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1. Object-Based Learning and Informal Education  
 
Children learn best when they are actively involved in hands-on 
experiences with clear connections between their new experiences 
and what they already know (Din 2004). Children are born with a 
natural curiosity, and allowing children to discover for themselves 
is fundamental framework of the concept of object-based learning, 
allowing museum collections such as historical photographs, 
artifacts, and multimedia interpretation to be primary resources 
for children to learn, discover, and explore. Object-based learning 
offers a unique opportunity by connecting to a real-world context 
and involving children in sensory-rich activities with a 
meaningful problem solving capacity. Alvarado and Herr define 
object-based learning as “an instructional strategy that is based on 
the idea that people can learn from an object by exploring the 
object itself and its context. The strategy is based on the belief 
that there is an interconnection between an object and the ideas 
that it communicates.” They also stated that “Study of the object 
can also serve as a jumping off point for discovery of the cultural, 
social, political, and personal context of an object’s creation or 
purpose.” 
 
Alaska is home to diverse peoples facing different challenges and 
living in vastly different environments. With each wave of 
newcomers to the state, new layers have been added to the state’s 
historical and cultural tapestry. This tapestry, formed by the 
unique Alaskan environment, requires new initiatives to connect 
people from these seemingly disparate populations (Din 2004). 
The inclusive nature of object-based learning and technology-
based initiatives allow the museum to play an active role in 
bridging students and communities in a new way of sharing, even 
when they live thousands of miles from each other.  
 
Multimedia interpretation in the targeted form of small-scale 
video and animation has become an important tool for defining 
that context. In the design and construction of the University of 
Alaska Museum of the North’s (UA Museum) new art gallery, 
multimedia interpretation is intended to play an important role but 
cannot be allowed to intrude upon the museum visitor’s traditional 
art gallery experience. That is, the visitor must be allowed to 
experience art with minimal interpretation and yet have quick 
access to not only simple label information but extensive 
educational content rooted in the artwork.  
 
The UA Museum’s current educational objectives stem from 
Alaska’s teachers’ expressed concern for a lack of Alaskan 
physical and multimedia resources when teaching the humanities. 
Most examples in school textbooks are transposed from the lower-
48 states. When Alaskan, the topics appear so generalized, local 
students have difficulty connecting to them. By using museum 
objects to connect students to their community elders, to the 
landscapes, to the plants and animals, and to the contemporary 
social, political, and economic environments, our education 
projects strive to help students develop a sense of local 
responsibility and an ownership as involved members in their 

statewide communities. Because Fairbanks and Alaska rural 
students come from culturally diverse backgrounds and are often 
separated from family between villages or in the lower-48 states, 
the projects emphasize an appreciation for individual experiences 
and backgrounds while highlighting the similarities, not the 
differences between cultures. 
 
2. Modular Approach 
 
The UA Museum’s size, the education department’s budget, and 
the great diversity of projects and audiences the staff serves, 
promotes the development of multimedia resources in a modular 
fashion. The modular construction facilitates both the addition of 
future resources, e.g., an ongoing practice of filming artists in 
residence, and the ability to repurpose assets for variable 
technologies and user interfaces, such as calculating the 
appropriate split-point when delivering the same assets to both 
Web sites and gallery exhibits. Where system-level technologies 
with high production costs would have deterred our museum’s 
administration, we stepped slowly into the process by focusing on 
small-scale video and animation projects. We filmed one artist in 
residence working in a studio setting. We ignored all thought of 
providing a narrative or clean sound. The fact that museum 
visitors were gathered around at the time only helped focus the 
mission of the photography. We quickly created a single 1-minute 
clip that explained non-verbally the process of caribou hair-tufting 
through merely watching the artist’s hands in an extreme close-
up. With this tiny project in the can, we were given the go-ahead 
to create additional segments as opportunities arose. For a first 
animation project, we allowed a staff member who had learned 
the rudiments of 3D modeling and animation to create a short spot 
to include in our long-running Dynamic Aurora Live Show. The 
Show had recently undergone a metamorphosis, taking it from the 
slide carousel to the digital medium. The simple animation 
illustrating the Earth’s magnetic field fit into the program where a 
static slide existed the year before, not only improving on the 
visual presentation but acting as an go between for the slide and 
the video portions of the Show. 
 
