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Preface 

 When I began the Doctoral Program in Educational Leadership four years 

ago, I imagined myself becoming an expert on technology integration in 

education.  I could have never predicted that working for 7-Eleven, Inc., piloting a 

scholarship program for disadvantaged teenagers, sitting in board meetings with 

Chief Executive Officers and philanthropists, working with the Ft. Worth 

Chamber of Commerce, designing a museum gallery for children, developing a 

strategic plan, and launching Cowgirl University, would all be a part of my 

education.  And yet each experience has built on the one before and taught me 

lessons about Educational Leadership that I had not anticipated.  Much of the 

following document illustrates the lessons I have learned. 

 Just like most other first year Masters of Business Administration (MBA) students 

at TCU, I began exploring summer internships possibilities during my second semester of 

the program.  A company tour of 7-Eleven, Inc. with my classmates seemed an unlikely 

prospect.  Had it not been for a personal email from the Director of Career Services I 

doubt I would have attended.  She had recently learned about an educational foundation 

the company’s CEO founded and thought I might be able to learn more about the 

foundation if I joined my other classmates on the tour. 

 On this particular company tour, our class had the opportunity to meet several 7-

Eleven, Inc. executives, including the company’s CEO.  He spoke briefly about the new 

foundation called Education is Freedom (EIF).  During the Question and Answer session, 

I raised my hand and asked him a few questions about his new foundation.  His 

enthusiasm for the foundation was evident in the way he talked and I want to think he 
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was pleasantly surprised to have an MBA student so interested in his company’s 

commitment to educating disadvantaged youth.  I left the company tour that day 

determined to spend my summer internship working for the foundation. 

 I spent that first summer working with the staff to develop the structure for a pilot 

scholarship program to help low-income high school students in Dallas attend college. I 

also wrote life skills curriculum for the scholarship program and researched nonprofit 

board compositions to help the foundation’s Executive Director prepare an expansion 

proposal for the Board of Directors.  At the end of the summer internship, I was offered a 

part-time job.  I worked for the foundation through the next school year and summer.  We 

developed and launched the pilot scholarship program which provides scholarships for 

students so long as they maintain at least a B average and participate in college 

preparatory activities (i.e. mentoring with local business professionals, completing life 

skills coursework, etc.).   

 While I worked for the foundation, I was trying to figure out what I would do for 

my dissertation project.  I talked to the Executive Director and my Doctoral Chair about 

the possibility of working on a project with the foundation.  As the pilot program was 

wrapping up its first year and the first set of high school graduates were heading off to 

college, it was time to conduct a systematic evaluation of the program.  We explored the 

idea of using this evaluation as the basis for my dissertation project.   I would need to 

spend time learning more about educational program evaluation and researching the 

impact of scholarship monies on helping low income youth who otherwise might not 

attend college have the opportunity to attend.  The project seemed pretty exciting and I 

even began reading a book and sitting in on a graduate class on program evaluation. 
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 As this was taking place in Dallas, across the Metroplex, in Ft. Worth, the Fort 

Worth Chamber of Commerce was trying to launch the mentoring component of their 

Stay in School Initiative.  I met the woman responsible for this program at a luncheon I 

attended through the business school.  She was very interested in the work I had been 

doing developing a mentoring program for Education is Freedom’s pilot scholarship 

program.  She invited me to meet with her and explore working on a project with the 

Chamber.  Over the course of three or four months, I met with her several more times and 

accompanied local business leaders serving as committee members when they met with 

local high school administrators to try to determine how best to work together to establish 

a mentoring program for struggling high school students.   

I found myself identifying similarities and differences between the goals of the 

Education is Freedom Foundation and the Chamber.  I thought it was interesting that both 

projects were based on business organizations trying to help at-risk students in urban 

settings improve high school completion and college entrance rates.  The relationship 

between business and education is obviously fragile and underdeveloped, yet both 

business organizations had incredible human and financial resources they were willing to 

invest in order to make a contribution to education.  From my brief experience with both 

organizations, I observed that some business professionals and educational leaders were 

more savvy and capable of productive relationships in achieving their common goals than 

others.  I also saw what did not work: overbearing business professionals with “all the 

answers” convinced they could save public education and that all educators would 

welcome them with open arms; and equally unattractive, educational leaders with 
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disabling skepticism, unwilling to look beyond their narrow paradigms to explore new 

ideas and see beyond the complexity that collaboration between two seemingly dissimilar 

professions entailed. 

Again, I came back to structuring a project for my dissertation.  Rather than 

working strictly with the foundation in Dallas or the Chamber in Ft. Worth, I thought it 

might be interesting to identify critical success factors of effective partnerships between 

businesses and schools; specifically as they relate to improving high school completion 

and college entrance rates for At-Risk students in urban schools.  That was the basis of 

my first dissertation proposal.   

 As I began working simultaneously with both organizations, I quickly realized that I 

may have taken on a much larger project than I was capable of completing.  There was a 

great deal of ambiguity to my project and I found it difficult to be an objective observer 

when I was so intimately involved with each organization.  I began losing interest and 

confidence with the Chamber project.  I also realized that I would really just be doing the 

leg work for someone else’s project.  While I thought the Chamber project was 

worthwhile and commended the motivations of those involved, I decided to devote all of 

my attentions back to the foundation. 

 Towards the end of my second summer with the foundation, the Executive Director 

resigned.  I wasn’t exactly sure where this would leave me.  I met with 7-Eleven’s Vice 

President of Communications, who was the liaison between the company’s CEO and the 

foundation (the CEO of 7-Eleven was also the Chairman of the Foundation) to discuss 

my role with the organization and the still ambiguous dissertation project relating to 

program evaluation.  He expressed his interest and willingness to support my project; 
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however, I was concerned that without an Executive Director, and with very limited 

access to the VP of Communications, my project would not be an organizational priority. 

 As I grappled with my decision, another entirely different opportunity presented 

itself.  I was asked to help the National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame develop a 

strategic plan for their education program.  Throughout my experience in the Educational 

Leadership program, an important goal in planning my dissertation was to link my 

developing understanding of business from the MBA program with my deepened 

exploration of education in the doctoral program.  The project with the National Cowgirl 

Museum and Hall of Fame seemed like a perfect opportunity to apply the business 

concept of strategic planning to my passion, education.  I was also excited to broaden my 

experience with education beyond K-12 public education and into museum education.  

Unlike the projects with the foundation and chamber, everything about the museum 

project fell into place easily.  The project seemed more clearly defined and had a specific 

time frame for completion.  Perhaps most importantly, I knew I would have all of the 

support I needed.  The museum was at an important juncture, and the Executive Director 

and the board members on the Education Committee were all eager to support the project. 

 I again discussed the foundation project and my dissertation with 7-Eleven’s Vice 

President of Communications. He and the foundation board were in the process of hiring 

a new Executive Director.  We both agreed that my dissertation project might drastically 

change under the new leadership.  I made the decision to resign from the foundation and 

accepted the challenges and opportunities offered me by the National Cowgirl Museum 

and Hall of Fame.  My dissertation is the story of what I learned from this experience. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

“In 1975, realizing that women of the American West and 

their accomplishments had been largely overlooked, a 

visionary group led by Margaret Formby established a 

museum, the National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame 

and Western Heritage Center, in the basement of the Deaf 

Smith County Library in the Texas Panhandle community 

of Hereford.  Its purpose was to honor and document the 

lives of legendary women who have distinguished 

themselves while exemplifying the pioneer spirit of the 

American West” (National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of 

Fame [NCMHOF], 2002, p. 16). 

Margaret Formby served as Director of the National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of 

Fame from 1976 to 1994, and was inducted to the Hall of Fame in 1994.  She was editor 

of the Hall of Fame’s magazine, Sidesaddle, a board member and a volunteer for the All 

Girl Rodeo in Hereford (Broadcast Music, Inc., 2003).  In September 1981, the museum 

was moved to a small home in Hereford.   The small museum worked in connection with 

the Chamber of Commerce to sponsor the all-girl rodeo to attract tourists to the town 

(Watkins, 2001).  “The museum was so successful that it eventually outgrew its original 

home and hometown and the board began searching for an alternative site with access to 

a larger audience and more opportunities to expand and improve public education 

programs” (NCMHOF, 2002, p. 17).  
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Several cities were interested in hosting the new facility, including Fort Worth. 

Community and business leaders worked hard to help secure the bid and the National 

Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame relocated to Fort Worth, Texas in 1994.  A new board 

was created, made up of half the former Hereford board members.  A generous Ft. Worth 

nonprofit organization donated money to facilitate the transition.  A transition committee 

was assembled and in June 1994, and the first employee was hired.  The new staff 

eventually set up office and opened a small museum store in Ft. Worth’s Sundance 

Square (E.L. Prescott, personal communication, January 23, 2006). The museum’s new 

Executive Director was hired April 1996 (P. Riley, personal communication, February 

16, 2006).  For eight years the museum’s artifacts were in storage and not available to the 

public as the small staff prepared for the future. 

In June 1997, a four year capital campaign was begun to raise $22 million dollars.  

Construction did not begin until January 2001, after all the money was raised.  “The 

building’s location near the historic Will Rogers Center in the Fort Worth Cultural 

District and its conception as a key part of the Western Heritage Center (to be formed by 

the National Cowgirl Museum, the Cattle Raisers Museum, Will Rodgers Memorial 

Coliseum, and the Fort Worth Museum of Science and History) helped determine the 

style, materials and architectural forms of the building” (NCMHOF, 2002, p. 17). 

By March 2002 the museum staff moved into the new facility.  They focused most 

of their efforts on preparing to open the museum doors.  June 2002 marked the museum’s 

official opening in Fort Worth.  Many living Hall of Fame Honorees, including the 

newest inductee, Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, attended portions of the 
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three days of opening festivities June 6-9, 2002, which drew in crowds of over 900 

people. 

My Involvement with the Museum 

I was so inspired and impressed with the museum after my first tour in the fall of 

2002 that I later decided to become a volunteer.  For several months I assisted the 

Education Director by helping revise educational materials used for self-guided school 

tours and editing a new outreach program she had recently developed.  Through my 

volunteer work I was introduced to the museum’s Executive Director. 

The Executive Director of the museum and I both attended a mutual friends’ 

cutting horse event in August 2004.  She mentioned to me that the museum’s Education 

Director had resigned the previous month.  Not only was she looking for a replacement, 

she was also asking herself serious questions about where to take the museum’s 

education program in the future.  While I was not looking for full time employment, I 

was looking for an engaging project for my dissertation. 

As the Executive Director and I talked, I was intrigued by her desire to take a step 

back and evaluate what the museum’s education programs had accomplished in the past 

two years since the museum’s reopening in Ft. Worth and to set goals for moving 

forward.  One of my favorite classes as a student in the MBA program was “Strategy and 

Structure.”  I enjoyed learning about strategic planning and thought it was worth 

exploring the possibility of working collaboratively to create a plan for the museum’s 

education programs.  As I mentioned in the preface, I was working for Education is 

Freedom during this time and struggling to clarify what a dissertation project might look 

like. The ambiguity of that project left me open to exploring other possibilities. 
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It was clear during my first meeting/interview with the museum’s Executive 

Director that we wanted to work together.  I was interested in learning more about 

strategic planning in an educational setting and she wanted the perspective of a 

professional educator in developing the museum’s educational goals.  The former 

Education Director had a background in arts and performance rather than education and 

her programs and activities were a reflection of her background.  The Executive Director 

wanted to move towards a program with more focused educational goals.  The purpose of 

my dissertation project was to assist the museum in developing a strategic plan for their 

education program. 

The following chapters describe the project I worked on with the museum and what 

I learned from the experience.   In Chapter Two, I discuss the two bodies of literature I 

studied to deepen my general knowledge of strategic planning and museum education.  

Chapter Three describes the details of the project with the National Cowgirl Museum and 

Hall of Fame, including the strategic planning process where these funds of knowledge, 

as well as other knowledge and learning, became applied realities.  Chapter Four 

describes the implementation of the strategic plan and analyzes the process.  Finally, in 

Chapter Five I reflect on my own learning and what this particular project and 

educational experience have taught me about educational leadership. 
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

Strategic Planning 

I was introduced to strategic planning during my graduate studies at Texas Christian 

University’s M. J. Neeley School of Business; however, that is really all it was – an 

introduction.  The more I worked into this project, the more I realized how important it 

was that I have both a theoretical and an operational understanding strategic planning.  I 

began my research by interviewing several people I knew with strategic planning 

experience and reading several recommended books.  While each person and/or author 

used slightly differently terminology or dissected the process to varying degrees of depth, 

I found more similarities in their ideas than differences.  My research certainly did not 

begin to cover the seemingly endless amount of material available on the topic, but it did 

answer my preliminary questions and provided me with the foundation of understanding I 

needed to complete my project.  I would make reference back to the literature throughout 

my project.  The literature seemed to present strategic planning as a mandatory 

requirement for organizational success.  Before I had personally been through the 

process, I found it easy to subscribe to this line of thinking (today articulating my opinion 

is more complex). I did not necessarily come across any specific body of literature that I 

would deem authoritative on the topic, again, there just seemed to be a lot of different 

books and authors saying almost the same thing with just a small variances in name, 

depth and order of the process execution.  I found my conversations with my professional 

acquaintances and their personal experiences with strategic planning to be most 

influential to my thinking. 
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What is A Strategic Plan? 

As I began my research, another local museum was in the process of working 

through the strategic planning process with Lord Cultural Resources, a museum 

consulting firm.  Because the firm was so highly respected by the staff at that museum, I 

was predisposed to valuing their material.  I visited their website and found an article 

written by Margaret May, a principal for Lord Cultural Resources. In that article, she 

articulated a definition for strategic planning:  

A strategic plan is a road map for board members and staff 

that sets out policy and strategy that guides fundamental 

decision-making and the allocation of resources around 

institutional priorities for the next three to five years.  A 

strategic plan is a statement of the future envisioned by the 

[museum], based on an objective and realistic assessment 

of the [museum’s] performance and the opportunities and 

challenges that can be foreseen.  A strategic plan is a 

statement of action for institutional accomplishment.  

While it is future-oriented, a strategic plan is not what if but 

what will be (May, 2000, p. 2). 

Another helpful definition was written by Thomas Wolf, Chairman of the Wolf 

Organization, and author of Managing a Nonprofit Organization.  He specifically linked 

strategic planning to nonprofit organizations (though his ideas seemed to apply 

universally).  Wolf (Maher, 1997) explained, “Getting from here to there is another way 

to describe the development of a long-range plan.  ‘Here’ describes the organization as it 
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is today; ‘there’ describes where the board and the executive director would like to see 

the organization several years hence.  The plan describes the transition process” (p. 202).  

The last sentence where he says a strategic plan describes a transition process is 

especially meaningful to this project.   

Purpose 

The overarching purpose of an effectively executed strategic planning process is to 

help clarify an organization’s vision and mission and define the goals that will help them 

achieve what they envision.  However, there are also a myriad of other more specific 

purposes that help justify the human and financial resources required to complete the 

process. 

One purpose of a strategic plan is to help meet mandates or satisfy key 

stakeholders (Bryson, 1995).  While in the Educational Leadership program, I worked or 

interned for two nonprofit organizations and saw from my own experiences that board 

members, and equally as important, many potential donors, are anxious to see clearly 

defined missions and goals.  Some grant applications even require an organization to list 

their mission statement and tell whether or not they have a strategic plan in place. 

Executing a strategic plan can improve decision-making, and enhance 

organizational responsiveness, and improved performance (Bryson, 1995).  I interviewed 

a retired hospital administrator about strategic planning; he had participated in over a 

dozen strategic planning teams throughout his career.  When I asked him what the 

purpose of strategic planning is, he suggested that strategic plans help all levels of 

management and staff have a clearer understanding of what they are doing, why they are 

doing it, and how they can then help their organization achieve success by effectively 
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prioritizing the many things competing for their time and energy.  Having worked for 

nonprofit organizations constantly susceptible to public scrutiny, he also believes that a 

strategic plan can help members of an organization reach consensus and communicate a 

shared philosophy of what they are about and where they are going (J. Tanner, personal 

communication, August 30, 2006). 

Alberta George, a member of the National Museum Services Board of the Institute 

of Museum and Library Services, discussed strategic planning in museums in the AAM 

book Presence of Mind, “Building consensus is not easy, but it is worth the diligence and 

perseverance it takes.  For staff to have a valid sense of their stake in the future; they 

must develop a valid image of that future; without a well-defined image it is difficult to 

address the critical issues.  Developing that image allows us to put strategies in place to 

achieve commitment and empower the team” (American Association of Museums 

[AAM], 1999, p. 39). 

While there are likely many organizations operating efficiently and effectively with 

no formal plan in place, Margaret May (2000) identified indictors that suggest that an 

organization needs a strategic plan. They include: 

 Members of the board and/or staff need to come to agreement on how to address 

external pressures or internal issues; or there is no framework or criteria against 

which to choose from among different ideas about what to do  

 The composition of the Board has changed or there are new senior staff that need 

to assume leadership in the museum  
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 There is a lack of support for or declining interest in what you are doing.  Falling 

or static attendance, membership, volunteer base or contributed revenues are 

indicators  

 The number of traditional supporters and advocates are declining and no one is 

taking their places.  You are having trouble recruiting new Board members.  

Your community has changed, but there is no change in who comes to the 

museum  

 There is an anticipated change in circumstances, such as loss of the building or 

change in governance status.  Or, more happily, the board has been approached 

with a proposition that would alter the museum’s direction, such as a relocation 

or merger with another organization 

 A funder or stakeholder has asked for a strategic plan and there is not one  

 The museum is chronically unable to fulfill its stated mission in accordance with 

established standards of museological practice (p. 2) 

Burkhart and Reuss (2002) suggested some additional indicators: 

 Inability of a board of directors to make decisions or a tendency to delay 

decision making because of lack of participation by members  

 A large board that seems to be dominated by a minority of members, resulting in 

others feeling excluded or lacking defined roles within the organization  

 Frustration from internal power struggles or turf 

  Dissatisfied clients, communities, or referral agencies  

 Problems resulting from unclear roles and responsibilities for board members, 

staff, or volunteers  
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 Excessive efforts spent on resolving crises and “putting out fires” (pg XV) 

Even in my short professional career, I have personally witnessed many of the 

indicators listed above.  When I shared these lists with the retired hospital administrator, 

he said that from his experience every one rang true (J. Tanner, personal communication, 

August 30, 2006). Because many of these factors ring true in so many organizations, the 

underlying recommendation these authors appear to suggest is that virtually every 

organization needs a strategic plan.  The interesting contrast is that there also appears to 

be a degree of cynicism among many individuals who have worked through the strategic 

planning process in various organizations. 

Strategic Thinking and Acting 

In John Bryson’s book Strategic Planning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations: 

a Guide to Strengthening and Sustaining Organizational Achievement (1995), he says, “It 

is strategic thinking and acting that are important, not strategic planning” (p. 2). This 

quote has become more and more significant to me throughout this project.  In Chapter 

Four you will read about some of the struggles I experienced as I worked through the 

strategic planning process.  One of the museum leaders I interviewed early on clearly 

understood what Bryson was saying.  He appeared to hold no undue reverence for any 

particular process and applauded my desire to invest time, thinking, and work into 

thoughtful planning (C. Walters, personal communication, October 15, 2004).  Bryson 

(1995) goes on to say, “Strategic planning promotes strategic thought and action” (p. 7).  

He also suggests that strategic planning should be used as an educational and learning 

tool, to figure out what is really important and what should be done about it.  In the end, 

the ultimate goal should not be a rigid adherence to a particular process or an insistence 
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on the production of plans (Bryson, 1995), “Instead, strategic planning should promote 

wise strategic thought and action on behalf of an organization and its key stakeholders” 

(Bryson, 1995, p. 10).  Again, the strategic thinking is more valuable than the actual 

strategic plan and yet I believe many organizations need a formal planning process to 

access and harness this thinking. 

Deliberate vs. Emergent Strategies 

My MBA strategy professor spent a portion of one class period clarifying the 

concepts of deliberate and emergent strategies and the importance of embracing both. 

This prior experience made the concept particularly meaningful to me when I ran across 

it again in my research on strategic planning. 

Deliberate strategies have to do with intentionality: the purposeful actions and 

intentions that are part of the strategic plan.  Emergent strategies have to do with 

adaptability: the unexpected development of strategies in response to unplanned events.  

While it is important for an organization to form a deliberate strategy and plan, it is 

equally important to be mindful of emergent strategies that may develop along the way. 

Bryson says, “Strategic planning can help organizations develop and implement effective 

strategies, but they should also remain open to unforeseen opportunities” (Bryson, 1995, 

p. 9).  The document itself should to some extent remain malleable and organic, adapting 

to emergent strategies.  Bryson also warns, “Excessive reverence for strategic plans can 

blind organizations to other unplanned and unexpected – yet incredibly useful – sources 

of information, insight, and action” (Bryson, 1995, p. 10). “Strategic planning is likely to 

result in a statement of organizational intentions, but what is realized in practice will be 
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some combination of what is intended and what emerges along the way” (Bryson, 1995, 

p. 9). 

Who Can Do It? 

Some organizations spend thousands of dollars to hire strategic planning 

consultants, while in other organizations, one individual or a team of their own staff 

members with little or no formal training lead the process.  Formal training is not 

required to be a good planner – many of those who do it have no formal training (Maher, 

1997).  

According to Wolf, “What the best consultants will do is identify key issues, 

diagnose organizational problems, arrange agendas, develop timetables, facilitate 

meetings, conduct basic research, interview constituents, analyze data, write reports, 

make presentations, and run community meetings…consultants should work closely with 

a planning committee or with the executive director and board chair in carrying out his or 

her tasks” (Maher, 1997, p. 201).  Hiring a consultant is expensive, but what many 

organizations don’t realize is that funding agencies are increasingly willing to pick up at 

least a portion of the costs (Maher, 1997).  “The role of consultants in planning is often 

misunderstood.  Consultants are not there to relieve the board or staff of their 

involvement in the process,” Wolf goes on to warn the reader to, “Beware of the 

consultant who says, ‘Leave everything up to me.’  While it is possible for consultants to 

write beautiful plans without any input from anyone, such plans will rarely be 

implemented because there has been little or no consensus built around the process” 

(Maher, 1997, p. 200). 
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Whether an organization hires a consultant or develops a strategic plan on their 

own, the most important thing is that consensus is reached in developing the plan and that 

the leadership and staff responsible for executing and evaluating the plan are committed 

to the process.  When I read about organizations going through the process without a 

consultant, it relieved some of the intimidation factor for me.  I am thankful to this day, 

however, that I had a volunteer with extensive experience in strategic planning facilitate 

our retreat and help walk me through the process.  Until this project, strategic planning 

was simply theoretical; I had no personal life experience with the process. I had also seen 

a model of a museum that had been through two in-house iterations of the process before 

spending over a hundred thousand dollars to go through the process with a professional 

consulting firm.  I believe that because the staff had prior experience with the process, 

they were probably better prepared to use the consultants more effectively. 

The hospital administrator I interviewed, on the other hand, felt very differently.  

He has personally participated in many successful strategic planning exercises and the 

only time he ever saw a significant problem was when an organization pulled together a 

planning team from within and made strategic planning that team’s full-time job.  Other 

staff members within the organization felt that this team was pushing their agenda on the 

organization and were not capable of providing the objective perspective of an outside 

facilitator (J. Tanner, personal communication, August 30, 2006).  A facilitator or 

consultant does not identify key issues and diagnose problems, the team does.  

Consultants and facilitators interview, capture ideas, prepare agendas, and synthesize 

information. 
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It is A Process 

Strategic planning is a process and to be effective the process must continually 

repeat itself.  The participants and organization should become increasingly proficient 

and knowledgeable each time they participate in the process. Bryson (1995) illustrates 

this, “It is highly unlikely that any organization will experience all or even most of the 

benefits of strategic planning the first time through – or even after many cycles of 

strategic planning; for one thing, strategic planning is simply a set of concepts, 

procedures, and tools” (p. 7).  It is also important to recognize that because the 

environment is constantly changing (e.g., staff turnover, board rotation, economic 

conditions, competitive forces, etc.) an organization requires an ongoing cycle of 

planning, execution, evaluation, and more planning. 

