning about new ideas and subject 

matters that they were unacquainted with.  For example, some seniors were taking notes while 

listening to the Education Coordinator explain about how the artist moved the hot wax around 

with her hand and the teamwork involved in the glass casting process.  This group of seniors 

were not only walking around to examine details in both the front and back of the works of art 

but also were standing on tiptoes or bending down and trying to get a 360-degree view.  These 

seniors also read the brochure of the exhibition, the price list, and almost all labels for the 

artwork.   

Moreover, these seniors appeared to grab any opportunities that came up and made the 

best of it.  Although the main agenda of this fieldtrip was to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition, this group of seniors was enthusiastic to explore every part of the museum.  For 

instance, when taking the guided-group tour in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition, the seniors 

heard some sounds from upstairs and the Education Coordinator told them that the noise was 

from summer campers.  Afterwards, all seniors went upstairs not only to check out the summer 

camp by peeping in the classroom but also to look at kids’ artworks display in the Children’s 

Learning Area.  This group of seniors shared their thoughts on their museum visitations that 

despite being a little rural art museum, the Gadsden Arts Center has a lot to offer. 

Above all, this group of seniors showed their appreciations of everything, from the 

museum’s clean and well-maintained facilities to the quality of curatorial work and educative 

facilitators.  For example, one senior decided to express her appreciation of the Education 

Coordinator’s effort on behalf of this group of seniors by telling the Education Coordinator that 
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she did an excellent job in giving them a guided-group tour.  Also, this group of seniors was 

impressed by the hard work and effort the artists put into creating the huge and heavy glassworks 

and the high temperature involved encaustic pieces.  In addition, these seniors were grateful for 

the Gadsden Arts Center’s layout and design, especially with the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition.  This group of seniors thought the museum did a delightful work in turning an old 

building into a remarkable museum space and making it a pleasurable visual experience.  

Besides the historical aspect of the museum building, these seniors felt thankful that the museum 

also displayed the Bell & Bates Hardware Store’s archeological artifacts, such as rolling ladders, 

the old office in the back of the gallery, the old safe, and the freight elevator, along with the 

labels which included some fun facts.   

Last but not least, these seniors reflected on their art making experiences at the senior 

center and their construction of museum experiences on this fieldtrip.  This group of seniors 

reconsidered their perceptions and learned the differences between the professional artists who 

make art as a career and seniors themselves who just mainly make art for fun.  Although they did 

not think that they were up to the same caliber as the professional artists, these seniors confirmed 

that their participations in art workshops have influenced the way they see art and make sense of 

the world in terms of perceiving their surroundings with an artist’s eyes.  As a result, this group 

of seniors made thoughtful connections among the interconnected roles of people who make art, 

see art, and advocate art, such as artists, art museum visitors, and art museum curators and 

educators. 

Not Only Physical but Also Communication and Attitude Accessibilities Are Crucial 

According to Salmen (1998), apart from providing accessible spaces, museums should 

also make information available and help visitors feel included (as cited in Korza, Brown, & 
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Dreeszen, 2007, p. 333).  Correspondingly, this group of seniors affirmed that older visitors 

might encounter not only physical but also communication and attitude barriers to their museum 

visitation experiences.  In regard to this Gadsden Arts Center visitation, all seniors agreed that 

the museum provided decent physical accessibility.  Some of these seniors heard about the 

exhibition from the local television and radio channel.  While the museum has an up-to-date 

website, no one from this group went on it.  Thus, printed materials played an important part in 

eliminating seniors’ communication and information barriers.  Moreover, these seniors thought 

that they would experience communication and information barriers if they did not speak English 

or took Spanish-speaking individuals to the museum.  Yet this group of seniors appreciated the 

wonderful work the Gadsden Arts Center did in eliminating attitude barriers and helping them 

cultivate a sense of belonging to the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition.  Please see Table 16 for a 

summation of difficulties, in terms of physical, communication, and attitude barriers, this group 

of seniors thought that older museum visitors might encounter in any museum and exhibition and 

their proposed solutions. 

Seniors Preferred Personal Interactions in Order to Maintain Social Connections 

According to Wilkening and Chung’s (2009) factors that form museum visitors’ attitudes 

and actions, the findings of my study revealed that these seniors’ formative experiences have 

formed their values of interpersonal communication, and life stage has affected their needs to be 

social.  It is worth noting that the husbands of all participants who belong to the Good Warriors 

cohort passed away more than 10 years ago and the other two seniors’ cohorts, who are the 

Lucky Few and Older Boomers, lost their husbands more than five years ago.  Aside from the 

loss of their spouses and lifelong friends, these seniors are also trying to deal effectively with 

different types of loss, such as the loss of individual physical capabilities.  For these reasons, this 
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group of seniors appeared to favor personal interactions and two-way communication over one-

way communication.   

In order to maintain their social connections, these seniors perceived the opportunities to 

exchange ideas among one another as a means to reinforce their prior experiences, scaffold 

individual understandings of their museum experiences, and develop the shared meaning of the 

group.  For example, this group of seniors thought that their museum experiences were very 

special because they had the guided-group tour with the Education Coordinator.  On a side note, 

I did not notify any museum staff about when I would take this group of seniors to see the Hot 

Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition because I wanted the seniors to experience the actual setting and 

get the real service in the same way as any other visitors who walk into the museum.  Besides 

generating collaborative learning experiences in the supportive atmosphere, the guided-group 

tour encouraged individual seniors to express opinions from different perspectives and fostered 

meaningful discussion about art techniques and mediums.  No senior asked for the audio tour and 

all seniors appeared to be in high spirits when interacting among one another and with the 

Education Coordinator.  

Regardless, these seniors did not disapprove of technology.  A few seniors did not fully 

understand or know how to make sense of the labels for each artwork that provided very minimal 

information and most seniors hoped that the museum had someone who could demonstrate 

encaustic and glass techniques.  However, this group of seniors was not opposed to or expressed 

any negative comments about the museum’s efforts to connect visitors with art through digital 

initiatives.  Despite their lack of technology skills, this group of seniors appeared to be receptive 

to trying and using digital devices to explore in more detail and deepen their artistic engagement 
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both within and outside the museum, as long as the offered technologies were interactive and 

able to help older visitors create interpersonal connections. 

