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Summary

Inside a museum or in a classroom, a part of the learning process relies on the ways in 

which the teacher frames questions, guides observations, provides information, explains ideas, 

and responds to students’ responses. This paper reported a study that investigated a small but 

essential element of teaching and learning—dialogue and questioning—that is central to museum 

and school art education. Previous research on classroom dialogue focused on subjects such as 

Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies (e.g., Mercer & Sams, 2006; Smart & Marshall, 2013; 

Walshaw & Anthony, 2008). However, a dialogue in an art museum or a visual arts lesson is very 

different from a dialogue in mathematics, science, or history. 

The scholarship of Falk and Dierking (2018), Hein (1998), and Hooper-Greenhill (2007) 

has been widely influential and useful in theorizing museum pedagogy. Hein (1998, p. 34) 

proposed that the “constructivist museum,” a museum where visitors negotiate and create their 

own knowledge, is the kind of museum most conducive to learning. Falk and Dierking (2018) 

proposed the contextual model of learning and viewed museum experience as an interplay of the 

personal context, the physical context, the social context, and the factor of time. It is through the 

continually shifting interactions between these four contexts that visitors construct their personal 

learning in museums. Hooper-Greenhill (2007) measured the impact and outcomes of learning in 

museums. She identified five generic learning outcomes and concluded that learning in museums 

has a powerful impact on the shaping of identities.
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Design-based research (DBR), a method which “is used to study learning in environments 

that are designed and systematically changed by the researcher” (Barab, 2014, p. 151), was the 

principal methodology used for this study. The study was conducted in three phases. Phase 1 

involved the training of teacher participants for leading group dialogue and curriculum planning. 

Seven primary school teachers were invited to participate in a two-day workshop. They then 

developed three five-to six-week curriculum plans, each incorporating one museum visit. Phase 

2 was the implementation of the plans with the support of the investigators and the evaluation 

of teachers’ and students’ performance in leading group dialogue. Data was obtained from the 

teachers’ interviews, observations, and video recordings of museum visits and classroom teaching 

before, during, and after the implementation of the plans. Phase 3 was the data analysis stage. The 

results of the study were used to create a pedagogical model that is theoretically and practically 

sound. 

According to Hubard (2015, p. 11), there are three modes of group dialogue—predetermined, 

interpretive-thematic, and interpretive-open dialogues. A predetermined dialogue is set out with 

clear objectives decided by the educator who will guide viewers through the viewing and learning 

process with carefully considered questions. For interpretive-thematic dialogues, the aim is “to 

enable viewers to construct their own meanings in response to an artwork, not to communicate 

pre-identified ideas” (Hubard, 2015, p. 14). In an interpretive-open dialogue, the role of the 

educator is that of a listener and a facilitator who helps to unfold the meaning of an artwork that 

is relevant to individual viewers.

A review of Feldman’s (1992) four stages art criticism model, the “seven questions” approach 

proposed by Bell (2011b), the four “ways in” questioning frameworks developed by the Charman 

(2006), Wolff and Geahigan’s (1997) inquiry-based art criticism learning, the Visual thinking 

strategies developed by Yenawine (2013), and Rorty’s (2014) interrogating questions on a 

painting in six dimensions shows that, generally speaking, there are six types of question that can 

be asked in a dialogue. The first type of question largely focuses on the viewers and their personal 

experiences. The second type of question is to engage viewers to look carefully and describe the 

work comprehensively. The third type of question is to ask viewers to analyse the work visually 

(Feldman, 1992). The fourth type of question is “contextual questions” (Bell, 2011b, p. 49). These 

are questions about when, where, who, histories, the present, and the institutional context of the 

artwork (Charman, 2006). The fifth type of question is questions that lead students to interpret 

the work. These are questions about the content, message, title, theme, and genre of the work 

(Charman, 2006). The last type of question is “evaluating questions” (Bell, 2011b, p. 49). Viewers 
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are asked to make a critical judgment about the value of the artwork, and provide justifications 

for it (Feldman, 1992). 

Observations of the investigators and the interviews of teacher participants produced a refined 

dialogue and questioning framework. The following are the suggestions for the implementation 

of the framework:

1. In a lesson of about one hour, the teaching of artworks would be best to last for about 30 to 

40 minutes. Teachers should grasp the time when students are concentrating and use several 

related works as the focus of teaching. 

2. A good question should motivate students to make a good response. The design and use of 

questions should take into account the students’ responses and make necessary adjustments.

3. The six question types are designed to help students explore artworks from different 

perspectives. There is no specific order to ask them, nor do they have to be equally distributed. 

4. In teaching, there is always time to ask questions and there is also time to introduce relevant 

information. Questioning and direct teaching should complement each other.

5. In engaging students in interpretative questions, teachers need to pay attention to whether 

students have relevant information to interpret and the ways and the amount of information 

teachers should provide students.

6. The environment of art museums is very different from a school art classroom. The dialogue 

and questions should be based on the direct observation of the physical art objects. 
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