This modular approach allows the museum to undertake projects 
of greater and greater complexity while not betting the farm that 
the in-house staff can split their time between an already full 
production schedule and new research and development.  We 
have found that we can improve existing programs and create 
large projects by first completing small projects that exist in and 
of themselves. Because resources are slim, these modular 
products can then be recombined for deployment in diverse forms 
in the museum gallery, in schools, and on the Web, where the 
modular approach aids in distribution of heavy content in low 
bandwidth situations. 
 
3. Community Curation 
 
The University of Alaska Museum is dedicated to the preservation 
and interpretation of the cultural and natural history heritage of 



 

 

Alaska, the Circumpolar North, and the Northern Pacific Rim. It 
is the only accredited museum serving as a repository for 
scientific collections in the State of Alaska, and while it is located 
centrally in Fairbanks, its mission is to serve a geographically and 
culturally diverse area twice the size of Texas and possessing 
more coastline that the remainder of the United States. The 
Fairbanks North Star Borough School District serves an area the 
size of Connecticut, and while the greater portion of the state’s 
half million population lives in Fairbanks and Anchorage, on the 
road system and ostensibly in an urban setting, those teachers, 
students, and life-long learners in greatest need of informal 
educational support live in the most rural of rural America – no 
roads, no broadband. Travel is by plane and boat, and perhaps 
snow machine in winter. 
 
Geography is Alaska’s greatest obstacle to community learning. It 
is often cost prohibitive to wire phones, much less fiber optics for 
today’s standard of Internet use. Equally important is people’s 
impetus for living in rural Alaska. These people have a very 
strong sense of their locale and very strong feelings about 
becoming just another urban American. However, this does not 
mean that they want to be isolated. People in Nome and Kotzebue 
listen to Fairbanks’ public radio for their news. They are avid 
readers of newspapers. It is often the traffic of ideas out of the 
rural villages and the schools that is stalled or inhibited by both 
technology and partnership infrastructures. Any project that seeks 
to benefit education in rural Alaska must enable both live and 
asynchronous linking and bring these peoples’ perspectives to 
bear on the art that we attribute to them. To UAM’s advantage, its 
staff has had extensive experience in collaborating with small 
museums statewide in the areas of interpretation, exhibit design, 
and museum-school partnerships. This enables the project to 
improve on existing educational approaches in two fundamental 
ways: 
 
• By moving away from teaching on a culture to teaching in a 

culture by using museum objects (Alaska Native Knowledge 
Network, 1999) 

• By incorporating interdisciplinary interpretation and 
community curation through the inclusion of relevant tribal 
elders, humanists, scientists, historians, poets, and the visual 
artists of Alaska’s communities, the projects follow Alaska 
Content Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools 
(Assembly of Native Educator Associations, 1998) 

 
While rural Alaskan communities do not have the ability to edit 
film, post-process, or even begin to assemble visualizations with 
3D animation, they have both the ability and the desire to instruct 
urban America on the ways in which they see the world, the ways 
they live, and the values they preserve through technological 
change.  
 
Through a project called Northern Journeys and funded through 
the U.S. Department of Commerce Technology Opportunities 
Program, the UA Museum provided for the development and 
assemblage of three traveling camcorder kits. Each kit included a 
laptop computer, digital video camera, and accessories including 
tripod, batteries, cables, and on and off-camera lighting (Topp 
2004). These kits were loaned to the Pratt Museum in Homer, the 
Sheldon Jackson Museum and the Southeast Alaska Indian 
Cultural Center in Sitka, and the Tanadgusix Native Corporation’s 
museum initiative and the High School in St. Paul. Along with the 
kits, the project provided onsite training for their use. 
 
