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Let’s	back	up.	Why	did	the	museums	work	with	the	community	to	create	these	rich	programs?	We	
were	 invited.	 And	 then	 we	 took	 the	 backseat.	 We	 let	 the	 community	 partners	 tell	 us	 what	 was	
important	to	them.	They	identified	topics	and	helped	secure	speakers	who	could	address	these	from	
a	Native	perspective.	They	had	ideas	of	activities	relevant	to	where	they	live	and	work.	We	helped	
keep	the	discussion	focused	and	brought	additional	human	and	financial	resources	to	the	table.	We	
took	 care	 of	 project	 logistics	 that	 required	materials	 and	 resources	 from	 the	 outside,	 while	 our	
community	partners	stepped	up	to	take	responsibility	for	the	site-based	logistics.	We	were	able	to	
make	broader	 connections	by	 linking	 the	 films	 into	 the	programs.	The	partnership	deepened	 the	
discussions	at	the	public	screenings	because	the	community	members	and	youth	came	to	town	to	
join	 us.	 They	 were	 able	 to	 express	 that	 while	 concern	 for	 water	 is	 universal,	 there	 are	 specific	
community	and	culturally	based	stories,	uses,	and	concerns.	This	expanded	the	conversations	and	
understanding	by	all	participating	in	the	screening	programs.		

What	made	it	work?	Native	Eyes	did	not	ask	for	anything	from	our	community	partners.	The	intent	
was	 solely	 to	 work	 together,	 creating	 a	 true	 partnership.	 What	 followed	 was	 because	 of	 the	
relationships	and	respect	for	each	other	that	were	forged.	

Unexpected	results	included	adding	oral	history	interviews	to	the	San	Xavier	Community	Archives	
and	the	TONCCM	collections,	as	well	as	metadata	on	the	photographs	used	at	the	elders	program.	For	
the	community	and	museums	alike,	the	information	shared	by	the	participants	also	points	to	possible	
new	 programs	 such	 as	 making	 pottery	 water	 jugs	 and	 traditional	 foods	 tasting,	 cooking,	 and	
gardening	 programs	 that	will	 also	 add	 to	 our	 knowledge	 of	 these	 practices	 and	 can	 be	 linked	 to	
museum	 collection	 objects,	 photographs,	 and	 documents.	 It	 opens	 the	 doors	 for	 folklife	
documentation	projects	taken	on	by	the	community	members	and	can	give	direction	to	filmmaking	
workshops.	The	community	might	turn	to	us	to	partner	with	them,	or	perhaps	they	will	want	to	do	
them	on	their	own.	But	if	called	upon,	we	are	eager	to	work	and	learn	alongside	them.	

Museums	can	be	a	catalyst	 for	communities	 to	come	together	 to	design	something	authentic.	The	
invitation	to	continue	Water	Is	Life	gave	this	Native	Eyes	program	legitimization	from	the	community,	
and	for	us	outsiders	made	us	realize	that	museum	programming	can	be	meaningful	and	go	deep.	If	
museums	 want	 to	 have	 real	 connections	 with	 their	 community,	 they	 have	 to	 embrace	 equal	
partnerships.	Museums	need	to	step	back,	provide	resources,	help	with	organizational	planning	of	
programs,	 but	 let	 the	 partners	 shape	 the	 intent	 and	 content	 of	 programs.	 Museums	 need	 to	
acknowledge	 the	expertise	of	 their	 community	partners.	All	partners	need	 to	practice	 respect	 for	
what	each	brings	 to	 the	 table.	This	should	be	 the	norm	as	 the	result	can	be	powerful,	meaningful	
programs	that	honor	cultural	knowledge	and	link	unique	communities	together.	

Lisa	Falk	is	Head	of	Community	Engagement	at	the	Arizona	State	Museum,	a	part	of	the	University	of	
Arizona,	in	Tucson.	She	holds	an	MAT	in	Museum	Education	from	George	Washington	University	and	a	
BA	in	Anthropology	from	Oberlin	College.		

Jennifer	Juan	is	the	Education	Specialist	at	the	Tohono	O’odham	Nation	Cultural	Center	and	Museum,	
in	 Topawa,	 90	 minutes	 from	 Tucson.	 She	 holds	 a	 Museum	 Studies	 Certificate	 from	 the	 Institute	 of	
American	Indian	Arts.	They	have	been	working	together	on	various	museum	projects	for	over	ten	years.	

Endnotes	
1. For	our	programs	we	consider	young	people	from	6th	grade	through	university	PhD	students	to	be	youth.
2. Native	Eyes	Elder	Program,	San	Xavier	District,	Tohono	O’odham	Nation,	11/5/2015.
3. Native	Eyes	Evaluation	Survey	for	Water	Is	Life	Youth	Summit	and	Walk,	9/2015.
4. Native	Eyes	Evaluation	Survey	for	Water	Is	Life	Youth	Summit	and	Walk,	9/2015
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http://www.statemuseum.arizona.edu/public/native_eyes
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