Sociable Experiences Made Seniors’ Meaningful Museum Experiences Memorable 

One senior shared her thoughts that just to visit the Gadsden Arts Center was a 

meaningful experience while the other eight seniors considered their museum experiences to be 

meaningful because they had enough time to look into anything they wanted and also brought 

information and enjoyment away with them.  Even though the artworks on display were created 

by different styles and techniques from what these seniors were familiar with or have done, this 

group of seniors still considered their museum visitation experiences to be inspiring and 

meaningful.  Nonetheless, these seniors strived for making their museum experiences not only 

meaningful but also memorable.    

The data triangulation confirmed that sociable experiences played a constructive part in 

making these seniors’ meaningful museum visitation more memorable.  With respect to Falk and 

Dierking (2000), human beings are both individuals and members of a larger group or society.  

Through the process of social cognition, these seniors learned to conceptualize themselves, 

interacted with others, and imagined another’s thoughts and feelings.  In this study, this group of 

seniors asserted that going to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition as a group with the senior 

center not only made their Gadsden Arts Center visitation convenient but also made their 

experiences more memorable.   

Moreover, all seniors conveyed the impression that the sociable aspect they experienced 

from within-group sociocultural mediation, along with facilitated mediation by others, such as 

the Education Coordinator, played an impactful role in creating positive memories of their 

exhibition and museum experiences.  The museum staff’s sociable attitudes had an impact on 
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this group of seniors’ senses of belonging that laid the foundations for their memorable Gadsden 

Arts Center visitation experience.  In addition to the welcome feeling they received from the 

Education Coordinator, these seniors’ socially mediated learning in the Hot Wax & Hot Glass 

Exhibition occurred from having friendly and cheerful conversations in the group.  Many weeks 

after their museum visitation, these seniors still found themselves pondering over the encaustic 

and glass works that were displayed in the exhibition and were eager to learn more.  Evidently, 

their experiences were worth remembering since these seniors took a large number of pictures of 

the exhibition and artworks on display, and then they spread their fascination with this museum 

fieldtrip by sharing these photographs with their family members, friends, and people at the 

senior center.  

Museum Visitation Cultivated Seniors’ Senses of Purpose in Terms of Staying Creative 

The data triangulation revealed that the meanings and coherences these seniors found in 

their museum visitation experiences were impressive and worthwhile as regards aging in a 

meaningful manner with healthy and active lifestyles.  By visiting the Gadsden Arts Center, this 

group of seniors not only enjoyed their whole museum experience but also cultivated their senses 

of purpose.  They came out of the museum feeling inspired to be creative.  In other words, this 

museum visitation experiences to see the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition inspirited this group 

of seniors’ active and exploratory minds to push the boundaries of their art understandings, art 

making, and art appreciation.  From these seniors’ reflection on the relationship between their 

participations in the art workshops at the senior center and their museum visitation experiences, 

their art experiences have been meaningful because they have passionately engaged in creative 

activities, enthusiastically searched for inspirations, and eventually succeeded in executing their 

works of art.  Therefore, these seniors perceived their art museum visitation experiences as an 
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essential complement to creating and sustaining their full cycle of meaningful arts experiences 

and creativity engagement, from passive observation to active participation.  

In consideration of these conclusions, I will use the next section of this dissertation to 

offer my suggestions for implementing and advancing best practices in helping older adults who 

are receptive to visiting art museums develop the full cycle of visual arts engagement.  I will 

review and address the reinforcements of and barriers to seniors’ museum visit motivations, 

experiences, and memories.  To make contributions to the current paradigm for creative aging, I 

will present practicable ways for art museums and senior centers to work together on making arts 

and creativity services dynamically play an important part in building an effective ecosystem of 

leisure activities for community well-being. 

Implications 

The findings of this study have implications relative to individual seniors, art museums 

and other arts-oriented institutions, senior centers and other senior-serving organizations, 

creative aging communities of practice, art museum education, and arts administration.  Drawing 

from the conclusions of how seniors who participate in art workshop at the seniors center 

experience and make sense of their art museum visitations, the recommendations revolve around 

how art museums and senior centers can foster older visitors’ meaningful and memorable 

museum experiences and collaborate on constructing and sustaining a full cycle of arts 

experiences and creativity engagement for the aging population.  The following implications are 

highlighted.   

1. Sociocultural context plays a vital role in making older visitors’ museum experiences, 

not only within the museum but also before and after the visitation, meaningful and memorable.  

In other words, sociable experiences in supportive and non-threatening circumstances are the key 
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to seniors’ museum visit motivations, enthusiastic attitudes and behaviors inside the museum, 

and constructive memories.  Given this finding, art museums can collaborate with local senior 

centers to set up museum fieldtrips for seniors in the community who hold common interests in 

particular museum contents, such as seniors who participate in oil painting workshops and are 

interested in different kinds of art mediums, to go to the museums as groups to see art exhibitions 

that stimulate seniors’ reflections and increase communication and sociability.  To help seniors 

build and maintain social connections, art museums can also foster interactive communications 

and personal interactions by providing guided-group tours of exhibitions, live presenters to 

demonstrate art techniques and processes, among others. 

2. Despite the fact that the elderly appear to be more familiar with traditional styles of 

communication such as face-to-face channels and printed materials, it does not mean that all 

older museum visitors disapprove of technology or oppose to art museums’ efforts to connect 

visitors with artworks on display through digital initiatives.  On top of up-to-date website, art 

museums can provide interactive technologies that help seniors create actual or virtual 

interpersonal connections when exploring museum contents in more details and deepening their 

artistic engagement both within and outside the museums.  For example, using augmented reality 

technology to encourage older visitors to build contextual relationships with their physical spaces 

as well as to create interactive connections with other visitors and their surroundings.  

