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Dans les murs mais aussi “hors les murs”': An Australian view

Introduction

In the Education Faculty at La Trobe University over 300 art works are exhibited
around the walls and corridors of the building. This is named the F.M. Courtis Collection
after the art educator who acquired the first works in 1958. The purpose of the acquisi-
tions was to build a teaching collection for use by lecturers and student teachers. The
collection was developed to provide examples of the stylistic periods in Australian art
since European settlement across a range of art media. It was assumed that young people
had limited access to quality art in rural regions and that being in daily contact with the
works they would come to appreciate art which would then enrich them as teachers. The
head of art education was responsible for the collection. Mr Courtis has been succeeded
by four other curators in the last half century?.

Recently, university management at the Melbourne main campus have clawed back
collection funds accrued for conservation and acquisition of new works. To rationalise
management procedures they have taken over the management of the collection from the
rural campus at Bendigo arguing that the collection was the property of the university, not
the campus, and therefore should be managed centrally. Despite research on the history
and development of the collection that I have completed, which situates the heritage and
moral ownership of the collection firmly in the Education Faculty at Bendigo, ultimate
control now rests with La Trobe Museum and Collection Management in Melbourne.

Universities increasingly demand outcomes for funds spent. Sue Ann Wallace writes
of the need to “justify the resources” provided by universities to support their museums
and collections through clearly defining the benefits to the university or campus?®. She

' D. Ferriot, Le musée de sciences: quel rdle pour les musées universitaires, “ICOM Study Series”, 11,
2003, pp. 17-18.

2 P. Collet, A History of the F.M. Courtis Art Collection. A teaching collection on a rural teacher educa-
tion campus (forthcoming).

3 S. Wallace, Challenges for University Museums: Museums, Collections and their Communities, “ICOM
Study Series”, 11, 2003, pp. 28-30.



36

emphasises the need to consider the visitors’ experiences and to develop a client relation-
ship with the visitors whether they belong to the wider public or to the university commu-
nity, to demonstrate the success of exhibitions and programs to university management.

Given these increased pressures, this paper explores the possibility of employing new
technologies to ensure the collection’s availability for teacher education, research and
outreach to schools and the wider community. Such a project has the potential to ensure
that the educational objectives of the collection will be met. As well, the project will
support the case for the collection’s continued presence on the Bendigo campus when
the university recognises its value in promoting the campus, the Education Faculty and
the teaching and research programs it provides for domestic and international students,
as well as the wider community.

Background to the project

Economic pressure on universities and colleges in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia has led to what European researchers, Arnold-Forster®, Boylan®, Kozak®, and
Lourenco’, have termed “a crisis” for university collections and museums. Since the
1980s, the move away from object-based teaching to increased use of information and
communications technology (ICT) and financial constraints on universities (exacerbated
more recently by the global financial crisis) have caused institutions to question the value
of maintaining their collections. In an attempt to address the situation, Lourenco® and
Kozak® have identified the need for research to document the history and significance of
collections, and their identity and functions. The need for outreach beyond the university
has also been recognised to establish “the sense of scientific and historical heritage”
within the community!°.

Throughout the twentieth century in America, public museums were seen to be not
only educational but also as a means of improving society more widely'!. Meaning-mak-
ing in museums moved from a didactic communication of objective facts to a dialogic
approach, or to one in which individuals construct their own interpretations built upon
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prior knowledge they bring to the experience through discussion and social interaction'?.
In Australia, also, since the 1990s there has been a transition to a foundation of social
constructivism guiding museum education'®. The Faculty of Education Bendigo is well
placed to utilise current best practice in museum education in terms of pedagogy and
emerging technologies to enhance the visitor experience. The faculty has the capacity to
provide courses at all levels of teacher education utilising excellent facilities including
a designated art studio, the art collection and well-qualified teaching staff and instruc-
tional designers.

The art collection at Bendigo has been used as a teaching collection for the educa-
tion of student teachers throughout the fifty years since the first works were purchased.
The Faculty of Education has over one thousand students who move daily through its
corridors. It is becoming increasingly more difficult to use these spaces for teaching, for
discussions about the works on display, or for gallery walks and trails. The curriculum
taught in Victorian schools requires students to study Australian art within the broader
context of world art. District schools, for whom the collection has a particular relevance
as Australian cultural heritage, find it increasingly more difficult and expensive to trans-
port children from surrounding rural areas or from across the city to view the works. If
outreach is seen as an important element to increasing the benefits of the collection to the
university, simply increasing visitor numbers is not the whole answer because of the al-
ready high levels of student traffic in the corridors. An alternative means to the museum
visit must be developed.

The project

Through the historical research completed on the collection and the background ma-
terial to the works and the artists that my students have developed over the years, there
is now an archive of information that can be digitalized. As well quality digital images
exist for many of the works. Following the successful public exhibition, Landmarks and
Milestones: The fiftieth anniversary of the F.M. Courtis Collection'*, in 2008, much pub-
lic and university awareness was raised about the collection. The exhibition was covered
by all local media and some state-wide outlets. Now it would appear is an excellent time
to further develop an outreach program for the collection using the internet. While view-
ing reproduced images of artworks can never fully replace the experience of seeing the
original work, through quality digitalization of images and the extensive use of interac-
tive whiteboards in schools students have access to a high standard of reproduction.