Plan the Planning 

In an article Thomas Wolf contributed to the book Collective Vision: Starting and 

Sustaining a Children’s Museum (Maher, 1997), he discusses the importance of planning. 

The most important part of the planning process is what 

happens before it begins… Before we got involved in the 

planning process we needed a ‘plan for planning.’  We 

needed to know how we were going to proceed, who was 

going to do the work, and what we wanted at the end of the 

process.  Most importantly, we needed to develop a list of 

tasks and a timetable by which each task should be 

completed, and we needed to know how decisions were 

going to be made (p. 200). 



Developing a Strategic Plan       15 

 Wolf also suggests: 

“The best way to begin a planning process is to talk to at 

least three other nonprofit cultural organizations of similar 

size that have completed a plan and have successfully 

implemented at least a portion of it.  Ask them several 

questions: 

 How did they go about the planning process? 

 How long did it take? 

 How was consensus built for the process? 

 How were key trustees brought in? 

 What did the final product look like? 

 Was an outside consultant used? 

 How much did it cost? 

With this information in hand, a planning committee of the 

board, together with the executive director, should prepare 

a summary report with specific recommendations on how 

the planning process at your organization should proceed 

(p. 200). 

There are as many different processes for completing a strategic plan as there are 

books on the topic.  However, there are a few things common in most.  The very leanest 

strategic plans seem to address the following: 



Developing a Strategic Plan       16 

 Who are you and why do you exist? (mission statement 

– the fundamental reason for your existence, your 

guiding star) 

 What new big or bold ideas do you want to accomplish? 

(vision statement – the dynamic combination of reach 

and reality) 

 What essential components are required to be 

successful? (strategic direction – the core of your plan) 

 What specific activities will you undertake? (actions 

and timeframes – specific steps you must take to realize 

the component strategic directions) (Maher, 1997, p. 

205). 

An important consideration in planning the process is to establish expectations.  For 

example, if the strategic planning committee will generate quarterly reports or provide 

quarterly briefings, then that schedule needs to be established (Burkhart & Reuss, 2002).  

The roles of board, staff or volunteer support services for strategic planning committee 

also must be clarified (Burkhart & Reuss, 2002).  Burkhart & Reuss (2002) do not 

believe the strategic planning process is meant to be a full-time job for staff or volunteers.  

I agree that, by necessity, the organization‘s vital work must continue throughout the 

planning process.  In Table 1 they recommend taking 12-15 months to complete the 

exercise and suggest the following timeline: 
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Table 1.  Sample Planning Timeline 

Activity       Timeframe 

Pre planning activity      1-3 months 

Internal assessment      2 months 

External assessment      3 months 

Target opportunities      1 month 

Build consensus: Mission and goals Board Retreat  2 months 

Draft strategic plan      1 month 

Gain consensus for draft plan     2 months 

Board approves plan      1 month 

Implement the plan      12 months 

Evaluate the plan      Annually 

Repeat process      3-5 years 

Note.  From Successful Strategic Planning; A Guide for Nonprofit Agencies and Organizations (p. xix), by P.J. 

Burkhart and S. Reuss, 2002, Newberry Park, California: Sage. 

 

My only concern with Burkhart’s timeline is the actual “planning” portion is 

stretched out for such an extended period of time that I wonder if there is any risk in 

committee members losing interest.  While I did not follow Burkhart’s timeline (we 

initially established a six month planning process), to some degree or another, I tried to 

follow each of his steps.  However, it was certainly not a neat and tidy linear process for 

us.  I doubt it is for many organizations.  Bryson (1995) acknowledges this, “Strategic 
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planning can begin almost anywhere – the process is so interconnected that you end up 

covering most phases via conversation and dialogue, no matter where you start” (p. 9). 

Selecting a Committee 

Burkhart and Reuss (2002) suggests that strategic planning committees have 

between five to 10 permanent stakeholders (this could include board, staff, volunteers, or 

anyone with a “stake” in the organization) who will remain with the planning process for 

the duration.  Just as the process will vary, it seems the number of people on the planning 

committee should vary according to the needs and dynamics of the individual 

organization. 

Assessment 

The most fruitful board retreats are those in which the 

agenda and questions are informed by the results of the 

assessment.  A good assessment report should not only 

identify the strengths and weaknesses of an organization as 

it is now, but it should examine future possibilities and 

suggest solutions.  I have found that using this material to 

plan a retreat makes the session more structured, produces 

more meaningful discussion, and keeps people from 

“shooting from the hip” or coming up with visions of the 

future that are totally unrealistic  (Maher, 1997, p. 203). 

A complete assessment should evaluate such areas as the organization’s programs, 

finances, fund-raising track record and capability, board, staff, volunteers, management 

systems (including computers), and visibility in the community (Maher, 1997).  Many 
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organizations have not developed formal objectives, so it is more difficult to make a 

reliable assessment of how well they are doing (Maher, 1997). 

An internal assessment of an organization can be just as important as an external 

assessment.  “Internal stakeholders include: board members, volunteers, and staff 

members who maintain the organization’s structure and work” (Burkhart & Reuss, 2002, 

p. 8). Internal assessment tools and instruments may include surveys and personal 

interviews and are used to determine internal perceptions of the organization and to 

determine resources (human, financial, capital, facilities), performance, and process 

(strategies and methods) (Burkhart & Reuss, 2002).  External assessment stakeholders 

include: clients or recipients, funding sources, referral of cooperative organizations, 

organizations that serve the same population or seek resources from the same sources, 

community leaders from business, civic, and private organizations (Burkhart & Reuss, 

2002).  A thorough external assessment also evaluates market conditions such as product, 

place, promotion, and price (Burkhart & Reuss, 2002).  I found it difficult (especially 

without clearly defined objectives from any kind of previous strategic planning) to 

determine exactly what to assess and how much to provide the strategic planning 

committee. 

Targeting Opportunities 

Identifying what unrealized opportunities lay ahead is just as important as 

understanding where the organization currently is. In his best-selling book Good to 

Great, business analyst Jim Collins (2001) introduced the “Hedgehog Concept.”  In the 

wild, the little hedgehog survives predation, he says, because it does one thing very well 

and does not get side-tracked by competing strategies.  Applying the idea to business, 
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Collins singles out companies that have identified their “hedgehog” business strategy and 

invested to improve it (Krakauer, 2004).  He summarized the Hedgehog Concept with 

three key questions:  

 What is our organization passionate about? 

 What we can be best in the world at? 

 What drives our economic engine? 

A company becomes successful, Collins says, not when its people find the right 

external solution, but when they work hard to understand who they are and what they do 

best (Krakauer, 2004). I was first introduced to Collins during my MBA program, and 

subsequently had at least a half dozen business professionals I admire suggest I read the 

book Good to Great (Collins 2001).  It was the first book I read as I began this process 

and I would recommend it to anyone. 

Building Consensus – Board Retreat 

The board retreat is where targeted opportunities are prioritized (Maher, 1997).  

“The retreat is where board members, often with the executive director and sometimes 

other staff, come together to discuss future goals and strategies.  Retreats are often led by 

outside professionals called facilitators who have special skills in leading participants 

through the discussion and keeping them from getting bogged down in old controversies 

or too much detail” (Maher, 1997, p. 202). One classic format for a planning retreat asks 

the following questions during the course of a day or weekend: In an ideal world, 

assuming no constraints on budget, what would you like to see the organization 

accomplishing in the next ten years? This is called developing a “wish list”. What are 

some of the barriers and constraints that could keep the organization from achieving these 



Developing a Strategic Plan       21 

things?  What specific strategies can be employed to remove some of these barriers and 

constraints?  What are the accomplishments that are most important to work on over the 

next decade and that have some chance of being achieved? (These are generally listed in 

priority order) (Maher, 1997).  

Proposed retreat agendas vary, although there are many similarities from one 

model to the next. Most importantly, an organization needs to create an agenda that 

works for its unique circumstance and that helps accomplish its goals.  The book 

Successful Strategic Planning (Burkhart & Reuss, 2002), suggests the following agenda: 

 Reception/breakfast 

 Introductory remarks by board chair 

 Goals for retreat explained by executive director 

 Presentation by chair of strategic planning committee 

 Planning process reviewed 

 Key findings of internal and external assessments 

 Presentation of key issues for discussion 

 Discussion groups led by members of strategic planning committee 

 Break 

 Discussion of group reports and recommendations 

 Full board discussion of recommendations 

 Summary of key consensus items by board chair 

 Wrap-up by chair of strategic planning committee  

To help committee members prepare for the strategic planning process, it is helpful 

to provide them each with an information packet about 10 days prior to the retreat.  This 
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packet should include such things as a cover letter from board chair stating retreat 

objectives, its location, and any logistics; a letter from the strategic-planning committee 

chair summarizing the planning process and introducing key issues for consideration and 

discussion; an agenda for retreat; the organization’s mission statement; briefing papers on 

key issues (usually one page summaries that pose questions for board discussion); and 

any exhibits or appended items such as data tables or charts that might be important to 

subject matter (Burkhart & Reuss, 2002).  Other items may include an assessment report, 

a summary of strengths and weaknesses of an organization as it is now, and a suggestion 

of future possibilities and solutions.  Providing this type of information in advance helps 

avoid shooting from the hip on the day of the retreat. 

Draft Strategic Plan and Gain Consensus 

The goal of a retreat is to get a short list of what needs to be accomplished.  At the 

end of the retreat, planners collect the material and draft a mission statement together 

with a list of long-term goals.  Without these, it is very difficult to develop a plan, since it 

is unclear where the organization is headed.  A long-range plan should contain the 

mission statement, goals, specific and measurable objectives, and strategies and a budget 

for accomplishing those objectives (Maher, 1997).  It is crucial that a planning document 

be used once it is developed.  So, the report format should be something that people are 

comfortable with.  It should be readable, free of jargon, and organized in a way that 

encourages scanning of the major points (Maher, 1997).  I found that even the format for 

structuring the actual strategic planning document would vary significantly and that 

developing a readable document free of unnecessary jargon is much easier said than 

done. 
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Evaluate the Plan 

How does an organization evaluate the effectiveness of its 

planning process? The proof of course is in the pudding.  A 

key question will be whether the plan was realistic and 

achievable.  A related question will be how effective was 

the implementation of the plan?  The only way to determine 

the answer to that question is to look at the objectives in the 

plan and see whether they were achieved.  I like to speak in 

terms of ‘targets’.  In the case of the each objective, 

determine what specific targets will constitute success.  

Each year, the board should be told which targets were 

achieved and which were not.  There should be a 

substantive discussion about what can be done in the case 

that targets were not met – extend the timeline, modify the 

target, or eliminate the objective.  By the end of the 

planning period, an overall evaluation of the effectiveness 

of the plan can be carried out and this can become an 

important component of the organizational assessment 

which begins the planning process all over again (Maher, 

1997, p. 204). 

The underlying intention is that the goals and objectives contained within the 

strategic plan will influence annual planning and budgets (Burkhart & Reuss, 2002). 

Once the strategic plan is produced, it becomes the responsibility of the board and staff 
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leaders to recognize and take action when the plan requires revision (Burkhart & Reuss, 

2002).  I think that is important to acknowledge that the strategic plan needs to remain 

somewhat malleable and that it serves as a guide for a relatively short period of time 

(three to five years) before the entire process should be repeated.  Quarterly reports and 

board updates provide the planning committee with an ongoing assessment and feedback 

of the organization’s ability to achieve the goals and objectives outlined in the strategic 

plan.  The action plan is then monitored and adjusted accordingly. 

Repeat Process 

A portion of every board meeting should be devoted to a discussion of some 

aspect of the museum’s programs, activities, administration, finances, or capital needs, 

taking the perspective of the next five to ten years.  This process not only engages the 

interest of the board members.  It gives them practice in exercising one of their most 

important responsibilities as trustees – that of thinking about the future.  By developing 

this habitual concern for the future, they will be prepared the next time the museum 

decides it is time to develop a long-range plan (Maher, 1997). 

Strategic planning for the leadership of an organization is 

just that – an uncompleted and continuous activity.  It is an 

incessant process designed to produce knowledge, redefine 

direction, and alter the course over and over again.  A 

successful stage in this great and repetitive process will 

often result in modifications of the original plan, updates, 

and sometimes startling new directions.  The planning 

documents, which only represent milestones in the 



Developing a Strategic Plan       25 

museum’s evolving odyssey, will pop out of the process 

now and again, and should be used to demonstrate the 

orderly learning process you and your colleagues have 

established (Maher, 1997, p. 205-206). 

Challenges 

Many nonprofit organizations have difficulty with 

planning. There are several reasons for this: They don’t 

know how to begin a planning process; they are not sure 

what the final product is supposed to look like or what it 

should contain; they have not developed a detailed 

timetable for accomplishing the plan; they have not 

selected a strong individual (either trustee, staff member, or 

consultant) who will make sure all the tasks get done on 

time; they are looking for consensus which delays 

completion of the plan, often indefinitely; key individuals 

in the organization do not support the planning process, 

usually because they are afraid of change; or the final plan, 

when developed, is unrealistic.  It does not take into 

account financial realities and is little more than a wish list 

(Maher, 1997, p. 200). 

Often, the urgency of daily problems overshadows the willingness to address 

fundamental organizational flaws and to pursue sound opportunities for growth (Burkhart 

& Reuss, 2002). “We have found that the major barriers to implementation of the 
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strategic planning process for many small organizations are beliefs that the exercise is too 

complex, too difficult, too lengthy, and perhaps too threatening” (Burkhart & Reuss, 

2002, p. xi). 

Strategic Planning in Informal Learning Environments 

Increasing organizational performance is critical to becoming more effective 

educational institutions (AAM, 1999).  “Museums are unique institutions that preserve 

our nation’s culture; through their commitment to research and education, they share 

remarkable collections and knowledge with the world.  Our communities would be very 

different without the experiences provided by museums, and we must open our doors 

wider to enlighten and enrich the lives of millions of student and adult learners…to 

achieve their goals museums must be attentive to performance, productivity, and sound 

business management” (AAM, 1999, p. 37). Effective strategic plans help museums 

focus on their mission and maintain their priorities.  

“Museum board members and staff are well aware that institutional planning is 

fundamental to a strong, successful and credible organization.  There are mounting 

demands on museums to demonstrate to external stakeholders that they meet real 

community needs, provide value for money, and are operated wisely.  A strategic plan is 

an important tool for board members and staff in the management of their institution and 

fulfillment of their fiduciary and stewardship responsibilities” (May, 2000, p. 1).  Being 

more than we are now is a great pressure. “Make it more fun,” we hear, or “bring in more 

money.”  “Bring in more people” or “make it more relevant.”  Being more doesn’t just 

happen.  It is planned for carefully by vision, management, and review.  (AAM, 1999, p. 

114). 
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There must be a “Coherent vision behind the expansion of museum education 

beyond structuring and guiding field trips to promoting a variety of learning activities, 

such as after-school programs, literacy programs, festivals, speaker series, symposia, 

overnight events, summer camps, library collaborations, programs for parents, video 

productions, Web sites, interactive exhibits, museum schools, and electronic field trips. 

What are we to make of this seemingly endless variety of offerings” (AAM, 1999, p.133). 

One of the challenges museum educators face is to ensure that there is a guiding vision 

for program development so that museums are presenting something more than a hodge-

podge collection of public activities (AAM, 1999). 

In its simplest form, success for a museum could be defined 

as consisting of four key dimensions.  First, its ability to 

articulate a clear and significant purpose that is both a) 

worthwhile, at least in the eyes of the beholder, and b) 

responsive to some identifiable need of its target audience.  

Second, the museum’s ability to assemble the resources 

necessary to achieve that purpose.  Third, its demonstrated 

possession of the skills necessary to expend its resources to 

create and present public programs that achieve its 

articulated purpose.  And fourth, its demonstrated 

possession of the managerial skills necessary to create and 

present those public programs in as efficient a manner as 

possible.  Failure, by comparison, has a briefer definition.  

Failure is simply the lack of success (Weil, 2005, p. 36). 
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Informal Education 

In my research and conversations with professional museum educators, the term 

“informal education” appeared to be used synonymously with “museum education.”  The 

only point of differentiation I distinguished for myself was that informal education 

appeared broader and included institutions such as zoos and botanical gardens along with 

museums.  For the purposes of this paper I will use both terms interchangeably. 

Leaders in the Field 

Just as with most other fields of education, it did not take long to begin to learn the 

names of well-respected informal education leaders were both locally and nationally.  A 

local mentor introduced me to some of their writing. Their names and works seemed to 

continually resurface in conversation and research. I will reference and/or quote many of 

them throughout this chapter. The same mentor also suggested I familiarize myself with 

well-respected organizations such as the American Association of Museums (AAM) and 

on the state level the Texas Association of Museums (TAM).  I joined a local 

organization called Informal Educators of Fort Worth (IEFW) and attended their monthly 

meetings. 

I found the AAM bookstore to be a fairly reliable source for good research 

information on museums in general and museum education more specifically. Two AAM 

documents were particularly helpful.  The AAM’s Standing Professional Committee on 

Education created a Statement on Professional Standards for Museum Educators.  The 

standards first appeared in the January/February 1990 edition of Museum News.  They 

offered a definition of museum education, briefly addressed a museum’s obligation to the 

public, and laid out nine competencies/standards of good museum educators (AAM, 
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1990).    I would later introduce this document to our strategic planning committee as part 

of an informational packet on informal education. 

Perhaps the single most influential document I read was Excellence and Equity: 

Education and the Public Dimension of Museums published by the American Association 

of Museums in 1998 (AAM, 1998).  Regrettably, I did not read this document until I was 

much further along with the project.  After reading the report for the first time, I was so 

impressed by the concise language and clarity of ideas that I ordered copies for every 

member of the museum’s Education Committee and proposed we adopt it as our 

vision/policy on education.  I will also make frequent reference to it throughout this 

chapter.  Excellence and Equity was the first major report on the educational role of 

museums ever to be issued by the American Association of Museums (AAM, 1998).  It 

was really an outgrowth of the Commission on Museums for a New Century, a 1984 

report that asserted the far-reaching potential of museums as educational institutions.  

The AAM taskforce on museum education was charged with describing the critical issues 

in museum education, recommending action to strengthen and expand the educational 

role of museums in today’s world, and outlining an ongoing role for museums, 

professional associations, and other appropriate organizations to ensure that the task 

force’s recommendations would be carried out (AAM, 1998). The authors of Excellence 

and Equity propose three bold concepts:  

1. Commitment to education as central to museums’ public 

service must be clearly expressed in every museum’s 

mission and pivotal to every museum’s activities;  



Developing a Strategic Plan       30 

2. Museums must become more inclusive places that 

welcome diverse audiences, but first they should reflect our 

society’s pluralism in every aspect of their operations and 

programs; and  

3. Dynamic, forceful leadership from individuals, 

institutions, and organizations within and outside in the 

museum community is the key to fulfilling museums’ 

potential for public service in the coming century (AAM, 

1998, p. 3).    

History and Perceptions 

Historically, education appears to have been the proverbial stepchild of museum 

institutions.  Susan Bernstein, a long-time museum educator and recipient of the AAM 

Education Committee’s Award for Excellence in 1996 suggests that in the past, museum 

staffs were considered successful when their collections were well curated and there was 

a steady stream of acquisitions.  According to Bernstein, this has changed.  She believes 

that a museum’s value is increasingly determined by how well it serves the public 

through its work and that museum mission statements are placing a greater emphasis on 

education and public service (Pitman, 1999).   Marlene Chambers, The Denver Art 

Museum’s director of publications since 1974, claims that the very meaning of education 

has been a bone of political, theoretical, and practical contention within the profession for 

at least the last century (Pitman, 1999).  It has taken organizations such as AAM and 

leaders in the field such as Michael Spock, museum consultant and former director of the 

Boston Children’s Museum for 23 years, and many others working hard to bring 
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education to the forefront of museum planning and operations.  Spock claims, “By the 

early 1960s museums had realized that there was an educational role for them to play” 

(Maher, 1997, p. 3). Today, education is playing an increasingly important role in many 

museums.  Excellence and Equity (AAM, 1998) states, “Museums everywhere are 

experimenting with different organizational structures that affect their educational role.  

In many museums education and public programs are becoming equal partners with, not 

adjuncts to, curatorial and collections-related functions” (p. 21). 

This shift of roles does not appear to be universal.  In some organizations, museum 

education is often still defined narrowly as programs for children.  Museum consultant, 

Judith White, paints a gloomier picture, “Looking around museums today, I see that not 

much has changed.  By and large, what the Museums’ authors described in 1984 is still 

true.  A majority of museums list education among a number of conflicting goals (a few 

museums simply pay lip service to it).  These mixed priorities are reflected in what the 

museums do (or do not do) in terms of education: low budgets, confused exhibitions, and 

lackluster public programs” (Pitman, 1999, p. 54).  According to the authors of Adult 

Museums Programs: Designing Meaningful Experiences (Sachatello-Sawyer et al., 

2002), researchers have found a pervasive sense that education is still a second tier 

program in museums These perceptions almost appear to contradict one another: some 

enthusiastic and hopeful about the role of education in museums, others extremely 

pessimistic.  I believe both are accurate.  We even have examples of this disparity of 

commitment to education in our own local museum community.  While one museum 

positions education/learning at the center of all museum operations, others see it as 

simply one arm or independent department; there is a varied continuum. 
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Most of the literature on museum education advocates for a more important role for 

education in museums.  I agree with that assertion and will later discuss how I believe 

“learning/education” in general should impact virtually every museum operation.  

However, I found much of the literature idealistic and the assumptions about the depth 

learning that does or could take place in museums lofty.  I especially struggled at times 

with the comparisons drawn between formal K-12 education and informal education.  I 

believe it is like comparing apples to oranges and will later discuss it more in depth.  The 

remaining sections of this chapter will discuss specific topics/issues related to museum 

education. 

Museums as Educational Institutions 

Several books and articles I read on informal education made confident assertions 

regarding museums and their potential as educational institutions.  For example, John 

Falk and Lynn Dierking, coauthors of Learning from Museums: Visitor Experiences and 

the Making of Meaning  (Falk & Dierking, 2000) boldly claim, “Museums are our 

preeminent institutions for learning.  Museums are where our society gathers and 

preserves visible records of social, scientific and artistic accomplishments; where the 

society supports scholarship that extends knowledge; and to which people of all ages turn 

to build understandings of culture, history, society, and science“ (p. 92).   While 

museums no doubt can be important institutions of learning, the statement that they are 

our “preeminent institutions for learning” as these authors say, seems self-glorifying.  

They go on to claim that “museums help to build identity - identity between individuals 

within and across generations, and between and within members of the society” (Falk & 

Dierking, 2000, p. 101).  I believe that specific museums with specific exhibits have the 
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power to help specific individuals build identity, but I am skeptical that it is an 

educational outcome for the majority of museum visitors.  At the same time, I respect 

Falk and Dierking’s (2000) work and acknowledge their qualifications to address the 

topic.   Falk has researched and published extensively on free-choice learning.  He was 

the director of the Smithsonian Office of Educational Research and is currently the 

director of the Institute for Learning Innovation.  Dierking is equally qualified and serves 

as Falk’s associate director. 

Other museum educators make comparably powerful claims.  For example, 

Danielle Rice, senior curator of education at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, suggests 

that museums are in a perfect position to work towards improving society because they 

represent the best examples of human creative endeavor and because visitors come to 

museums predisposed to be inspired and moved (Pitman, 1999).   Obviously, this 

assertion would not apply equally to all museums and all visitors.  Mary Ellen Munley, a 

contributor to Excellence and Equity, suggests that museums be established as centers of 

learning in a community and in this way made more accessible (Pitman, 1999).  Munley 

believes museums have the potential to serve as an educator, public forum, community 

center, provocateur, and catalyst (Pitman, 1999).   

If museums are to become such significant educational institutions, they will need 

to develop more excellence in their scholarship both individually and collectively.  

