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been	 possible	 if	 it	 had	 not	 been	 for	 TAI’s	 new	
institutional	 home.	 	 Combining	 a	 statewide	 folk	 arts	
program	with	a	campus-based	museum	proved	to	be	a	
positive	 context	 for	 engaging	 with	 artists,	 training	 of	
graduate	 folklore	 students,	 and	 producing	 this	
bicentennial	project.			
	
At	the	museum,	TAI	hosts	a	steady	stream	of	traditional	
artists	 on	 IUB’s	 campus,	 creating	 a	 context	 where	
artists	engage	with	both	undergraduate	and	graduate	
classes,	 which	 is	 helping	 recruit	 and	 train	 the	 next	
generation	of	public	folklorists.	In	the	fall	of	2015,	Jon	
Kay	 taught	 a	 special	 course	 called	 Work	 as	 Art:	
Occupational	Folklife	 in	the	United	States.	The	course	
was	 offered	 as	 part	 of	 a	 campuswide	 program	 called	
Themester,	which	 aims	 to	 encourage	 courses	 around	
specific	 interdisciplinary	 topics.	 From	programs	with	
gravestone	carvers	to	class	visits	with	first-responders	
the	 course	 blended	 undergraduate	 education	 with	
public	 folklore	 programming	 in	 a	 museum	 setting.8	
Students	 also	 learned	 basic	 documentation,	 research,	
and	 presentational	 methods	 and	 gained	 a	 greater	
understanding	of	the	work	of	a	public	folklore.		
	
Rethinking	the	Role	of	Folklore	and	Museum	Education		
The	synergy	of	combining	a	campus	museum	with	a	statewide	public	folklore	agency	is	proving	to	be	
a	robust	catalyst	for	the	research	and	presentation	of	the	folk	and	traditional	arts	as	well	as	for	the	
support	of	undergraduate	and	graduate	education.	As	arts	and	humanities	programs	are	threatened	
by	 the	 massive	 restructuring	 that	 universities	 are	 facing	 in	 the	 U.S,	 public	 folklore	 and	 related	
outward	 facing	arts	 and	humanities	programs	are	playing	an	 important	 role	 in	making	our	work	
relevant	in	the	years	following	the	Great	Recession.	Programs	like	TAI	and	the	Mathers,	as	well	as	the	
other	organizations	featured	in	this	essay	series,	help	expose	students	to	the	work	of	folklorists	and	
museum	professionals	and	offer	alternative	career	paths	beyond	the	academy.	Public	folklore	is	not	
a	secondary	choice	for	many	of	today’s	folklore	graduates,	and	our	graduate	training	needs	adapt	to	
support	applied	and	public	work	in	the	humanities.	
	
So,	what	should	students	expect	from	a	graduate	program	if	they	are	going	into	public	folklore?	First,	
a	grounding	in	the	theories,	history,	and	methods	of	our	field—this	should	never	be	compromised.	
Second,	students	should	receive	relevant	experience	 in	public	and	applied	work.	 	 Just	as	 teaching	
assistantships	help	prepare	students	for	a	career	as	a	professor,	working	with	arts	organizations	and	
museums	can	prepare	them	for	work	in	the	public	sector.	Work	experience	can	be	gained	in	a	variety	
of	ways.	At	TAI,	we	often	work	with	students	 through	practicum	courses,	where	 they	shepherd	a	
project	to	completion,	help	plan	and	produce	a	public	event,	do	fieldwork	and	develop	an	exhibition	
panel	for	the	Rotating	Exhibit	Network,	or	some	other	relevant	work.	We	also	hire	several	students	
each	year	 to	work	at	TAI,	assisting	with	day-to-day	operations	and	public	programs.	TAI	has	also	
hired	advanced	students	to	do	contract	fieldwork.	Recently,	two	students	conducted	fieldwork	for	
TAI	on	the	circus	arts	and	traditions	in	Peru,	Indiana.	This	research	was	the	first	leg	in	what	we	hope	
will	be	a	component	of	a	future	Smithsonian	Folklife	Festival.	In	addition	to	graduate	coursework,	
working		helps	students	grapple	with	ideas	and	concepts	through	real-world	situations.	It	is	easy	to	
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joust	with	 straw	men	 sitting	 in	 a	 seminar	 class	but	harder	
when	 scholars	 labor	 alongside	 individuals	 on	 community	
projects.		

Students	should	also	expect	 to	compile,	whether	 through	a	
course	or	on	their	own,	a	portfolio	that	demonstrates	their	
professional	 skills	 and	 experiences.	 This	 dossier	 should	
include	 fieldwork	materials	 (sample	 fieldnotes,	 recordings,	
and	 photographs);	 examples	 of	 promotional	 materials	 for	
public	events	or	exhibitions;	or	other	resources	relevant	to	
the	student’s	career	trajectory).	Like	an	academic	curriculum	
vita,	 a	 thoughtful	 resume	 and	 portfolio	 help	 translate	
graduate	experiences	into	a	legible	set	of	professional	skills.	

The	merger	 of	 statewide	 folklore	 agencies	 based	 in	 university	museums	 offers	 a	 proven	 training	
ground	for	public	 folklorists	and	museum	professionals.	While	 in	some	regards	this	emerged	as	a	
new	model,	folklorists	have	worked	in	museums	for	over	a	hundred	years,	and	this	recent	turn	may	
mark	 a	 rekindling	 of	 interest	 in	 public	 folklore	 and	 museum	 work.9	 The	 professional	 skills	 and	
methods	 needed	 in	 both	 public	 folklore	 and	 museum	 practice	 should	 be	 foregrounded	 in	 our	
academic	 training.	 At	 IU,	 we	 offer	 hands-on	 courses	 through	 the	 Department	 of	 Folklore	 and	
Ethnomusicology	 in	both	public	 folklore	and	museums	to	provide	professional	skills	along	with	a	
grounding	in	the	theories	and	methods	of	our	discipline.		

