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Theory, What is it Good For in Public History? Absolutely Something!  

Nick Sacco 

National Park Service, Ulysses S. Grant National Historic Site (April 2015) 

 The meaning and definition of "public history" is remarkably fluid, constantly changing 

as new questions emerge about the relevance of history in addressing contemporary issues in 

society. The professionalization of public history over the past fifty years amplifies these 

discussions and fosters a similar ongoing conversation about the theoretical foundations of the 

discipline. For example, in a recent discussion about theory on the National Council on Public 

History's blog, History@Work, numerous scholars and practitioners provided a range of 

responses about the usefulness of theory in their own work. Opinions varied. One scholar 

remarked that too many museum/public history theories lacked historical research and empirical 

rigor to be useful, while another remarked that theories about culture and history are so ingrained 

in public history practices that we risk taking their significance for granted.1  

 In my own work as a public historian and interpreter I have come to appreciate the ways 

learning theories inform how I communicate the stuff of history to the many publics I interact 

with on a daily basis. Philip Scarpino, an environmental and public historian at Indiana 

University - Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI), stressed the unique importance of 

communication to public history in 1994 when he argued that "all historians conduct research, all 

historians analyze and interpret what they find, and all historians communicate their findings 

with others. The differences between public history and the rest of the profession are found in the 

1 Cathy Stanton, "What good is theory in public history?," History@Work, September 30, 2014. Accessed January 6, 
2015. http://publichistorycommons.org/what-good-is-theory-in-public-history/. 
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area of communication, in the audiences with whom we communicate, and in the methods that 

we use to communicate our scholarship to those audiences."2  

 Good public history practices are built on a solid foundation of theoretical knowledge. 

Theories provide structure to the "how" and "why" questions that guide our methods and help 

inform our selection of tools for communicating historical significance. Public historians at 

cultural sites need to consider a range of questions when developing interpretive programs: What 

motivations influence one's desire to visit a cultural site? What do visitors seek to gain through 

these experiences? How do learning theories help public historians analyze, criticize, and 

redesign museum exhibits and interpretive programs? What does it mean to "learn" in an 

informal education setting, and when has a "successful learning experience" occurred? For me, 

these questions all influence one important goal: to discover and evaluate what visitors bring 

with them to cultural sites. 

 

Why do people visit cultural sites? 

 Scholars within the fields of psychology, sociology, and museum studies have done much 

in recent years to inform our understanding of visitor motivations for traveling to cultural sites.3 

Many museums, national parks, and related sites compose eloquent mission statements that 

convey a desire for all visitors to better appreciate the importance of a site's natural and cultural 

resources and, on a more general level, the importance of learning. But we now understand that 

most people visit cultural sites for a range of reasons besides "learning" or "education." When 

choosing to visit a cultural site, social groups and individuals balance the opportunity costs and 

2 Philip Scarpino quoted in Denise D. Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks: Toward a New 
Genealogy of Public History (Amherst and Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), xx-xxi.  
3 For example, see John H. Falk, Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 
Inc., 2009); John H. Falk and Lynn D. Dierking, The Museum Experience Revisited (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast 
Press, 2013); Dean MacCannell, The Ethics of Sightseeing (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011).    
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benefits of their leisure experiences. What personal and social needs are being met though this 

visit? How much time do I or my group have for this visit? How much money will this 

experience cost? How convenient will the trip be in terms of parking, food, facilities, and 

weather? Will my friends and family enjoy this experience? All of these questions play an 

important role in a group or individual's decision-making process for leisure time activities.  

 Museologists John H. Falk and Lynn D. Dierking provide a useful "identity lens" for 

understanding the different motivations people have for visiting cultural sites. They split these 

motivations into seven different groups:  

• Explorers visit cultural sites because they have a general and natural curiosity about the 

world around them. They seek to find things that "will grab their attention and fuel their 

curiosity and learning." I believe most visitors I interact with fall under this category. 

They have little to no content knowledge prior to their visit, but they come to the site 

because of earlier, positive experiences in other National Parks or because they are 

exploring the local area and looking for things to do.  

• Facilitators organize leisure time activities for social groups. They plan out events and 

gain satisfaction at cultural sites when others in their group have meaningful experiences. 

Teachers, parents, chaperones, and other group organizers fall under this category. 

• Professionals/Hobbyists typically visit cultural sites with the intention of learning about 

a site's resources in order to fulfill their own specific needs for a professional or hobbyist 

project.  During the school year I interact with many K-12 and college students working 

on projects for their history classes who are seeking assistance in learning more about a 

given historical topic. I also occasionally interact with visitors who are preparing papers 

and speeches or conducting family genealogy.  
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• Experience Seekers visit cultural sites largely out of a desire to say they've "been there." 

