Museum Observation Field Journal
Consider a museum an important text that deserves careful reading. Before visiting a museum, inventory your assumptions about what you expect, even if you are familiar with the institution. Think about where it is, how it sits on the landscape, its relationship to the natural and built environments. Use categories below to guide your close observation of various aspects of the museum experience. Make notes, sketches, and photos, if allowed, to create keep a field journal of your visit.
Audience–For whom is the museum intended, how is the museum advertised, what is its importance to the city, the region, the nation? Is the mission statement posted? What are the education programs and whom do they serve? Who are the visitors—age, gender, ethnicity, tourists, locals? How are visitors dressed? What languages do you hear?

Names–Whose names appear in and on the art and objects in exhibits, among the donors, on the building, the board of directors, the staff, the docents, the volunteers? Is there an obvious hierarchy? Are there any clues to the occupational folklore of staff or docents?

Funding–Do public (local, state, federal government) as well as private (foundations, funders, the public) funds support the museum? Who funds individual exhibits? How does the museum generate income?

Voice–Who's the curator, what are the art and objects saying, what are the artists saying? Are voices left out? If so, whose? How might they be included? Should they be included?

Aesthetics–How do the physical arrangements of the facility express the mission of the museum? How do various sections of the facility differ in terms of layout, décor, public access? Take time to observe a small section of the facility—sketch it, note traffic patterns, who comes and goes. What’s the soundscape? What do you find pleasing in this museum and why? What is unappealing to you here and why?
Cultural Representation—Are all artworks strictly fine/academic or did you find elements of folk/traditional culture in the exhibits? What references to popular culture do you find? 

Social Issues–What social issues does the museum address and how? Does the museum stance on social issues influence public opinion, policy, or funding? If so, how?
Soon after your visit, take time to free write about the experience. Your writing is just for you, so write freely and quickly. Return to your assumptions, think about what surprised you, what pleased you, what made you uncomfortable. Refer to your notes, sketches, and photos. Summarize your experience by writing an exhibit label greeting a future visitor. You may illustrate the label and give it a title.
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