3. Rather than customizing styles of artworks in exhibitions only for their targeted 

audiences, art museums need to care about the quality of exhibitions, curatorial works, and 

educative facilitators.  Older adults who are receptive to visiting art museums appear to construct 

their museum experiences with a touch of life-learned wisdom such as feeling clear about how to 

best spend their time in the museum, responding to unfamiliar styles of artworks with respects 



277 

for other people’s different preferences, being open-minded and patient to learn about new ideas 

and subject matters that they were unacquainted with, grabbing any opportunities that came up 

and made the best of it, and appreciate everything such as clean and well-maintained facilities 

and accessible restrooms.  Instead of focusing on seniors’ art preferences, art museums can work 

side by side with senior centers and use Villeneuve and Erickson’s (2008) Taxonomy to learn 

more about older visitors’ capabilities to understand and appreciate works of art.  In addition to 

using Falk and Dierking’s (2013) identity-related visit motivations to understand older visitors’ 

perceptions of what the museum experience affords, art museums should build a culture of 

evaluation to not only assess the exhibition quality but also analyze their older visitors’ feelings 

and recollections of their museum experiences. 

4. In order to provide comfortable, engaging, and reinforcing exhibitions that lay the 

foundations for senior citizens’ meaningful museum experiences, art museums can bring 

Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-Centered 

Perspective into play when preparing exhibitions and senior centers can consider using the 

framework as a means to select inclusive-elder-friendly exhibitions that are qualified for 

facilitating their seniors’ art museum experiences.  Importantly, visitors of different age groups 

might define aspects of comfort, engagement, reinforcement, and meaningfulness differently.  

So, it can be helpful to include seniors from different cohorts, i.e., Good Warriors, Lucky Few, 

and Baby Boomers, in a team of The Excellent Judges when evaluating the art exhibition. 

5. Checklists covering physical, communication, and attitude barriers need to be 

compiled and brought into play when senior centers organize art museum fieldtrips.  Art 

museums should work side by side with local senior centers to make sure that all barriers and 

issues are approached in order to create the checklists that cover all information about their 
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museums’ accessibilities and restrictions for older visitors in the community.  Each museum’s 

checklist ought to include hindrances and reinforcements seniors might encounter and be 

involved in not only during but also before and after the museum visitation. 

6. Since transportation and parking services are the main difficulties that prevent seniors 

who are receptive to visiting art museums from going to the museum, the provision of 

transportation by local senior centers give seniors an opportunity to be able to frequently visit art 

museums.  To provide safe and comfortable driving services for the elderly, senior centers 

should train the driver not only to properly provide physical assistance but also to handle 

walkers, rollators, and other kinds of equipment that seniors might use.  Besides having roof and 

slip-resistant ground at the loading zone, senior centers need to provide a step stool or other 

supports for seniors to securely and safely step in and out of the vehicle. 

7. Local senior centers can team up with their satellite sites in neighboring counties and 

regularly arrange the fieldtrip to art museums as a means to encourage more seniors to 

participate in their art programs and build an effective ecosystem of leisure activities for 

promoting active lifestyles and social well-being among senior citizens.  To cultivate elderly 

people’s senses of purpose in terms of staying creative, the collaboration between art museums 

and local senior centers can further seniors’ meaningful museum experiences as well as 

completing and sustaining a full cycle of arts engagement, from passive observation to active 

participation, for the aging population not only in but also across communities.    

Recommendations for Further Research 

Based on the research findings and implications, I suggest more studies that examine 

museum experiences of older adults who are receptive to visiting art museums in different 

dimensions.  The main factors involved in the accomplishment of fostering meaningful museum 



279 

experiences for the aging population are older museum visitors, qualities of exhibitions and 

characteristics of museums, and collaborations between arts-oriented institutions and senior-

serving organizations.  In view of that, I propose investigating and exploring these three factors 

by trying out the following: 

  1. Different groups of older visitors 

  2. Different exhibition qualities and museum characteristics 

  3. Different ways of collaborating on helping seniors construct their meaningful  

  museum visitation experiences  

For example, since this study’s participants are all females, I recommend the replication 

of this study with male seniors who participate in art workshop at the same senior center.  There 

are more women than men participating in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center.  Since 

older adults who showed an increase in center attendance were more likely to be female, it may 

be interesting to explore and look into the gendered nature of social relationship related to 

creativity engagement and art museum visitations.  Aside from social aspects, there could be 

much heuristic value in studying museum experiences of retirees who visit art museums during 

different seasons, such as Snowbirds who visit art museums in Florida during winter, older 

tourists who visit free museums in District of Columbia during summer, among others.  

The findings from this study revealed that these seniors who participate in art workshops 

at the senior center considered themselves as explorers regarding Falk and Dierking’s (2013) 

identity-related visit motivations, but even so their motivations to visit the Gadsden Arts Center 

are from sociocultural circumstances rather than personal factors.  Given this insight, I suggest 

further research that investigates museum experiences of seniors who are receptive to visiting art 

museums, but instead of explores, they consider themselves as facilitators whose museum visit 
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motivations revolve around accompanying other people and enabling others’ experiences and 

learning.   

Furthermore, there would be much value in conducting additional research studies that 

examine art museum experiences of seniors who are not taking any art class at the senior center 

as well as older adults who are not receptive to visiting art museums.  Additionally, I recommend 

further and future research to deeply understand how different cohorts that individual seniors 

belong to play a part in the ways seniors experience and construct the meanings of their museum 

visitation.  Besides different exhibition qualities such as an art exhibition that is not reinforcing 

based on Serrell’s (2006) Framework for Assessing Excellence in Exhibitions from a Visitor-

Centered Perspective, I suggest studies to look into the relationship between the level of 

familiarity seniors have with art styles in terms of techniques and mediums and the interaction of 

personal, sociocultural, and physical contexts that scaffold seniors’ museum experiences.  