The National Park Service runs a popular "Passport Program" in which visitors stamp 

their passport books with the stamp of the specific park they are visiting. For some 

visitors, getting their book stamped trumps any motivation to learn about the site's 

resources. These experience seekers obtain satisfaction by "being there."  

• Rechargers  seek experiences that allow for deep contemplation and even spiritual 

expressions. Some of these visitors simply view cultural sites as places to escape modern 

society and place themselves in another place in time and space, while others seek 

connections with a metaphysical world. Visitors who come to cultural sites to self-reflect 

or engage in personal activities like sketching, bird-watching, or meditating fall under 

this category.  

• Respectful Pilgrims visit cultural sites because they feel an obligation or duty to honor 

the past. They also seek a space in which to reflect and share their memories of a specific 

historical event. Many visitors to historical battlefields, memorials, monuments, and 

museums like the recently completed 9/11 Memorial Museum fall under this category.  

• Affinity Seekers visit cultural sites that speak to their individual identity and 

experiences. An example of an affinity seeker would be someone who participated in an 

important historical event that is now being interpreted at a cultural site.4 

 The "identity lens" plays an important role in the ways I communicate with audiences 

because it reminds me that visitors shape their own experiences at cultural sites as much as a 

frontline interpreter or institution does. The biggest takeaway from an encounter at a cultural site 

might be the historical content I share during my interpretive tour, but it might also be a 

4 Falk and Dierking, The Museum Experience Revisited, 37-63.  
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meaningful interaction between group members or a purchase at a gift shop. The key lies in 

providing spaces for visitors to accomplish their own goals in an enjoyable, satisfying manner. 

Disseminating history is only part (albeit an important one) of the public history experience. As  

education theorist Lisa Gilbert argues, "you never know what [visitors] are going to pay attention 

to, but you can trust that what they're experiencing is going into the part of the memory that's 

reserved for the exceptional."5 

 Mission statements oftentimes offer one uniform learning objective by which we measure 

"success" at a cultural site, but do these statements of purpose make room for the motivations 

and desires of our visitors? If a visitor's most memorable experience at a cultural site occurs in 

the gift shop, has the mission failed? The answer depends of the specific site, of course, but we 

should always strive to listen to our visitors whey they tell us why they visit and be open to a 

range of responses that speak to their own interests. When I begin my interpretive tours I always 

state my intention to converse with visitors rather than merely talking to them during their entire 

tour, and I try to open up spaces for conversation by asking questions like "what were your 

motivations for visiting today?" "What would you like to learn about today?" "Have you been to 

a National Park before?" "What questions (as opposed to 'does anyone have questions?') or 

comments would you like to discuss before going into the home?" Through this questioning I 

learn about visitor motivations and simultaneously act as a teacher, facilitator, and learner.  

 

What constitutes "learning" in an informal education setting? 

5 Lisa Gilbert, "Can we control what students learn on museum visits?," Museum Questions, April 6, 2015. Accessed 
April 10, 2015. http://museumquestions.com/2015/04/06/can-we-control-what-students-learn-on-museum-visits/ 

                                                           

http://museumquestions.com/2015/04/06/can-we-control-what-students-learn-on-museum-visits/


6 
 

 The definition of learning is notoriously vague and subject to interpretation. Within 

formal education settings like K-12 schools learning has often been narrowly defined as 

increasing one's possession of knowledge, what Washington Post education writer Valerie 

Strauss describes as "the assumption that everything students need to know is contained in 

textbooks, and learning is merely a matter of reading them, understanding, and remembering."6 

This concept of learning—along with the rise of standardized tests as "objective" measures of 

student learning and teacher performance—fits with what one scholar describes as the 

"transmission-absorption notion of learning." This theory posits that "people learn by absorbing 

information that has been transmitted to them. They do it in small pieces, step-by-step, by adding 

individual items to their storehouse of information."7 According to this theory, students' minds 

are empty vessels, waiting to be filled by the all-knowing teacher at the front of the class. 

 Scholars within the realm of informal learning have challenged educators, facilitators, 

and public historians to consider alternative approaches to learning. Museologist George Hein 

and science museum practitioner Ted Ansbacher suggest that learning is an active process that 

goes beyond the acquisition of knowledge. Learning, according to these scholars, occurs when a 

visitor's own thinking is engaged at cultural sites. It happens when a visitor has a new 

experience, corrects prior misunderstandings, has their curiosity piqued by compelling content, 

or undergoes a change in thinking.8 In sum, the acquisition of knowledge is not a destination in 

itself but only one step in a larger journey towards a meaningful learning experience. Learning 

6 Valerie Strauss, "Was is Learning, exactly?," Washington Post, August 12, 2013. Accessed March 24, 2015. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/08/12/what-is-learning-exactly/ 
7 George E. Hein, Learning in the Museum (New York: Routledge, 1998), 21.  
8 Hein, Learning in the Museum, 23; Ted Ansbacher, "On Making Exhibits Engaging and Interesting," Curator 45, 
no. 3 (July 2002), 168.  
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occurs when a change in thought emerges and one's understanding of the world is reshaped, 

redefined, and/or challenged through his or her experiences.  

