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Welcome to Learning at the Museum!

This program is about culture. Culture is all around us, in every 

community, in all kinds of spaces. Culture is about people and the way a 

group of people lives. You are an important part of culture. Everyone in a 

community plays a role in creating their culture. 

Culture includes things we know really well, like a song we hear on the 

radio or a kind of food we eat. Culture can also be something new to us, 

like a foreign language or religious celebration. 

Culture includes:

•	 Language

•	 Arts

•	 Science

•	 Beliefs 

•	 Practices

•	 Environment

Culture is how a group of people lives. It 
includes their language, arts, science, beliefs, and 
practices. Culture is also about a group of people’s 
environment and how it shapes the way they live. 

Your environment is where you live and spend 
your time. When we talk about environment, we 
might mean your home, the city or town you live 
in, or even the planet, which is also your home! 
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Cultural activities and spaces
This workshop is all about getting more comfortable with cultural 
activities, like:

•	 Visiting a museum or an art gallery

•	 Going to a performance (a concert, a play or a dance show)

•	 Taking a class (cooking, pottery or writing)

•	 �Experiencing another culture (tasting a new dish, travelling to a 

new country or learning a new language)

Any place where you can take part in a cultural activity is a cultural 
space. A cultural space can be curated, which means that a group of 

people decided what was important to show and how to show it. 

A cultural space can also be a public space that isn’t curated, which 

means it’s a place where you can take part in culture, but nobody 

decided what to show or how to show it. 

Cultural activities are about actively taking part 
in culture and can include observing, visiting, 
experiencing, and learning about culture. 

A cultural space is a place where you can take part in 
culture, like a museum or music festival. 

When something is curated, it means that a group 
of people decided what to show in a cultural space. 
They also decided how to show it, like choosing which 
costume an actor wears in a play.

Some cultural spaces that 
aren’t usually curated

Some curated cultural spaces

A park

YouTube

A community centre

A museum 

An art gallery

A theatre
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About this workshop
Learning about other cultures and trying new cultural activities makes it 

easier to understand the world around you. It also helps you understand 

how other people live. 

Because we’re all part of culture, everyone belongs in cultural spaces. 

Exploring our role in creating culture can help us feel more confident 

when we go to:

•	 museums

•	 art galleries

•	 plays

You might not always see yourself represented in a cultural space. This is 

especially true in curated spaces. 

Curated cultural spaces like museums can help us learn. But remember 

that a group of people decided what was important to include and how 

to show it. You might not agree with what they decided was important to 

show or how they showed it.

Photo credit: Image: © Pat Kane 

In this workshop, we will:

•	 talk about how we feel taking part in cultural activities 

•	 think about the ways we’re already taking part in culture every day

•	 learn about the many different ways people use cultural spaces

•	 concerts

•	 other cultural events
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What is a museum?
Museums are important cultural spaces where you can go to experience and 

learn about culture. Not all cities, towns and communities have an art gallery or 

a theatre, but most have a museum. In this workshop, we’ll focus on museums 

and the experience of visiting a museum. 

Museums show objects to visitors and tell stories about them. This is 

called an exhibit. Exhibits help people learn about the objects and how 

they’re used.

Think about the word museum:

•	  What comes to mind? 

•	 Who goes to museums? 

•	 Who are museums for?

A museum is a place where you can see important objects 
that tell stories about our world. Museum staff study, 
collect and organize objects that are important to culture. 
A museum is a curated cultural space, which means that a 
group of people decided what objects were important to 
include and how to show them to visitors.  

An exhibit is a collection of objects, information, 
and stories with a message or a theme.   
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What can you find in a museum? 
Different types of museums collect different types of things.

•	 �Some museums collect objects related to science. They collect 

scientifically important objects. The Ontario Science Centre is  

one of these.

•	 �Some museums collect objects related to art. They collect artistically 

important objects. The Vancouver Art Gallery is one of these.

•	 �Some museums collect objects that are important to history, 

science and art. They collect historically, scientifically and artistically 

important objects. The Canadian Museum of Nature is one of these.

Remember, culture includes:

•	 Language

•	 Arts

•	 Science

•	 Beliefs 

•	 Practices

•	 Environment

Let’s talk about it

Discuss these questions as a group or with a partner:

•	 �A scientist working at a natural history museum thinks that a 

dinosaur fossil is a scientifically important object. Do you think so 

too? 