While the provision of services to help seniors construct meaningful museum visitation 

experiences deserves continued consideration in further examinations of different practical ways 

that art museums can collaborate with senior-serving organizations, researchers may be better 

served in first analyzing what factors contribute to the older population’s sense of belonging and 

enthusiasm to become involved in both the aging community and museum community.  The 

findings of this study make a contribution to both art museums’ and senior centers’ practices of 

creating and sustaining a full cycle of meaningful art experiences and creativity engagement, 

from passive observation to active participation, for seniors who are receptive to visiting art 

museums.  Nevertheless, the field of creative aging still needs more empirical evidence about 

and research on how to make arts and creativity services successfully play an important dynamic 
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part in building an effective ecosystem of leisure activities for promoting creative healthy 

lifestyles and social well-being among senior citizens not only in but also across communities.  

Reflections 

Conducting this phenomenological study on museum experience of seniors who 

participate in art workshops at the Tallahassee Senior Center helped me understand the essences 

that formed seniors’ shared meaning of their art museum visitations.  Based on characteristics of 

the art exhibition, the findings revealed how seniors who are receptive to visiting art museums 

construct their museum experiences through the dynamic interaction of personal, sociocultural, 

and physical contexts.  Allowing the participants to speak for themselves instead of generalizing 

the participants’ experiences, the data triangulation confirmed the following seven key findings: 

  1. Seniors perceived themselves as curiosity-driven museum visitors with older  

  age-related needs and values. 

  2. Sociocultural circumstances played a key part in seniors’ art museum visit  

  motivations. 

  3. Seniors constructed their museum experiences on their interests in art with a  

  touch of life-learned wisdom. 

  4. Not only physical but also communication and attitude accessibilities are  

  crucial to older museum visitors. 

  5. Seniors preferred personal interactions in order to maintain social connections. 

  6. Sociable experiences made seniors’ meaningful museum experiences   

  memorable. 

  7. The art museum visitation cultivated seniors’ senses of purpose in terms of  

  staying creative. 
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To strive for sustainability and social contribution in the global aging societies, aside 

from riding the wave of demographic change, I find that art museums need to touch on aspects of 

globalized communities by cultivating a healthier sense of universal responsibilities and 

transforming diversities into creative visions and constructive inventions for everyone, including 

senior citizen.  Inherently, the findings put forward knowledge that conveys practical ways to 

make arts and creativity services dynamically play an important part in building an effective 

ecosystem of leisure activities for community well-being.  Therefore, I hope that my findings can 

serve as the springboard for encouraging art museums to work alongside aging communities to 

build and perpetuate a full cycle of meaningful art experiences and creativity engagement, from 

passive observation to active participation, for the aging population not only in but also across 

communities. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

SERRELL’S (2006) WORKSHEET 
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APPENDIX B 

 

THE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

 
Thank you for agreeing to interview with me.  As a part of my dissertation research, this 
interview will help develop a deeper understanding of how you experience and make sense of 
your art museum visitation.  To ensure accurate input of information, I would like to audio and 
digitally record the interview for transcribing purposes.  These records will be kept private and 
confidential.  To protect your privacy, I will report data without reference to you unless you give 
me verbal and written permission to do so.  Do you have any questions before we start the 
interview?  
 
 1. Could you please tell me a little bit about yourself? (Background/demographic        
     information/experiences that relate to art)   
 
 2. How many art classes have you taken: just one, a few, or many?  Do you think your   
     experiences in the workshops influenced the way you looked at the art in the museum,   
     and if so, how? 
 
 3. Have you been to the Gadsden Arts Center before?  What other museums (in Florida)    
     have you been to?  How often do you visit art museums?  Alone or with someone else? 
 
 4. How was your Gadsden Arts Center visit?  What can you tell me about your       
     experiences there? 
  
 5. What expectations and interests did you bring to the visit?  How did they shape       
     your experience at the Gadsden Arts Center?  
 
 6. Did you talk to or interact with other museum visitors or museum staff?  Is there   
     anyone who influenced or affected your museum visitation experiences?  How? 
  
 7. Did you have any difficulties in getting oriented or moving around inside the Gadsden   
     Arts Center?  What do you think of the museum’s layout and design? 
 

8. What do you think about the Hot Wax & Hot Glass Exhibition?  How did these      
     characteristics of the exhibition make an impression on your overall museum visitation 
     experience?   
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APPENDIX C 

 

THE PROTOCOL FOR FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWING 

 

 
Thank you for coming.  As a part of my research, this focus group interview will help gain more 
insights into museum visitation experiences of seniors who participate in art workshops at the 
senior center.  To encourage the expression of opinions from different points of view, you will be 
asked to share and discuss stories relating to our fieldtrip to the art museum to see the Hot Wax 
and Hot Glass Exhibition.  To ensure accurate input of information, I would like to ask your 
permission to audio and digitally record the interview for educational purposes.  These records 
will be kept private and confidential.  To protect your privacy, I will report data without 
reference to an individual unless you give me verbal and written permission to do so.  
  
Basically, we have around one hour; we have four parts to cover.  The focus group discussion 
will start with an introductory round.  You will introduce yourselves and share your thoughts on 
the Gadsden Arts Center visit.  This first part will take around 10 minutes.  In the second part, we 
will do an activity, which will take around 20 minutes.  We will do a free association exercise on 
barriers to experiencing the art exhibition and any possible solutions.  Then, in the third part, we 
will spend about 15 minutes to consider and talk about the meaningful art and museum 
experiences for older adults.  I will also ask you to share examples of organizations that offer the 
aging population meaningful arts engagement, from passive observation to active participation.  
In the last part, we will spend around 15 minutes to discuss the possible and practical 
collaboration between the senior center and local art museums on promoting meaningful art and 
museum experiences for senior citizens.  Do you have any questions before we start the 
discussion?   
  
 The following is the protocol of questions for discussion: 

 
1. Could you please introduce yourself and share your thoughts/stories about the       

     Gadsden Arts Center visit? 
 