Jon	Kay	is	Director	of	Traditional	Arts	Indiana,	Curator	of	Folklife	and	Cultural	Heritage	at	Mathers	Museum	of	
World	Cultures,	and	Professor	of	Practice	at	Indiana	University’s	Department	of	Folklore	and	Ethnomusicology.	
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“seeks	to	become	more	embedded	 in	 the	communities	with	which	we	work,	 to	stress	asset-based	
solutions,	to	strive	to	build	long-term	community	capacity,	and	to	create	and	strengthen	collaborative	
networks.”5	Today	 the	museum	reaches	broad	and	diverse	audiences	 through	 strong,	 varied,	 and	
accessible	collections,	field-	and	collections-based	research,	public	service	and	education	programs,	
traveling	exhibits,	and	innovative	partnerships	that	respond	to	needs	and	issues	not	only	of	campus	
faculty,	staff,	and	students	but	also	of	communities	around	the	world.	The	museum-based	team	of	
individuals	whose	work	 as	 researchers,	 curators,	 and	 educators	 is	 centered	 in	 the	 investigation,	
collection,	and	presentation	of	tangible	and	intangible	cultural	heritage	has	been	core	to	this	body	of	
activities.	MCACA	yearly	support	 for	 the	MTAP	has	been	key	to	sustaining	activities	 that	 focus	on	
Michigan	and	connecting	these	activities	with	work	being	done	nationally	and	globally.6	

Key	Project	Intersections	with	Museum	Education	
Either	directly	or	indirectly,	the	basic	partnership	of	the	MSU	Museum	and	the	MCACA	has	provided	
a	foundation	for	the	creation	of	many	other	partnerships	in	which	a	traditional	arts	focus	has	been	
core.	Some	have	been	temporary	or	short-term	and	some	have	 lasted	 for	years.	We	would	 like	 to	
speak	here	about	two	that	 illustrate	different	types	of	partnerships	that	have	had	intersections	 in	
different	ways	between	the	Museum	and	MCACA.	

Example	 ONE:	 The	 Quilt	 Index	 is	 a	 digital	 humanities	
research	and	education	project	of	 the	MSU	Museum	and	
Matrix:	 The	 Center	 for	 Digital	 Humanities	 and	 Social	
Sciences	and	is	headquartered	at	the	museum.	

The	 first	 survey	 of	 historical	 folk	 art	 done	 in	 1974	 by	
researchers in the nascent folklife	program	at	the	museum	
identified	quilt	history	as	a	potential	 research	endeavor.	
A	Michigan	Quilt	Project,	begun	in	1983	and	directed	by	
a	folklorist	at	the	museum,	followed	a	model	used	in	one	

research	 project	 on	 focused	 on	 folk	 pottery	 in	 Michigan	 but	 also	 was	 being	 deployed	 by	
documentation	projects	in	other	states	that	were	focusing	on	quilts.	Typically	led	by	quilt	or	folklife	
specialists,	 the	 quilt	 documentation	 projects	 usually	 involved	 engaging	 citizen	 scholars	 who	
volunteered	 to	 staff	 documentation	 days	 at	 local	 partner	 agencies	 such	 as	 community	 centers,	
museums,	 libraries,	 or	 churches.	 Local	 citizens	 brought	 in	 quilts	 they	 made	 or	 owned	 to	 be	
measured,	photographed,	and	described	on	standard	forms	and,	where	possible,	the	stories	of	the	
makers	and/or	the	quilt	were	recorded.	In	many	states,	including	Michigan,	the	documentation	and	
often	the	eventual	fabrication	of	an	exhibition	and	production	of	an	accompanying	publication	was	
assisted	by	grants	 from	NEA	and	state	arts	agencies.	As	of	2016,	 this	ongoing	project	 in	Michigan	
has	 documented	 over	 10,000	 quilts	 and	 the	 accumulated	 documentation	 (oral	 histories,	
photographs,	and	the	inventory	forms)	are	housed	at	the	MSU	Museum	and	have	served	as	the	focal	
point	 for	 exhibitions,	 festival	 programs,	 applications	 to	 the	 Michigan	 Traditional	 Arts	
Apprenticeship	 Program	 (TAAP),	 publications,	 and	more	 in-depth	 research	 on	 certain	 heretofore	
under-researched	 aspects	 of	 quilt	 history	 in	 the	 state,	 most	 notably	 quiltmaking	 within	 Native	
American,	African	American,	and	Upper	Peninsula	communities.	

By	 the	1990s,	 those	massive	grassroots	 research	efforts	had	already	generated	 tens	of	 thousands	of	
documentation	 records	 about	 quilts	 and	quilt	 artists	 in	 the	United	 States.	 In	 the	mid-1990s	 a	 group	
affiliated	with	 these	projects	began	 to	discuss	 the	need	 to	preserve	records	 that	had	no	 institutional	
home	and	to	make	accessible	all	the	records	for	education	and	research.	The	idea	of	a	digital	resource	
was	hatched	and	MSU	(through	the	museum	and	Matrix:	The	Center	for	Digital	Humanities	and	Social	
Sciences),	 in	 affiliation	 with	 what	 was	 at	 that	 time	called	the	Alliance	for	American	Quilts,	secured	

www.quiltindex.org
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grants from NEH and the Institute for Museum and Library Services that underwrote the research and 
implementation of a digital repository. The records of the Michigan Quilt Project and the MSU Museum’s 
collection of quilts were key to beta testing all aspects of this major digital humanities research and 
education project.