•	 �What’s another object that might be scientifically important?

•	 �A tour guide working at an art gallery thinks that the Mona Lisa is 

an artistically important object. Do you think so too?

•	 �What’s another object that might be artistically important?

•	 �Do you have to like an art object to think that it’s important?  

Or can it be important even if you don’t like it? Why? Why not?
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What can you find in a museum? (continued) 
Here are some more examples of important objects you might find in a 

museum. Work as a group to fill out this chart with other examples of 

important objects.

Culture word An example of a well-
known object

Your own example

Language

Arts

Science

Beliefs 

Practices

Environment

Hieroglyphics. These are 

ancient Egyptian writings 

made up of pictures.

Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona 

Lisa painting 

A dinosaur fossil

The shroud of Turin. This  

is a cloth that some believe 

Jesus was buried in. 

The Terracotta Warriors. 

These are sculptures that 

were built to protect a 

Chinese emperor’s tomb. 

Traditional clothing worn 

by Canada’s First Nations 

groups living in the Arctic
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Let’s talk about it

•	 If you’ve been to a museum before, what was it like?

•	 How did you feel when you were at the museum? 

•	 Are museums important? Why? Why not?

•	 Who are museums for?

•	 Who do museums belong to?

•	 �Do you have to know a lot about history, science, art 

or culture to go to a museum?

Museums and you 
Which of these statements sounds most like you? Put a checkmark beside the 

answer you feel is most true. There are no wrong answers here. 

I feel comfortable going to museums. 

�I’m interested in going to museums, but I’m not very 

comfortable going to museums. 

I’m nervous about going to museums. 

I’m not really interested in going to museums. 

�None of these sound like me. Here’s how I feel about 

going to museums:
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Is there a right way to visit a museum?
Everyone visits museums differently:

•	 �Some people take their time. They move slowly from one 

object to another, making sure they see everything. 

•	 �Other people wander around and only spend time looking at 

the objects they find most interesting. 

•	 �Some people read the written descriptions of objects, and 

others don’t. 

•	 �Some people like to chat quietly with a friend. Others like to 

be on their own at museums. 

•	 �Some people like to take a tour of the museum with a guide 

who works there. 

There is no right or wrong way to visit a museum. Feel free to 

explore in a way that feels comfortable for you. 
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Is there a right way to visit a museum? (continued)

Meet Yara
Yara’s never been to a museum before. Today she’s visiting her local 

natural history museum. Yara’s nervous because she doesn’t know very 

much about history or nature. She’s worried that she might not understand 

everything and that she won’t visit the museum the way she’s supposed to. 

Yara is most excited to see the underwater mammals at the museum, like 

the whales. When Yara arrives at the museum and buys her ticket, she’s 

too shy to ask the museum staff where to find the underwater mammals. 

Instead, she wanders around the museum trying to understand the maps 

on the walls. It’s a busy day at the museum and there are big groups of 

teenagers visiting with their schools. The teenagers are talking loudly to 

each other, playing music on their phones and standing in front of exhibits 

taking selfie photos. Yara can’t see many of the objects or the writing. She 

feels overwhelmed and leaves the room. 

She finally finds the underwater mammals, but when she enters the room, 

she sees a security guard in a uniform looking at her. She becomes anxious 

and leaves the museum. She’s disappointed because she didn’t get to see 

the whales she came to the museum to see. 

Let’s talk about it

•	 �What could Yara have done differently to make sure that she would 

get to see the underwater mammals?

•	 �What could Yara have done when she started feeling overwhelmed by 

the big groups of teenagers?

•	 �What do you think about the teenagers at the museum? What would 

you have done if you were Yara? 

•	 �Yara became anxious when she saw the security guard at the 

museum. How would you have felt if you were Yara?

•	 �Why do you think some museums have security guards? Is there 

anything for Yara to be anxious about?
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Is there a right way to visit a museum? (continued)

Here are some things to keep in mind when you’re at the museum:

Do you have to be quiet at a museum? 

•	 If the museum is quiet, it’s usually best to speak quietly.  

•	 If it’s a very active space with lots of people talking, that’s okay too. 

•	 �If you visit the museum during the day, tours might be happening. 

They can get noisy, especially if the tours are for groups of children.

•	 �Many museums have evening events with loud music and lots of 

talking. 

Can you touch objects at museums?

•	 �Some objects, like videos, games and displays, are meant to be 

touched. Some objects, like paintings and historical objects, aren’t. 