Excellence and Equity (AAM, 1998) addresses this, “few museums have made rigorous 

scholarship a high priority in support of presentation and exhibition programs” (p. 13). 

The document goes on to suggest rigorous standards of scholarship should apply to the 

development and presentation of exhibits and programs (AAM, 1998).  “Decisions about 
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collecting, exhibitions, programs, and other activities carry a powerful, value-laden 

educational message.  These decisions require excellence in scholarship as well as respect 

for the cultural and intellectual viewpoints that the objects in museums collections stand 

for and stimulate” (AAM, 1998, p. 18). 

I acknowledge the incredible contributions that individual museums can make in a 

community, but believe that their collective worth as educational institutions is even 

more valuable.  Excellence and Equity (AAM, 1998) addressed the value of the museum 

population, “Museums have an aggregate importance as educational institutions, 

recognizing that not every museum can be all things to all people.  Museums’ fullest 

public service derives from their collective contribution to their audiences.  Each museum 

has individual qualities and a local and regional significance; together museums are a 

pluralistic group of institutions working to benefit society” (p. 9). 

Role of Education within Museums 

“Museums can no longer confine themselves simply to preservation, scholarship, 

and exhibition independent of the social context in which they exist.  They must 

recognize that the public dimension of museums leads them to perform the public service 

of education – a term that in its broadest senses includes exploration, study, observation, 

critical thinking, contemplation, and dialogue” (AAM, 1998, p. 8).  It is through 

education that museums connect their archives, collections, and scholarship to their 

audience. 

If a museum wants to be considered a serious educational institution, then 

leadership and staff need to take a serious look at the role education plays within their 

organization. Unfortunately, there seems to be a lack of consensus for what education in 
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museums is.  Some believe the traditional term “museum education” is too narrow 

(AAM, 1998).  Many organizations simply think of education as one department within 

the museum, and more narrowly, a department responsible for creating programs for 

children.  For education to have a broader purpose the authors of Excellence and Equity 

believe it should be imbedded in every activity of the museum (AAM, 1998). 

This would mean education should impact virtually every corner of the museum 

and its operations: board, staff, volunteers, exhibitions, programs, publications, public 

relations/marketing, research, physical environment, collections/preservation, 

architectural design, library/archives, the museums store, etc. I believe education begins 

long before visitors ever step through the museum doors; it begins with their first 

interaction with the museum, whether seeing an exhibit ad in a magazine or stumbling 

across the museum web site, and continues throughout their experience, right down to the 

products displayed and sold in the museum store.   

In her contribution to the book Presence of Mind: Museums and the Spirit of 

Learning (Pitman, 1999), Judith White suggests, “Making a museum an effective 

educational institution is not an easy task.  It requires commitment throughout – from 

curators, conservators, exhibit designers, and educators.  You cannot delegate the job of 

education to museum educators or another subgroup within the museum.  Doing that is 

like asking the tail to wag the dog.  For the tail to wag, you need the body of the dog to 

work.  That body is the whole institution.  Without its support, museum professionals 

working to improve education will be waging an uphill battle” (p. 54).  To make 

education a priority within a museum, leadership committed to education and the public 

dimension of their museum is vital, and education (not an Education Department) should 



Developing a Strategic Plan       36 

be central to a museum’s mission.  White argues that effective educational 

institutions/museums have in common a shared philosophical framework for museum 

learning and an institutional commitment to promote that kind of experience; in these 

museums the whole body is working for education (Pitman, 1999). 

Museum Educators 

Even with the whole museum committed to education in the broadest sense, there 

still appears to be a necessary role for professional museum educators.  While there are a 

few university programs across the nation specifically training museum educators, many 

enter the field from different backgrounds, including formal education.  Judith White 

suggests that those just entering the museum education profession should seek out 

institutions that appear to have a commitment to education (Pitman, 1999).  She also 

writes, “If you are new to the field, I suggest that you question museum practices – 

constantly.  Go out and see what is happening for yourself.  Watch visitors.  Read 

widely” (Pitman, 1999, p. 57). 

Like many jobs, there doesn’t appear to be a cookie cutter mold for what 

background museum educators should have or the type of work they will do.  However, 

another contributing author of Presence of Mind (Pitman, 1999) references two respected 

names in the field of museum education, Deirking and Springuel, who spoke of staff who 

“have educator job titles but no formal training” as being among those who “still have 

much to understand about the learning process… the complex system of interactions 

between people and objects” (p. 72).  Moore suggests that museum educators need to 

have access to current scholarship, know their audience, and be familiar with the different 

type of learning that occurs in the museums (Pitman, 1999).   
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The museum educator is the “voice” of the object, and along with other museum 

staff needs to help visitors have personally meaningful experiences with these objects 

(Pitman, 1999).  This would mean that curators and museum educators should be paired 

as critical units for decisions about gallery installations (Pitman, 1999).   Patterson 

(Pitman, 1999) believes, “Educators and curators, with their wonderful differences in 

values, temperament, and even the kinds of intelligence they bring to the table, should 

work hand in hand and on an absolutely equal footing to make collections more 

accessible to a broader public” (p. 61).  This team approach to exhibition and program 

development is another concept that has currency in many museums (AAM, 1998).  This 

is not the case in all museums, and in many cases curatorial staff are creating and hosting 

exhibitions without input and collaborations from museum educators.  The opposite is 

true as well.  There is educational programming being designed by museum educators 

without input and collaboration with the curatorial staff.  The one inference I draw from 

the current focus on staff collaboration is that the relative historical status of museum 

curators and educators have not always been balanced. 

Excellence and Equity (AAM, 1998) suggests that museum educators as well as 

other museum professionals need to seek out opportunities for professional development 

through exposure to current ideas in their fields and to a variety of models for carrying 

out the museum’s public service.  If they are to remain introspective it will be important 

to constantly evaluate and re-evaluate their work.  Munley suggests that museum 

educators remain responsive to the public in order to identify barriers that keep people 

away from museums and their collections (Pitman, 1999).  This need for continued 

refreshment is essential as museum educators work with teachers, in teacher training, and 
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in outreach programs, and as new partnerships are formed, developed, and implemented 

(Pitman, 1999).  Patterson Williams, another contributing author of Presence of Mind 

(Pitman, 1999) suggests, “The new priorities for master teachers included researching 

collection areas for the purpose of teaching; creating interpretive materials for installation 

in the galleries; planning and implementing visitor research related to teaching people 

about the collections; and collaborating with curators on new ways to install collections 

so they are meaningful to visitors” (p. 68). 

Learning in Museums 

Rich resources are available to help novice museum educators (such as myself) 

better understand how learning occurs in museums.  Many of the concepts and theories in 

the books and articles I read seemed familiar to me; I credit this to my experience with 

and study of education in general.  Much of what I read seemed idealistic; however, I do 

believe that by developing a better understanding of how people learn and how museums 

can best facilitate learning, a museum educator and other museum staff can work towards 

improving the educational environment of their facility. 

Formal v. informal.  The educational infrastructure in the United States includes 

formal educational institutions, such as public K-12 schools, as well as informal learning 

institutions, such as museums, zoos, performance halls, and community centers (the list 

goes on to include churches, radio, television, etc.).  “In the education of a nation…as 

with that of an individual, the greater part of learning occurs outside of the school or 

formal setting.  We learn what we live.  While the classroom offers a special kind of 

learning, our communities and the rich resources of museums have an important role to 

play.  To educate for life – not merely for living – is the real mandate; it has become 
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obvious that museums can contribute enormously to personal development.  Everything 

we see and hear contributes to what we know and who we are” (Pitman, 1999, p. 38).  

Excellence and Equity (AAM, 1998) claims, “Museums have the capacity to contribute to 

formal and informal learning at every stage of life, from the education of children in 

preschool through secondary school to the continuing education of adults” (p. 9). 

Unfortunately, this capacity is not always realized and too frequently limited to highly 

educated and economically advantaged populations. 

I believe that educators in formal learning institutions navigate through more 

obstacles and constraints than their counterparts in informal settings (mandated learning 

objectives, sequential curriculum, accountability through testing, and the list goes on).  It 

is difficult to compare the two.  I found myself defensive and skeptical of some literature 

that did.  Some authors appeared hypercritical of formal learning institutions and touted 

museums as the panacea of all learning.  In reality, I think both are important to our 

nation’s educational infrastructure and have something distinctive to contribute.  

Scott Paris (1998), the author of Situated Motivation and Informal Learning in the 

Journal of Museum Education claims that unlike most formal educational institutions, 

museums are fortunate in that they can place a premium on students selecting and 

controlling their own learning.  He says, “Museum environments foster intrinsic 

motivation and sustained engagement because they promote construction of personal 

meaning, permit choices, provide challenges, foster personal control over learning, invite 

collaboration, and lead to feelings of pride and self-efficacy” (p. 25).  Unfortunately, this 

potential is not always realized. 
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In Learning from Museums, Falk and Dierking (2000) suggest, “Learning is at its 

peak when individuals can exercise choice over what and when they learn and feel that 

they control their own learning…When museums try too hard to mimic compulsory 

education or force specific learning agendas on the public, they undermine their own 

success and value as learning institutions” (p. 138).  This undermining happens when the 

museum staff, volunteers, youth leaders, or parents misunderstand the particular learning 

potential of museums.   Even museums often mistakenly try to teach children and each 

other in the authoritative style we remember being taught in school.  Yet it seems logical 

that children and adults should have the opportunity to explore what they are interested in 

or connect to within a museum.  One person may want to spend their entire visit in one 

gallery, delving more deeply into one topic they are passionate about, while another may 

want to briefly visit each gallery and come away with an overall idea or impression.  

Either way, I believe museum educators have the flexibility to and should create an 

environment where this is allowed and facilitated; this includes avoiding overly 

structured museum experiences.  

Developing personal meaning.  People are also more motivated to learn about 

things that are personally meaningful or relevant to them (Paris, 1998).  For example, in a 

science and natural history museum, an exhibit about bears and their interactions with 

humans would be especially meaningful to a visitor preparing for a hiking trip to Alaska.  

Mary Ellen Munley, an AAM taskforce member who contributed to Excellence and 

Equity, wrote, “Museums have the capacity to stimulate meaningful learning for their 

visitors.  Meaningful learning is about making connections, and it occurs when new 

information is linked with existing concepts in the visitor’s system of understanding.  
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Meaningful learning results in visitors creating a variety of messages and meanings” 

(Pitman, 1999, p. 136).  The goal for museums is to provide visitors with labels, maps, 

videos, publications, interpretive staff, and programs that help visitors develop personal 

meaning through their interaction with the information and ideas presented in an object or 

in an exhibit (Pitman, 1999).  

Prior experience is also extremely significant to learning.  Consider that same 

exhibit about bears.  A child that has recently visited the bear exhibit at their local zoo or 

read a book about bears in school will experience the exhibit differently because of these 

prior experiences.  Learning represents the gradual expansion and consolidation of 

previously known mental constructs (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  According to Falk and 

Dierking (2000), “Visitors to museums do not come as blank slates.  They arrive not only 

with expectations and motivations for a visit but also with a wealth of previously 

acquired knowledge, interests, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and experiences” (p. 79).  New 

knowledge is based on a foundation of prior knowledge (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  One 

application of this principle may be that a museum educator trains his/her docents to ask 

visitors questions to get some sense of their prior knowledge of the subject and then 

adjust the visitors’ tour accordingly (whether in scope or depth of content). 

Falk and Dierking (2000) claim that learning also occurs best under conditions of 

positive affect.  “Links between places, emotions, and memories are strong. The basic 

principle that links our places and states is simple: a good or bad environment promotes 

good or bad memories, which inspire a good or bad mood, which inclines us toward good 

or bad behavior.  We may not be conscious of the setting, but our brains are.  Humans 

automatically form long-term, emotion-laden memories of events and places without 



Developing a Strategic Plan       42 

deliberately attempting to memorize them” (Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 64).  The 

implication for museum educators and staff is in the need to create a welcoming 

comfortable environment where visitors are given every opportunity to have a positive 

learning experience.  

Another powerful contributor to a positive learning environment is the social 

context of a museum visit.  Bonnie Pitman (1999) says, “A major part of the museum 

learning experience is social interaction.  The relationships among our visitors often 

provide a framework for their conversations, patterns of use, and level of knowledge.  

Visitors primarily come in groups, often with family members or friends.  The 

individuals in the group may be experts or novices.  We need to focus our research on the 

fact that the majority of our visitors come with another person to experience and enjoy 

our museums” (p. 26).  According to Michael Spock (Maher, 1997), “Humans are social 

animals who generally, though not always come alive in the presence of other people.  

Good museum programmers and engaged visitors surf on this social need using it to 

bridge objects to ideas to people” (p. 147).  In positive social environments visitors learn 

through conversation, modeling, and imitation.  Conversations can be as simple as asking 

and answering questions, commenting on an exhibition, or reading the exhibit labels 

aloud (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  One example of modeling and imitation is when a visitor 

in a science museum can only make an exhibit work and thereby understand the 

phenomena after observing another visitor model the activity successfully.    

Edutainment.  Prior to starting this project I had never heard of the term 

“edutainment.”  However, it makes a lot of sense when I think about it.  I heard the term 

first from a local museum president that formerly worked as an executive for Disney.  
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While he did not claim ownership for the phrase, I was surprised when I came across the 

term again several times in my research.  My understanding of the term is that education 

and entertainment are not necessarily mutually exclusive activities; in fact they enhance 

one another. Learning can be entertaining and entertainment can be educational.   

Museums do both and integrating the two has actually made museums livelier places 

(Pitman, 1999).   Rice wrote of the comparison between Disney (entertainment) and 

museums (education), “In the past we’ve defined these differences as those between 

entertainment and education.  But these definitions are misleading because people loved 

to be entertained by learning.   A more useful distinction might be between a passive 

utilitarian model of pleasure, achieved as at Disney World primarily through sensory 

stimulation and the opportunity to purchase souvenirs, and an expressivist model of 

pleasure, achieved as in museums through self-growth and social contact” (Pitman, 1999, 

p. 49).  Museum educators and staff should understand and incorporate entertainment as a 

powerful educational tool. 

Interactive vs. hands on.  While edutainment was a new word for my vocabulary, I 

ran across two familiar words that I have begun to think differently about, especially 

regarding their implications in museum education.  I do not believe “hands on” and 

“interactive” should necessarily be used interchangeably.  For something to be hands on 

in a museum simply means a visitor touches it.  This could be as simple as a visitor 

pushing a button and an audio recording begins playing.  An interactive exhibit, on the 

other hand, requires the visitor to engage in the experience.  For example, an exhibit on 

knots would not only illustrate different kinds of knots and how to tie them, but it would 
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also give the visitor the opportunity to touch a rope and try creating a knot themselves.  I 

appreciate what Michael Spock wrote about the distinction between the two.   

Frank Openheimer of the Exploratorium had the clearest 

sense about why pressing a button that caused some 

repetitive action was not the way to understand scientific 

principles or anything else for that matter.  Defining the 

range of things that can happen in any variable will not 

give you an understanding of why something is working 

the way it is, what is driving it.  You have to have enough 

freedom of operation in the exhibit to generate the 

phenomena but also be able to push it past the point where 

the phenomenon no longer occurs.  The nature of this 

exploration allows you to begin to really understand and 

explains why the button is not the method to use in a 

‘hands-on’ approach…I think “interactive” is a better word 

for what we are about than “hands-on” (Maher, 1997, p. 5).  

Learning models and theories.  The literature on informal education addressed 

several learning models or theories; I will briefly touch on three that resonated with my 

beliefs.  The first is inquiry-based learning, where learning is stimulated by problem-

based searches for information (Pitman, 1999).  According to Sally, Duensing, an AAM 

Education Committee’s Ward winner for Excellence in Practice, “Perhaps one of the 

most important educational roles a museum can play is to become an environment for 

generative inquiry.  Rather than simply presenting artifacts or teaching scientific ‘truths’, 
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a museum can create an atmosphere in which exhibits present phenomena in such a way 

that they elicit new insights, questions, and wonder” (Pitman, 1999, p. 90).  

Unfortunately, some museum educators interpret inquiry-based learning as merely a 

filling-in-the-blank scavenger hunt, rather than stimulating interest through engaging 

questions and problem solving. 

Another learning theory, constructivism, encourages negotiation and “meaning 

making” between visitors and institutions and shifts away from the belief that education 

is an authoritative ladling out of immutable knowledge (Pitman, 1999).  This theory 

assumes that museum visitors are not passive receptacles (Maher, 1997).  “There is an 

assumption the visitor or companion is not some poor soul in need of enlightenment, but 

a smart and capable collaborator” (Maher, 1997, p. 148).  The constructivist model is 

more inclusive, more respectful of the world view visitors bring with them to the museum 

rather than treating knowledge as existing independently of both the teacher and learner 

(Pitman, 1999).   Rice describes constructivism as, “A term broadly applied to a cluster of 

theories stating that learners construct their own knowledge.  In other words, people think 

and create their own understanding about things, building on their own internal 

constructions of reality” (Pitman, 1999, p. 48).  The implication for museum educators 

and staff is to allow visitors room for disagreement, ambiguity, complexity and other 

perspectives, and even to encourage visitors to compare and evaluate the museum’s 

perspective against their own and others (Pitman, 1999). 

In 1992, Falk and Dierking proposed the Interactive Experience Model of learning 

that results from the intersection of three contexts in museums: the personal, the social, 

and the physical.  The central point of this view of learning is that no single context is 
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sufficient to explain what people take away from their museum experience (Pitman, 

1999).  They later built on and refined that model to create the Contextual Model of 

Learning (Falk & Dierking, 2000).   “The Contextual Model posits that all learning is 

situated within a series of contexts. In other words, learning is not some abstract 

experience that can be isolated in a test tube or laboratory, but an organic, integrated 

experience that happens in the real world” (Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 10).  The 

Contextual Model proposes eight key factors across the three categories that significantly 

influence the quality of museum experience:   

• Personal Context: Motivations and expectations; Prior knowledge, interests, and 

beliefs; Choice and control;  

• Socio Cultural Context: Within-group sociocultural mediation; Facilitated 

mediation by others;  

• Physical Context:  Advance organizers and orientation; Design; Reinforcing 

events and experiences outside the museum. 

When any of these eight is absent, they believe meaning-making is more difficult (Falk & 

Dierking, 2000).  A museum educator trying to improve visitor experience should 

consider how exhibits and programs impact each of the three contexts. 

Visitor Experience 

“Researching and understanding the process of learning (is) essential, but unless we 

apply that knowledge to everything we do – exhibit plans, the labels, the teaching 

strategies, and all our communication – we will not be successful in expanding and 

diversifying our audience.  Our success will be measured by the experiences we can 

provoke for our visitors” (Pitman, 1999, p. 41).  Museum educators believe that visitor 
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experience is impacted by exhibit and program design as well as physical spaces.  For 

example, if we expect that most visitors’ learning is increased through social interaction, 

then we need to design exhibits and programs which facilitate this kind learning.  Good 

program and exhibit design draws the visitor in, engages all the senses, and compels the 

visitor to investigate the topic at hand (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  Falk and Dierking 

(2000) also suggest that whether or not a visitor learns in a museum can even be 

influenced by the presence or absence of carpeting and adequate seating. 

Museum Audience 

As you will read in chapter three, I was asked to devote a portion of my research to 

understanding the museum visitor.  After reading Excellence and Equity (AAM, 1998), I 

believe developing a larger, more diverse audience should be a goal of every museum 

institution.  I began my research by trying to understand who the typical museum visitor 

is.  I found research illustrating not only demographic trends, but also shared character 

traits of this population. 

Statistics show that family groups make up the majority of museum visitors 

(Pitman, 1999).  Historically, proportionally fewer minority, immigrant, and poor 

children visited museums with their parents (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  This influences 

current adult museum-going behavior because a strong predictor of museum attendance 

as an adult is whether a child was taken to museums by their parents (Falk & Dierking, 

2000). The typical museum visitor is highly educated, more affluent, and predisposed to 

lifelong learning (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  “People who are inclined to go to museums 

think that they and their children need to be continually learning, continually searching 

for new information and connections, continually intellectually and aesthetically 
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stretching, and they perceive museums as places to engage in this meaning-making” 

(Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 74). Typical museum visitors are more likely than those who 

do not visit museums to read books, watch educational television, use the internet, listen 

to educational radio, read the newspaper, and engage in other free-choice learning (Falk 

& Dierking, 2000).  Generally they are individuals interested in the topic of a specific 

museum; for example, people who visit history museums generally enjoy history, those 

who enjoy art visit art museums, etc. (Falk & Dierking, 2000). 

Equity.  According to Excellence and Equity, “Many museums have not made a 

strong enough commitment to an expanded public dimension that makes them true 

centers of learning for the diverse audiences they are responsible for serving” (AAM, 

1998, p. 13). They should be more welcoming and attractive, regardless of race and 

ethnic origin age, ability, education, and class (AAM, 1998).  This variety of cultural and 

intellectual perspectives should be reflected through the interpretation process (including 

exhibits and programs) and virtually all museum operations and activities (AAM, 1998).  

To accomplish this goal, museums will need to serve people who have not been part of 

the museum world in the past, because valuing multiple voices is crucial for keeping 

educational institutions alive as learning cultures (Pitman, 1999).  Museums essentially 

are “public” institutions (regardless where their annual operating dollars originate) and as 

public institutions have an ethical responsibility to serve diverse audiences (Pitman, 

1999).  In response to the small percentage of the population that visits museums, Rex 

Ellis warns that we cannot “afford another monument to a small cultural elite that is in no 

way reflective of the people and times in which we live” (Pitman, 1999, p. 74). 
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Why people come to museums.  By understanding why people visit museums, a staff 

can better create and facilitate an environment appealing to a larger audience base.  Falk 

and Dierking (2000) suggest, “The most direct way to determine why people go to 

museums is to ask them” (p. 71). They went on to cite interviews done by a doctoral 

student at the University of Leicester in England. The student concluded that all the 

reasons given for visiting museums could be placed into one of six general categories: 

education, entertainment, social event, life cycle, place, and practical issues; with 

education and entertainment cited most frequently (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  According 

to Falk and Dierking (2000), “Today museums rank along with shopping and sports as 

one of the most popular out-of-home leisure experiences in America.  Doubtless, the 

causes for this sudden shift in appreciation and popularity in museums are many, but we 

would argue that at the core there is but one thing - learning.  Learning is the reason 

people go to museums, and learning is the primary ‘good’ that visitors to museums derive 

from their experience” (p. 2).  They also claim, “Americans are also increasingly seeking 

and valuing experiences that engage them in a personal way rather than just services and 

products and this has propelled them to discover, or in many cases, rediscover the 

museum” (Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 75). 

Why people do not attend museums. Understanding why people do not visit 

museums is just as important as understanding why people do visit museums.  By 

breaking down some of these barriers, a museum might expand their current visitor-ship.  

According to Michael Spock, “A lot of museums intimidate adults and make them feel 

like they need some prerequisites before they can make good use of them or even visit 

them” (Maher, 1997. p. 3).    People feel as though they need to have studied the 
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materials or have prior knowledge of the content before they can appreciate the exhibits. 

They do not see the museum as a teaching institution. Other members of the public feel 

that museums have no relevance to their lives (AAM, 1998). Often they believe the 

exhibits are focused on the lives and experiences of other people, and associate the 

contents with only the upper echelons of society. 

Expanding audience.  As public institutions, I also believe that museums do have a 

moral and ethical responsibility to expand their current visitor-ship and access an 

audience base more reflective of society.  Beyond moral or ethical responsibilities, 

visitors and program participants are critical to the viability of museums individually and 

collectively.  This section will address a few ideas/strategies for growing a museum 

audience. 

“Coming to terms with visitors’ needs and interests is at the heart of attempts to 

expand and diversify audiences – a hallmark of museum education activities for decades.  

Although demographic profiles of visitors to most museums do not support our claims, 

most museum professionals believe that museums are for everyone” (Pitman, 1999, p. 

136).  Museums need to “develop educational experiences for schoolchildren, families, 

and adults that reflect knowledge of the different learning styles visitors bring to 

museums” (AAM, 1998, p. 17). 