By 2010, Quilt Index activities had expanded to include all documentation projects whether conducted by 
region or topic or focused on one aspect of quilt data, such as stories. Today, the Quilt Index is an open-
access, digital repository of thousands of images, stories, and information about quilts and their makers 
drawn from hundreds of public and private collections around the world. Museum-based 
folklorists and arts agencies, including MCACA, have been instrumental in these activities that have focused 
not only on documenting and preserving knowledge about this aspect of traditional arts, but also on making 
this accumulated data accessible and facilitating engagement with the data for research and education. This 
work has also paved the way for the creation of other projects focused on thematic material culture that 
engage grassroots citizen scholarship and result in digital repositories of data that fosters more research and 
education.7

www.greatlakesfolkfest.net
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URLS	
www.quiltindex.org	
www.greatlakesfolkfest.net	
http://minativearts.net	
http://museum.msu.edu/s-program/mtap/Programs&Services/dailylives.html	
http://museum.msu.edu/index.php?q=node/1399	
www.folkartsineducation.org	
www.afsnet.org/search/all.asp?bst=National+Follklife+Archives+Initiative	
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Missouri	Folk	Arts	Program	at	the	University	of	Missouri’s	
Museum	of	Art	and	Archaeology	in	Partnership	with	the	
Missouri	Arts	Council

by	Lisa	L.	Higgins	

A	Brief	Missouri	Folk	Arts	Program	History	
In	 1981,	 the	 University	 of	 Missouri’s	 flagship	 campus	 in	 Columbia	 established	Missouri’s	 robust	
Cultural	Heritage	 Center	with	 initial	 leadership	 from	 a	 steering	 committee	 and,	 starting	 in	 1982,	
headed	 by	 folklorist	 Howard	Wight	 Marshall,	 a	 professor	 in	 the	 Department	 of	 Art	 History	 and	
Archaeology.	 Over	 the	 years,	 Center	 staff	 included	 notable	 folklorists	 like	 Barry	 Bergey,	 C.	 Ray	
Brassieur,	 Amy	 Skillman,	 and	 Dana	 Everts-Boehm.	 Marshall	 and	 staff	 moved	 into	 the	 Center’s	
permanent	 home	 at	 the	 University’s	 Conley	 House,	 an	 historic	 property	 originally	 owned	 by	 a	
University	 founding	 family,	 in	1986.	Center	 staff	 and	affiliated	 faculty	approached	Missouri’s	 rich	
culture	 and	 heritage	 across	 academic	 disciplines	 with	 projects	 in	 rural	 sociology,	 vernacular	
architecture,	cultural	geography,	historic	preservation,	archaeology,	and	folklore,	among	others.	The	
Center	 sought	 “to	 encourage	 and	 foster	 research	 in	 Missouri’s	 cultural	 heritage	 with	 outreach	
activities	and	public	programs	such	as	exhibits,	performances,	published	materials,	and	oral	history”	
around	 the	 state.	 Traveling	 exhibits,	 based	 in	 extensive	 field	 research,	 documented	 Missouri’s	
occupational	folklife,	family	farms,	cultural	symbols,	and	immigrant	experiences.	Within	the	Conley	
House,	 the	Center	produced	occasional	public	performances	 and	mounted	 smaller	 exhibitions,	 as	
well	 as	built	 a	 lending	 library	and	extensive	 collection	of	 fieldwork	materials.	 Sadly,	 in	1993,	 the	
Center	was	decommissioned	due	to	budget	cuts	following	an	economic	downturn.		

Leaders	at	the	University’s	Museum	of	Art	and	Archaeology	(Museum),	in	partnership	with	the	state	
arts	 council,	 lobbied	 to	 sustain	 two	 of	 the	 Center’s	 public	 folk	 arts	 projects:	 the	 Traditional	 Arts	
Apprenticeship	Program	(TAAP)	founded	in	1985	and	a	touring	program	with	an	active	artist	roster,	
performance	fee	subsidies,	and	marketing	and	promotion	assistance.	Retaining	two	dedicated	staff	
members,	Dana	Everts-Boehm	and	Julie	Youmans,	the	Museum	adopted	the	newly	named	Missouri	
Folk	Arts	Program	(MFAP)	under	the	auspices	of	the	Museum.	Many	Center	objects,	assets,	and	some	
documentation	were	 dispersed	 to	 appropriate	 repositories	 and	 stewards,	 as	 the	Museum	 largely	
assumed	an	administrative	role.	The	Missouri	Arts	Council	 (MAC)	provided	operating	support	via	
grants,	and	MFAP	staff	continued	to	seek	and	receive	funding	from	the	National	Endowment	for	the	
Arts	 (NEA)	 for	 the	 apprenticeship	program.	MAC	 then	 invested	 in	 a	Folk	Arts	Project	Grant	pilot	
project,	co-managed	with	MFAP	staff	and	successfully	instituted	within	five	years	alongside	fine	arts,	
festival,	 and	media	 disciplines,	 and	 the	 performing	 traditions	 program	was	 phased	 out.	With	 the	
advent	of	the	NEA’s	Folk	and	Traditional	Arts	Infrastructure	Initiative	in	1997,	MAC	designated	MFAP	
as	 its	 affiliated	 program	 to	 fulfill	 the	 state	 arts	 agency’s	 goals	 and	 objectives	 within	 the	 unique	
discipline	and	constituency.		 	

