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PARTNERS: National Art Education Association (NAEA), Association of Art Museum Directors (AAMD), and Randi Korn 
& Associates (RK&A). Support provided by a National Leadership Grant from the Institute of Museum and Library 
Services (IMLS) and the Samuel H. Kress Foundation. 
 

RESEARCH QUESTION: What are the benefits of facilitated single-visit art museum programs, guided by inquiry-based 
pedagogies, on students in grades 4–6?  
 

RESEARCH HYPOTHESIS: Though short in duration, facilitated single-visit art museum programs affect students in 
complex, multidimensional ways. There is not one direct effect; rather, there are potentially multiple, interrelated 
effects that are central to the education of young people. 
 

RESEARCH METHOD: A quasi-experimental research design included three study groups: Treatment A participants 
experienced original works of art during a facilitated single-visit program in an art museum; Treatment B participants 
experienced reproductions in a facilitated program in a school classroom; and the Control Group did not receive any 
intervention. 
 

INQUIRY-BASED TEACHING: A trained museum representative (volunteer docent or staff) asks open-ended 

questions; allows group dialogue to evolve in response to students’ comments and questions; provides opportunities 
for students to consider different ideas; and encourages close looking and evidential reasoning.  

KEY FINDINGS:  A facilitated 
single-visit program in an art 
museum affects students in 
grades 4–6 in four ways:  

• questioning 

• multiple interpretations 

• physicality of art 

• emotive recall 

 
STUDENT CAPACITIES:  
The NAEA and AAMD team 
chose to focus this research on 
five capacities: 

• creative thinking  

• critical thinking 
• sensorial and affective 

responses  
• human connections 

• academic connections 
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KEY FINDINGS: 
● QUESTIONING: Students ask more complex questions about works of art. 

Questions are key to student learning. A facilitated single-visit art museum program can spark curiosity and 
encourage higher-level inquiry.  
 

● MULTIPLE INTERPRETATIONS: Students are more accepting of multiple interpretations of a work of art. 
A facilitated single-visit art museum program can encourage students to practice listening and respectful 
debate. Multiple interpretations of art objects can promote broader understanding of diverse people and 
ideas. Communication and collaboration can serve to open young minds. 
 

● PHYSICALITY OF ART: Students are more likely to think about works of art in terms of their material 
properties. 
Little compares to experiencing works of art in a museum. Seeing original artwork and participating in 
facilitated art museum programs engages the senses, holds students’ attention and stimulates questions 
about artists’ choices and creative processes.  
 

● EMOTIVE RECALL: Students experience greater emotive recall of the program.  
The impact of firsthand encounters with works of art in a museum can inspire recall and emotions—two 
significant elements of cognition. Multisensory experiences activate neural systems that result in rich and 
durable memories.  
 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
● Museum leadership should encourage and provide professional development to ensure that their education 

staff and volunteers are conversant with this study and understand how to apply it to their own practice. 
● Museum leadership should support their education departments by investing in visitor learning research. No 

single study captures every aspect of museum education programming, and the field could benefit greatly 
from further studies. 

● Museum leadership should be confident that facilitated single-visit art museum programs have a positive 
impact on student learning and skill development.  

● Museum leadership should be encouraged to support facilitated single-visit art museum programs using the 
specific benefits measured in this study, as they add credibility to the claims of museum advocates and can 
be used accordingly.  

● Museum leadership can feel confident discussing with community leaders and donors the benefit and value 
of facilitated single-visit art museum programs and their impact on student learning and skill development.    

 

CONCLUSION:  
Facilitated single-visit art museum programs, using inquiry-based pedagogies, provide unique opportunities to 
engage with original works of art in a different learning environment. This study shows that engaging with 
original works of art in an art museum has a stronger impact on students than looking at reproductions in two 
areas—emotive recall and physicality of art. By allowing students to look closely, share ideas, and discover 
personal connections, facilitated single-visit art museum programs inspire and foster students’ creativity and 
curiosity. Practicing these skills across a variety of learning environments can contribute to meaningful cognitive 
gains. The results of this study help validate that the work of museums is important and impactful to student 
learning and skill development. Museum leadership should be encouraged to support facilitated single-visit art 
museum programs by citing the specific benefits measured in this study, as they add credibility to the claims of 
museum advocates and can be used accordingly. 
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