As I noted earlier, a person who visits museums with her parents (versus school 

groups or community organizations) as a child is more likely to visit museums as an 

adult.  If museums collectively devote resources to attracting families with children that 

would not typically visit a museum, they are really making an investment in a future 

generation of museum-going adults who will then in turn bring their children to 
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museums.  A museum in my community addresses this very thing by hosting an event for 

economically disadvantaged families, which they coordinate through the local school 

district.  They dedicate several evenings throughout the year for a family science night, 

and they invite the families from one school to attend and even provide transportation.  In 

this way, children are brought to the museum by their parent (not the school) and are 

even given a free pass to return with their parents.  What a great investment in the future! 

Another ripe audience base is the adult learner.  Marilyn Hood identifies six criteria 

that adults use for judging leisure time activities: being with people (or social 

interaction), doing something worthwhile, feeling comfortable and at ease in one’s 

surroundings, having a challenge of new experiences, having an opportunity to learn, 

participating actively (Sachetello-Sawyer et al., 2002).  Museum staffs might be able to 

use these criteria in fostering environments and experiences where these can occur.  I will 

discuss tapping into the adult education market in more depth later in this section. 

Museums also have the potential to reach even a wider audience by experimenting 

with innovative technologies.  Through video conferencing, websites, and other 

electronic media they can make their collections and stories more accessible to an 

audience beyond the museum walls (Pitman, 1999).  

Marketing obviously plays a key role in expanding a museum audience.  Even 

with well-designed exhibits and programs, more and more visitors limit their choices to 

those well-promoted and well-advertised (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  Because there are 

probably more people who don’t know the purpose of museums than those who do, 

another role of museum marketing is to better communicate the value of museums to 
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society (Pitman, 1999).  I found persuasive a quote by Falk and Dierking (2000) about 

the importance of effective marketing:  

By the time a visitor arrives at the front door, the nature 

and quality of the visitor experience have already been 

determined to a large degree.  However, museums need not 

passively accept whatever attitudes the visitor comes with.  

Instead, we advocate actively seeking to frame appropriate 

expectations and motivations for visitors prior to their 

arrival.  Arguably, one of the worst expectations an 

individual can have about the museum is “This place is not 

for me” and one of the worst motivations is a lack of 

motivation to visit.  Questions of who does and does not 

visit and what visitor attitudes are prior to the visit fall 

within the jurisdiction of marketing.  Marketing is equally 

about getting people in the front door and about bringing 

people in the front door with appropriate mind-set and 

readiness for the realities of the museum experience.  It is 

about positively priming the pump (p. 179). 

Expanding K-12 relationships.  Museum-school partnerships can be strengthened 

by museums developing relationships with teachers, administrators, and school boards 

(AAM, 1998).  In my short time working as a museum educator, I have personally seen 

the value in this type of collaboration.  “Our work with schools succeeds when teachers 

and museum staff develop a shared assessment of needs, an understanding of each other’s 
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skills and objectives, and sufficient levels of trust and communication” (Pitman, 1999, p. 

41).  This means collaborating on everything from securing grants for field trips to 

working together to prepare for a museum visit.  While it is important that museum staff 

understand the needs and expectations of formal educators, as I said earlier, they also 

need to be careful not let themselves fall in the trap of mimicking compulsory education.  

As a museum educator with formal education experience, I recognize how easy it is to 

fall into these old patterns of instruction. 

Understanding how children learn in a non-school setting is a key to providing a 

productive field trip environment.  Much of the literature discusses the value of “choice” 

in a child’s museum experience.  Falk and Dierking (2000) suggest, “Enhanced learning 

resulted when more free-choice museum-based school experiences were provided and 

students and teachers were given tools that enabled them to utilize that choice 

productively” (p. 86).  From this same study of New York City school children, the 

researchers found that children preferred going to museums with their families over 

school field trips because they had more choice and control over their experience (Falk & 

Dierking, 2000).  When students have the opportunities to choose what they learn, they 

are likely to show greater effort, commitment, interest, and enjoyment in the task 

(Pitman, 1999). 

Just as many math teachers understand the importance of allowing children time to 

become familiar with math manipulatives before trying to teach a math concept, museum 

educators should allow children time to see what their options are before settling down to 

interact with a particular exhibit (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  Conversation is another 

important learning tool.  “Recent research suggests that social interaction, that sense of 
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participating in a community of learners, is an important aspect of field trips for children 

also and, if respected and capitalized upon, can result in increased learning.  For example, 

several studies suggest that recognizing and accommodating children’s social agendas 

can result in significant learning and that when children have opportunities to explain 

their learning to other children or to adults, they remember their discoveries better and 

are also more likely to transfer the new insights to new situations” (Falk & Dierking, 

2000, p. 102).  Conversations among children are often more focused than their 

conversations with adults (Falk & Dierking, 2000).   

Using advanced organizers to prepare children effectively for their museum visit 

can affect learning.  Children who know what to expect to learn (both cognitively and 

spatially) from a school field trip learn significantly more than children who do not know 

what to expect (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  Learning during field trips is also more 

effective when the work children do at museums is interdisciplinary and closely related to 

what they are doing in school (Falk & Dierking, 2000).  

Another important opportunity museums have is to become involved with 

professional development.  Excellence and Equity suggests that museums have a 

responsibility to share in the education of children by strengthening services for pre-

service and in-service classroom teachers (AAM, 1998).  Museums should develop 

undergraduate, graduate, and continuing education courses for teachers that help them 

understand the value of learning with objects in the museum environment (AAM, 1998). 

Expanding adult education.  Another ripe opportunity for museums is the all-adult 

groups that are becoming a more important and more numerous audience; with older 

adults representing a huge, virtually untapped source of new museums visitors (Falk & 
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Dierking, 2000).  “We urge that museums continue to build on their success as centers for 

learning by providing high-quality educational experience for people of all ages, but in 

recognition of the increasing median age of our population, that they pay new attention to 

their programs for adults” (Pitman, 1999, p. 81).  In 1995, Bonnie Sachatello-Sawyer 

surveyed 110 museum educators and learned that the majority of their programs were 

designed for children, and that only 27% of the programs were designed for adults.  

Stephan Brand, Chief Imagination Officer for The New Enterprise Factory, Inc., predicts 

that adult learning experiences will become one of the largest growing areas of informal 

learning during the next twenty years (Sachatello-Sawyer, et al., 2002).  According to the 

authors of Adult Museum Programs (Sachatello-Sawyer, et al., 2002), “The recently and 

soon-to-be retired population is and will be the healthiest, wealthiest, most-educated, and 

active population of nonworking adults we have ever seen in America” (p. 1). 

A friend/mentor of mine from a local museum introduced me to the book Adult 

Museum Programs (Sachatello-Sawyer et al., 2002).  She specifically praised the work of 

Bonnie Sachatello-Sawyer, one of the book’s authors, in the field of adult museum 

education. The book makes the case that adult learning is a hot topic in informal 

education and details everything from program ideas and learning preferences of the adult 

learner to staffing and assessment recommendations.   

The average adult museum participant is highly educated, relatively affluent, 

Caucasian, between the ages of 40 and 60, female, and has more leisure time than the 

average American adult.  They are looking for invigorating, transformative educational 

experiences at museums, rather than simple entertainment.  Adult learners are also 
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looking for access to unique objects, unique people, and unique places (Sachatello-

Sawyer et al., 2002).   

The authors of Adult Museum Programs (Sachatello-Sawyer et al., 2002) suggest 

over two dozen types of programs for adults, with lectures being the most common.  

However, from an adult program participant’s perspective, dull lectures are out, and 

unique, active learning experiences are in Although I find it difficult to define, museum 

educators such as Bonnie Sachatello-Saywer suggest “transformation” is an important, 

and previously overlooked, measure of program excellence and museum staff should be 

encouraged to make every effort to recognize and achieve that goal” (Sachatello-Sawyer 

et al., 2002, p. xxii). She says, “One key to developing programs capable of transforming 

adult participants lies in understanding mature learning interests and needs” (p. 4).   She 

goes on to say that an important difference to keep in mind between childhood and adult 

learning is the tremendous amounts of experience adults have accumulated and bring to 

their learning experience. 

Assessment 

Assessment can be powerful informational tool for helping a museum staff better 

know their audience.  The more museums learn who their audience is, what their needs 

are, and what they want from their experiences, the better those museums can serve them 

(Pitman, 1999).  According to Excellence and Equity (AAM, 1998), “Too few museums 

are involved in systematic evaluation and self-study as a stimulus for institutional vitality 

and growth” (p. 13).  Not only can assessment help a museum better understand visitors, 

it can also help “assess the effectiveness of exhibitions and programs in an ongoing 
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evaluation process that encourages revision and experimentation to improve the visitor’s 

experience of learning from objects and exhibits” (AAM, 1998, p. 17). 

“People do learn in museums.  They come to learn, to find meaning and connection, 

and they do learn, make meaning, and find connection.  Historically, however, 

documenting this learning has proven challenging” (Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. xiii).  

Documenting learning in formal education environments where many of the learning 

objectives are isolated and somewhat clearly defined is challenging; in informal settings 

with much less structure and much broader and varying learning objectives, it is just very 

difficult.   

In museums and schools alike, we have framed the question 

as: What does an individual learn as a consequence of 

visiting this museum, or seeing this exhibition or attending 

this lecture?  Perhaps the more realistic question is: How 

does this museum or exhibition or lecture contribute to 

what someone knows, believes, feels, or is capable of 

doing?  All learning is a cumulative, long-term process, a 

process of making meaning and finding connections.  All 

educational institutions exist within a larger educational 

infrastructure (including: schools, newspapers and 

magazines, books, conversations, family, knowledgeable 

acquaintances, television, films, observations of the world, 

and museums (Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 12). 
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While assessment is important, museums are faced with equivalent or even greater 

challenges than formal education in making sure the assessment tools used are 

appropriate.  Museum professionals need to avoid boxing themselves in to the traditional 

“factory model of assessment.”  

Museums operate on a different scale.  To the extent that a 

museum’s public programs have a positive impact on the 

lives of its direct and indirect audiences, that impact may 

be subtle, diffuse, intermixed with the impact of other 

organizations, and not always immediate...There is 

probably no more important task in the museum field today 

than trying to establish some middle ground – something 

less than a numerical scale, but also something more than 

blind faith – between those funders (and others) who 

demand that museums provide them with hard evidence 

about their effectiveness and those members of the museum 

community who argue that the work of museums is of such 

self-evident value that no justification of that work is 

necessary (Weil, 2005, p. 39). 

The literature on informal education suggests some effective assessment tools: 

focus groups, visitor surveys, interviews, demographic studies, behavioral studies, 

program evaluations, etc.  What I found interesting was that several different authors 

addressed one particular assessment technique.  They discussed the value of waiting six 

weeks or more to assess a visitor following a museum visit or program.  Falk and 
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Deirking (2000) suggested, “If someone asks visitors as they are leaving an exhibition or 

a program what they ‘learned’, the answer they give at that moment may or may not be 

the same as the answer they might give to the same question a month or two later” (p. 

31).  The authors of Adult Museum Programs (Sachatello-Sawyer et al., 2002) make the 

same claim, “Evaluations conducted immediately at the conclusion of programs are very 

useful.  However, follow-up surveys conducted later can more accurately determine if 

program participants have found ways to apply what they’ve learned” (p. 165). 

“New information derived from planned evaluation, surveys, and focus groups 

about the nature of the visitor experience has resulted in a new attitude of respect for and 

interest in the perspectives of so called novice viewers. But we have also begun to realize 

how little we actually know about what and how visitors learn in our galleries and what 

impact museum educators have when participating in formal education through school 

tours, curriculum development, and teacher training” (Pitman, 1999, p. 47).  Just as with 

many situations, the more you learn – the more you realize you don’t know.  While it 

takes dedication of valuable resources, effective assessment can help museums make 

effective changes that will serve them well in the future. 

Future 

There seems to be a growing consensus among museum scholars and commentators 

that if museums are to be valued as institutions in the years to come, they must be 

attentive to the communities and wider social contexts in which they operate (Pitman, 

1999).  The same social, economic, and political trends shaping society today will 

influence the future of museums (Pitman, 1999).  Their collective strength will lie partly 

in their ability to adapt and be responsive (Pitman, 1999).  In the future, if little is 
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expected of museum educational programs, few resources are likely to be made available 

to create high quality programming (Pitman, 1999). 
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Chapter Three: The Project 

Defining the Project 

During our first interview/discussion, the National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of 

Fame’s Executive Director introduced me to the Associate Director, and we discussed the 

needs of the museum, specifically as they related to the education program.  I took notes 

as I asked them to brainstorm a list of questions they were struggling with.  The questions 

can be grouped into five categories: 

Education’s Role in the Museum: 

 How should this museum view education and use this definition to structure 

vision, goals? 

 Do we have a separate mission statement for education? 

 What does the board expect/want? 

 What is the educational goal in relation to the museum’s mission (i.e. personnel, 

commitment to community, budget)? 

 Where do we want to be in _ years? 

 How do we prepare for our partnership with the Fort Worth Museum of Science 

and History? 

 What are the museum’s strengths to leverage? 

 What strategic partnerships already exist or need building (i.e. university 

community)? 

 What should the organizational structure of education department look like (staff, 

roles and responsibilities, etc.)? 

Effective educational programming: 
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 How does the museum develop effective educational programming? 

 What educational tools will we utilize (i.e. distance learning, web-based, outreach 

programming, on site programming)?  

Defining and expanding the audience: 

 Who is our target audience (i.e. schools, children, families, adults, community-

based organizations)? 

 How do we go after these audiences? 

 What special considerations do we need to keep in mind related to these 

audiences (i.e. diversity issues in Fort Worth Independent School District)? 

 What should the museum’s relationship be to the local schools and how do we 

develop it effectively (i.e. teacher development, field trips, outreach 

programming, curriculum, etc.)? 

Assessment 

 How will we measure and track success? 

 How do we want to be viewed in the community (i.e. roadside attraction, 

intellectual giant, fun, education & nourishment)? 

Funding 

 How do we fund educational initiatives and how do we effectively track our use 

of these resources (grants, corporate sponsorship, etc)? 

 What are the budget/financial implications? 

We determined that I would spend the next six months helping the museum develop 

a strategic plan for the education program that would hopefully address some of these 

questions.  At the end of this six month period I was to deliver a document outlining a set 
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of goals and a plan for accomplishing those goals.  Like most institutions, the museum 

did not have the luxury of completely shutting down the department while we worked 

through the strategic planning process.  We decided to significantly scale back all 

educational programming during this planning period and I agreed to operate the skeleton 

department. 

Four Initial Projects 

I began four projects simultaneously.  I needed to learn more about the strategic 

planning process itself, learn about a new (to me) strand of education – “Informal 

Education”, develop a clearer understanding of what the museum’s education program 

entailed from June 2002 – August 2004, and at the same time run a scaled back museum 

education program. 

Strategic Planning Research 

 One of the first books I read was Good to Great, written by Jim Collins (2001).  

In the course of a year, at least five of my professional mentors recommended the book 

and several of the articles on strategic planning that I read referred to it.  Collins is well 

known for the Hedgehog Concept that he introduces in this book.  This concept studies 

the patterns of a hedgehog and suggests organizations use this pattern to ask themselves 

three important questions: What is our organization passionate about? What can we be 

best in the world at? What drives our economic engine (Collins, 2001)?  I would later 

introduce this concept to the education committee that I worked with to create the 

strategic plan. 

I read several books on strategic planning in general.  Like Collin’s Hedgehog 

Concept, a self assessment exercise I learned about in my MBA strategy course appeared 
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over and over again. I determined early on that I would likely use a Strengths, 

Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) Analysis as an assessment tool to help 

drive the planning process (G. Jackson, personal communication, October, 2004). In a 

SWOT Analysis, an organization takes a candid look at their strengths, to preserve them; 

weaknesses, to continuously improve; they recognize opportunities and forces potentially 

supporting progress; and realize and overcome threats, forces working against your 

progress.  A SWOT analysis is used to drive informed decision making. 

 I found as many different models for the strategic planning process as 

books/articles I read on strategic planning (see Chapter Two).  Though different in one 

way or another, I began to see common threads between them.  Each model appeared to 

contain some form of assessment where the members of a strategic planning 

team/committee would seek to understand their organization better; they all contained a 

step where this same team identified opportunities, visions, and dreams for the 

organization.  At some point the same planning team would need to reach some form of 

consensus, generally through a retreat, and after the strategic plan was drafted, approved, 

and implemented, the planning team would need to evaluate their progress after some 

period of time, and repeat the process. 

 All of the models and literature I read were about strategic planning for an 

organization as a whole; because of this I began to feel some concern about creating a 

strategic plan for a specific department rather than an entire organization.  The museum 

itself did not have a strategic plan in place, although the Executive Director saw the need 

for one and anticipated a museum-wide strategic planning process at some point in the 

near future.  One step had already been taken.  The museum took part in the Museum 
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Assessment Program (MAP) through the American Association of Museums (AAM) 

(American Association of Museums [AAM], 2003).  The MAP includes a comprehensive 

internal evaluation report completed by the museum staff and board, a site visit and 

interviews by an AAM consultant, and a recommendation summary report by the 

consultant.  The museum used this document as a tool to monitor its operations and 

programs. 

 Mentors.  I turned to three mentors to develop an understanding of how a 

department level strategic planning process would work, to talk through my developing 

understanding of the strategic planning in general, and to get some reading 

recommendations.  In early September I met with the professor who taught strategic 

planning during my MBA program.  He was the one who sparked my interest in strategic 

planning and I had done well in his class.  I thought he would be an important person to 

involve in the process.  Unfortunately, our meeting was not as helpful as I had 

anticipated.  When I asked for reading recommendations, he just pointed to a large book 

shelf behind me in his office.  I think I was disappointed that he did not suggest one 

“must read” book or have a recommendation for a book specifically on strategic planning 

in non-profit organizations.  Our meeting further deteriorated when I told him more about 

the project.  He insisted that I could not create a strategic plan for one department of an 

organization in the absence of an organization-wide strategic plan.  I had already 

struggled with this on my own, but just did not want to agree with him that it could not be 

done or that it had no merit.  I knew at this point that this project wouldn’t create a 

textbook strategic plan, but I still hoped and believed that it could be done and that it 

would add value to not only the Education Department, but the museum as a whole. 
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 On October 15, 2004, I met with the Vice President of Operations, for a 

neighboring museum.  He had led his museum through a staff-driven exercise to develop 

their 2002-2005 strategic plan. At the time of our October meeting, the new museum 

president and board were taking his museum through another museum-wide strategic 

planning process, which would last seven to eight months and cost $150,000. 

 After the conversation with my professor, I decided to elicit another opinion on 

the value of creating a strategic plan for a specific department in the absence of a 

strategic plan for the museum as a whole.  I took comfort in the neighboring museum’s 

Vice President’s response.  He said that an organization has to start somewhere.  If we 

were not yet prepared to go through a museum-wide strategic planning process, it would 

not hurt to begin the process in one area/department.  Prior to the creation of his 

museum’s initial strategic plan, some areas within the museum had experimented with 

this type of process.  He assured me that it is really more about strategic thinking than 

strategic planning, and that going through this process in one area may generate the 

process for the entire institution.  He also emphasized how important it is for 

organizations to constantly learn and adapt (C. Walter, personal communication, October 

15, 2004). 

 He suggested that strategic planning should answer three important questions: 

Where are we now?  Where do we want to go? How will we get there?  He provided me 

with samples of what his organization had used to develop criteria for measurable 

performance objectives and criteria for action plans. I would later use his models to 

create the format for our strategic plan.  He also referred me to other sources for more 

information and gave me copies of a few articles to read. 
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 I was surprised by his response when I asked who should be responsible for 

seeing to it that the plan we were creating for our education program was executed.  He 

said it should be the responsibility of the National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame’s 

Education Director (we did not have one at that time).  I had thought either the Executive 

Director or the entire team working on the project should be responsible.  Months later 

when I would reflect on his comments, I realized that he was right and that the Education 

Director should have been a part of the whole process.  Before I left he gave me a list of 

questions that he suggested we ask ourselves: 

 What are we most passionate about? 

 What do we do better than anybody else?  

 What if this (the museum) goes away? 

 How do we define success? 

 What ideas do you have that are so big – you are afraid to mention it? 

 Where can we add value? 

 How can we help formal education achieve their goals? (C. Walter, 

personal communication, October 15, 2004) 

 That same day in October I met with a local city official with strong ties to the 

museum and extensive experience with strategic planning.  I asked him some general 

questions about strategic planning and then we spent quite a bit of time talking through 

the process I would use for the project (G. Jackson, personal communication, October 15, 

2004). 

 From my reading and other conversations I knew that I would need to put together 

a committee and hold some kind of planning meeting or retreat.  The former city official 
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suggested I create a committee with an equal number of board members as staff and set a 

retreat date 30 days out.  He also suggested I provide the committee with a snapshot of 

what had happened over the past two years in the form of an informational packet to help 

the committee prepare for the retreat.  We then discussed what kind of information 

should be included in this snapshot, such as: 

o History of museum’s education program 

o What the museum has tried to accomplish 

o What the museum has accomplished with the education program 

o Why does the museum exist? 

o Mission/purpose/vision/current goals 

o What is the museum trying to accomplish? 

o Documented information, decisions, empirical information and what it 

tells me? 

o Who are our customers? 

o What role does education play? 

o What are we doing for whom? 

o This is what we have – this is what it tells me 

o This is my understanding of what this organization is trying to accomplish 

(G. Jackson, personal communication, October 15, 2004). 

 He also suggested I survey all committee members to solicit their input 

individually before bringing the entire group together.  I would need to allow the 

committee at least one full week to respond.  Some of the questions he suggested for the 

survey were: What are we doing now that is taking us where we want to be going?  What 
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is going well, what is not?  What are you pleased with?  Where has there been wasted 

effort or poor performance?  What should be our priorities?  What things we ought to be 

doing?  What should be our goals for the museum’s education program?  In the next two 

years – if we could only do one thing – what would it be? (Appendix A). 

 As we discussed what the actual retreat would look like, he made several 

recommendations.  He confirmed some of my reading, which suggested holding the 

retreat away from our facility (this would help limit distractions).  He also suggested 

using a facilitator for the retreat.  Using an impartial facilitator could help us keep from 

getting bogged down in one area or another.  I was thrilled when he offered to volunteer 

as our facilitator.  We spent the rest of our meeting and subsequent conversations 

planning the meeting. 

 He suggested one of our first exercises be to report back the survey.  The first 

question: What are we doing now that is taking us where we want to be going? 

Reinforces what we need to keep doing.  The second question: What is going well, what 

is not? Moves into critical assessment.  We should then take a break before attacking the 

third question: What should be our priorities? After the third question we would roll up 

our sleeves and try to gain consensus on what we should keep doing and what our goals 

should be.  He suggested having a recorder and tracking the consensus on a flipchart.  

This is where he suggested using forced choice, where if there are 25 ideas listed, each 

committee member gets to select only five ideas needing immediate attention in the next 

X years.  He predicted the end result would be that we would realize we cannot do it all. 

 When I asked him about developing an action plan or business plan, he said that 

would not be done until after the strategic planning session.  Afterwards, I would use the 
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strategic plan to create an action plan that would specify measurable progress.  This 

tactical plan would be created by key staff members 

Informal Education 

Within the first week of this project, I became familiar with the term “Informal 

Learning” or “Informal Education.”  While I had taught in public schools for five years 

and worked for an educational software company for a year after that, I had never really 

heard that term before.   I heard it first from a woman who quickly became one of my 

most influential mentors.  She is an educational leader at one of our partner museums and 

well respected both locally and nationally for her work in the field.  We met several 

times, and each time she taught me something new, whether it was familiarity with 

terminology, theories, or just good references. 

She first sent me to some of the most respected professional organizations, 

documents, and leaders in the field.  One of the publications most influential in framing 

my understanding of museum education was Excellence and Equity: Education and the 

Public Dimension of Museums (AAM, 1998).  It was the first major report on the 

educational role of museums ever to be issued by the American Association of Museums 

(AAM, 1998).  The publication links the two concepts of excellence and equity and 

suggests there should be an educational purpose in every museum activity.   