After	nearly	a	decade’s	work	to	found	and	sustain	MFAP	through	its	transition,	staff	moved	on	to	new	
opportunities,	 and	 Lisa	 L.	 Higgins	 and	 Deborah	 A.	 Bailey,	 Director	 and	 Folk	 Arts	 Specialist,	
respectively,	joined	MFAP	staff	in	fiscal	year	2000.	Higgins	credits	her	previous	work	with	MFAP	as	
a	graduate	student,	and	her	work	with	a	regional	arts	organization,	as	foundational	training.	Bailey	
brought	years	of	expertise	as	an	ethnographer,	contract	folklorist,	and	qualitative	researcher.	Both	
are	currently	in	their	17th	years,	still	coordinating	TAAP,	the	state	arts	council’s	folk	arts	grants,	and	
now	a	community	scholars	project.	The	Museum	staff	has	supported	the	folk	arts	program	steadfastly	

http://mofolkarts.missouri.edu
http://mofolkarts.missouri.edu
https://maa.missouri.edu
http://shsmo.org/manuscripts/columbia/4053.pdf
http://mofolkarts.missouri.edu
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In	its	“mini-museum,”	West’s	5th-grade	class	wrote	narratives	about	each	member	of	Faith	Ringgold’s	
The	Sunflower	Quilting	Bee	at	Arles.		

Photos	by	Lisa	L.	Higgins.	

Rethinking	the	Role	of	Folklore	and	Museum	Education	
The	 AFS	 Working	 Group	 on	 Folklore	 and	 Museums	 Policy	 notes	 that	 folklorists	 help	 engender	
“community	 engagement”	 in	 museum	 programs.	 In	 addition	 to	 increasing	 engagement	 in	
communities	 across	 the	 state	 through	 partnership	 and	 outreach,	 opportunities	 for	MFAP	 staff	 to	
engage	new	audiences	at	the	Museum	continue	to	increase.	When	Gladys	Coggswell	and	her	junior	
storytellers	performed,	many	children	and	local	citizens	entered	Pickard	Hall	for	the	first	time,	not	
only	 to	 enjoy	 public	 performances	 but	 also	 to	 connect	 them	 with	 the	 special	 exhibition	 in	 the	
galleries.	Now	at	Mizzou	North,	MFAP	can	coordinate	performances,	demonstrations,	and	workshops	
in	the	galleries,	shared	classroom	space,	and	shaded	gazebos	on	the	grounds.	In	2016	alone,	MFAP	
coordinated	 an	 African	 American	 gospel	 concert,	 a	 “Little	 Dixie”	 region	 fiddle	 concert,	 and	 an	
educational	program	on	luthiery	with	current	apprenticeship	teams	from	Columbia,	St.	Louis,	and	
rural	 Monroe	 County.	 Each	 event	 brought	 new	 visitors	 to	 the	 Museum	 and	 introduced	Museum	
stalwarts	to	Missouri’s	folk	and	traditional	arts.	Museum	and	MFAP	staff	coordinates	these	events,	
from	booking	artists,	providing	cultural	 interpretation,	and	paying	artists	 to	marketing	 the	event,	
setting	up	chairs,	and	providing	security	in	the	galleries.		

In	addition	to	fulltime	Museum	and	MFAP	staff,	these	programs	also	rely	on	the	assistance	of	new	
professionals	 in	 Folklore—our	 graduate	 interns	 and	 assistants	 who	 work	 for	 course	 credit	 and	
stipends.	 Since	 1993,	MFAP	 has	 hosted	 16	 graduate	 student	 interns,	 15	 from	 the	Department	 of	
English,	home	to	the	Folklore,	Oral	Tradition,	and	Culture	Studies	Program	(Mizzou	Folklore).	With	
leadership	from	professors	Elaine	J.	Lawless	and	Sw.	Anand	Prahlad,	the	internship	has	added	a	layer	
of	education	to	folklore	studies	that	bridges	the	academic	and	public	folklore	sectors,	a	result	that	
more	realistically	reflects	the	multivalence	of	positions	in	the	field.	MFAP’s	second	graduate	intern	
Lisa	 Higgins	 became	 MFAP’s	 second	 director,	 a	 testament	 perhaps	 to	 the	 strength	 of	 both	 the	
academic	program	and	the	public	sector	opportunity.		

Our	colleagues	in	the	AFS	Folklore	and	Museums	section	enumerated	four	“intersections	between	
museum	practice	and	folklore	studies	that	occurred	in	the	20th	century”	(2015:	8).	“[L]inking	folklore	

http://mofolkarts.missouri.edu/docs/pubs/Mag054.pdf
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/afsnet.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/Folklore_and_Museum_Policy_a.pdf
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and	museum	graduate	training”	was	the	first	on	the	list.	While	the	University	of	Missouri’s	graduate	
training	in	Folklore	through	the	MFAP	internship	is	not	a	course	in	Museum	Studies,	some	training	
in	 the	 latter	 field	 transfers	 to	 graduate	 students	 through	 assigned	 readings	 and	 hands-on	
programming	that	intersects	with	museum	practices	of	representation,	programming	for	the	public,	
and	creating	content	that	engages	learners	of	all	ages.	Entering	MFAP	interns	are	assigned	a	range	of	
readings	 in	public	 folklore’s	history,	practice,	and	evolution.	Students	are	encouraged	 to	read,	 for	
instance,	Patricia	Hall	and	Charlie	Seemann’s	Folklife	and	Museums:	Selected	Readings.1	Since	2010,	
MFAP	 has	 also	 been	 able	 to	 offer	 a	 graduate	 assistantship	 to	 students	 who	 have	 completed	 the	
internship	thanks	to	the	support	of,	first,	the	College	of	Arts	and	Science	and	now	the	Museum.		

