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Talk to a  

person 

near you  

Why are objects 

important in 

museums, zoos, 

aquariums and  

other settings? 



WORK TITLE 

Historically  

Speaking… Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 

consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 

eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et 

dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim ad.. 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 

consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 

eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et 

dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim ad.. 



This collections focus led to what  

the historian Steven Conn called  

an “object based epistemology.” 

4 

When objects are placed in a logical, 

most often, historical context, they 

“speak for themselves” so that the 

viewer simply “gets it” by virtue of 

seeing them arranged artfully and 

rationally.   



This object-based 

epistemology is rooted in 

a view of objects as  

proxies for something 

else. 
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• Objects as symbols 

 

• Objects as indexes 

 

• Objects as valuable 

representatives of a group of 

objects 
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OBJECTIVE 1  

OBJECTIVE 1  

OBJECTIVE 1  

An object-based 
epistemology also tends to 
be monologic (Bakhtin, 
1981), favoring authoritative 
interpretation over multiple 
points of view and 
privileging the curatorial or 
scientific voice.   

M.M. Bakhtin 



The important thing about 
objects as  proxies is that 

they fulfill that role 
accurately – what Lotman 
(1974) identified as the 
first function of texts. 

 

Here we are dealing with objects 

primarily in terms of their ability to 

communicate. 



Today, we promote 

a different kind of 

relationship to and 

role for objects in 

museums. 
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Which in turn promotes and is organized by 

both narrative ways of knowing (Bruner, 

1990) and what we might think of as 

interactional epistemologies (Rowe, in 

press). 



Narrative and interactional 

epistemologies are rooted 

in a view of objects as  
entryways or 
interfaces into 
narratives or 
interaction. 
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10 

If we return to Bakhtin, 
narrative and interactional 
epistemologies tend to be 
dialogic (Bakhtin, 1981), 
promoting polyphony and 
expanded interpretation and 
privileging embodied and 
lived experience.  

M.M. Bakhtin 



If we return to Lotman 
(1974), the important thing 
about objects as  objects as 
entryways or interfaces is 
that they afford meaning 

making – what Lotman 
identified as the  second 

function of texts. 
 

But note that we are still dealing 

with objects primarily in terms of 

their ability to communicate. 



There’s something valuable in these points of view, but let’s 

try shifting our thinking again. 



And from this point of 

view, objects are important 

in their role as mediational 

means or cognitive tools 

(Vygotksy, 1981; Wertsch, 

1994). 

  

From this perspective 

objects not only help 

communicate, they 

become part of higher 

mental functioning. 
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B’s – solve the following three problems 
however you would normally, that is in regular 
life, not in school: 

• 25 + 5 = 

 

• 68 – 12 = 

 

• 5698 / 372 =  



What 
Did you 

OBSERVE? 



You observed objects  
supporting or  
scaffolding thinking. 
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• You saw objects like fingers or 

pencils or phones being used 

as mediational means to 

figure a math problem.   

• In these cases, we can talk 

about objects as cognitive 

tools.  

• We, in essence, “offload” the 

cognitive effort onto objects 

Calculators, pencils and 

paper, keyboards, etc. 



We use objects as cognitive tools for all sorts  

of thinking and reasoning tasks such as: 

17 

 

Remembering 

 

Teaching 

 

Categorizing Knowledge 

 

Self-Regulation 
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Because objects can quite easily serve as 

cognitive supports, scaffolds, or tools of 

activity, they can be thought of in terms of 

their learning affordances.  



This abacus 

affords lots of 

number 

operations, 

especially sums 

and differences, 

but it constrains 

others – you’re  

not going to do 

division 

problems easily 

here.  
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This push button also affords certain  

actions and constrains others 



When you focus on objects as cultural tools or 
mediational means that afford or constrain 
cognition, they are one moment in a larger activity 
system of learning (Engestrom, 2000). 
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Objects like 

this afford 

Competitive game 

like activity 

 

Group 

collaboration and 

individual 

exploration 

 

Iteration of design 



Live Animal 
Encounters 
like this 
afford 

Affective 

expression 

 

Long-term memory 

formation 

 

Movements from 

everyday to expert 

ways of observing 



Multi-Touch Table:  

The context shapes the 

affordances. 



AR Sand table:  

What do objects like this 

afford? 



Thank you for listening 
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