Although she had recommended this report during our first meeting (C. Blair, 

personal communication, September 9, 2004), I did not read it until our strategic planning 

process was well under way.  I would later send a copy to each member of the education 

committee, but regret that we did not utilize it more to influence our dialogue during the 

first retreat. 
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I met one on one with other museum educators and joined a newly formed group 

called Informal Educators of Fort Worth.  Our monthly meetings were insightful and I 

enjoyed networking with this unique group of educators.  I learned about more “must 

read” informal education literature.  Comfortingly, I found many of the same authors, 

books, and reports were recommended.   

2002- 2004 Education Program and Running a Scaled Down Department 

Before I could help the museum set goals for the future, I needed to have a clearer 

understanding of the past.  I was particularly interested in what took place from the 

museum’s opening in the new facility June 2002 to August 2004, when I officially started 

this project.  I wanted to begin with an internal evaluation of the museum’s education 

program.  I began to search through records kept by the former Director of Education, 

interview staff members, and look at the MAP (AAM 2003), a self evaluation the 

museum conducted in 2003 through the American Association of Museums, to get a 

better idea of what the museum staff thought of the education program.  I was pleased to 

learn that the museum’s Executive Director had already engaged an educational leader 

from a partner institution to conduct an external evaluation.  The Vice President of Guest 

Services from a neighboring museum agreed to evaluate the National Cowgirl Museum 

and Hall of Fame’s educational programming from August 2003-May 2004. 

During the first two weeks, I also interviewed most of the museum’s full-time staff.  

I used an informal approach.  Each interview was slightly different, even though I asked 

most of them the same questions:  What is your role here at the museum? What is the 

education program responsible for? What has gone well?  What has not gone well?  What 

additional comments would you like to share? Several staff members I spoke to said they 
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really did not know what went on in the education department.  I gathered a mixture of 

responses, some extremely positive and others not.  Most of all, these interviews helped 

me get to know the staff and clarify some of my questions regarding specific educational 

programs. 

The former Education Director left notes which helped me better understand what 

the education program had entailed from the museum’s Ft. Worth opening in June 2002 – 

until she left in June 2004.  She categorized the activities and listed attendance numbers 

or dollars earned for most.  Her categories were as follows: 

 Special Programs 

 Camps 

 Partnerships 

 Docent Program 

 School Tours 

 Teacher Services 

 In Museum Teaching Materials 

 Outreach Teaching Materials 

 Printed Materials Produced 

 Speakers’ Bureau 

 Funding Sources for Education Programming 

 Her notes outlining her responsibilities helped me begin to see the enormous 

volume and broad scope of work the former Education Director had been involved in.  

She also left a document detailing upcoming educational obligations. 
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 From this information and working with the staff, I was then able to create an 

interim plan for what activities to put on hold and what we had to move forward on 

during the strategic planning process.  Again, we had decided to minimize the program as 

much as possible during this time period. 

 I searched through old documents for more detailed information to help inform 

our decisions.  For example, from all the documentation I could find, it appeared that the 

“Traveling Trunks” had only been checked out twelve times in the past two years.  This 

made me question the logic of continuing a new project that began the summer of 2004 to 

develop even more educational outreach kits.  I proposed consolidating the existing kits 

into one strong kit and testing the market to see if there was a demand for them before 

stretching our resources (human and financial) further by creating additional kits. I 

worked with two docent volunteers with classroom experience to consolidate the 

materials and worked with the Group Tour Coordinator to make a concerted effort to 

market those trunks to school groups as part of a pre-visit or post-visit enrichment 

activity.  Since doing this during the fall of 2004, we have seen a steady increase in the 

frequency of these trunks being checked out.   

 I also worked with the Group Tour Coordinator to collect data on youth groups 

touring the museum.  While the information was hand written in a scheduling calendar, I 

felt it was important to begin collecting the data electronically in a spreadsheet so we 

could establish a baseline and set goals (we would also collect this information in a 

spreadsheet to use for mail-out/marketing purposes).  From that information I was able to 

analyze what kinds of youth groups were visiting the museum and provide the Education 

Committee with the following chart: 
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Table  2.  Youth Tour Groups 

Number of students to visit the museum as part of a youth tour group 

Type of Tour   2003   2004 (as of 12/6/04) 

Private School   992   833 

Public School   3,700   3,192  

Community Based  475   427 

Day Care   446   627 

Summer Camp   125   401 

Home School   25   115 

Unknown   244   0 

Total    6,007   5,595 

  

 Having collected this data before the strategic planning process, I saw room for 

improvement in this area.  I calculated our museum’s capacity for hosting youth groups 

and admittedly hoped to see us come out of the planning process with a goal to increase 

the number of youth coming through the museum on youth tours.  I tried to identify 

similar detailed information about each activity listed under the Education Director’s 

responsibilities. 

 I also spent time reviewing the MAP (AAM 2003).  The AAM self study the 

museum had recently participated in. This document helped me better understand what 

the museum accomplished since opening the new facility in 2002 and the goals/vision the 

staff already had for the museum.  While this assessment was museum-wide, an 
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important component of the assessment included interpretation.  The MAP defines 

interpretation as “The media/activities through which a museum carries out its mission 

and educational role.  Interpretive media/activities include but are not limited to: exhibits, 

tours, Web sites, classes, school programs, publications, and outreach.  Interpretation is a 

dynamic process of communication between the museum and audience and the means by 

which the museum delivers its content” (AAM 2003).  I selected important information 

including target audience and educational goals from the MAP to share with the 

Education Committee in an attempt to establish a benchmark in these areas. 

 As I mentioned previously, in June 2004 a neighboring museum’s Vice President 

of Guest Services was asked to provide an initial assessment of the National Cowgirl 

Museum and Hall of Fame’s education program, with specific focus on school audiences.  

She hired two award-winning teachers to act as secret shoppers and worked with her team 

to conduct phone interviews with several teachers that visited the museum with their 

class between August 2003 and May 2004.  She sought feedback from a local school 

district administrator and used some of the summative documentation provided by the 

former Director of Education.  She met with me and other National Cowgirl Museum and 

Hall of Fame staff members in September 2004 to briefly discuss some of her 

observations and recommendations for the education program (C. Blair, personal 

communication, September 9, 2004). 

 She placed the education department’s responsibilities into categories and briefly 

shared some of her concerns and suggestions.  It seemed obvious to her that we were 

trying to do everything all at once.  She suggested that as a new museum (at least to the 

area) we limit our services to a few things and try to do them well. 
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 She demonstrated how her museum collects data on school field trips to develop a 

better understanding of who is coming to the museum and what they do when they visit 

and suggested we develop a mechanism for collecting that type of data to help inform our 

decision making.  She also helped us understand how competitive the field trip market is 

with schools decreasing the number of field trips teachers can plan (due to both financial 

and perceived needs to keep students in the classroom to prepare for standardized 

testing).  She suggested that a likely target audience for our museum would be upper 

elementary to middle school aged students.  The local school district administrator had 

asked her if we really even wanted kids to come to the museum.  She was also struggling 

to understand how we intended to connect with students through direct experience, and 

how and if we intended to connect to students in her school district, which is composed 

of 80% minority populations. 

 The award-winning teachers said as adults they had a great experience visiting the 

museum; however, they were concerned that the experience would not be as beneficial to 

children.  One teacher suggested we target students in fourth grade and higher.  Another 

example of the feedback they shared was that they thought the trick ropes in the traveling 

trunks were fantastic, but wondered why we did not have any in the museum’s exhibits. 

 The informal education expert also introduced us to the term “community based 

organizations,” which includes community organizations such as Girl Scouts.  This was 

an audience base we had not begun to significantly tap into.  She also recommended that 

we develop our understanding of adult education and capitalize on the adult audience as a 

natural market. 
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 She suggested several ways her museum could assist the National Cowgirl 

Museum and Hall of Fame.  For example, they have video conferencing equipment and 

were willing to let us use their equipment to experiment with distance learning.  We also 

had opportunities to collaborate on public programming, professional development, as 

well as continuing to collaborate on exhibit design.  She provided valuable external 

feedback on informal learning in our museum, including visitor studies, adult education, 

and enhancing visitors’ experience. 

 While her external assessment was valuable, I think I missed an opportunity to 

conduct a more thorough internal evaluation either through an expansion of her 

assessment or by conducting my own.  For example, had I known better what I was 

looking for, it might have been helpful to staff members to complete a survey identifying 

what they saw as the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of the education 

program and where they could see the program going in the future.  Compiling and 

sharing that data with the education committee might have been beneficial to the process. 

I lost my notes for all but three of the interviews.  Without those notes I am only left with 

a few impressions from the interviews, rather than valuable data:  That we needed 

stronger internal and external assessments to better inform programming decisions. 

 However, from the information I gathered I did see opportunities for changes.  

The former Education Director had done too much on her own, and could have delegated 

some of the work; including the extensive work she did with the docents and the 86 

Speaker’s Bureau assignments she handled herself in one year alone.  Moreover, she was 

trying to provide all of the programming the other local museums had in place without 

consideration that those museums had been around for decades. She was just trying to do 
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too many things without the resources to do them well.  The museum was also involved 

in time consuming educational projects with seemingly little payoff (such as an 

unnecessarily labor intensive grant program with the public library and a few other local 

museums).  Most importantly, I saw the value in working through the strategic planning 

process to focus the museum’s educational programming. 

The Strategic Planning Process 

Preparing for the Retreat 

 Education committee.   It was apparent within the first few days of reading about 

strategic planning that I would need to put together a committee including board 

members and staff.  I worked with the Executive Director and Associate Director to 

determine who should be involved.  The Board of Directors is divided into committees, 

with some of the committees (such as the Executive Committee and Finance Committee) 

more formalized and active than others.  Three board members previously expressed an 

interest in working on the Education Committee.  The Executive Director and I contacted 

each of these board members and invited them to participate on this strategic planning 

team.  All three were very enthusiastic and supportive.  We invited the following staff 

members to participate:  the Executive Director, Associate Director/Director of 

Operations, Curator/Collections Manager and Librarian.  We then set a date for a 

strategic planning retreat, November 12, 2004.  Due to an illness on the part of one of the 

key committee members, the initial retreat date was pushed back to December 16, 2004. 

 Survey.  The facilitator and I met again prior to the retreat to finalize the agenda and 

prepare survey questions.  The survey questions had several purposes.  We wanted to use 

the survey to help engage the participants prior to the retreat.  By thinking about and 
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responding to survey questions in advance, we hoped they would come better prepared to 

articulate their “big ideas” and engage in constructive dialogue.  We also hoped this 

would provide the less outspoken participants an opportunity to share their ideas in a non-

threatening manner.  We wanted to spend time during the meeting evaluating the 

education program’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.  The survey 

questions were designed to expedite the process by gathering data in advance.  We 

designed the first four questions to specifically address the SWOT Analysis and the fifth 

question to generate big ideas: 

A. What are the strengths of the education program?  What do we do well and need 

to continue?  (Strengths) 

B. What do you think our major weaknesses are?  What should we discontinue, add, 

or improve?  (Weaknesses) 

C. What opportunities do you see in the next two to five years for taking the 

education program to the next level?  (Opportunities) 

D. What are the major forces that work against us achieving our goals and 

objectives? (Threats) 

E. List the three or four most important goals for us to accomplish in the next three 

years. (Big Ideas) 

 We sent these survey questions out a few weeks before the meeting to allow the 

committee members time to return their questions and the facilitator enough time to 

compile the information.  

 The packet.  Along with their surveys, the committee members received a packet. 

This packet included a professional standards document on informal education, Statement 
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on Professional Standards for Museum Education, by the Museum Education Committee, 

a Standing Professional Committee for the American Association of Museums (AAM, 

2003).  I sent this document to suggest some common ideals and language regarding 

informal education.  For those who had never been formally involved in a strategic 

planning, I also enclosed Thomas Krakauer’s brief article on strategic planning Who’s 

Driving the Engine?  Finding Your Model for the Sustainable Future (Krakauer, 2004).  I 

was pleased during the meeting on December 16th when one of the committee members 

referred back to the “Hedgehog Concept” which was discussed in one of the articles.   

 Committee members also received a copy of a power point presentation I 

prepared summarizing the current state of the education program and preparation for a 

discussion on strategic planning (Appendix B).  The packet was intended to provide each 

committee member with some basic knowledge of both strategic planning and informal 

education and at the same time to provide a snapshot of the current program.  It was 

obviously biased towards my developing knowledge base in each area.  For instance, I 

devoted an entire Power Point slide to illustrating the remarkably small numbers of youth 

groups the museum hosted and even calculated based on the academic year and the 

museum’s size what a reasonable number of youth visitors would be.  I saw this as an 

obvious area for growth and improvement and would later be disappointed that it did not 

become one of our strategic goals.  

 Survey questions compiled.  We asked committee members to complete and return 

the surveys the week prior to the meeting.  The facilitator compiled the answers in the 

form of a SWOT Analysis and made a list of priority goal suggestions based on the fifth 

survey question. Some months after the meeting, I reviewed the actual survey responses 
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(Appendix C) myself and compared each response individually to the summarized 

responses the facilitator tallied for the SWOT Analysis.  I recognized that I might have 

interpreted the responses a little differently if I had been creating the analysis.  While 

theoretically it was a good idea to have an outsider interpret the responses because he 

should be able to look at them more objectively, our facilitator wasn’t truly an outsider as 

his wife worked for the museum.  I saw some of her ideas/input emphasized, and some 

other committee members’ ideas diminished.  

Retreat I 

 Prior to the December 16th meeting, I defined my goals and prepared a detailed 

agenda (Appendix D) for myself and the facilitator to help us accomplish these goals.  

My goals going into the meeting were: 

• to begin clarifying common language;  

• to address the issue of what “education” at the National Cowgirl Museum is;  

• to define and prioritize one, three, and five year goals;  

• to engage board members from the board’s education committee in strategic 

thinking, fundraising, and representing educational goals to the rest of the board; 

and  

• to engage staff members in the strategic thinking/planning process 

 Most of the literature I studied suggested holding the retreat away from the office to 

limit the distractions.  We used a conference room in a downtown office in order to get 

everyone away from the museum building.  As several of us had never met prior to this 

meeting and others had not seen each other in months, we spent the first 15-20 minutes 

visiting over a continental breakfast.  This was my first opportunity to meet two of the 
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board members on the Education Committee in person.  Both traveled to Ft. Worth from 

other parts of the state to attend the meeting. 

 The Executive Director opened the meeting by thanking everyone for attending and 

then asked each person to introduce themselves, and state why they were interested in the 

education program at the museum and specifically serving on the education committee.  

The Facilitator recommended opening the meeting this way to get each participant 

engaged in the project and to start enthusiastic dialogue.  It worked.  Most of the 

committee members acknowledged the importance of this planning process and their 

enthusiasm for participating. 

 I then began laying the foundation for the project by suggesting that this process 

was more about thinking strategically than creating a formal plan - the process would be 

just as important as the product.  Nevertheless, as a result of our meeting a document 

would be created to summarize our plan.  Several committee members agreed with the 

importance of planning to prevent the museum staff from always reacting.  We also 

discussed that while it is important to have a deliberate plan, we would also need to leave 

ourselves open to emergent ideas so they would not be lost. 

 Using a Power Point presentation (Appendix B), I reviewed the museum’s latest 

mission statement, which broadened the base of women honored in the museum from 

rodeo cowgirls to dynamic women of the American West.  We discussed the one thing 

that we believe makes us distinct:  We are the only local and national institution wholly 

dedicated to honoring and documenting the lives of women of the West.  I shared the 

goals of the museum’s programs and operations according to the 2003 MAP Assessment 

(AAM, 2003) and discussed the importance of aligning the education program with the 
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goals of the museum as a whole.  I emphasized how education impacts almost every 

department within the museum and how important it is for the education director to work 

closely with other staff members (i.e. librarian, curator, marketing director, etc.).  Again I 

referred to the 2003 MAP Assessment (AAM, 2003) to illustrate the target audience and 

education goals for those audiences that the staff members identified.  Referring to the 

same assessment I illustrated examples of previous educational programming.  For 

example, I displayed a graph showing the number of youth coming through the museum 

as part of an organized youth tour (this included public and private school, day care 

groups, scouting programs, etc.). 

 I explained the Museum Assessment Program.  This assessment was developed 

and is administered by the American Association of Museums.  The National Cowgirl 

Museum and Hall of Fame completed the self study portion as one component of 

developing a museum-wide strategic plan and preparing for accreditation. 

 The next portion of my presentation focused on the future.  We discussed the 

importance of looking to professional standards for museum education to help drive our 

decision making.  The American Association of Museums (AAM) Standing Professional 

Committee on Museum Education developed a set of professional standards that I had 

shared with the committee in their packet prior to our December 16th meeting.  I 

suggested that as a museum preparing for accreditation we should be mindful of these 

professional standards in the strategic planning process.  I then reviewed the highlights 

addressed in these standards. 

 In closing my presentation I referenced the book Good to Great, by Jim Collins 

(Collins, 2001) and the three important questions we really need to ask ourselves during 
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the strategic planning process: What are we passionate about?  What can we do better 

than anyone in the world? What drives our economic engine?  My intention during this 

portion of the meeting was to provide meaningful background information to create a 

starting point for planning.  We then took a ten minute break. 

SWOT analysis.  Before leading us through the SWOT Analysis, the facilitator 

showed a few slides to provide the committee with background information on strategic 

planning (Appendix E).  He summarized the results of questions one through four of the 

returned surveys and created a preliminary SWOT Analysis that he posted on large 

notepads for the committee to review.  He than asked if there was anything missing and 

gave committee members the opportunity to add to the list.  He also asked the committee 

if there were any surprises. His summarized SWOT Analysis is listed below: 

 

Table 3.  SWOT Analysis 

Survey results compiled by retreat facilitator 

Strengths 

 Passion  - runs throughout 

 Programming – family days, book club, school tours, adult 

lectures, events (5) 

 Unique lifestyle content, subject, we identify/honor, greatest 

untapped resource (4) 

 Creativity, knowledgeable staff (4) 

 Great library, archives, and oral histories (2) 

Table Continues 
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Table 3 Continued.  SWOT Analysis 

Survey results compiled by retreat facilitator 

 Capturing… no one else doing it; using them in audio tour 

 Donor base 

 Genuine – we are the real deal 

 Great volunteers, docents, leadership – board, executive committee 

(2) 

 Willingness to think strategically (2) 

 Powerful films in the museum 

 Stronger relations – TCU, FWMSH with programming and 

learning opportunities 

 We have tried a lot and learned a lot 

 Building itself 

 It’s a place people want to come to  

 Storytelling icons built into it 

 Weaknesses 

 Lack solid plan (5) 

 Limited vision; local focus, not national; need to take everything 

beyond wall  (3) 

 Resources spread too think and audiences not targeted (3) 

 Improve or discontinue – traveling exhibits, field trip quality, 

programs for young, crafts (3) 

Table Continues 
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Table 3 Continued.  SWOT Analysis 

Survey results compiled by retreat facilitator 

 Fundraising beyond members 

 Market research – bang for $ 

 Lack experienced staff 

 Lack measurable goals 

 Lack accreditation 

 Need to do more to reach out to lower income groups (grant 

opportunities) 

 Limited minority representation/ images/ icons – kids would like to 

see models (multicultural image) 

 Attendance by honorees 

Opportunities 

 Hire education director (2) 

 Cowgirl University 

 Accreditation 

 Create “edgy” education – tap into new trend for spiritual and 

recreational experiences 

 Raising funds 

 Use of exhibits – example “Texas Flags” 

 School field trip market 

 Desire to get land, inner cowgirl type experience 

Table Continues 
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Table 3 Continued.  SWOT Analysis 

Survey results compiled by retreat facilitator 

 To do research on professional studies into adult programming 

 Retreat to Wanda’s ranch! 

 Create young woman character and market through partner 

“American Girl” 

 Ability to use honorees and patrons; involve in clinics, lectures, 

videos (5) 

 Define what is a “cowgirl” 

 Adult education/ recreation/ tourism, 45-50+ want ed and 

recreation(4) 

 Digital/ distance learning, web presence (3) 

 Develop library, research, internship, more oral history 

programming (3) 

 Partnerships with TCU and FWMSH, corporate partners (2) 

Threats 

 Competitive market 

 Leadership – must find as well as experience 

 Avoid stereotyping (diversity & media) 

 Media management 

 Avoid playing to ourselves 

 Ability to tell the stories (oral histories) not realized 

Table Continues 
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Table 3 Continued.  SWOT Analysis 

Survey results compiled by retreat facilitator 

 Funding (8) 

 Sustainability issue 

 Staying focused, new/different tracks, follow through (3) 

 Lack of experience, must be skilled and specially trained in 

education and museums (3) 

 Perception of scope, identity issues – not recognized for what we 

are (3) 

 Knowledge of clarity about audience (2) 

 

After a 30 minute break for lunch we began to develop the plan.  The facilitator 

asked the committee to take what we learned from our SWOT Analysis and look for 

consistent themes and patterns.  He posted a summarized list of our goal suggestions 

from question number five on the survey and included in parenthesis the number of 

committee members that mentioned each goal.  He gave us some time to discuss the list 

and make any additions or alterations. 

Table 4.  Priority Goal Suggestions 

Survey results compiled by retreat facilitator 

Develop an education funding strategy  5 

Create and enhance partnerships for producing 
quality educational programming with Western 
lifestyle organizations, corps, FWMSH, TCU, 
Cattle Raisers, others  

5 

 

Table Continues 
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Table 5 Continued.  Priority Goal Suggestions 

Survey results compiled by retreat facilitator 

Locally and nationally recognized innovative 
programs to meet our targeted audiences 

 

3 

Implement education program for members and 
community 

 

1 

Portfolio targeted – school, adults, community orgs 
 

1 

Explore non-traditional programming successful @ 
other museums 

 

1 

Increase student participation from 5,000 to 15,000 
per year 

 

1 

Adult programming: Cowgirl University, Long-term 
plan for adult programming, Provide strong adult 
programming 

 

8 

Hire Education Director 2 

Accrediation 2 

Increase attendance 2 

Solid strategic plan, strategically plan events, 
establish yearly plans for all staff 

 

1 

Make museum user-friendly as education experience 
 

1 

Strategy for audience development invest in 
research/determine audience 

 

1 

World-wide media exposure 1 

Create distance learning program and find funding 
for it  

 

5 

Develop and implement a plan to promote social 
purposes 

1 
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Forced choice.  He then gave us each six green dots to place by the priority goals 

we thought were most important for the education program.  The six goals with the most 

dots to became our goals for the strategic plan.  We all found this portion of the exercise 

very difficult.  One committee member asked if they could put all their dots on one goal 

and the committee voted to allow it.  So many of the goals seemed important that it was 

hard to limit ourselves to just six or even fewer if we felt especially passionate about one 

or two goals.  I remember feeling a little disappointed that more stickers did not go 

towards increasing our student field trips.   

Table 6.  Six Priority Goals 

Committee members each place six sticker dots on their priority goals 

Strategic Plan 9 Dots 

Education Funding Strategy 10 Dots 

Education Director 8 Dots 

Strategy for Audience Development/Market Research 11 Dots 

Adult/Outreach Programming Plan 8 Dots 

Make the Museum User-Friendly as an Education 
Experience 

7 Dots 

 

The facilitator then labeled a separate piece of chart paper for each of these six 

goals.  We began to define the goals by answering four questions for each: What? Who? 

What will be the Benchmark?  How will the goal be monitored? 
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Table 6.  Goal Definition Examples 

 
Goal:   Strategic Plan 
 
What:  Compile retreat report.  Draft goals and action plans. Distribute to 

the committee.  Submit to Board for approval 
 
Who:    Alison 
 
Benchmark:   Jan/Feb draft report 
 
Monitoring:   Board meeting in spring 

 
Goal:  User Friendly 
 
What: Audit facility, evaluate and survey.  Review user patterns.  