 

What constitutes "success" in an informal education setting? 

 I have embraced museologist Deborah L. Perry's "knowledge hierarchy" theories of 

learning in my own work with the National Park Service. Perry agrees with Hein and Ansbacher 

that learning is an active process and argues that learning is unique to all individuals: "although 

presented as linear and sequential, gaining knowledge and developing understandings is not a 

clean, step-by-step process. Rather, it loops around, in and out, taking detours and side journeys, 

following myriad whims and fancies, starts and stops, dead ends and tunnels."9 To account for 

the wide range of learning styles and content knowledge levels that visitors bring with them to 

cultural sites, the knowledge hierarchy divides visitors' knowledge and experiences into distinct 

levels and calls for inclusive exhibits, interpretations, and programs that account for each level. 

Perry outlines five levels within the hierarchy in her 2012 publication What Makes Learning 

Fun?:  

Level 0: "I have no knowledge of this content and I don't care."  

Level 1: "I don't know, but I'm curious and interested and would like to find out more." 

Level 2: "I think I know, but I have a very limited, naive, incomplete, or inaccurate 

understanding."  

Level 3: "I have a solid but basic understanding of the main concept." 

9 Deborah L. Perry, What Makes Learning Fun? (New York: AltaMira Press, 2012), 45.  
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Level 4: "I have a sophisticated understanding of this concept."10 

 My goal as an interpreter is to move people up the knowledge hierarchy (and not down!). 

Rather than offering a "one size fits all" interpretation with a pre-determined learning outcome, I 

strive to meet people where they are and help them along in their own learning journey, whether 

that's from zero to one or three to four. Success is measured in the tiny and large connections 

visitors make about themselves and their understanding of the world. Some of these connections 

are readily apparent (a person buys a book about history from the gift shop or decides to donate 

money and volunteer time to their local park) while others take years to develop (a college 

student decides to study public history or museum studies based on their visit to a National Park 

when they were a child). Scholars continue to debate the best practices for measuring "success" 

in informal education settings, but the knowledge hierarchy shows us that success takes on many 

forms that go far beyond the acquisition of content knowledge.  

 I cultivate growth in the knowledge hierarchy partly through the communication of 

historical content, but also through dialogic questioning—questions that anyone of any age or 

knowledge level can answer by relying on their own personal knowledge, experiences, and 

perspectives. Examples of dialogic questions I employ with park visitors include the following:  

• "In a word or phrase, describe what the word 'freedom' means to you."  

• "In a word or phrase, describe what the word 'family' means to you." 

• "Name one person in your life who's sacrificed something for your well-being." 

• "Name one time a person in your community stood up for something they thought was 

wrong."  

10 Perry, What Makes Learning Fun?, 46.  
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• "Name one time in which you had a disagreement or debate with someone. What was the 

topic?" 

• "What does the word 'compromise' mean to you?"  

 These questions open up space for meaningful dialogue and break down divisions in 

knowledge between visitors. They allow everyone a chance to contribute to an ongoing 

conversation without fear of "getting something wrong" and allow me to shift my interpretations 

to better make connections between the historical content of past and the meaning of that content 

in the present.11 

Conclusion 

 Theories provide public historians a foundation, framework, and vocabulary for 

uncovering the past with our visitors. What theories are essential to good public history practices 

in your own career? I have addressed a few learning theories that are relevant to interpreters and 

museum educators, but other practitioners in the field—consultants, historic preservationists, 

archivists, librarians, informal learning evaluators, oral historians, and academics—can also 

benefit from studying theories about communication, culture, power, policy, and the discipline of 

history itself. As public historian Abigail Gautreau argues about theory in public history, "theory 

should grow and evolve alongside practice . . . [theory] keeps the work of public history on 

task."12 

 

11 I am indebted to the National Park Service for introducing me to "facilitated dialogue" techniques, which 
encourage the breakdown of all hierarchies in knowledge, age, race, religion, etc. and the promotion of free 
exchanges that promote dialogue instead of debate. To read more, see National Park Service, "Interpretive 
Facilitator's Toolkit." Accessed April 8, 2015. http://idp.eppley.org/Interp-Toolkit. 
12 Abigail Gautreau quoted in "What good is theory in public history?," History@Work. Emphasis mine.  
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