As these rural Alaska Museums are even smaller than UAM, their 
fulltime staff numbering 2-5 employees, it was critically 

important that the project not only include onsite training and 
distance support for the kits in use, but timed this training with 
otherwise ongoing projects directed by these partners. The kits 
had to solve immediate partner needs. In no other way could 
partner time have been found for training or implementation of 
the Project. All kit activities for the Project adhered to specific 
guidelines: 
 
• All material collected would be released for free non-

commercial use by UAM, the partnering museum for all 
viable electronic formats (Web, CD-ROM, Gallery 
Kiosks/Displays) with appropriate Project, Institution and 
Artist/Elder/Student credit. 

• All footage would be clone-copied for UAM, the partner 
museum, and the University of Alaska Fairbanks Rasmuson 
Library archives. 

• All recorded material would be clone-copied digitally at 
UAM where the project has provided for the appropriate 
equipment. 

• The Project kits would be returned to UAM at the Project’s 
expense during the Project period or at the partner’s expense 
if an extension of equipment use was desired and approved 
by UAM. 

 
One individual at each of the partnering sites was made 
responsible for locally managing both storage and use of the 
equipment, as well as distributing equipment to local users such as 
schools and other sub-partners such as studio artists and cultural 
organizations. 
 
It was clear from the outset that the Northern Journeys rural 
partnership efforts required a flexibility that could meet the 
diverse needs of urban and rural organizations and communities 
while at the same time serving the project as a whole. The rural 
telecommunications kits were originally conceived as units to be 
placed in the hands of artists in order to film themselves in the 
studio, both creating and speaking to their art. The Project Team 
very quickly shied from this approach as being self-limiting in 
terms of both numbers of artists we could reach in the period of 
the grant, the longevity of such collaboration, and the lack of a 
local management plan for distribution and equipment security. 
We turned quickly to the more obvious approach of working 
directly with a rural organization who in turn already cultivated 
relationships with local artists, Elders, and school groups. This 
approach was not considered initially due to difficulties in 
identifying the appropriate incentives for rural partners to invest 
limited staff time. We see the same difficulty with teachers – if 
the project cannot immediately meet their needs, they will not 
have time to pursue it for long-term ends. Fortuitously, five 
partnering organizations came to our attention during the Project. 
Three of the partners had immediate needs for the kits and 
training for projects underway, and two were thinking of building 
content for the future.  
 
The Sheldon Jackson Museum (SJM) in Sitka, Alaska was in the 
process of a re-applying for a grant to film and edit their ongoing 
summer artist residency program in 2003. The application of one 
of our rural kits enabled them not only to attempt the project they 
had planned, but enabled them to evaluate the equipment loaned 
to them prior to making their own purchases. Subsequently, they 
have received funds to continue this project in 2004 and 2005. 
Northern Journeys provided the equipment and the training for 2 
members of the SJM staff and filmed 3 artists in studio while the 
trainer was in Sitka. After training, the SJM staff filmed 7 more 
artists both working and speaking to their work. In addition to 
providing the raw digital footage to UAM and University 



 

 

archives, the Sheldon Jackson edited the footage for the Alaska 
State Museum Web site and SJM school kits. UAM edited its own 
version of the footage for the Northern Journeys Web site 
(http://www/uaf.edu/museum). The Northern Journeys trainer, 
while in Sitka, also made contact with the South East Alaska 
Indian Cultural Center where several artists maintain studio 
residence. Onsite filming and training was able to be completed 
during the visit. 
 
While the video footage quality from the partners was hit and 
miss, it was far better than initially expected. Of critical 
importance, however, was not so much the footage itself, but the 
UA Museum’s better understanding of the rural communities it 
serves. For activities that mattered most to them, the communities 
lost no time in inviting the UA Museum to participate in the 
documentation, editing and post-process work rather than going it 
alone. Two example opportunities that arose from the partnerships 
were the invitation to a Tlingit Totem Pole Raising and Potlatch in 
the Ketchikan Indian Community; and the participation in a week 
long Inupiaq Culture and Language Immersion Camp on the 
North Slope of Alaska by the Iñupiaq Heritage Center. 
 
In many ways, the UA Museum’s small-scale projects have acted 
as a form of demo-reel, not so much to load itself with additional 
funded and unfunded work, rather to develop better partnerships 
with our rural communities. As a collections curator builds a trust 
with the community regarding physical objects, the education 
department builds that trust regarding issues and ideas, those that 
come from the community and those that return as resources to 
help the community teach. 
 