Consider signage, materials, etc.  Visitors “Magic Moments.”  
Report & develop modifications.  Implementation 

 
Who:   Operations Manager and Curator 
 
Benchmark:  Report to Executive Director by 12 months 
 
Monitoring:  Plan within 30 days, report by December 2005Survey 

 
 
We were not able to fully define each goal, but we made a good start.  I agreed to 

begin formulating the ideas from our day’s event into a strategic plan and committed to 

present a rough draft to the committee by January 31, 2005.  I made the recommendation 

that the committee meet each year to review the strategic plan and make any necessary 

changes.  The committee members were enthusiastic and thought it was important to 

meet more frequently until we had our plan in place.  So we determined to meet again as 

a committee on January 13, 2005 to keep the momentum.  
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I think we were all pleased with the outcome of this meeting.  My only regret was 

that we did not have more time to define some of the goals.  If doing this again, I would 

either schedule more time for this initial meeting or plan a less ambitious agenda for the 

first meeting with the expectation that it would take two or three meetings to complete 

the process (even if the second and third meeting had to be done via conference call).  I 

was so concerned with making sure I accurately accounted for the opinions of the 

committee that I feared defining and shaping the goals/objectives without them.  In 

retrospect, I also realize that I could have taken more initiative by trying to write the 

document based on my perception of the first planning meeting and just eliciting their 

feedback.  

I also regretted my use of an expert like the educational leader from our partnering 

institution that participated in our first retreat.  I invited her to the meeting as a 

participant. In retrospect, I think it would have been helpful to have her give a 

presentation on informal education and share her “expert” opinions.  She and I discussed 

this in advance and regretfully I made a conscious choice to have her there in the role of 

participant rather than an expert.  My research on informal learning was still just 

beginning.  I now think it is important to bring professional expertise like that to the table 

early on to share research and guidance.  There are a lot of good lessons to be learned 

from colleagues in the field that have gone before you. 

If nothing else happened that first day, I think some of the dialogue regarding 

education’s role in the museum was excellent.  We discussed the difference between an 

education museum and a collections museum, as well as the deliberate decision that had 

been made by the board that the National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame would be 
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an educational museum.  We also debated whether the education program should have its 

own mission statement or adopt the more general mission statement of the museum.  One 

of the committee members asked how to differentiate between education and 

programming.  For instance, she asked, would a book club be education or a public 

program?  Or does it all go under the same heading?  The educational expert from our 

partner museum said that she would put it all under the same heading. 

Retreat II 

  I reviewed the notes from my interview with the Vice President of Operations at 

our partner museum and decided to use the format they had used for writing their 2002-

2005 strategic plan as a model for writing our plan.  I also adopted their format for 

developing an action plan.  As I began to work on the document, I realized we were 

missing information.  For example, under each of their goals they would list several 

objectives to meet in order to accomplish that goal. 

 Because we were so rushed on December 16th, I felt like we needed to spend a 

little more time actually defining each goal, and decided that the best use of the meeting 

on January 13th was to spend the time clarifying the goals and determining objectives for 

each.  Afterwards, I would work with various staff members to generate the details of an 

action plan. 

 At a museum staff meeting in early January, those participating in the December 

16th retreat suggested I invite the facilitator to guide the January 13th meeting as well.  

Everyone, including me, was impressed with how he led us through our first meeting.  

However, because of holiday vacations, there was very little time for us to prepare for 

this second meeting together. 
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 We spoke on the phone briefly and exchanged a few emails.  I told him that I saw 

this meeting as a continuation of the December 16th meeting.  He expressed his 

disappointment that I had not already written the strategic plan; my reply was that I did 

not feel like I had enough information yet.  I felt two of the goals still needed clarification 

before I could write goal statements and I wanted the committee’s input on determining 

the objectives that would accompany each goal.  A phone conversation the night before 

the meeting left us both confused.  Without writing in front of us, we were struggling to 

come to agreement on what the final document should look like.  We sent each other 

emails that evening trying to clarify our thinking. 

 When I received his final email late that evening, he said that he had called the 

museum’s Executive Director at home and set up a meeting for all three of us to meet the 

next morning just two hours prior to the next committee meeting.  I struggled to 

understand why he did that.  At the time and even now, I believe he overstepped his 

bounds as a facilitator. 

 In our meeting the next morning he and I continued to disagree about the format 

for the final document.  There are many different models that can all be used successfully 

and I felt most comfortable with the model I received from another mentor.  I struggled to 

understand why as a facilitator he was insistent on using his model of choice rather than 

the one I was prepared to use and he was obviously frustrated that I did not want to use 

his.  The meeting with the Executive Director was terribly uncomfortable.  The facilitator 

was extremely critical and although I pulled out the example I had sent him the evening 

before, he said it did not make sense.  My Executive Director was understandably 

frustrated. 
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 At one point she stepped out of the room and as I struggled to explain my 

rationale to the facilitator, I finally showed him a copy of the model I had planned to use.  

He then acknowledged that it made sense and suggested I should have shown him that 

model in the first place.  He was absolutely right.  In retrospect, I should have shared that 

model with the entire committee from the beginning so that everyone could see where I 

was trying to take this project.  When the Executive Director returned, the facilitator said 

that we would follow my format, but told her that it was totally inappropriate to make the 

board members sit through the process.  He said that I should have written those 

objectives on my own and just asked them for their feedback.  I felt thrown under the bus 

and by this time only had an hour left to prepare for the meeting.  Unfortunately, this put 

me in a very awkward position.  Had two of the board members not been in route 

traveling from out of town I would have rescheduled the meeting. 

 January 13th was uncomfortable right from the beginning.  I was a little shaken up 

from the morning’s meeting and unsure of what would happen.  Unfortunately, it did not 

get any better.  I had miscommunicated with one of the board members and she thought 

the meeting was at the museum rather than at the same conference room we had been in 

on December 16th.  She was frustrated after spending several hours traveling that morning 

only to arrive at the wrong location.  This only fueled the Executive Director’s frustration 

with me and the whole process. 

 I had invited two of my mentors, the Vice President of Visitor Services and Vice 

President of Operations for our partner museums to join us for this meeting, but neither 

was able to attend.  All of the same committee members attended as well as a member of 

my doctoral committee. 
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 We set our differences aside, and went forward with the meeting as planned.  The 

facilitator had finally agreed to go back and explore each goal.  We clarified what each 

goal meant and began to develop objectives for each.  Unfortunately, he was not as 

animated and enthusiastic as he had been before (which was perfectly understandable 

since he did not buy into what I had asked him to do).  Just as he predicted, committee 

members became bored with the details.  One board member even expressed her opinion.  

She said the meeting certainly did not feel like a “retreat” and half serious half joking 

said the least I could have done is provide cookies.  However, she then conceded that 

while it was important to clearly define these goals and objectives, it just was not nearly 

as fun as a lively discussion about a new program we all wanted to start called “Cowgirl 

U.” 

 At the end of the meeting, the facilitator pointed out to the entire committee that 

the strategic planning process should not have gone the way it did.  He verbalized his 

disappointment in my preparation for the meeting to the entire committee as if washing 

his hands of anything that went wrong during the meeting. 

 Without question, the best part of the meeting was the 30 minutes or so after it 

formally ended.  The remaining committee members sat around and brainstormed ideas 

about “Cowgirl U.”  Everyone that participated was enthused and it did wonders to liven 

up the mood of the meeting. 

 One of the board members sent a kind and supportive email when she returned 

home, but chided me about the cookies again. Another board member privately expressed 

her disappointment in how the facilitator handled the second meeting.  In retrospect, I 

made a mistake in not sharing the model of the final product I was going to use before 
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beginning the entire process.  All of the participants did not have clear understanding of 

strategic planning process I had chosen to follow.  Because I was learning and developing 

my own understanding as I went along, the process was so organic that it led to 

confusion.   

Creating the Strategic Plan and Action Plan 

  Despite the challenges from the January 13th meeting, I did gather the information 

I felt I needed to create the first draft of the strategic plan.  The Executive Director was 

pleased with how it turned out.  We worked together to finalize the wording for each goal 

and objective.  By January 25, 2005 I sent each of the committee members a revised draft 

of the plan for their input.  The committee unanimously approved the Strategic Plan 

outlined in Chapter Four. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

Education Strategic Plan 2005-2008  

 This plan represents the initial strategic decisions made by the Education 

Committee.  It will be used to guide educational programming and in developing a 

budget to execute these programs.  This represents only the first step in an ongoing 

process of carefully assessing the museum’s internal and external environment, using this 

information to make strategic goals, committing the resources to accomplishing these 

goals, and continuously repeating the process. 

Table 7.  Education Strategic Plan 2005-2008 

Goal #1: The Museum will utilize ongoing strategic thinking to prioritize 
and execute educational goals 
Objective: Submit completed strategic plan to education committee, May 

2005 
Objective: Submit highlights of strategic plan to board, May 2005 
Objective: Use the strategic plan to guide priorities, ongoing 
Objective:  Meet together annually (September) as an education 

committee to evaluate and update the strategic plan  
 
Goal #2: The Museum will develop and implement an educational 
funding strategy (operations and endowment) 
Objective: Assess current program offerings and project future growth 

and needs of these programs.  Include anticipated additional 
program offerings based on 2005-2008 priority education 
goals. 

Objective: Assess the current financial status of the education program 
by May 2005 

Objective: Create an education budget for 2005-2008 (annual update in 
September) 

Objective: Form and begin executing campaign and grant funding plan 
(including educational endowment) by December 2005 

 
Goal #3: The museum will establish a professional education 
department with long-term leadership, vision, experiences, and skills  
Objective: Recruit and hire an education director by May 2005 
Objective: Recruit and hire additional high quality education staff as 

needed to create and execute educational programming 
Table Continues 
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Table 7 Continued.  Education Strategic Plan 2005-2008 
 
Goal #3 Continued 
Objective: Provide professional learning/development opportunities 

including resources and support to the education staff, 
ongoing 

 
Goal #4: The museum will create and implement an audience 
development strategy for educational programming  
Objective: Investigate what audience data is already available in house 

by May 2005 
Objective: Research potential audiences by July 2005 
Objective: Create initial format/model for conducting thorough audience 

analysis (exit polls, etc.) by September 2005 
Objective: Create educational audience growth strategy by December 

2005 
 
Goal #5: The museum will enhance the “educational” experience of 
visitors to the museum 
Objective: Define “education” as it relates to the visitor’s experience at 

the museum, initial report by February 2005 
Objective: Audit and identify growth opportunities for on-site 

educational programming by August 2005 
Objective: Audit walk-in visitors’ educational experience including a 

review of user patterns, traffic flows, signage, and “magic 
moments”, etc. by August 2005 

Objective: Develop report with initial modification recommendations by 
September 2005 

Objective: Implement selected modifications, ongoing 
 
Goal #6: The museum will develop and implement an educational 
outreach plan to educate beyond the museum’s four walls  
Objective: Assess current resources (media, library, videos, oral 

histories) by May 2005 
Objective: Pilot the first session of “Cowgirl University” by Spring 2006 
Objective: Evaluate current educational offerings on the museum website 

and determine viable September 2005 
Objective: Explore other distance learning technologies for reaching a 

broader audience.  Host a video conferencing class from the 
Fort Worth Museum of Science and History by December 
2005 

Objective: Explore/research other forms of outreach programming (i.e. 
traveling exhibits, etc.), ongoing 
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Action Plan 

After creating the strategic planning document, we needed to develop an action plan 

to specify how each of these objectives would be carried out.  Again, I utilized a format 

for developing action plans that I received from one of my mentors (Appendix F).  I 

worked with Associate Director and Executive Director to flesh out the details of this 

plan.  I then sent a copy of the action plan (Appendix F) to each of the committee 

members for input/approval. 

The final step was presenting the strategic plan to the rest of the members of the 

museum’s Board of Directors.  In April 2005, each board member received a copy of the 

strategic plan for the education program and a board member on the Education 

Committee shared highlights of the plan in the board meeting. 

Implementation 

 The Executive Director and Associate Director began working on the first 

objective of goal number three which was to hire an Education Director by May 2005.  

This person was to be responsible for ensuring the strategic plan was implemented and 

keep the committee appraised through quarterly reports.  As I finished the project, I 

continued to help with some components of the education program and committed to 

taking responsibility for a Family Day event held at the museum in early March 2005.  I 

moved out of my museum office the week following the event.   

 However, throughout the strategic planning process, I became attached to the 

project as well as the museum and its education program.  I found myself wanting to be 

the one to execute the plan. By April I asked the Executive Director to consider me as a 
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candidate for the position of Education Director.  I started my new job as the museum’s 

new Education Director three weeks later. 

 As the Executive Director began looking more and more seriously at taking the 

entire museum through the strategic planning process, we decided to refer to the 

education plan as the “education goals” rather than a strategic plan to help clarify the 

difference between the two projects.  This document was written approximately a year 

from the time we first began to implement the plan.  In the next section I will provide a 

general review of our progress in relation to each goal we established: 

Table 8.  Education Goal #1 

Goal # 1: The Museum will utilize ongoing strategic thinking to 
prioritize and execute educational goals 
 
Objective:  Submit completed strategic plan to education committee, 

May 2005 
 
Objective:  Submit highlights of strategic plan to board, May 2005 
 
Objective:  Use the strategic plan to guide priorities, ongoing 
 
Objective:  Meet together annually (September) as an education 

committee to evaluate and update the strategic plan 
  

The strategic plan was submitted to the committee and the highlights of the plan 

were presented to the entire board April 2005.  There have been several occasions when I 

have pulled out the plan to assess what we have accomplished and what remains to be 

accomplished. It is very easy to get distracted, but the strategic plan has helped me to stay 

somewhat focused.  We set some aggressive timelines, especially in the Action Plan.  

Some have been met, while others have not.  
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 I have sent the Education Committee two formal updates detailing what we have 

accomplished related to the strategic plan.  In the action plan, I committed to sending 

these reports quarterly.  I realize that if this document and the process we went through to 

develop the document are going to be meaningful, it is my responsibility to continuously 

prioritize and provide accountability for these goals or to propose any logical changes if I 

have a concern.  The board members on the Education Committee (particularly those 

living out of town) have expressed their desire to be kept in the loop.  If the Education 

Committee is truly going to be a part of the program, it is vital they be kept informed. 

Going forward, I need to make sending the quarterly reports a priority.   

 Since the 2nd Strategic Planning meeting on January 13, 2005, the Education 

Committee has met in person or via conference call frequently.  However, most of the 

meetings have focused on “Cowgirl U”, the second objective of our sixth goal.  We set 

September as a logical month for us to meet annually to review the strategic plan as we 

prepare for the next year’s budget, yet we still have not formally reviewed the strategic 

plan.  The museum was scheduled to begin a museum-wide strategic planning process in 

April 2006.  The board and staff met with a consultant who facilitated an initial retreat, 

however, the facilitator became critically ill and the project/process has been put on hold 

pending her recovery.  When the museum-wide strategic planning process is complete it 

will be important for the Education Committee to meet again to evaluate our goals and 

make sure they align with the museum’s strategic goals.  I think the next iteration of these 

goals will be more effective because I now have a much better understanding of the 

museum’s education program.   

Table 9.  Education Goal #2 
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Goal #2: The Museum will develop and implement an educational funding 
strategy (operations and endowment) 
 
Objective:  Assess current program offerings and project future growth and 

needs of these programs.  Include anticipated additional program 
offerings based on 2005-2008 priority education goals. 

 
Objective:  Assess the current financial status of the education program by 

May 2005 
 
Objective:  Create an education budget for 2005-2008 (annual update in 

September) 
 
Objective:  Form and begin executing campaign and grant funding plan 

(including educational endowment) by December 2005 
 

 As the Education Director, I have much work yet to do on the second goal of our 

strategic plan.  Again, it is probably a combination of me not prioritizing this goal and at 

the same time setting unrealistic timelines for meeting various objectives and 

performance measurement indicators from the action plan.  Despite us not having a 

formal funding strategy/plan in place, the board members from the Education Committee 

have continued to move forward with their fundraising efforts.  For example, two board 

members worked together to auction a half Belgium, half Quarter Horse named Miss 

Daisy at a fund raising event in December 2005.  The $75,000 proceeds from the sale 

went to the education department.  Since developing the plan, I worked with the 

museum’s development director and a grant writer to secure a $39,000 grant to bring 

school children to the museum for tours during a special exhibit from November 2005 – 

February 2006.  I have also worked with our regional education service center to receive 

a grant which provided the museum with just under $30,000 worth of video conferencing 

equipment.  In the absence of a formal funding strategy, we have been fortunate in 

securing important funding to help accomplish our goals. 
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Table 10.  Education Goal #3 

Goal #3: The museum will establish a professional education department 
with long-term leadership, vision, experiences, and skills  
 
Objective: Recruit and hire an education director by May 2005 
 
Objective: Recruit and hire additional high quality education staff as needed 

to create and execute educational programming 
 
Objective: Provide professional learning/development opportunities 

including resources and support to the education staff, ongoing 
 

 
 I was hired as the museum’s Director of Education in May 2005.  Since then I 

have hired part-time contract employees to assist with the education programs.   A 

portion of the $39,000 grant we received to bring school children to the museum during a 

special exhibit went to pay for gallery teachers and a school tour coordinator.  We hired 

an education professor from a local university to lead the gallery teachers and organize 

and facilitate these field trips.  She has made a fabulous contribution to the education 

program and certainly qualifies as a “high quality” staff. 

 In the past year, the education staff has not participated in many professional 

development opportunities.  However, I have joined a newly-organized group of informal 

educators in Fort Worth which meet monthly and invite guest speakers to talk to us on 

issues related to informal education.  Going forward I need to create a line item in the 

education budget to attend state and national conferences on museum education. 
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Table 11.  Education Goal #4 

Goal # 4: The museum will create and implement an audience development 
strategy for educational programming  

 
Objective: Investigate what audience data is already available in house by 

May 2005 
 
Objective: Research potential audiences by July 2005 
 
Objective: Create initial format/model for conducting thorough audience 

analysis (exit polls, etc.) by September 2005 
 
Objective: Create educational audience growth strategy by December 

2005 
 

 We have not begun to formally collect audience data about our museum visitors.  

However, we have sent out and collected evaluations for specific education programs 

such as school field trips, and Cowgirl University. We have used the feedback from these 

evaluations to influence our programming.  I have purchased and begun reading literature 

on visitor surveys and the newly hired concierge staff will assist us in collecting audience 

data. 

 Despite not generating a specific growth strategy for museum visitors through the 

education program, museum attendance has increased by 35% in the past year because of 

a joint ticketing program we began with our partner museum.  Through the $39,000 grant 

we received we were able to bring more students through the museum during the three 

months of a special exhibit than we have historically brought through in an entire year.  

As I have reflected on our strategic plan, I have questioned whether or not this goal was 

appropriate for the education program.  It seems more appropriate as a museum-wide 

goal with specific growth strategies for education programs. 
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Table 12.  Education Goal #5 

Goal #5: The museum will enhance the “educational” experience of 
visitors to the museum  

 
Objective: Define “education” as it relates to the visitor’s experience at 

the museum, initial report by February 2005 
 
Objective: Audit and identify growth opportunities for on-site educational 

programming by August 2005 
 
Objective: Audit walk-in visitors’ educational experience including a 

review of user patterns, traffic flows, signage, and “magic 
moments”, etc. by August 2005 

 
Objective: Develop report with initial modification recommendations by 

September 2005 
 
Objective: Implement selected modifications, ongoing 

 
 This is a goal where we have made significant progress.  I was introduced to a 

resource provided by the American Association of Museums called Excellence and 

Equity: Education and the Public Dimension of Museums (AAM, 1998).  As mentioned 

earlier, I sent a copy of this document to each member of the Education Committee.   

This document addresses the goal of education in any informal learning institution.  I 

suggested we establish this document as our official position on education in the 

museum. 

 We addressed the second objective by discussing as a staff ways to improve the 

educational experience of our visitors and identified areas for improvement.  For 

example, we determined that with collaboration with our partner museum, we would see 

an increase in attendance in a younger audience.  To meet the needs of this younger 

audience we developed a children’s discovery area to give children an interactive 
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experience with the cowgirl/western lifestyle.  We designated a relatively unused area in 

the museum (a room with café tables and chairs) and turned it into one the most energetic 

areas of the museum. 

 We also observed that visitors seemed confused as they walked in the doors and 

that it took them awhile to figure out they needed to go into the museum’s gift shop to 

buy their tickets, despite all of the informational signs we had posted at the concierge 

desk.  Sometimes the museum staff would put up stanchions to direct visitors; however, 

the stanchions were not welcoming and were an eye sore in the lobby.  To provide better 

visitor service we hired a concierge staff to greet visitors as they walk through the doors 

and help them with any questions they have throughout their visit.  The new concierge 

staff has been trained to offer the free audio tour to guests as they check in which has 

increased their usage.  The audio tours appear to keep guests in the museum longer and 

deepen their educational experience. 

 Two nationally recognized exhibit designers conducted a walk-through audit of 

the museum.  Following their tour of the museum they met with some of the museum 

staff to share their observations on how we could improve the visitor experience.  Some 

of the recommendations were as simple as turning up the volume and cutting down 

interval times in some of the theatres; other suggestions were more elaborate, such as 

livening up the building by hanging huge colorful banners from the roof of the rotunda.  

In the past two months, the museum hired an exhibit designer to redo one of the galleries 

and look for simple ways to refresh the other galleries.  The updates will begin spring 

2007.  While we have not submitted an official report, as suggested in the last objective 

of this goal, the museum has made significant improvements in this area.  Again, this is a 
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goal that seems better addressed as a museum-wide goal rather than falling under the 

umbrella of education. 

Table 13.  Education Goal #6 

Goal #6: The museum will develop and implement an educational outreach 
plan to educate beyond the museum’s four walls  

 
Objective: Assess current resources (media, library, videos, oral histories) 

by May 2005 
 
Objective: Pilot the first session of “Cowgirl University” by Spring 2006 
 
Objective: Evaluate current educational offerings on the museum website 

and determine viable September 2005 
 
Objective: Explore other distance learning technologies for reaching a 

broader audience.  Host a video conferencing class from the 
Fort Worth Museum of Science and History by December 
2005 

 
Objective: Explore/research other forms of outreach programming (i.e. 

traveling exhibits, etc.), ongoing 
 

 We have made the most progress on goal number six.  We began during the 

summer of 2005 by hosting a children’s’ camp at a local ranch.  We took twenty children 

to a ranch for two days of workshops on everything from horse back riding to learning 

how to groom and care for horses.  The success of this camp and requests from the 

parents of participants encouraged us to create a camp for adults.  We called it Cowgirl 

101.  The first session of Cowgirl 101 booked up so quickly that we decided to host a 

second session.  The second session filled early and we started a waiting list.  We hosted 

two more Cowgirl 101 sessions in the spring of 2006 through TCU Extended Education 

and another outside of Austin October 7, 2006.  We also hosted a Ranching 101 class in 

October 2006.  We now include these events under the umbrella of “Cowgirl University” 

a concept originally introduced by two of the board members on the education 
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committee.  We successfully hosted our first Cowgirl University Women’s Retreat May 

18-21, 2006.  Twenty-eight women from 12 different states and Canada attended.  One of 

the board members on the education committee donated her private ranch to host the 

event.  Our next Women’s retreat sold out within two months without even advertising 

the event.  Again, most of our Education Committee meetings in the past year have 

focused on preparing for this and other Cowgirl University events.  The mission of 

Cowgirl University is to provide a dynamic series of educational programs dedicated to 

sharing the western lifestyle with a broad audience both inside and outside the museum 

by utilizing the museum’s most valuable resource, its honorees.  Proceeds for Cowgirl 

University would then benefit the museum’s education program. 

To address our objective of using technology to reach a broader audience, we 

hosted our first video conferencing broadcast from the museum on February 9, 2006.  We 

held two 45-minute sessions and connected to two schools during each session.  We had a 

great experience and look forward to learning more about this technology which will help 

us reach students (particularly those in rural communities) that we may not otherwise see 

at the museum.  We worked with our local regional educational service center to receive 

a grant to secure our own video conferencing unit and funding to provide quality 

programming to Texas schools and hopefully reach audiences in other states and possibly 

even other countries.  The possibilities seem limitless. 