•	 Look around for signs. 

•	 �If you’re not sure, you can always ask a staff person or security guard 

at the museum. It’s okay to ask.

Who can you ask?

•	 The people that work at museums are there to help. 

•	 If you have a question, just ask. 

•	 Security guards can answer your questions too. 

Can you use your phone at museums?

•	 Most museums want visitors to take pictures at the museum. 

•	 �Look around for signs about taking pictures. If you’re not sure, ask 

museum staff. 

•	 �Try not to block exhibits for too long when taking photos. 

•	 �Most museums have spaces like cafés or gift shops where you can talk 

on your phone if you need to. 
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What if the museum is really busy? 

If the museum is busy and you need some time to think quietly or just 

take a break, you can:

•	 �Visit another part of the museum that’s quieter. You can always 

check back later to see if it’s less busy. 

•	 �Look for spaces where videos are playing on big screens. These 

spaces are often a bit darker and quieter, and there’s usually 

somewhere to sit. 

•	 �Look for a bench just outside the exhibit space. You can often 

find a bench or some chairs close to an entrance, washroom or 

elevator. 

•	 �Most museums will have a café where you can sit and relax. In 

some cases, you don’t need to buy anything to spend time there.

•	 Listen to your own music or a podcast using headphones.    

What are some other things you can do if the museum is really busy and 

you feel overwhelmed? Make a list below of some of the things you think 

might be helpful.

1.

2.

3.
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Museums and cultural spaces that are like museums

Museums come in all shapes and sizes. We might be surprised to learn that 

many different spaces can be museums: 

•	 small historical buildings 

•	 natural park settings 

•	 big, formal stone buildings 

•	 cultural or community centres

•	 sports halls of fame 

•	 art galleries

1.

2.

3.

Let’s talk about it

•	 �Look at the list of cultural spaces that are like museums that you 

created as a group. Do they change the way you think or feel about 

museums?

•	 �Do you feel more comfortable in one type of museum than another?

•	 �What makes you feel comfortable? Uncomfortable?

Working as a group, make a list of cultural spaces that may not be called 

museums, but that have important objects for people to see and learn about. 



13Learning at the Museumwww.abclifeliteracy.ca

Take it further: finding culture near you

Your neighbourhood and town or city is full of culture. Wherever you 

live, there are cultural spaces like museums where you can learn 

more about our world and how people live all across the planet. You 

just need to know where to look!

Here are a few ways to find cultural spaces and activities close to 

where you live. You can use the chart on the next page to write down 

some information about museums or events in your community. 

Which ones will you go to first?

1.	 �Do a Google search on the internet for museums and 
culture in your area. 

2.	 �Visit or call your local tourist centre/office and ask 
about cultural spaces and activities in your community.   

3.	 �Visit your local library or community centre to get 
information about what’s going on near you.  

4.	 �Go to your local coffee shop or café and check out their 
message boards and flyers. 
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Take it further: finding culture near you
(continued)

Name of museum or 
cultural event

What do you want to 
see there?

When is the best time 
to go?

How did you learn 
about it?
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Cultural activities 

Activities where you take part in culture. These activities include observing, 

visiting, experiencing, and learning about culture.

Cultural space 

A place where you can take part in culture, like a museum or music festival. 

Culture 

How a group of people lives. It includes their language, art, science, beliefs, 

practices, and environment. 

Curate 

The act of collecting and presenting objects in a specific way. In a museum,  

a group of people decides which objects are important to include and how  

to present them. 

Environment 
Your environment is where you live and spend your time. Your environment 

includes your home, the city or town you live in, and even the planet (which 

is also your home).  

Exhibit 
A collection of objects, information and stories organized around a message 

or a theme.

Museum 
A place where you can see important objects that tell stories about our 

world. Museum staff study, collect and organize objects that are important 

to culture. A museum is a curated cultural space, which means that a group 

of people decided what objects were important to include and how to show 

them to visitors. 
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A place for your notes and drawings:
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Congratulations!
You’ve completed the Learning at the Museum workbook. We hope you enjoyed 

exploring how taking part in cultural activities in your community can help you 

see the world, and your place in it, in new ways. 

For the last activity, we hope you’ll consider making a plan to go to a museum, art gallery or 

cultural event in your community.  

Here’s where I plan to visit:   

Here’s when I plan to visit:   

Here’s what I want to see when I visit:    
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