2. Have you had any difficulties when experiencing the Hot Wax & Hot Glass      

     Exhibition?  What solutions will you suggest for eliminating physical, communication, 
     and attitude barriers to older museum visitors? 

 
3. What do you consider the meaningful art and museum experiences for seniors?  What   

     are examples of organizations that offer meaningful arts engagement, from passive   
     observation to active participation, to the aging population? 

 
4. How can the senior center and local art museums collaborate on fostering meaningful   

     art and museum experiences for seniors to engage in visual arts, from passive       
     observation to active participation? 
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APPENDIX D 

 

IRB APPROVAL FORM 
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APPENDIX E 

 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 
 



292 

 



293 

REFERENCES 

 

 
Ajzen, I., & Driver, B. L. (1992). Application of the theory of planned behavior to leisure choice. 
 Journal of Leisure Research, 24(3), 207-224. 
 
Ajzen, I. & Fishbein, M. (1980). Understanding attitudes and predicting social behavior. 
 Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 
 
Ajzen, I., Timko, C., & White, J. B. (1982). Self-monitoring and the attitude-behavior relation. 
 Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 42, 426-435. 
 
American Alliance of Museums. (2015). Accredited Museums: Museums Committed to 

 Excellence, Retrieved from http://www.aam- us.org/resources/assessment-
 programs/accreditation/accredited-museums 
 
American Association of Museums. (1992). The Accessible museum: Model programs of 

 accessibility for disabled and older people. Washington, DC: American Association of 
 Museums. 
 
American Federation for Aging Research & the Alliance for Aging Research. (1995). Putting 

 aging on hold: Delaying the diseases of old age. Washington, DC: AFAR/AAR.  
  
Arts Council of Northern Ireland. (2010). Arts and older people strategy. Retrieved from  
 http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/images/uploads/publications-documents/aop_strategy.pdf 
  
Barnes, M., Blom, A., Cox, K., & Lessof, C. (2006). The social exclusion of older people: 
 Evidence from the first wave of the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA). 
 London: Office of the Deputy Prime Minister.  
 
Barrett, T. (2008). Why is that art? Aesthetics and criticism of contemporary art. New York: 
 Oxford University.  
 
Bearon, L. C. (1996). Successful Aging: What does the “good life” look like?. The Forum for 

 Family and Consumer Issues, 1(3). Retrieved from 
 http://www.ncsu.edu/ffci/publications/1996/v1-n3-1996-summer/successful-aging.php 
 
Bentler, P. M., & Speckart, G. (1979). Models of attitude-behavior relations. Psychological 

 Review, 86, 452-464. 
 
Bierling, A., Brisoux, E., Kuijten, D., Rosa, M. L., & Pereira de Morais Luz, A. L. (2011-2012). 
 Social inclusion and Art museums. Retrieved from 
 http://alexandria.tue.nl/vanabbe/public/publicaties/Senseofbelonging.pdf 
 
Black, G. (2011). Transforming Museums in the 21st Century: Developing Museums for Visitor 

 Involvement. Hoboken, NJ: Taylor & Francis. 



294 

Bogdan, R. B., & Biklen, S. K. (2007). Qualitative research for education: An introduction to 

 theories and methods (5th ed.). New York, NY: Pearson. 
  
Butler, R. N. (2002). Why survive?: Being old in America. Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins 
 University Press. 
 
Caldwell, N. & Coshall, J. (2002). Measuring brand associations for museums and galleries 
 using repertory grid analysis. Management Decision, 40(4), 383-393. doi: 
 10.1108/00251740210426376 
 
Carlson, E. (2008). The lucky few: Between the greatest generation and the baby boom. 
 Dordrecht: Springer. 
 
Chesebrough, D. E. (1998). Museum partnership: Insights from the literature and research. 
 Museum News, 77(6), 50-53.   
 
Christie, C.A. & Fleischer, D. (2009). Social inquiry paradigms as a frame for the debate on 
 credible evidence. In S.I. Donaldson, C.A. Christie, & M.M. Mark (Eds.), What counts as 

 credible evidence in applied research and evaluation practice? (pp. 19-30). Los Angeles, 
 CA: Sage. 
 
Coffee, K. (2008). Cultural inclusion, exclusion and the formative roles of museums. Museum 

 Management and Curatorship, 23, 261–79. 
 
Cohen, G. (2000). Creativity and aging. Grantmakers In the Arts Reader, 11(2). Retrieved from 
 http://www.giarts.org/article/creativity-and-aging 
 
Cohen, G. (2001). The creative age: Awakening human potential in the second half of life. New 
 York, NY: Quill. 
 
Cohen, G. (2006). The mature mind: The positive power of the aging brain. New York, NY: 
 Basic Books. 
 
Cohen, G. D., Perlstein, S., Chapline, J., Kelly, J., Firth, K. M., & Simmens, S. (2006). The 
 impact of professionally conducted cultural programs on the physical health, mental 
 health, and social functioning of older adults. The Gerontologist, 46(6), 726-734.  
 
Corbett L. (2012, June). Successful Aging, Bringing to Life the Possibilities and Potentials for  
 Vibrant Aging. Symposium conducted at the Library of Congress, Washington, DC. 
  
Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

 approaches. Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications. 
 
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 
 approaches. Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications. 
 



295 

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in the research 

 process. London: Sage. 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, M., & Hermanson, K. (1995). What makes visitors want to learn? Intrinsic  
 motivation in museums. Museum News, 74(3), 34-37, 59-61. 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, M., & Robinson, R. (1990). The Art of Seeing: An Interpretation of the 

 Aesthetic Encounter. Los Angeles, CA: J. Paul Getty Museum and the Getty Center for 
 Education in the Arts. 
 
Cutler, D. (2009). Aging artfully: Older people and professional participatory arts in the UK. The 

 Baring Foundation. Retrieved from 
 http://www.baringfoundation.org.uk/AgeingArtfully.pdf 
 
DeMarrais, K. B., & Lapan, S. D. (2004). Foundations for research: Methods of inquiry in 

 education and the social sciences. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Dewey, J. (1929). Experience and nature. New York, NY: Norton. 
 