Unfortunately, we have done very little to improve the educational offerings on the 

museum’s website.  This is another area with tremendous potential that we need to 

commit resources and time developing.  



Developing a Strategic Plan       110 

While we have made significant progress towards achieving our educational goals, I 

see many areas for continued growth and improvement.  Looking back I can now see that 

not all of the goals seem appropriate to fall under the education umbrella and yet in the 

absence of a museum-wide strategic plan they appeared to make sense at the time we set 

our goals.  I also have to remind myself that we set a three year time frame on 

accomplishing these goals so it makes sense that we have not already achieved them all.  

In the next chapter I will discuss in further detail many of the lessons I have learned 

throughout this planning and implementation process. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

This concluding chapter is devoted to analyzing the personal learning and development 

that have been a result of this project.  To begin with, I now better understand why some 

leaders are reluctant to commit the time and resources that are required to take their 

organization through the strategic planning process.  For example, I was very surprised when 

the museum’s Executive Director had to spend a great deal of time convincing some members 

of the board to participate in a museum-wide strategic planning exercise.  Those she struggled 

to convince had been through the strategic planning process with other organizations and did 

not feel they were worth the return on investment.  Besides the obvious expenses associated 

with bringing in an outside facilitator, strategic planning requires a large time commitment.  

The strategic planning process can also be messy – I now have first hand experience with that.  

By its very nature, strategic planning can raise controversial questions.  While I still do not 

even begin to feel like I am an expert in strategic planning, I have certainly feel better prepared 

to participate at any level, including leader, in the strategic planning process of an organization.  

I believe that in and of itself made this project worthwhile for me. 

Really what I did was spend a year as a student and participant-observer of the strategic 

planning process.  Because of my inexperience there were several bumps in the process, yet I 

still believe it was a positive, productive exercise for the organization because of the questions 

it made us ask ourselves and the road map it has given me to help prioritize my use of time and 

resources.  If I were ever responsible for leading a group of people through this experience 

again, there are many things I would do differently.  To start with, I would plan the planning 

better.   I really did not have a clear enough picture of the process I was taking the Education 

Committee through before I engaged them.  Had I understood the process better myself, I could 
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have communicated more effectively with the Education Committee and the facilitator and 

used their time and energy more productively.  One of the most important lessons for me is that 

there is not just one way to work through the strategic planning process.  Each organization is 

distinctive and because the process is about people, the process is necessarily going to vary 

from organization to organization and even year to year within the same organization.  While 

in the future I will be leery of those espousing there is only one way to do strategic planning, I 

recognize the importance of selecting or creating a process and each stakeholder committing to 

it.  I have also learned that strategic planning takes a deliberate, concerted effort and that it is 

enormously challenging to remain committed to a plan when the urgency of day to day 

demands often seem to overshadow larger goals. 

While I likely learned more from this process than any of the other participants, I think 

the Education Committee and therefore the museum’s education program benefited from the 

productive dialogue and questions raised.  For example, we spent a lot of time discussing the 

roles and responsibilities of the education program, whether the education program should 

have its own mission statement, and how the education program could help the museum 

achieve its mission.   Most of all, through this process, we formally organized ourselves as an 

Education Committee and have continued to stretch ourselves beyond some of our initial 

expectations.  Though the reading material on strategic planning warned against undue 

reverence for the strategic plan itself, I admittedly expected we would follow it more strictly 

than we have.  What is even more surprising to me is that it really is my responsibility that we 

have not adhered to it more closely. 

It has been informative to look back over the initial set of questions the Executive 

Director and Associate Director hoped to find answers to as a result of this process.  While 
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many questions have been answered, others remain.  This process has without a doubt given 

me as the Education Director a clearer focus and has helped me better understand what my 

Executive Director and the board members on the Education Committee expect of the 

education program.  In the past, it appears that the Education Director developed yearly goals 

alone and then would account for them at the end of the year.  In the past, the vision appeared 

to be limited and linked to specific programs and activities to be achieved within a relatively 

short period of time rather than larger overarching goals that take years to accomplish.  I 

honestly believe the former Education Director would have benefited immensely from this type 

of planning activity.    

Implementation has been harder than I would have imagined.  I pictured it as much tidier, 

and falsely assumed that once mapped out, implementation would easily follow.  I also 

wrongly expected the enthusiasm for the plan itself to remain high.  The strategic plan has 

helped me prioritize my responsibilities as the Education Director.  However, looking back, I 

think we set some unrealistic deadlines.  It has also been easy to get caught up in the busy, 

daily work of my job and set these important goals to the side.  The only way these goals will 

actually be accomplished will be to continually review them and assess where we are, reaffirm 

our priorities, and set more realistic deadlines.  Ultimately, in my role as the Education 

Director, I am accountable for making this happen.   

Initially, the strategic plan was being created for a new Director of Education.  I did not 

know that I would be accepting the job as the Director of Education.  I now realize that it did 

not make sense to create a plan without the person ultimately accountable for the plan in place.  

While this document could have provided a new Director of Education a good starting 

platform, I think it is vital that the person responsible for the plan has the opportunity to 
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influence the content of the plan.  Because I accepted the job, I had that opportunity and felt 

comfortable with the plan, but in retrospect, I would have encouraged the Executive Director to 

hire an Education Director and let me simply act as an inexperienced, yet inexpensive 

facilitator/coordinator for the strategic planning process. 

I believe that some of the hurdles and challenges we have come up against would not 

have been issues with a museum-wide strategic plan in place.  I am curious to see if and how 

the education goals change as museum-wide goals are developed.  I am grateful to one of my 

mentors for encouraging me to start somewhere and to move forward with this project even in 

the absence of a museum-wide plan. 

More important to me than the project itself and any added value it brought to the 

museum, was the invaluable education that I received through the process.  I initially and 

primarily became involved with the project to help me learn more about educational 

leadership.  Some of its lessons are easy to connect, others are subtler.  For example, shortly 

after finishing this process with the museum, I was invited to participate on an advisory 

committee for Fort Worth Independent School District’s strategic planning process.  There 

were certainly differences in how this urban school district went through the strategic planning 

process, but I found my experiences with the museum helped me understand the language and 

flow of the planning process, and ultimately helped me to make a better contribution.  I can see 

the value of using these planning strategies in any educational setting, whether in public 

schools, universities, or informal learning institutions.   I also learned a great deal about 

museum education and its relationship to other learning institutions. 

Some of the more subtle lessons I drew from this experience involved leadership and 

people.  One example relates back to my experiences as fourth grade elementary school 
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teacher.  If I really wanted my students to develop a habit or prioritize something, I had to 

make it my habit and priority.  Sometimes that required modeling or discussing the behavior 

with them on a daily basis.  I think the same applies to a strategic plan.  The plan I developed 

with the Education Committee has remained salient to me because I have read and reread it 

many times.  Unfortunately, I have spent little time accounting for the plan to the Education 

Committee and because of this it seems the document is becoming increasingly less important 

to them.  The next time I am involved in a strategic planning process, I hope to do a better job 

of using the plan as a guide, accounting for my actions, and helping those around me do the 

same.  I also hope to engage in the process less naively with a better understanding of both 

what is possible and what the potential limitations are. 

When I began this program, I hoped to deepen my knowledge of education and develop a 

better understanding of business.  I have accomplished both.  Not only have I been introduced 

to museum education as a field of education, but I have also learned more about the often-

unrealized relationship between business, non-profit organizations, informal learning 

institutions, and public education.  I am especially appreciative of the learning process I went 

through to complete this project.  I threw myself into an environment where I had little 

background experience with both a content area (informal education) and a process (strategic 

planning).  As the project unfolded, I was forced to search through literature and surround 

myself with trustworthy people who could help me better understand a concept or solve a 

problem.  In the end, we did complete the “task” and I have emerged more capable and 

confident to participate in a strategic planning activity in the future and while I still have much 

to learn about informal education, I have developed a foundation for my knowledge and better 
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know where to go to enhance this knowledge.  I have discovered for myself how effective this 

model of learning can be and foresee needing to use it again and again in the future. 

Interestingly enough, my next step with the museum will require me to continue to use 

effective business strategies in an informal learning environment.  We are essentially spinning 

one of our education programs into its own business in order to help fund other educational 

programs.  One of my next projects is to write a business plan for Cowgirl University.  I plan to 

use the same model I used to complete this project.  I will start the project and simultaneously 

consult literature and respected friends to learn how to write a business plan and develop a 

better understanding of the “business” of informal education.   

As a result of this project, my work with the educational foundation and my studies in 

TCU’s School of Education, I believe that I have developed more self-confidence as an 

educational leader.  I expanded my personal concept of “education” and was able to build on 

my prior experiences as a public school teacher and Technology Integration Specialist with an 

educational software company.  With each experience, particularly those I found challenging, I 

was better prepared for my next experience.  For example, at Education is Freedom I 

participated in my first board meeting.  It was especially intimidating because the board 

consisted of nationally-known educational leaders and CEOs of large companies.  Because of 

my experience at those board meetings, I was more comfortable working with the board 

members at the museum.  The majority of my self-confidence has come simply as a result of 

expanding my knowledge bases in education and business.  One of my goals in entering this 

dual degree program was to become more conversant in both languages. 

I now see education through a different set of eyes and better appreciate the value of its 

relationships with the business and philanthropic communities. Perhaps the greatest benefit to 
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me personally, however, is that now I see possibilities that I really had not seen before.  I feel 

better prepared to make a contribution to education whether I serve in the public schools, work 

for a foundation or educational business, or continue to work in informal education. 
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Appendix A 

National Cowgirl Museum  
Education Survey 

 
 
 

1. What are the strengths of the education program? What do we do well and need 
to continue? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

2. What do you think our major weaknesses are?  What should we discontinue, 
add, or improve? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

3. What opportunities do you see in the next two to five years for taking the 
education program to the next level? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What are the major forces that work against us achieving our goals and 
objectives? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. List the three or four most important goals for us to accomplish in the next three 
years 
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Appendix B 

Power Point Presentation: Education Update 

 
 

Slide 1 
National Cowgirl Museum and 

Hall of Fame

Educational 
Strategic Planning Retreat

Thursday, December 16, 2004
9:00am – 1:00pm
Bank One Building
420 Throckmorton

Suite 910

 

 

Slide 2 

Up to Now…
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Slide 3 
Mission Statement

The National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of 
Fame honors and documents the lives of 

women who have distinguished 
themselves while exemplifying the pioneer 

spirit of the American West.

 

 

Slide 4 
Mission Statement Changed

1998
Broader based contributions of 

dynamic women 
of the American West

1975
Rodeo Cowgirls

 

 

Slide 5 
Education

To honor the lives of women who have 
distinguished themselves while 

exemplifying the pioneer spirit of the 
American West we have to educate.

Education is a mission critical program
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Slide 6 
What Makes us Distinct?

The National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of 
Fame honors and documents the lives of 

women of the West, past and present

We are the only local and national 
institution dedicated to that mission

*2003 MAP Assessment

 

 

Slide 7 Goals of the Museum’s 
Programs and Operations

• Educating
• Generating revenue
• Building awareness in the community
• Spreading the mission
• Building community
• Inspiring a spirit of self-reliance
• Documenting women’s experiences in the West
• Providing research
• Providing rewarding visitor experiences

*2003 MAP Assessment

 

 

Slide 8 
Alignment

Museum 
Goals

Education 
Programs
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Slide 9 
Target Audiences

• Families
• Seniors
• Women and girls
• School children
• Teachers
• Scholars and researchers

*2003 MAP Assessment

 

 

Slide 10 Education Goals for these 
Audiences

• Keep our western heritage alive through the dynamic 
stories of exceptional women of the west

• Give families opportunities to participate together
• Facilitate life-long learning
• Bring history alive through new and innovative activities 

and lessons
• Provide tools that create a bridge from classroom to the 

museum, provide an opportunity for children to “get their 
hands on history”

*2003 MAP Assessment

 

 

Slide 11 
Mission Driving Decisions

Q: How does the mission guide decisions on 
audience development and educational goals?

• Stories of the lives of the women featured in the 
museum are often used for program 
development

• Programming is often developed to create 
audience awareness of our mission

*2003 MAP Assessment
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Slide 12 
Ed Programming Examples

• Family days
• Performances
• Book readings
• Book signings
• Symposiums and 

lectures
• Book club
• Docent tours

• Summer camps
• School tours
• Traveling trunks
• Teacher workshops
• Enrichment programs
• Honoree spotlight
• Curator’s reception

*2003 MAP Assessment

 

 

Slide 13 
Youth Group Tours

0244Unknown

5,5956,007Total

11525Home School

401125Summer Camp

627446Day Care

427475Community Based

3,192 (21% low income)3,700 (50% low income)Public School

833992Private School

2004 (as of 12/6)2003

 

 

Slide 14 
Audience

• We believe we have only reached a small 
percentage of our target audience

• There are potential audiences we need or want 
to reach:
– Men
– 18-34 year old single men and women
– Spanish speaking and multi-cultural community
– People who do not have an affinity to the subject 

matter

*2003 MAP Assessment
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Slide 15 
“Our museum is still very new and many of our 
programs are still in an experimental stage.  If 
we only reach out to western women the niche is 
too small.  We realize that we must have 
elasticity in our mission statement in order to 
reach out to women and families as much as 
possible and believe that audience-building is 
the main key to expanding our plan.”

*2003 MAP Assessment

 

 

Slide 16 

Looking Forward…

 

 

Slide 17 
Museum Assessment Program

• Developed and administered by the 
American Association of Museums

• National Cowgirl Museum completed the 
self study portion as one component of 
developing a museum wide strategic plan 
and preparing for accreditation

• Materials taken directly from the MAP 
worksheet were indicated with an (*)

 

 



Developing a Strategic Plan       127 

Slide 18 
Professionalize

• Statement on Professional Standards for 
Museum Education

• Developed by members of the American 
Association of Museums (AAM) Standing 
Professional Committee on Museum 
Education

• Museum education programs preparing for 
accreditation should be mindful of these 
professional standards

 

 

Slide 19 
Professional Standards

• Defining museum education
• Obligation to the public
• Education within the museum
• Responsibilities and competencies for 

museum educators

 

 

Slide 20 
Strategic Thinking

• What are we passionate about?
• What can we do better than anyone in the 

world?
• What drives our economic engine?

-Good to Great, by Jim Collins
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Appendix C 

Combined Education Survey Results 

 

What are the strengths of the education program? What do we do well and need 

to continue? 

• Opening yourself up to this challenging process and including the  board 

committee and outside advisors 

• Willingess to consider the business practice, mission-relation, and 

professional standards involved in implementing high-quality museum 

education.  Rarely do “young” museums understand that it takes  these 

multiple perspectives and advocacies to create, implement and sustain high 

quality programs 

• I think the programs that we have done in the first 21/2 years of operation 

have been successful and we need to build from those but also start from the 

ground up in developing a mission statement and putting an educational 

program on paper with goals and direction 

• I think we need to start from the beginning and put back in place the programs 

that have been working but build the foundation to our education program that 

was never in place 

•  The museum is a supreme educational experience. 

• High quality, well marketed educational programs (Laura Ingalls Wilder 

program) for the Ft. Worth area.  

• Staff both creative and knowledge of education delivery 
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• School tours 

• Book club 

• Ability to appeal to both adults and children 

• Family days and Book Club 

• The leadership and staff all recognize it is time to step back and think more 

strategically  - that is why we are going through this process 

• Powerful cinematography to teach about honorees and the cowgirl spirit of the 

American West 

• The museum offers an environmentally rich venue for learning - Beautiful 

facility 

• We have started providing a more focused school program offering 

• We have a great volunteers and docents that are passionate about the museum 

• We have a rich oral history project and the new audio tour 

• We have been developing stronger relationships with TCU and other informal 

learning institutions locally (especially FWMSH) 

• We have tried a lot and learned a lot 

• Much of our educational programming in the past has been very creative  

• Unique content  

• Our main strength is our subject matter.  I daresay that the majority of people 

in the world dream of living the western lifestyle and wish to hear and learn 

more about it 
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• I think the thing we do best is identify women who have extraordinary stories 

living the western lifestyle and we honor them.  But I think we need to share 

their stories and accomplishments more with the world 

• Depends on your definition of education … 

• We have done some successful children’s programming – mostly family days 

and “summer camps”. 

• School tours need to be more focused, curriculum oriented. 

• Some adult lectures and book club lectures have been well-attended.  Need 

funding to put together “blockbusters.” 

• We have a great library/archives/oral history collection that we should 

continue to grow. 

• Strengths:  Great subject matter for creative programming; excellent 

volunteers and docents to assist 

• We can coordinate and implement public events well – we just need to tap 

into the right audience. 

What do you think our major weaknesses are?  What should we discontinue, add, or 

improve? 

• I am unsure of your current scope and scale. I know you were trying to be so 

many different things to so many different groups. You need to find your 

hedgehog and the audience that values your mission. I have heard from 

educators that the prior field trip experiences weren’t developmentally 

appropriate and the supportive, ancillary ed materials were not high quality.   

• Many of your programs seemed “craft” based  
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• Relationships are key; I am aware of some university relationships but what is 

happening in the k-12 arena with the area districts? 

• I am unaware of any audience research you’ve undertaken. Do you have a 

clear understanding of the ideas and expectations your current audience 

has…have you done work to find out who you are not attracting and what 

their preconceptions are? I understand you have had a major audience decline  

• Our major weakness is inexperience and not having and educational leader as 

a full-time employee.   

• Not having accreditation 

• No funds.  We need to write up our program so that we have something to sell 

to raise the funds. 

•  Limited to the Ft. Worth area.  

• More outreach and mobility – like the chests to the schools.  

• Simple lifestyle traveling exhibits and lectures. 

• Lack a cohesive education mission 

• Need to build a basic adult program that attracts multiple groups 

• Consistency and follow-through 

• Need an experienced museum educator to take us to the next level  

• No solid plan – relying on trial & error 

• We have been unfocused - we have tried to provide the scope of educational 

activities available in other larger, local, well established museums 

• Our educational goals are lofty and ambitious but they seem wordy and 

unspecific.  It is not clear why we have chosen these particular goals and we 
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do not have a clear plan in place for accomplishing them in both the short and 

long term 

• All of our educational programming has focused on a local audience rather 

than national 

• We do not have clearly defined measurable goals and we have only begun to 

establish procedures for collecting and interpreting data on educational 

programming.  By not defining success we will never know when we’ve 

gotten there 

• While it is important for us to reach a broad audience, we cannot do it all at 

once.  We need to narrow our target, tap into it, and then look for ways to 

expand our audience.  We also need to really think about who we are going 

after.  For example, in the MAP assessment we said we were targeting 18-34 

year old single men and women and yet research suggests that better-educated 

adults ages forty-four and older were more likely to participate in informal 

adult learning programs, including those offered in museums. 

• We have missed valuable opportunities because our resources were stretched 

too thin (i.e. missing out on the videoconferencing grant through Region XI) 

• Our major weakness is our limited vision that the world should come to Ft. 

Worth to see these women honored in our museum or learn about the western 

lifestyle.  We should take our stories out to the world.   

• Everything we have don in the museum is good – lectures, exhibits, book 

reviews, etc. but we need to find a way to take these lectures, exhibits, book 

reviews, etc. beyond the walls of the museum.  For example, through printed 
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material distributed to our membership, a push to get more stories printed in 

magazines and newspapers (we already have a great track record here and 

could get better), cooperative effort to get movies or documentaries made, 

sharing our exhibits with other museums through a traveling exhibit program, 

sharing our wonderful tapes which we show in the museum, etc.  How about 

selectively distributing the videos we have made for the inductee luncheon, 

for example, to a museum in the home state or city of the honoree, etc?  Could 

we write a book? Could we write a children’s book about some of our 

honorees?  (Hey, I would love to work on this project!) As I said, we have the 

best subject matter in the world, so why can’t we creatively publish more on 

our subject matter? 

• Lack of focus and definition for what we want to accomplish when we have 

events of any kind.  We should ask the question, “What do we want the 

outcome to be?” 

• We should ask the question about what we want to offer to the community – 

how do we want to be perceived intellectually – do we want to be taken 

seriously as a history museum that is dedicated to educating the public about 

women of the west? 

• Staffing and funding for events should be considered. 

• We clearly need family days with events for children and adults … and should 

continue to do them. 

• We don’t know who to target for our programs.  We’ve tried families with 

young children; seniors; schools, young women … just trying to reach the 



Developing a Strategic Plan       134 

right group.  In the past we’ve had mixed results – mostly low attendance on 

many of our education based events.   

• Another significant weakness is our lack of space.   We do not have an 

education space or workroom - and our public space is shared with the 

temporary exhibits. 

• We should discontinue programming to very young children (2-8 years).   

• Also discontinue programs which include crafts; unless this is a small part of 

the program. 

 

What opportunities do you see in the next two to five years for taking the education 

program to the next level? 

• Your site as a research-rich facility and creating partnerships around this 

research strength. 

• Interpretivie strategies: You have stories of incredible women …have you 

studied places like Williamsburg who have totally reorganized their 

interpretive strategies (they also tell stories of incredible people) 

• Distance learning 

• Adult learning…a huge shift in the “learning” leisure and tourism 

markets….you know those Wall Street women want to be cowgirls, too 

• Girl Scouts 

• Focused relationships with k-12 

• Gaining accreditation 

• Finding an educational leader 
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• Raising the funds to afford that leader and getting our program off the ground 

• Getting our “Cowgirl University” ideas off and running 

• More of a national outreach program 

• Give folks what they want – taste the western lifestyle. 

• Historic and “retro” interest in the western lifestyle. 

• We have the talent in the honorees and our patrons to do tremendous 

educational outreach. 

• Create “edgy” education.  Not boring. 

• Scholarship, internship programs. 

• Long term educational event planning such as evening events 

• Everything is possible with planning, but major opportunity in adult 

education, “Cowgirl University” concept, on a nation wide basis 

• We are a National museum and have an opportunity to tap into a national 

audience 

• Better utilization of honorees for education 

• Developing our museum library and research 

• More collaboration with the academic community (TCU) to bring an 

academic sophistication to our educational programming 

• Distance learning 

o Further development of website as educational tool 

o Exploration of video conferencing and other newer technologies 

which enable us to reach a national audience 

o Cinematography which could be used outside of museum walls 
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• We have only begun to tap into the school field trip market.  Through creative 

funding and strong programming we could dramatically grow our current 

school tour attendance (less than 5,000 students per year).  There are 

approximately 180 days in the school calendar.  We can run two 90 minute 

sessions per day bringing in a total of 200 students per day.  We are capable of 

hosting 36,000 students per academic year (this includes hosting field trips on 

Mondays). We need to work at the district level if we are going to see 

significant improvement in this area 

• The immediate opportunity I see is using the talent we have!  We have a 

storehouse full of talent in our honorees!  We can send these honorees out into 

the schools and communities with inspirational programs.  For example, black 

honoree, Molly Stevenson of Houston could be sent to the inner city Houston 

schools with a message of “women should live their dreams” or something 

like that.  I know the Houston Livestock Show & Rodeo would help us 

sponsor such a program, and we can get local sponsors to help with funding.  

• In addition to sending the honorees out into the community, we could bring 

people to the honorees through the “Cowgirl College” idea.  This would be 

seminars, schools, etc. taught by the honorees in their fields of expertise.  

Participants would pay for the opportunity to become involved with the 

honorees, and this could be a fund-raising venture as well as begin educational 

for the world. 

• Through the major recent surge of TV coverage of PRCA rodeo events, we 

have witnessed the world’s interest in cowboys and cowgirls.  Cowboys and 
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cowgirls, I believe, are becoming the athletes of choice of much of the world, 

as the public is becoming weary of overpaid misbehaving basketball and 

football players.  Couldn’t we tap into this media movement and cooperate 

with some documentaries or other TV shows?  It wouldn’t hurt to try… 

• For children’s programs, we must hire well-seasoned educators to develop 

programs. 