Evaluations of our community curation projects have identified 
several reasons for the highly successful collaborations with the 
diverse cultures and entities throughout the state. (Larson and 
Meadow, 2003) 
 
• The slow, small project approach builds upon past 

relationships, offering tangible results in the short term. 
• Tangible benefits include both technology equipment and 

training. 
• Key community partners are including in projects at the 

outset and contribute to project planning as well project 
implementation. 

• Alaska Native communities benefit from the visual learning 
styles that are benefited by multimedia interpretation. 

• The variety of design elements should reflect the diversity of 
learning styles expressed by Kolb’s model (Kolb et al. 1998). 

 
4. Multimedia Projects at the UA Museum 
 
To allow the effort of creating video and animation segments, the 
project planners required that the segments be the best means to 
interpret the intentioned concept. If an illustration or photograph 
can tell the story, the multimedia budget is best saved for another 
task. In the case of the UA Museum’s series of small animations 
on Alaska Native and Subsistence Technology, we found that we 
and other institutions had tried to explain these mechanics using 
illustrations and audiences all the while found them difficult to 
interpret. The three animations for this series include the toggling 
harpoon head, the darting gun, and the fish wheel. Because we 
already had used successful whale-hunting footage in our natural 
and cultural history gallery, we knew that a subsistence seal-
hunting video would be received well. Video alone, however, 
could not show the mechanical functioning of the harpoon-head, a 
process that takes a fraction of a section and occurs out of sight. 
Likewise the darting gun on display and the fish wheel exhibited 

as a model show the devices but not their functions. By creating 
short animated segments illustrating this technology, the museum 
is able to include the segments in its online database, in its 
portable handheld units, and incorporate longer versions of the 
animation into future live lectures. 

 
A both simpler and larger project is our artist in residence series, a 
program that has existed at the museum for over a decade. 
Because the program has been modeled in different forms and 
refined over the years, we have been able since 2002 to film every 
artist in residence at the museum and then interview each artist, 
edit the footage, the audio, and produce a series of working artist 
segments that now number thirty or more available online or 
through the Museum’s other media deliverables. Each artist 
filmed is seen as a concise but valuable addition to the larger 
project and because the museum built the video capacity and set 
down the goals to take the residencies an extra step, each new 
segment can be created at minimal expense and with great 
flexibility. Due to the extensive filming of the artists over the last 
several years, the museum’s working artist library has now proven 
invaluable to the creation of multimedia interpretive areas in our 
new art gallery. The budget for producing our gallery entrance 
video experience would have been far greater had we not slowly 
assembled the assets beforehand. 

 
In conjunction with the UA Museum’s current expansion of its 
galleries and education facilities, the education department 
decided in that in the course of revising our public programs, we 
needed to direct the science program content more towards 
current research at the University while fulfilling the basic Q&A 
needs summer tourism. For our suite of programs (tours, shows, 
kits, displays) on the Aurora Borealis, we needed to promote both 
the university’s rocket program and the ground-observing 
program. Additionally, after researching live and canned shows at 
other museums across the country, we determined to add a greater 
degree of interactivity into our live programming. The UA 
Museum’s concept of live-program is one that must integrate the 
spontaneity of a live speaker, the close proximity of hands-on 
demonstrations, and the stunning visuals of digital media. The 
answer to meet these needs was to begin to create a new series of 
small-scale clips and animations that could be integrated into an 
already polished show, added to a traveling kit, or brought-up on a 
gallery display on the fly in response to a student question. The 
precedence for our advancing the program was already in place, 
through several already in place very-small-scale animations 
produced in subsequent years. The new series of animations could 
be completed as time allowed, each building the program, each 
derived from the latest scientific research and current events. 
 