In	 the	 last	 16	 years	 of	 graduate	 education,	 students	 have	 assisted	MFAP	 staff	with	 two	 traveling	
exhibitions,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 residencies	 for	Black	Women	 and	 the	 Stories	 They	 Tell.	 Two	 graduate	
interns	 initiated	 archival	 research	 and	 curated	 an	 online	 digital	 exhibit,	 Master	 Artists;	 Master	
Teachers,	on	our	website,	 in	honor	of	our	most	prolific	TAAP	master	artists.	 In	 that	exhibit,	artist	
profiles	include	biographies,	quotations,	images,	and	audio	clips.	Most	recently,	graduate	assistant	
Jackson	Medel	developed	a	portable	exhibition	on	freestanding,	full-color	banners	to	share	the	TAAP	
story	with	text	and	images.	Medel	was	recently	quoted	in	College	Magazine’s	Guide	to	the	Folklore	
Major:	 “One	of	 the	most	 important	experiences	 I’ve	had…has	been	my	 internship	and	subsequent	
assistantship	with	the	Missouri	Folk	Arts	Program.”	

As	 a	 state	 folk	 arts	 program	based	 in	 a	museum	on	 a	 university	 campus,	 however,	we,	 too,	 have	
challenges	to	address	in	the	21st	century	academy	as	it	shifts	and	alters.	At	the	University,	for	instance,	
the	retirement	or	death	of	senior	 faculty	members	has	unsettled	the	Folklore,	Oral	Tradition,	and	
Culture	Studies	Program	in	the	Department	of	English,	where	major	Folklore	scholars	have	been	on	
staff	 since	 1895.	 MFAP	 stands	 ready,	 as	 always,	 to	 adapt	 to	 change,	 the	 constant	 we	 know	 as	
folklorists.	 We	 envision	 partnering	 with	 Digital	 Storytelling	 and	 Museum	 Studies	 professors	 to	
identify	student	interns	and	assistants.	We	also	intend	to	research	funding	for	paid	internships	for	
students	in	Folklore	and	Culture	Studies	programs	outside	Missouri,	especially	as	we	contemplate	
long-range	plans	to	collect	and	exhibit	works	by	folk	and	traditional	artists	on	campus	and	beyond.		

Lisa	L.	Higgins	 is	Director	of	 the	Missouri	Folk	Arts	Program,	Folk	Arts	Grant	Specialist	 for	 the	Missouri	Arts	
Council,	and	Instructor	of	the	University	of	Missouri’s	Department	of	English	Folk	Arts	Internship.			

URLS		
http://shsmo.org/manuscripts/columbia/4053.pdf	
https://maa.missouri.edu	
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http://mofolkarts.missouri.edu/docs/pubs/Mag047.pdf	
http://mofolkarts.missouri.edu/docs/showme.pdf	
Gladys	Coggswell	performance	video,	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Is7yXEX3A14	
http://www.louisianavoices.org/unit3/edu_unit3_rubric_for_oral.html	
https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/afsnet.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/Folklore_and_Museum_Policy_a.pdf	
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http://mofolkarts.missouri.edu/exhibits/artists.shtml
http://www.collegemagazine.com/cms-guide-folklore-major
http://www.collegemagazine.com/cms-guide-folklore-major
http://mofolkarts.missouri.edu/exhibits/artists.shtml
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Necessary Materials
Pencils, family folklore checklist, paper

Time Needed
Three class sessions (45 minutes each)
One class period (1/2 to explain directions, 1/2 to write story): one class 
period to read stories; one class period to display exhibits. 

Directions
Step 1: Hand out Family Folklore Checklist and review with students 
to make sure they understand categories. You might bring in a few 
samples from your own family (photographs, keepsakes, etc.)

Step 2: Students should complete the checklist at home, select one 
object, and interview a family member about it.

Step 3: In class (or as homework), ask students to write a story about 
the object fromt the Family Folklore Checklist. Writing Prompt: This 
object is important or special to my family because . . .

Step 4: Consider hosting an exhibit of objects and photographs from 
student’s homes. Their stories can be displayed alongside objects and 
photographs, students may revise and shorten the stories into exhibit 
labels, or students may give oral presentations of their objects and 
stories to an audience of peers or families. 

Objectives:

To introduce students to specific•
examples of folk culture in everyday
life
To help students identify examples•
of folk culture from their own lives
To use folk culture to develop a•
story and written report

Outcomes:

Students will research examples of•
folk culture from home using the
Family Folklore Checklist
Students will create a story or an•
exhibit about one example of family
folk culture
Students will present their story/•
exhibit to the class

Learning Application: Show-Me Traditions: A Family Folklore Lesson Plan 
Lesson Plan #1: Family Folklore Checklist and Display

SHOW-ME STANDARDS CONNECTIONS
Show-Me Standards Social Studies Goals 5, 6, and 7

the major elements of geographical study and analysis (such as location, place, movement, regions) and•
their relationships to changes in society and environment
relationships of the individual and groups to institutions and cultural traditions•
the use of tools of social science inquiry (such as surveys, statistics, maps, documents)•

Show-Me Standards Communication Arts Goals 1,4, and 7
writing formally (such as reports, narratives, essays) and informally (such as outlines, notes)•
identifying and evaluating relationships between language and culture•

Show-Me Standards Fine Arts Goals 4,5
interrelationships of visual and performing arts and the relationships of the arts to other disciplines•
visual and performing arts in historical and cultural contexts•
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Family Folklore Checklist
Adapted from 4-H FOLKPATTERNS

Michigan State University Extension, Michigan State University Museum

Directions
Use this list at home for clues to your family folklore. Ask your family to help you locate some of these objects. How 
many can you find?  Put a check beside each one you find. Ask for the story behind one of these objects. Then write 
a short story about the object you found. Ask if you can bring the object to school. If you can’t, draw a picture of it or 
take a photograph of it and bring that with your story.