Dewey, J. (1950). Aesthetic experience as a primary phase and as an artistic development. The 

 Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 9(1), 56-58.  
 
Dewey, J. (2005). Art as experience. New York, NY: Penguin Group. 
 
Dorn, C. M. (1994). Thinking in art: A philosophical approach to art education. Reston, VA:  
 National Art Education Association. 
 
Eisner, E. W., & Dobbs, S. M. (1988). Silent pedagogy: How museums help visitors experience  
 exhibitions. Art Education, 41(4), 6-15. 
 
Erickson, M., & Clover, K. (2003). Viewpoints for art understanding. Translations, 12(1), n.p. 
 Reston, VA: National Art Education Association. 
  
Eriksson, Y. (1998). Learning in Museums: Accessibility, Contents, Understanding and 
 Interpretation. Art Bulletin of National Museum Stockholm, 5, 86. 
 
Esri (2012). Is “Seniors” One Demographic Group?: An Analysis of America’s Changing 

 Demographics. Retrieved from http://www.esri.com/library/brochures/pdfs/senior-
 demographics.pdf 
 
Falk, J. H., & Dierking, L. D. (1992). The museum experience. Washington, DC: Whalesback 
 Books. 
 
Falk, J. H., & Dierking, L. D. (2000). Learning from museums: Visitor experiences and the 

 making of meaning. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield. 
 



296 

Falk, J. H., & Dierking, L. D. (2013). The museum experience revisited. Walnut Creek, CA: 
 Left Coast Press, Inc. 
 
Falk, J. H., & Sheppard, B. (2006). Thriving in the knowledge age: New business models for 

 museums and other cultural institutions. Lanham, MD: Altamira Press. 
 
Feldman, D. H. (1987). Developmental psychology and art education: Two fields at the 
 crossroads. Journal of Aesthetic Education, 21(2), 243-259.  
 
Fishbein, M., & Ajzen, I. (1975). Belief, attitude, intention, and behavior: An introduction to 

 theory and research. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 
 
Fraenkel, J. R., & Wallen, N. E. (2009). How to design and evaluate research in education  

 (5th ed). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.  
 
Fredricks, A. J., & Dossett, D. L. (1983). Attitude-behavior relations: A comparison of the 
 Fishbein-Ajzen and the Bentler-Speckart models. Journal of Personality and Social 

 Psychology, 45, 501-512. 
 
Fries, J. F., & Crapo, L. M. (1981). Vitality and aging. San Francisco, CA: W. H. Freeman. 
 
Gardiner, J. A. (2011). A Study of the Effectiveness of Community Outreach and Public 

 Accessibility in Art Museums. Retrieved from Proquest. (UMI 1507651) 
 
Giorgi, A. (2009). The descriptive phenomenological method in psychology: A modified 

 Husserlian approach. Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press. 
 
Gorman, A. K. (2007). Museum education assessment: Designing a framework. In P. Villeneuve 
 (Ed.), From periphery to center: Art museum education in the 21

st
 century (pp. 206-211). 

 Reston, VA: National Art Education Association.  
 
Goulding, A. (2013). Older People Learning through Contemporary Visual Art - Engagement 
 and Barriers. International Journal of Art & Design Education, 32, 18-32. 
 doi: 10.1111/j.1476-8070.2013.01751.x 
 
Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1989). Fourth Generation Evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: Sage 
 Publications. 
 
Handa, K., Dairoku, H., & Toriyama, Y. (2010). Investigation of priority needs in terms of 
 museum service accessibility for visually impaired visitors. British Journal of Visual 

 Impairment, 28(3), 221-234. doi: 10.1177/0264619610374680 
 
Hanna, G. P. (2013). The central role of creativity in aging. Journal of Art for Life, 4(1), 4-13. 
 
 
 



297 

Hanna, G. P., & Perlstein, S. (2008). Creativity matters: Arts and aging in America. Americans 

 for the Arts Monograph. Retrieved from 
 http://www.giarts.org/sites/default/files/Monograph_Creativity-Matters-Arts-and-Aging-
 in-America.pdf 
 
Havighurst, R. J. (1961). Successful aging. The Gerontologist, 1(1), 8-13. 
 
Hefferman, I. & Schnee, S. (1981). Brooklyn: Building a New Museum Audience. Museum News, 
 59(5), 31-32. 
 
Hein, G. E. (1998). Learning in the museum. New York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Hein, G. E. (2012). Progressive museum practice: John Dewey and democracy. Walnut Creek, 
 CA: Left Coast Press. 
 
Henry, C. (2000). How visitors relate to museum experiences: An analysis of positive and 
 negative reactions. Journal of Aesthetic Education, 34(2), 99-106. 
 
Hesner, P. (2011, March 12). We know what we like, and it’s not modern art! How gallery 

 visitors only viewed work by Damien Hirst and Tracey Emin for less than 5 seconds. 
 Retrieved from http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1365672/Modern-art-How-
 gallery-visitors-viewed-work-Damien-Hirst-Tracy-Emin-5-seconds.html 
 
Hickman, L. A., Neubert, S., & Reich, K. (2009). John Dewey between pragmatism and 

 constructivism. New York, NY: Fordham University Press. 
 
Hofstadter, A., & Kuhns, R. (1976). Philosophies of art and beauty: Selected readings in 

 aesthetics from Plato to Heidegger. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Holt, L., Colburn, D., & Leverty, L. (n.d.). Boomers or bust in Florida and the nation. Retrieved 
 from http://www.bebr.ufl.edu/articles/boomers-or-bust-florida-and-nation  
 
Hooper-Greenhill, E. (1994). Museums and their Visitors. London: Routledge. 
 
Hughes, M. E., & O’Rand, A. M. (2005). The lives and times of the baby boomers. In R. Farley 
 & J. Haaga (Eds.), The American People: Census 2000 (pp. 225-255). New York, NY: 
 Russell Sage Foundation. 
 