5. Output Technologies 
 
The UA Museum employs various technologies within its 
galleries, school tours, and traveling kits. Lightweight pocket PC 
devices, the most portable handhelds, are deemed best for general 
museum visitors, while tablet computers are more appropriate for 
school tours users, allowing greater computing power and 
flexibility and better viewing by students groups when in the 
hands of a docent. Laptops are most valuable in our education 
center classroom which needs to be configurable for different 
programs. Even in the Education controlled space of an informal 
classroom, portable computers are more viable, providing the 
mobility to match the changes in seating arrangement required by 
diverse program topics and limited floor space.  
 
Within the gallery, the museum employs both computer and DVD 
run kiosks and displays depending on the required display 



 

 

resolution, level of interactivity, and network needs of the 
program. “With regard to the acceptance of human-computer 
interfaces, immersion represents one of the most important 
methods for attracting young visitors into museum exhibitions” 
(Sauer et al. 2003). The repetition of modular media over these 
different platforms aids in this immersion. The media to which the 
student is exposed in the museum gallery is replicable in the 
classroom, but while a 1-minute segment may be appropriate 
online, the media’s modularity allows for perhaps a 5-minute 
segment in the classroom when the focus is determined by the 
teacher. 
 
Outside of the museum, programs use both Web-based object 
databases and distributable CD-ROMs within classroom teaching 
kits. Central to the concept, what can be taught in the museum can 
also be taught in the classroom—should the resources be made 
available. 
 
6. Multiple Delivery Formats 
 
The modular nature of small video and animation segments allows 
them to be combined for use in live programs and employed 
separately for Web delivery. Delivery across multiple formats is 
more complex than this, however, as all formats tend to require 
different specifications in resolution, color management, and 
audio and picture quality. A clip that may work on a Web site, 
might be entirely too low in quality to appear in an art gallery. 
Naturally, the number one rule in being able to successfully 
repurpose imagery and sound from one project to the next is to 
keep the quality level as high as possible as long as possible. 
Video is immediately capped by the quality of the camera and the 
skill of the videographer. Animation is likewise, however there is 
a greater level of flexibility with media properties such as 
resolution and the producer’s ability to redo needed work after 
review. After video is shot, it is most often not possible to capture 
events a second time. Therefore, the best means a small museum 
has to “review” video for re-shooting is to handle each project as 
a small stepping stone, giving the museum the opportunity to find 
its voice and skill-level while not investing heavily at the outset.  

 
7. Conclusions 
 
With newer technologies and techniques, staff at smaller 
museums alongside community partners can storyboard, process, 
construct, and incorporate small-scale animation and video 
resources into gallery and education program design. This 
synthesis will benefit the originating communities through return 
delivery online as well as in the museum setting. The newer 
technologies allow for integration into the museum spaces without 
detracting from the physical objects on display. 
 
The UA Museum’s procedures for creating multimedia modules 
for museum exhibits and education have helped the museum 
create and gather community and in-house resources for use in the 
school classrooms and for diverse programs and audiences at the 
museum. Mid-sized museums such as the UA Museum, working 
with smaller rural museums, can create this targeted, small-scale 
media for exhibits and education programs by employing 
community curation, local resources at hand, and off-the-shelf 
software. Using traditional procedures and community relations, 
museums worldwide can create interpretive media such as quality 
3D animation at very low cost. 
 
System-level technologies, with high production costs, deter 
smaller museums. A better solution for small and budget-
conscious museums includes learning the basics of relevant 

hardware, learning to process visual resources already at one’s 
fingertips, and approaching technology from the perspective of 
the educator, not the touring visitor. Visual and auditory 
technologies can achieve new standards for cross-cultural learning 
when used deliberately on a small-scale. Modular development 
and cross-cultural community partnerships enable projects to be 
scaled to allow for fluctuating funds, program growth and 
advances in understanding.  
 
Future implications of these technologies need to address the need 
for smooth integration of multimedia materials across museum 
programming and exhibit spaces and the need for more efficient 
means of repurposing media resources across different platforms.  
 
From the perspective of the rural Alaska communities, local 
resource curation and the modular nature of the resources is of 
primary importance to cultural voice and information access. For 
urban communities both within and outside of Alaska, the 
museum is reaching a public that is accustomed to technological 
innovation across all manner of forums for play and learning. The 
modular, small-scale media is itself an immersive, interpretive 
context to which they can relate.  
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