_____Awards and trophies

_____Baby clothes

_____Books or toys 

_____Collections 

_____Costumes or clothing

_____Family photographs

_____Family recipes

_____Family stories

_____Games

_____Greeting cards

_____Handmade objects   

_____Holiday objects 

_____Home movies

_____Keepsakes

_____Newspaper clippings

_____Occupational tools

_____Quilts, knitting, embroidery

_____Religious books/objects

_____School mementos

_____Scrapbooks

_____Songs, music, instruments

_____Souvenirs

_____Wedding announcements

136
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University	of	South	
Carolina’s	McKissick	
Museum,	the	Folklife	
Resource	Center,	and	the	
South	Carolina	Arts	
Commission—A	Partnership	

by	Saddler	Taylor	

Since	 its	 creation	 in	 1976,	
McKissick	Museum	has	 been	 a	
champion	of	 the	 folklife	 and	 traditional	 arts	of	 the	South.	Originally	 charged	with	housing	varied	
collections	related	to	the	University	of	South	Carolina,	early	museum	staff	members	like	George	Terry	
realized	the	traditional	arts	were	an	important	part	of	the	regional	story	that	should	be	showcased.		

In	 1982,	 Terry	 became	 the	 second	 director	 of	McKissick	Museum.	He	 initially	 joined	 the	 staff	 as	
curator	of	history	 just	after	 the	museum	opened,	while	still	 completing	his	doctorate	 in	Southern	
history.	Terry	believed	in	the	power	of	objects	to	convey	historical	concepts	and	events	in	a	way	that	
all	people	could	understand.	During	his	15	years	at	McKissick,	Terry	was	responsible	for	guiding	the	
museum	in	its	mission	to	collect,	preserve,	exhibit,	and	celebrate	the	traditional	arts	of	South	Carolina	
and	 the	 South.	 He	 established	 the	 museum’s	 folklife	 program,	 secured	 notable	 objects	 for	 the	
collections,	produced	important	exhibitions,	and	through	constant	advocacy,	encouraged	traditional	
artists	and	art	 forms	to	 flourish.	He	successfully	built	McKissick	 into	one	of	 the	 largest	university	
museums	in	the	Southeast–one	with	an	 international	reputation	 for	excellence	 in	scholarship	and	
education.	

Established	 in	 1985,	 the	 Folklife	 Resource	 Center	 (FRC)	 at	 McKissick	 Museum	 focuses	 on	
documenting	the	traditional	culture	of	the	South.	The	preservation	and	dissemination	of	this	material	
are	key	aspects	of	the	FRC	mission.	Over	the	past	30	years,	through	the	support	of	state	and	federal	
grants	 from	South	Carolina	Humanities,	 the	South	Carolina	Arts	Commission	(SCAC),	 the	National	
Endowment	 for	 the	Arts	 (NEA),	 the	National	Endowment	 for	 the	Humanities,	 and	 the	 Institute	of	
Museum	 and	 Library	 Services,	 the	 FRC	 completed	 several	 important	 documentation	 projects,	
including	 sweetgrass	 and	 split-oak	 basketry,	 alkaline-glaze	 stoneware,	 quilting,	 African	American	
celebrations,	and	a	variety	of	foodways	traditions.		

McKissick	Museum	has	enjoyed	remarkable	stability	in	its	leadership.	The	museum	has	only	seen	two	
directors	since	Terry,	and	while	they	both	consider	the	museum’s	solid	foundation	a	springboard	for	
continued	work	in	the	field,	they	share	different	perspectives	and	approaches	to	the	subject	of	folklife	
in	museums.	Lynn	Robertson	(director	1991-2010)	remembers	the	idea	of	establishing	a	university	
museum	was	 proposed	 to	 President	William	 Patterson	 in	 1976	 by	 a	 committee	 put	 together	 to	
consider	 what	 should	 go	 into	 the	 McKissick	 building,	 which	 had	 been	 recently	 vacated	 by	 the	
university	 library.	Patterson	 felt	USC	needed	a	place	where	 the	public	 could	 freely	 come	 to	 learn	

http://artsandsciences.sc.edu/mckissickmuseum/folklife-resource-center
http://artsandsciences.sc.edu/mckissickmuseum/mckissick-museum
http://artsandsciences.sc.edu/mckissickmuseum/mckissick-museum
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collaboration,	 curatorial	 expertise,	 and	 fieldwork.	 Gary	 Stanton	
came	on	board	as	the	first	professional	folklorist	and	made	the	staff	
more	 critical	 of	what	 and	 how	 they	worked.	He	 also	 introduced	
professional	fieldwork	standards.	
	
Some	 of	 the	 groundbreaking	 programs	 completed	 in	 the	 first	
decade	included	Carolina	Folk:	The	Cradle	of	a	Southern	Tradition,	
Row	 Upon	 Row:	 Sea	 Grass	 Baskets	 of	 the	 South	 Carolina	
Lowcountry,	the	Quilt	History	Project,	Stout	Hearts:	Traditional	Oak	
Basketmakers	 of	 the	 South	 Carolina	 Upcountry,	 the	 Sweetgrass	
Basket	 Conference,	 Crossroads	 of	 Clay:	 The	 Southern	 Alkaline-
Glazed	Tradition,	Jubilation!	African	American	Celebrations	in	the	
Southeast,	 and	 the	 establishment	 of	 the	 Jean	 Laney	Harris	 Folk	
Heritage	 Award.	 Many	 of	 these	 projects,	 like	 Row	 Upon	 Row,	
Jubilation!	and	Crossroads	of	Clay	were	on	topics	with	which	most	
people	were	only	vaguely	aware.	They	were	well	researched	and	
“academic”	 yet	 still	 had	 an	 ability	 to	 instill	 appreciation	 for	 the	
state’s	diverse	traditions.	
	