King, P. M., & Kitchener, K. S. (1994). Developing reflective judgment: Understanding and 

 promoting intellectual growth and critical thinking in adolescents and adults.   
 San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 
 
Kinsella, K., & Phillips, D. R. (2005). Global Aging: The Challenge of Success. A publication of 

 the Population Reference Bureau, 60(1), 201-244. 
 
 



298 

Kneale, D. (2012, September). Is social exclusion still important for older people? Retrieved 
 from www.ilcuk.org.uk 
 
Knowles, M. S. (1973). The Adult Learner. A neglected species. Retrieved from 
 http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED084368.pdf 
 
Knowles, M. S. (1984). Andragogy in Action: Applying modern principles of adult education, 
 San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass. 
 
Kockelmans, J. J. (1967). A first introduction to Husserl’s phenomenology. Pittsburgh, PA: 
 Duquesne University Press. 
 
Korza, P., Brown, M., & Dreeszen, C. (Eds.). (2007). Fundamentals of arts management  
 (5th ed.). Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Arts Extension Service. 
 
Kuhn, A. (2010). Memory texts and memory work: Performances of memory in and with visual 
 media. Memory Studies, 3(4), 298-313. doi: 10.1177/1750698010370034 
 
Larsen, D. (2012, July 19). Florida: America’s sweet senior retirement temptress. Retrieved 
 from http://www.aplaceformom.com/blog/ahhhhh-florida-americas-sweet-senior-
 retirement-temptress/ 
 
LeVasseur, J. J. (2003). The problem of bracketing in phenomenology. Qualitative Health 

 Research, 13(3), 408-420.  
  
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (2000). Paradigmatic controversies, contradictions, and emerging 
 confluences. In Y. S. Lincoln & E. G. Guba (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research  
 (pp. 163-188). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Liu, W. C. (2007). Working together: Collaboration between art museums and schools. In P.  
 Villeneuve (Ed.), From Periphery to Center: Art Museum Education in the 21

st
 Century 

 (pp. 129-137). Reston, VA: National Art Education Association. 
 
Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2010). Designing qualitative research (5th ed.). Thousand 
 Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Mason, D. D. M., and McCarthy, C. (2006). The feeling of exclusion: Young peoples’ 
 perceptions of art galleries. Museum Management and Curatorship, 21(1), 20-31. 
 
McLean, K. (1999). Museum exhibitions and the dynamics of dialogue. Daedalus, 128(3), 83-
 107. 
 
Mertens, D. M. (1998). Research methods in education and psychology: Integrating diversity 

 with quantitative and qualitative approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
 



299 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: A sourcebook of new 

 methods (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Moser, S. (2010). The devil is in the detail: museum displays and the creation of knowledge. 
 Museum Anthropology, 33(1), 22-32. 
 
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
National Age Discrimination and National Bureau for Accessibility. (2000). Access for All Ages! 
 Utneet, Netherlands: Author. 
 
National Endowment for the Arts, National Endowment for the Humanities, & National 
 Assembly of State Arts Agencies. (2003). Design for accessibility: A cultural 

 administrator's handbook. Washington, DC: National Endowment for the Arts. 
 
Neuman, W. L. (2000). Social research methods: Qualitative and quantitative approaches  

 (4th ed.). Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 
 
Office of Economic and Demographic Research (2012, May 11). Florida’s Economic Future & 

 the Impact of Aging in Place [PDF document]. Retrieved from 
 http://edr.state.fl.us/Content/presentations/economic/AginginPlaceHousingSummit.pdf 
 
Parsons, M. J. (1987). Talk about a painting: A cognitive developmental analysis. Journal of 

 Aesthetic Education, 21(1), 37-55.  
 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (3rd ed.). Newbury Park, 
 CA: Sage. 
  
Perry, D. L. (2012). What makes learning fun?: Principles for the design of intrinsically 

 motivating museum exhibits. Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press. 
 
Rojas, C. d., & Camarero, C. (2008). Visitors’ experience, mood and satisfaction in a heritage 
 context: Evidence from an interpretation center. Tourism Management, 29(1), 525–537. 
 
Ross, S. T. (Ed.). (1994). Art and its significance (3rd ed.). Albany, NY: State University of New  
 York. 
 
Rossman, G. B., & Rallis, S. F. (2003). Learning in the field: An introduction to qualitative 

 research (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 

Rowe, P. G. (1987). Design thinking. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

 
Salmen, J. P. S. (1998). Everyone’s Welcome: The Americans with Disabilities Act and 

 Museums. Washington, DC: American Association of Museums. 
 



300 

Sandell, R. (1998). Museums as agents of social inclusion. Museums management and 

 curatorship 17 (4), 401-418. 
 
Santoro, E. (2012, November 8). Senior center offers variety of classes. Tallahassee Democrat, 
 Retrieved from http://www.tallahassee.com/section/chronicle/ 
 
Sauter, M. B., & McIntyre, D. A. (2011, May 10). The states with the oldest and youngest 

 residents. Retrieved from http://247wallst.com/investing/2011/05/10/the-states-with-the-
 oldest-and-youngest-residents/6/ 
 
Saxon, J. P., & Spitznagel, R. J. (1991). The graying of America: Implications for vocational 
 evaluation. Vocational Evaluation and Work Adjustment Bulletin, 24 (3), 113-118. 
 
Selwood, S. (2009). 7a Creativity and innovation in the cultural economy. In A. C. Pratt & P. 
 Jeffcutt (Eds.), Creativity, innovation and the cultural economy (219-240). Hoboken, NJ: 
 Taylor & Francis. 
 
Serrell, B. (2006). Judging exhibitions: A Framework for Assessing Excellence. Walnut Creek, 
 CA: Left Coast. 
 
Sharpe, E. (1992). Education programs for older adults. In S. K. Nichols (Ed.), Patterns in 

 practice: Selections from the Journal of Museum Education (pp. 262 - 267). Washington, 
 DC: Museum Education Roundtable. 
 