• We have the opportunity to hire an Education Director with either/or/or both 

museum and education background. 

• For adult programming, we have the opportunity to fill a niche by creating 

interesting programming. 

• Many opportunities for growing and improving library services.  We have the 

beginnings of what could be a very important collection. 

• We are bringing higher-level, 3-dimensional exhibits into the temporary  

Exhibit space – we could use “Texas Flags” to bring students into the 

museum.  If this is successful, I believe we could continue to seek out or 

develop similar exhibits. 

• I would like to see the education program move toward adult education (partly 

education; partly recreational).  There seems to be a market for this type of 

programming and, at this time, we would be one of a few venues which offer 

this type of programming.  

What are the major forces that work against us achieving our goals and objectives? 
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• It can be difficult to “educate” and generate revenue.  I’ve often heard that 

without grants generating strong in-directs, you can only expect a 6% margin 

with most education programs  

• Lots of competition in the leisure market for visitor’s  (or tourists) time and 

dollar 

• Leadership 

• Funds 

• Inexperience 

• Financial challenges – educational fundraising 

• New and different educational tracks and events 

• Reach outside Texas 

• Budget 

• Follow through 

• Lack of experience 

• Lack of knowledge of the audience 

• Misperception of the image and scope of museum 

• Dollars 

• Lack of staff 

• Competitive marketplace 

• Length of time required to establish identity 

• Financial sustainability 

• Staying focused – forcing ourselves not to let distractions interfere with our 

priorities 
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• Lack of experience in education in general and museum education specifically 

• Funding is always the most major force.  We need to get creative here.  For 

example, we have already spent the money to make the tape for the induction 

ceremony of each honoree, and we could charge a museum or other entity for 

the privilege of showing this tape in its community.  That museum, in turn, 

could charge an admission fee and cover its expense 

• The other major force working against us is our own limited vision which 

expects the world to come to us instead of our going out to the world. 

• Lack of focus, funding and professional staff. 

• Unclear about the nature of the museum:  history? Women’s issues? 

Recreational? Educational? Hall of Fame? Western?  We need to determine 

what we are … then we can figure out who to target. 

• Public confusion about the subject of the museum – our name has limited 

appeal. 

List the three or four most important goals for us to accomplish in the next three years 

• Professional accreditation really helps if you are building a strong program 

• Partnerships, mentoring, coaching with museums that also celebrate ideals, 

conceptual ideas and people…. 

• A program portfolio for your targeted school market, your adult market and a 

your cbo’s (community-based organizations like girl scouts 

• A strategy for audience development 

• Put together the committee – I think we need four to six people 
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• Educational program written up and aligned with museum goals and Fort 

Worth Museum of Science and History, and Cattle Raisers Museum 

• Accreditation 

• Raise funds 

• Find an educational director 

• Get “Cowgirl University” off the ground so that we can better utilize our 

honorees and reach out to a broader – more national audience 

• Become financially secure and afford staff to handle educational efforts 

• Nationally recognized, innovative educational programs 

• Create dynamic partnerships with other western lifestyle organizations and 

corporations. 

• Long term plan for adult programming 

• Hire an experienced museum educator 

• Explore the types of non-traditional events that have worked for other 

museums that go beyond lectures, discussions, and tours 

• Solid strategic plan 

• Better grant writing/fundraising 

• Strategic alliance with Fort Worth Museum of Science and History 

• Increase the number of school students participating in our school tour 

program from 5,000 per year to over 15,000 per year within the next three 

years.  Target students that may not otherwise have the opportunity to visit the 

museum 
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• Utilize distance learning as a means of reaching a national (possibly even 

global) audience, within three years: 

o Leverage our website as a strong educational tool (oral histories, 

film, research, etc) 

o Explore other technologies for disseminating information to a non-

local audience (video-conferencing, etc.) 

• Provide a strong adult education program for both a local and non-local 

audience that leverages the museum’s resources including the honorees 

o Research effective adult museum education programs 

o Pilot and implement a local adult education program 

o Pilot and implement a program that appeals to a broader (not 

necessarily local) adult audience 

• Develop a funding strategy for all educational programming whether 

programs generate revenue, break even, or rely on grants and corporate 

sponsorships 

• More world-wide media exposure of extraordinary stories of women of the 

west 

• Moore cooperation with other history and art museums, community programs, 

schools and universities, etc. that might like to display some of our exhibits on 

a traveling exhibit program 

• As we become more well-known by taking our show on the road, the world 

will in turn come more to us and our gate-take will increase 
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• Make our museum more “user-friendly” as an educational experience for 

visitors.  Currently our visitors walk into a beautiful but large “vault” area 

with an empty concession room on one side (two vending machines) and a 

silent movie auditorium on the other.  For social gatherings in the evenings, 

there is no lovelier place for a well-dressed crowd to gather.  But let’s 

consider the lonely visitor from the information booth or the docent who may 

take the visitor by and hand and lead him on a tour (by the way, our docents 

are great!  They may be our greatest asset! The ones I have met are 

enthusiastic and tireless in their efforts to sell our museum.  We should 

appreciate them more and get more of them). But now back to that lonely 

daytime visitor.  Could the tables in the concession room be used for constant, 

hands-on educational activities for children (or even adults) like we do some 

Saturdays?  Cheap stuff, like swinging a rope… couldn’t the movies run 

constantly in the movie auditorium and the doors to it always stand open?   

• I would like to see more of our collections exhibited… perhaps more in the 

rotunda area downstairs.  I’m thrilled that we are going to have an expanded 

western fashion exhibit 

• Just warm the place up as a friendly, educational place.  I say all of this with 

great love for our museum; it is not intended as a criticism of anything we do 

there.  I think  the Saturday and evening educational classes we have had have 

been great fun with a lot of spirit; I’m just trying to think how we can spread 

this fun and spirit throughout the weekdays too… 

• Establishing a reputation for quality educational/fun events. 
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• Locating funding for additional professional staff/programming. 

• Strategically plan events – knowing a year out what is on tap for the next year. 

• Specific, focused yearly plans for all professional staff would help us stay on 

track. 

• Increase attendance 

• Increase awareness – locally and nationally – this should in turn, increase 

financial and community support. 

• Implement an education program that benefits our members and  the 

community 



Developing a Strategic Plan       144 

Appendix D 
 

Planning Retreat Agenda 
Thursday, December 16th

9:00am – 1:00pm 
 

I. Continental breakfast and mixing   (15-20 min) 
 

II. Welcome   (15 min-Pat) 
a. Overview 
b. Self introductions 
c. Why do you care?  What do you think are possibilities? 

 
III. Background   (15 min- Alison) 

a. Museum wide 
b. Education specific 
c. Accreditation 
d. Professional Standards 
e. Strategic Thinking Intro 

 
IV. Break As Needed (10 min) 
 

V. SWOT Analysis   (80 min-Gary) 
a. Review answers to survey (questions 1-4) 
b. Anything missing?  Surprises? 

 
VI. Lunch Break   (30 min) 
 
VII. Action Planning   (50 min-Gary) 

a. Learnings from SWOT 
b. Look for consistent themes/patterns 
c. Are there logical conclusions? 
d. List goals (question 5) 
e. Forced choice/ buttons 
f. Narrow to one, three, and five year goals 
g. Next Steps (if time allows) 

 
VIII. Wrap Up   (10 min-Alison) 

a. Planning session will be written up in the form of a strategic plan (Alison) 
to be presented to this committee for approval before January 31, 2005 

b. Board representative(s) present highlights to the board  
c. Staff members will work to pull together the operational logistics  
d. Provide a quarterly report 
e. This committee meets again in a minimum of one year 
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Appendix E 

Facilitator PPT Presentation 

Slide 1 

Strategy Retreat for Education
National Cowgirls Museum

SWOT Analysis and Goal Setting
December 16, 2004

 

 

Slide 2 
Why Strategic Planning?

A strategic plan enables your group to 
envision its future and to develop the 
necessary initiatives, allocate resources, 
and focus operations to achieve the future.
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Slide 3 The power of big hairy audacious 
goals

“Of all the things I’ve done, the most vital is 
coordinating the talents of those who work 
for us and pointing them toward a certain 
goal.”

- Walter Elias Disney 
Founder Walt Disney Company, 1954

 

 

Slide 4 
Strategic Alignment

Vision – How good do we want to be?
Mission – What business are we in?

Strategic Goals – Priorities?
Action Plans – Who does what? 

When? How?
Benchmarks – Measures of 

success?
Monitor – Report, and adjust 

course?

 

 

Slide 5 Priority Goals and Action Planning  
Today’s Process

1. Develop group consensus about strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT 
analysis) – i.e. facilitate group review and discussion of 
individual survey comments.

2. Consolidate suggested priority goals into meaningful 
groupings – Is there an overall priority goal that is 
supported by key objectives?

3. Prioritize – What are the most critical success factors to 
our mission (stakeholders) and what must we do well in 
order to succeed?

4. Action Planning – How will we get it done? Who 
(team/individuals) will be accountable?  Benchmark of 
success?  Monitoring plan?
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Slide 6 
Basics of SWOT Analysis

• Identify strengths, to preserve them
• Identify weaknesses, to continuously 

improve
• Recognize opportunities and forces 

potentially supporting progress
• Realize and overcome threats, forces 

working against your progress

 

 

Slide 7 Strengths
• Programming –family days, book club, school 

tours, adult lectures, events (5)
• Unique content, subject, we identify/honor (4)
• Creativity, knowledgeable staff (4) 
• Great library, archives, oral histories (2)
• Great volunteers, docents (2)
• Willingness to think strategically (2)
• Powerful cinematography
• Stronger relations with TCU, FWMSH
• We have tried a lot and learned a lot

 

 

Slide 8 Weaknesses
• Lack solid plan (5)
• Limited vision; local focus, not national; need to 

take everything beyond walls (3)
• Resources spread thin and audiences not 

targeted (3) 
• Improve or discontinue – traveling exhibits, field 

trip quality, programs for very young, crafts (3)
• Lack experienced staff (3)
• Lack measurable goals
• Lack accreditation
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Slide 9 Opportunities
• Ability to use honorees and patrons (5)
• Adult education/recreation/tourism (4)
• Digital “distance learning” (3)
• Develop library, research, internship (3)
• Children’s programs (3)
• Partnerships with TCU and FWMSH (2)
• Hire Education Director (2)
• Cowgirls University
• Accreditation
• Create “edgy” education
• Raising funds
• Use of exhibits (example – Texas Flags)
• School field trip market

 

 

Slide 10 
Threats

• Funding (8)
• Staying focused, new/different tracks, 

follow through (3)
• Lack of experience (3)
• Perception of scope/identity issues (3)
• Knowledge of/clarity about audience (2)
• Competitive marketplace
• Leadership

 

 

Slide 11 Priority Goal Suggestions

• Develop an education funding strategy (5)

• Create partnerships - western lifestyle orgs and corporations, 
FWMSH, universities, Cattle Raisers, others (5)

• Locally and nationally recognized, innovative programs (3)
• Implement ed program for members and community
• Portfolio targeted to school, adult market, and community orgs
• Cowgirl University
• Long term plan for adult programming
• Explore non-traditional programming successful at other museums
• Provide strong adult programming
• Increase student participation from 5,000 to 15,000/year
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Slide 12  

Priority Goal Suggestions - continued

• Hire Ed Director (2)
• Accreditation (2)
• Increase attendance/”gate-take (2)
• Solid strategic plan
• Strategically plan events
• Establish yearly plans for all staff
• Make museum user-friendly as ed experience
• Strategy for audience development
• Form Ed Committee
• World-wide media exposure
• Utilize distance learning
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Appendix F 
 

National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame  
Education Action Plan 2005-2008  

 
1. The Museum will utilize ongoing strategic thinking to prioritize and execute 
educational goals 

• Objective: Submit completed strategic plan to education committee, May 2005 
 

Performance measurement indicator:  Strategic planning document 
 

Action Plan: Compile meeting report (goals and objectives) 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  January 2005 

 
Action Plan:  Draft action plans and distribute to the education committee 

for approval  
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  April 2005 

 
Action Plan: Submit final document to education committee 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  May 2005 

 
• Objective: Submit highlights of strategic plan to board, May 2005 

 
Performance measurement indicator:  Presentation to board 

 
Action Plan: Identify content/format for board presentation 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner (Pat Riley) 
o New Resources Required: Strategic plan 
o To be Completed by:  May 2005 

 
Action Plan: Present highlights to the board 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner (Wanda Waters) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  May 16, 2005 
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• Objective: Use the strategic plan to guide priorities, ongoing 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Report to education committee 
 
Action Plan: Develop a format for submitting an update to the education 
committee.   
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner  
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  Quarterly, first report June 2005 

 
 
Action Plan: Respond to and share ongoing feedback from the education 

committee to other committee members. 
 

o Primary Responsibility:   Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  Quarterly, first report June 2005 

 
• Objective: Meet together annually (September) as an education committee to 

evaluate and update the strategic plan 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Annual meetings 
 
Action Plan: Work with board committee members to set meeting date 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner  
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  First meeting September 2005 

 
Action Plan: Determine format and distribute meeting materials 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner  
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  One month prior to meeting 

 
2. The Museum will develop and implement an educational funding strategy 
(operations and endowment) 

• Objective: Assess current program offerings and project future growth and needs 
of these programs.  Include anticipated additional program offerings based on 
2005-2008 priority education goals. 

 
Performance measurement indicator: Programming portfolio 

 
Action Plan: Assess current programming needs and associated costs 
 



Developing a Strategic Plan       152 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  July 2005 

 
Action Plan: Propose additional programming and associated costs for 

2005-2008 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  September 2005 

 
• Objective: Assess the current financial status of the education program by May 

2005 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Education financial report  
 
Action Plan: Review the past two and a half years of education 

financials including current endowment, grants, and costs.  
Develop a report of findings. 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Pat Riley (Alison Tanner) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  May 2005 

 
• Objective: Create an education budget for 2005-2008 (annual update in 

September) 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Completed budget 
 
Action Plan: Create 2005-2008 budget proposal 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner (Pat Riley) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  September of each year 

 
Action Plan: Propose budget to education committee  
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner (Pat Riley) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  September of each year 

 
 

• Objective: Form and begin executing campaign and grant funding plan (including 
educational endowment) by December 2005 
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Performance measurement indicator: Secured funding for Education 
Program 

 
Action Plan: Reach consensus on educational fundraising goals and 
priorities 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Pat Riley (Education Committee) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  September 2005 

 
Action Plan: Determine fundraising options most appropriate for each 
goal 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Pat Riley (Emmy Lou, Alison 
Tanner) 

o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  September 2005 

 
Action Plan: Work with grant writer(s) to search for and submit grants  
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Emmy Lou Prescott and Alison 
Tanner 

o New Resources Required: $ for grant writer(s) 
o To be Completed by:  Ongoing, December 2005 process 

begins 
 

Action Plan: Research potential individual, non-profit, and corporate 
donors 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Staff (under Pat Riley’s direction) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  Ongoing, October 2005 process 

begins 
 

Action Plan: Develop fundraising materials (packet) for potential donors  
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Emmy Lou Prescott(Pat, Alison, 
Debra)                                  

o New Resources Required: $ for print materials 
o To be Completed by:  October 2005 

 
Action Plan: Organize campaign team and execute campaign 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Pat Riley (Vicki Bass, Patti Colbert) 
o New Resources Required: Collateral materials 
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o To be Completed by:  Ongoing, begin campaign October 
2005 

 
3. The museum will establish a professional education department with long-term 
leadership, vision, experiences, and skills  

• Objective: Recruit and hire an education director by May 2005 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Education Director hired 
 
Action Plan:  

1. Write a job description 
2. Develop a recruitment strategy by March 2005 
3. Determine a candidate assessment process 
4. Seek hiring recommendations and referrals from partners 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Pat Riley (Debra McStay)) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  May 2005 

 
• Objective: Recruit and hire additional high quality education staff as needed to 

create and execute educational programming 
 

Performance measurement indicator: High quality professional education 
staff 

 
Action Plan: Staff will be hired as needed on a full time, part-time or 
contract basis. 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Pat Riley (Alison Tanner) 
o New Resources Required: $ 
o To be Completed by:  As needed 

 
• Objective: Provide professional learning/development opportunities including 

resources and support to the education staff, ongoing 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Annual accounting of professional 
development opportunities  

 
Action Plan:  Determine resources and professional affiliations available 

locally, state-wide, and nationally.  Attend professional 
conferences when possible. 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: $ for annual dues and conference 

costs 
o To be Completed by:  Ongoing 
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Action Plan:  Create professional literature section in the library for all 

museum staff 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Kathy Jackson (Alison Tanner) 
o New Resources Required: $ for professional literature 
o To be Completed by:  August 2005 

 
Action Plan: Seek funding sources to support professional development 

(Grants, etc.) 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  Ongoing 

 
 
4. The museum will create and implement an audience development strategy for 
educational programming  

• Objective: Investigate what audience data is already available in house by May 
2005 

 
Performance measurement indicator: Data compiled in report by May 
2005 
 
Action Plan: Compile existing audience data (i.e. demographic data and 

program evaluations). 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Debra (staff) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be completed by:  May 2005 

 
Action Plan: Create summary report 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be completed by:  May 2005 

 
• Objective: Research potential audiences by July 2005 

 
Performance measurement indicator: Create summary report 
 
Action Plan: Research and report demographic profile of “museum 

goers” in general.  Discuss pros and cons of targeting new 
audiences in a summary report. 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
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o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  July 2005 

 
• Objective: Create initial format/model for conducting thorough audience analysis 

(exit polls, etc.) by September 2005 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Collect relevant visitor data by July 
2005 
 
Action Plan: Seek recommendations from museum partners, investigate 

web survey possibilities, and order professional literature 
on audience analysis and program evaluation 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner and Debra McStay  
o New Resources Required: $ for books  
o To be Completed by:  April 2005 

 
Action Plan: Review existing audience data, museum goals, and relevant 

literature to determine gaps in visitor data (determine what 
we need to know) 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Debra McStay and Alison Tanner 

(DJ) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  June 2005 

 
Action Plan: Select appropriate models and begin collecting relevant 
data 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner and Debra McStay 
o New Resources Required: $ 
o To be Completed by:  Ongoing, initial data collected by 

August 2005  
 

Action Plan: Develop an institutional policy for programming evaluation 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner and Debra McStay 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  September 2005 

 
• Objective: Create educational audience growth strategy by December 2005 

 
Performance measurement indicator: Report to Education Committee 
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Action Plan: Compile visitor data information, review current research, 
determine audience interests, and develop a 2006-2008 
audience expansion plan 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner (Debra McStay, DJ 

Latham) 
o New Resources Required: None 
o To be Completed by:  December 2005 

 
5. The museum will enhance the “educational” experience of visitors to the museum 

• Objective: Define  “education” as it relates to the visitor’s experience at the 
museum, initial report by February 2005 

 
Performance measurement indicator: Summary document 
 
Action Plan: Research AAM official position on the role of education in 

museums and other respected experts in the field.   
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Needed: $ for AAM document  
o To be Completed by:  February 2005 

 
• Objective: Audit and identify growth opportunities for on-site educational 

programming by August 2005 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Report findings to Education 
Committee 
 
Action Plan: Review past offerings, solicit customer input through 

surveys and focus groups, research potential growth 
opportunities 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Needed: $ for professional literature 
o To be Completed by:  August 2005 

 
• Objective: Audit walk-in visitors’ educational experience including a review of 

user patterns, traffic flows, signage, and “magic moments”, etc. by August 2005 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Data collected 
 
Action Plan: 

1. Outside evaluation by Bob Weiss and Chic Russell 
2. Written evaluations from partners 
3. Staff evaluations 
4. Visitor surveys 
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o Primary Responsibility:  Debra McStay (Alison Tanner, 

Tricia Dixon) 
o New Resources Needed: $ 
o To be Completed by:  July 2005 

 
• Objective: Develop report with initial modification recommendations by 

September 2005 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Report to Education Committee 
 
Action Plan: Summarize external and internal data and develop a report 

with prioritized recommendations and estimated 
implementation costs 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner (Debra, Tricia) 
o New Resources Needed: None 
o To be Completed by:  September 2005 
 

• Objective: Implement selected modifications, ongoing 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Ongoing visitor data 
 
Action Plan: Executive director identifies and approves feasible 

improvement alternatives  
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Pat Riley (Board) 
o New Resources Needed: $ 
o To be Completed by:  Ongoing 

 
6. The museum will develop and implement an educational outreach plan to educate 
beyond the museum’s four walls  

• Objective: Assess current resources (media, library, videos, oral histories) by 
May 2005 

 
Performance measurement indicator: Summary report 
 
Action Plan: List catalogue of available resources.  Identify acceptable 

external uses for each resource. 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Kathy Jackson 
o New Resources Needed: None 
o To be Completed by:  May 2005 

 
• Objective: Pilot the first session of “Cowgirl University” by Spring 2006 
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Performance measurement indicator: First session held, raising > $50K 
 
Action Plan: The pilot project will be held at Wanda Water’s ranch. 
 

o Primary Responsibility: Alison Tanner (Wanda Waters, Vicki 
Bass, Pat Riley, Patti Colbert) 

o New Resources Needed: $, Event Planner 
o To be Completed by:  Spring 2006 

 
• Objective: Evaluate current educational offerings on the museum website and 

determine viable September 2005 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Present findings to Education 
Committee 
 
Action Plan: Thoroughly review the museum website from an 

educational perspective.  Research effective models and 
propose prioritized improvements with potential costs 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner (Kathy Jackson, 

Debra) 
o New Resources Needed: None 
o To be Completed by:  September 2005 

 
• Objective: Explore other distance learning technologies for reaching a broader 

audience.  Host a video conferencing class from the Fort Worth Museum of 
Science and History by December 2005 

 
Performance measurement indicator: Video conferencing lesson delivered 

 
Action Plan: 

 Observe video conferencing sessions hosted through the Region XI 
Service center.   

 Work with FWMSH to learn how to use equipment and lessons 
learned on effective programming and delivery 

 Work with Tricia and Kathy to identify topic and resources to use in 
the program 

 Develop lesson plan 
 Work with FWMSH and Region XI to post course 
 Deliver course 
 Evaluate process, course, and delivery 

 
o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner (Tricia Dixon, Kathy) 
o New Resources Needed: None 
o To be Completed by:  December 2005 
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• Objective: Explore/research other forms of outreach programming (i.e. traveling 

exhibits, etc.), ongoing 
 

Performance measurement indicator: Report findings to education 
committee 
 
Action Plan: Review professional literature and discuss possibilities with 

other museums educators in the field. 
 

o Primary Responsibility:  Alison Tanner 
o New Resources Needed: None 
o To be Completed by:  Annually 
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Springs, Colorado, she received a Bachelor of Science degree in Elementary Education 

from Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah, in 1996.  Following graduation, she 

worked as an elementary school teacher for five years and one year as a Technology 
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ABSTRACT 
 
 My involvement with the National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame 

educational goals of the museum began in 2002 as a volunteer.  For several months I 

assisted the Director of Education by helping revise educational materials and editing a 

new outreach program.  In 2004, shortly after the Education director resigned, I was 

approached by the Executive Director.  She was unsure of where to take the museum’s 

education program in the future. Her desire was to take a step back and evaluate what the 

museum’s education programs had accomplished in the past two years since the 

museum’s reopening in Ft. Worth (2002) and set goals moving forward.  My dissertation 

and the purpose of this project was to develop a strategic plan for the National Cowgirl 

Museum and Hall of Fame education program.  

The strategic plan representing decisions made by the Education Committee 

included objectives and action plans for the following goals: 

1. The Museum will utilize ongoing strategic thinking to prioritize and execute 

educational goals. 

2. The Museum will develop and implement an educational funding strategy 

(operations and endowment). 

3. The museum will establish a professional education department with long-term 

leadership, vision, experiences, and skills.  

4. The museum will create and implement an audience development strategy for 

educational programming. 

5. The museum will enhance the “educational” experience of visitors to the museum. 



 

6. The museum will develop and implement an educational outreach plan to educate 

beyond the museum’s four walls.  
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