Many	of	these	groundbreaking	projects	also	included	an	ambitious	
effort	 to	 reach	 the	 K-12	 demographic.	 Working	 closely	 with	
education	specialists,	McKissick	created	several	educator	kits	that	
packaged	the	exhibition	material	in	a	way	that	was	relevant	to	K-
12	educators	and	students	 throughout	 the	state.	Row	Upon	Row,	
Stout	Hearts,	 and	 Jubilation	were	 three	 projects	 that	 specifically	
targeted	 elementary	 students	 through	 this	 medium.	 Combining	
images,	artifacts,	audio,	video,	and	excellent	guides,	the	goal	was	to	
present	 these	 traditional	 art	 forms	 and	 expressive	 traditions	 to	
students	in	an	engaging	and	relatable	way.				
	
A	Project’s	Intersections	with	Museum	Education	
A	cathartic	change	occurred	while	Bess	Lomax	Hawes	was	head	of	
the	 NEA	 Folk	 and	 Traditional	 Arts	 Program.	 In	 the	 mid-1990s,	
Congress	ruled	that	the	NEA	needed	to	retain	more	control	over	
programmatic	content	and	that	all	funding	for	programs	that	used	
government	dollars	could	only	be	passed	to	the	respective	state's	
arts	 organization.	 The	 NEA	 could	 no	 longer	 directly	 fund	 the	
program	at	McKissick	Museum,	even	as	a	state	university.	Hawes	
came	down	to	visit	with	Robertson	to	discuss	the	news.	However,	
Robertson	 and	 Hawes	 met	 with	 senior	 staff	 at	 the	 SCAC.	 The	
foundation	 for	 what	 has	 become	 a	 long-term	 partnership	 was	
established.	While	the	state	folklorist	position	moved	to	the	Arts	
Commission,	McKissick	Museum	maintained	a	folklife	position	and	
would	remain	the	physical	location	of	the	folklife	archive.	
	
McKissick	 Museum	 and	 the	 SCAC	 have	 since	 collaborated	 on	
several	key	projects	that	build	on	the	overall	public	programming	
efforts	at	both	institutions.	Since	1987,	the	Jean	Laney	Harris	Folk	
Heritage	Award	has	been	administered	jointly	and	in	partnership	
with	 the	 South	 Carolina	 General	 Assembly.	 The	 Folk	 Heritage	

http://www.southcarolinaarts.com/folkheritage
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Award	recognizes	and	celebrates	lifetime	achievement	in	traditional	arts	and	advocacy.	As	the	state’s	
highest	award	for	traditional	artists,	the	program	is	an	example	of	arts	organizations	working	closely	
with	state	government	to	facilitate	programs	highlighting	community-based	traditions.	
	
The	Traditional	Arts	Apprenticeship	Initiative	(TAAI)	was	developed	in	the	mid-1990s	and	has	been	
a	major	program	component	at	both	institutions.	Pairing	a	master	artist	with	a	willing	apprentice,	
the	program	has	seen	a	variety	a	traditional	artists	come	through	the	program,	from	blues	musicians	
to	split-oak	basketmakers.	All	the	fieldwork	generated	during	programs	like	the	Folk	Heritage	Award	
and	TAAI	is	housed	in	the	FRC	at	McKissick	Museum.	
	
Rethinking	the	Role	of	Folklore	and	Museum	Education	
Jane	Przybysz	(director	2011-present)	also	has	a	deep	
and	appreciative	perspective	on	McKissick’s	journey.	
She	 applauds	 McKissick’s	 early	 leadership	 for	
undertaking	pioneering	studies	of	forms	of	expressive	
culture	that–until	the	last	quarter	of	the	20th	century–
had	 not	 been	 deemed	 of	 sufficient	 significance	 to	
warrant	serious	academic	study.	McKissick	undertook	
seminal	 research,	 exhibitions,	 and	 publications	 on	 a	
variety	 of	 key	 topics	 and	 this	 is	 the	work	 for	which	
McKissick	 is	 best	 known,	 and	 which	 served	 as	 the	
basis	 for	 building	 its	material	 culture	 and	 the	 FRC’s	
archival	collections.			
	
While	folklore	as	an	academic	discipline	has	moved	beyond	romanticizing	the	mostly	rural	cultural	
practices	perceived	as	disappearing,	shifting	its	focus	to	the	study	of	how	community	life	and	values	
are	expressed	through	a	wide	variety	of	living	traditions,	the	field	continues	to	focus	largely	on	the	
living	traditions	of	peoples	who	often	have	been	marginalized	by	seismic	technological,	economic,	
social,	 cultural,	 and	 political	 changes.	 What	 responsibility	 do	 museums	 have	 for	 not	 only	
documenting	and	celebrating	the	persistence	of	particular	folklife	activities	in	their	communities	but	
also	 for	 probing	 and	 intervening	 in	 the	 changing	 contexts	 that	make	 such	 activities	 increasingly	
irrelevant	or	relevant	to	the	lives	and	health	of	the	people	and	communities	they	seek	to	serve?	In	
the	case	of	McKissick,	which	historically	has	aimed	to	“tell	 the	story	of	southern	 life…community,	
culture	and	the	environment,”	Przybysz	wonders	if	there	a	case	to	be	made	for	McKissick	working	to	
shape	that	story	or	tell	–	not	just	the	story	–	but	competing	stories	about	how	we	got	to	where	we	are	
as	southerners	and	where	we	want	to	go	next?	
	