Sherman, A. P. (1996, November). The Arts and Older Americans. American for the Arts 

 Monographs, 5(8). Retrieved at http://pubs.artsusa.org/library/ARTSO33/html/1.htmal 
 
Shettel, H. (2008). No visitor left behind. Curator: The Museum Journal, 51(4), 367-375. 
 
Silvers, D. M., Rogers, M., & Wilson, M. (2013, April). Design Thinking for Visitor 

 Engagement: Tackling One Museum’s Big Challenge through Human-centered Design. 
 Paper presented at the annual conference of Museums and the Web, Portland, OR. 
 Retrieved from http://mw2013.museumsandtheweb.com/paper/design-thinking-for-
 visitor-engagement-tackling-one-museums-big-challenge-through-human-centered-
 design/ 
 
Smetana, J. G., & Adler, N. E. (1980). Fishbein’s value x expectancy model: An examination of 
 some assumptions. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 6, 89-96. 
  
Spencer, S. (2011). Visual research methods in the social sciences. New York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Stanczak, G. C. (Ed.). (2007). Visual research methods: Image, society, and representation. 
 Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 



301 

Steinkamp, M. W., & Kelly, J. R. (1987). Social integration, leisure activity, and life satisfaction 
 in older adults: Activity theory revisited. International Journal of Aging and Human 

 Development, 25(4), 293-307. 
 
Stern, M. J. (2011). Age and arts participation: A case against demographic destiny. National 

 Endowment for the Arts. Retrieved from http://www.giarts.org/sites/default/files/age-and-
 arts-participation-case-against-demographic-destiny.pdf 
 
Stroud, S. R. (2011). John Dewey and the question of artful criticism. Philosophy and 

 Rhetoric, 44(1), 27-51. doi:10.1353/par.2011.0003 
 
Templeton, C. A. (2011). Museum Visitor Engagement Through Resonant, Rich and Interactive 

 Experiences (Master’s thesis). Retrieved from 
 http://repository.cmu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1024&context=theses 
  
The American Association of Museums, & the California Association of Museums (2010). 
 Tomorrow in the Golden State: Museum and the future of California. Retrieved from 
 http://www.aam-us.org/docs/center-for-the-future-of-
 museums/tomorrow_in_golden_state_finalweb.pdf  
 
Thongnopnua, S. (2013a). Accessibility for the older population: Seniors and arts participation. 
 Journal of Art for Life, 4(1), 33-44. 
 
Thongnopnua, S. (2013b). Visual arts-based research: Art museums as an inclusive elder-
 friendly place. The International Journal of the Inclusive Museum, 6(1), 131-143. 
  
Thongnopnua, S. (2015). CACE Framework: The promising strategy for art museums to thrive 
 and sustain in the global aging society. In H. Robertson (Ed.), The caring museum. 
 Boston, MA: MuseumsEtc.  
 
Todd, S. & Lawson, R. (2001). Lifestyle segmentation and museum/gallery visiting behaviour. 
 International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing, 6(3), 269-277. 
 
United States Bureau of the Census. (1984). Projections of the population of the United States, 

 by age, sex, and race: 1983-2008 (Series P-25, no. 952). Washington, DC: U.S. 
 Government Printing Office. 
 
United States Census Bureau. (2012, December 12). U.S. Census Bureau projections show a 

 slower growing, older, more diverse nation a half century from now. Retrieved from 
 https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/population/cb12-243.html  
 
van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action sensitive 

 pedagogy. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. 
 
Vaughan, G., & Hogg, M. (2011). Social Psychology (6th ed.). Edinburgh Gate: Pearson 
 Education Limited. 



302 

Villeneuve, P., & Erickson, M. (2008). The trouble with contemporary art is… Art Education, 

 61(2), 92-97. 
 
Vincent, G. K., & Velkoff, V. A. (2010, May). The next four decades the older population in the 

 United States: 2010 to 2050. Retrieved from  
 http://www.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/p25-1138.pdf 
 

Waltl, C. (2006). Museums for visitors: Audience development-A crucial role for successful 

 museum management strategies. Paper presented at Intercom conference, Retrieved from 
 http://www.intercom.museum/documents/1-4Waltl.pdf 
 
Weil, S. (1999). From being about something to being for somebody: The ongoing 
 transformation of the American museum. Daedalus 128(3): 229-258. 
 
Wilkening, S., & Chung, J. (2009). Life stages of the museum visitor: Building engagement over 

 a lifetime. Washington, DC: American Association of Museums Press. 
 
  



303 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

 

 
 Sitthiporn Thongnopnua is an artist and educator from Bangkok, Thailand.  She received 

a BFA in visual arts from Chulalongkorn University, Thailand, and an MFA in painting from 

Miami University, USA.  While working on her Ph.D. in Arts Administration, Department of Art 

Education, at Florida State University, she earned a graduate certificate in program evaluation 

from Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies.  Sitthiporn has been awarded a 

2015 Summer Internship at the National Gallery of Art; she was working with the education 

division and assisted with the Gallery’s efforts to connect people, art, and learning through 

digital initiatives.  She also has been selected for an appointment through the Smithsonian 

Minority Awards Program with funding from the James E. Webb fund as an Intern at the 

Smithsonian Center for Learning and Digital Access (SCLDA).   

 Having grown up in Bangkok and worked for numerous rural development services and 

environmental campaigns in Thailand, Sitthiporn’s perspective on art has evolved from being 

art-for-art’s-sake to art-for-life’s-sake.  Her personal and professional interest is in how arts and 

creativity services play a dynamic role in building an ecosystem of leisure activities for 

community well-being.  Her current research focuses on how art museums and local senior 

centers can collaborate on not only creating but also sustaining a full cycle of meaningful art 

experience and creativity engagement, from passive observation to active participation, for the 

aging population in and across communities.  Most recently, her framework that provides the 

promising strategy for art museums to thrive and sustain in the global aging society was 

published in The Caring Museum, MuseumsEtc.  Sitthiporn maintains an active artistic practice 

and regularly presents her research at international and national conferences. 