Louis	Armstrong	once	said,	“All	music	is	folk	music.	I	ain’t	never	heard	a	horse	sing	a	song.”	In	doing	
so,	he	raised	the	larger	question	of	how	and	why	some	people’s	music	gets	called	“folk”	and	other	
people’s	music	gets	called	“popular”	or	“classical.”	What	assumptions	underpin	these	categorizations	
and	 to	what	effect?	How	much	of	what	we	now	call	 folk	music	was	 the	popular	music	before	 the	
advent	of	radio?	How	much	of	what	we	now	call	classical	music	was	once	the	folk	music	of	European	
elites?	Over	the	past	two	decades,	Przybysz	has	observed	a	resurgence	of	interest	in	materials-based	
forms	of	knowledge	typically	associated	with	folk	and	traditional	arts	among	contemporary	artists.	
Artists	seeking	to	draw	public	attention	to	the	natural	world	in	urban	environments	learned	to	knit	
to	“bomb”	(wrap	hand-knitted	fabrics	around)	tree	trunks	and	limbs	in	urban	spaces.	Then,	there	
was	Susan	Phillipsz	who	won	the	prestigious	Turner	Prize	for	contemporary	art	in	2010	with	a	sound	
installation	featuring	herself	singing	different	versions	of	a	traditional	sea	shanty,	“Lowlands	Away.”	
And	Theaster	Gates,	a	Chicago-based,	African	American	artist	trained	as	a	traditional	Japanese	potter	

http://www.southcarolinaarts.com/grants/artists/folklifeapprentice.shtml
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and	urban	designer	who	in	2012	created	ceramic	“soul	wares”	to	re-ritualize	the	sharing	of	meals	in	
a	historically	Black	neighborhood.		

These	contemporary	artists	and	many	others	like	them	have	re-engaged	so-called	“traditional”	art	
forms	to	reconceive	and	reconstitute	community	experiences	in	public	spaces.	Are	they	so	different	
from	 the	 folk	 artists	 and	 advocates	McKissick	Museum	 and	 the	 SCAC	 collaborate	 to	 recognize	 as	
recipients	of	the	Folk	Heritage	Award?	Or	do	they	simply	operate	in	different	art	world	contexts	on	a	
different	 scale?	 Przybysz	 is	 emphatic	 that	 for	 folklife	 research,	 collections,	 exhibitions,	 and	
publications	 to	 be	meaningful	 to	 21st-century	 audiences,	 especially	 the	undergraduate	population	
that	is	McKissick’s	primary	target	audience,	we	must	reframe	folklife	and	traditional	arts	in	a	way	
that	resonates	with	people	beyond	the	niche	groups	of	scholars,	curators,	and	collectors	who	have	
been	 the	 museum’s	 main	 stakeholders.	 The	 two	 frameworks	 she	 finds	 most	 compelling	 at	 this	
historical	 juncture	are	those	associated	with	the	still	emerging	notions	of	social	entrepreneurship	
and	art	as	social	practice.	The	idea	that	a	business	can	generate	earned	revenue	and	do	good	in	the	
community	strikes	her	as	an	especially	salient	way	of	thinking	about	both	the	future	of	museums	in	
an	era	of	declining	public	and	private	support,	as	well	as	the	economic	role	that	many	so-called	folk	
art	practices	played	and	continue	to	play	in	the	lives	of	individuals	and	communities.	Similarly,	the	
idea	that	there	is	growing	demand	for	art	forms	whose	meaning	and	significance	is	located	as	much	
in	processes	of	community	engagement	as	 it	 is	 in	any	 final	product,	 seems	particularly	relevant	 to	
understanding	the	role	culture	might	play	in	constituting	and	re-constituting	societies	and	civil	life.	

While	 fully	 acknowledging	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 foundation	 built	 by	 the	 dedicated	 and	 talented	
museum	staff	over	the	past	30	years,	the	folklife	program	at	McKissick	is	firmly	focused	on	the	future.	
In	2012,	McKissick	dedicated	a	major	gallery	space	to	folklife	and	traditional	arts	programming.	The	
Diverse	Voices	gallery	is	the	first	such	dedicated	space	at	McKissick	and	provides	an	excellent	venue	
to	showcase	the	traditional	arts	of	the	South.	In	2013,	McKissick	strengthened	its	relationship	with	
the	SCAC	with	the	establishment	of	a	grant-funded	joint	position,	essentially	becoming	the	home	of	
the	state	folklorist	once	again.	This	increased	staffing	provides	the	capacity	to	plan	and	implement	
comprehensive	and	relevant	public	programming,	as	well	as	expand	established	joint	programs	like	
the	TAAI	and	the	Folk	Heritage	Award.	Through	digital	technology,	the	FRC	will	continue	to	explore	
web-based	resources	like	Digital	Traditions	and	social	media	in	efforts	to	engage	as	wide	an	audience	
as	possible.	Collaborations	will	continue	to	be	important–with	academic	departments	across	the	USC	
system,	off-campus	organizations	like	South	Carolina	Educational	Television,	and	other	community-
based	groups.	

As	 a	 teaching	 institution,	 the	 museum	 provides	 educational	 opportunities	 for	 students	 in	 the	
classroom	 and	 practical	 experience	 through	 independent	 studies,	 internships,	 and	 graduate	
assistantships.	Many	programs,	exhibitions,	and	collections-based	projects	generated	by	the	FRC	are	
the	 direct	 result	 of	 student	 involvement.	 Through	 this	work,	McKissick	Museum	will	 continue	 to	
foster	dialogue	about	the	traditional	arts	of	the	region,	their	role,	and	the	importance	they	play	in	
communities	throughout	the	South.		

Saddler	Taylor	is	Chief	Curator	of	Folklife	and	Fieldwork	at	McKissick	Museum,	Manager	of	the	Folklife	Resource	
Center,	and	Instructor	in	the	University	of	South	Carolina’s	Honors	College.	He	received	his	MA	in	Folk	Studies	from	
Western	Kentucky	University.	

URLS		http://artsandsciences.sc.edu/mckissickmuseum/mckissick-museum	
http://artsandsciences.sc.edu/mckissickmuseum/folklife-resource-center	
www.digitaltraditions.net	
http://www.southcarolinaarts.com/folkheritage	
http://www.southcarolinaarts.com/grants/artists/folklifeapprentice.shtml	
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