Many museums now have excellent websites where art works are catalogued and
students are able to access information about the artists and their works. Furthermore, the
use of blogs and podcasts allow students a level of interactivity that enhances engage-

2 M.L. Buffington, Six Themes in the History of Art Museum Education [in:] P. Villeneuve (ed.), From
Periphery to Center. Art Museum Education in the 21 Century, Reston, VA, USA: NAEA, 2007, pp. 12-20.
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ment". Teachers also benefit from sites such as that of the Tate Museum in London, with
the ‘downloads’ of teacher packs, Power Point presentations and interactive whiteboard
materials'S,

In Australia, arts education in primary schools and teacher education faculties has
been severely under-resourced and marginalized over the last two decades!”. Changing
government priorities in education have led to specialist art rooms being converted to
computer laboratories and art specialists moved into classrooms as generalist teachers.
Following months of lobbying from Art Education Australia and other members of the
National Advocates for Arts Education'®, the April 2009 press release from the Austral-
ian Federal Minister for the Arts, Peter Garrett, announced the inclusion of the arts in the
new national school curriculum. It states:

Including arts on the national curriculum (also) ensures training of teachers is priori-
tized. This means greater opportunities for teachers to expand and update their arts skills
and knowledge and also ensures students receive high quality instruction'’.

Following two decades of neglect, teacher education faculties now have the oppor-
tunity to contribute to this renewal in arts education. In considering ways forward, the
Education Faculty at Bendigo has a number of options:

1. Increasing the quality and quantity of art education available to student teachers,

2. Increasing professional development opportunities for practising teachers,

3. Developing resources for student teachers, practising teachers, schools and children
to aid in implementing the new curriculum using current best practice in arts education.

Whilst education faculties would suffer from ignoring the first two options, La Trobe
Bendigo is particularly well positioned to address all three options. My focus in this pa-
per is on option three and the visual arts, although music, dance and drama are all equally
under-resourced in schools. Newly graduated primary teachers have had a minimum
of art education preparation and are replacing the previous generation of art specialist
teachers who have retired. Teachers and schools need support with quality art resources.

Schools are well supplied with technical expertise and information and communica-
tions technology (ICT). Most classes in primary schools have access to digital projec-
tors, interactive whiteboards and the inter-net through wireless technology. Regardless
of geographical location, schools have access to electronic teaching and learning re-
sources, an important factor in our sparsely populated rural areas. I suggest these tools
can be used to provide quality support for children’s art programs when cost and distance
make it impossible to view original works in public galleries.

Providing these resources will require a number of steps including accessing techni-
cal support and educational design expertise to set up the teaching collection webpage
and resources and developing free on-line resources for all children and schools to pro-

5 M.L. Buffington, op.cit.
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vide a safe internet site to find out about the Australian art and artists represented in
the collection. As well, a registration process would be valuable through which schools
and researchers can, upon payment of a reasonable annual fee, gain access to teaching
materials, interactive learning sites for students such as discussion pages and blogs, and
archival materials for senior schools students, university students and researchers.

The registration fee would provide ongoing funding for maintaining and further de-
veloping the site and up-dating resources and materials. Some funds may be generated
for collection conservation, special exhibitions or acquisitions. The project would en-
courage schools to book visits to the art collection, at times when the building is least
busy, and would aim to provide support for teachers to optimize teaching and learning
in the museum context.

The use of exemplars

A review of gallery and museum web pages provides rich examples of what and how
institutions can offer when keeping their virtual and actual visitors’ experiences and
needs in mind. Sound principles in web-page design need to be considered®’. The follow-
ing pages are examples, in my opinion, of quality design. Home pages need to be user-
friendly with appropriate language for all users and eye-catching imagery to highlight
current exhibitions or features to keep them fresh and lively (Victoria and Albert Mu-
seum, the Tate)*!. They need to be well constructed and organised so users can quickly
source information of interest (Musée des arts et métiers, Paris, and Gathering the Jew-
els, the website for Welsh Cultural History)*>. Where possible interactivity should be uti-
lized particularly for older primary children and secondary students for whom belonging
to the online community is a strong motivation for engaging and learning (Tate Gallery,
Walker Art Centre)?. For teachers, online kits and resources should link to current state
and national curricula, yet be open-ended to allow for creative use by the teacher (Tate
Gallery, The Louvre Museum, National Gallery of Australia)*.

% Psdtuts+ (Online). Available from: http:/psd.tutsplus.com/tutorials/designing-tutorials/9-essential-
principles-for-good-web-design/ (Accessed 17 January 2010).
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Significance

The significance of this project is that, apart from this contribution to school art edu-
cation as already discussed, it will ensure:

» The on-going support and security of the art collection as a teaching resource in
Bendigo,

* An outreach to the community beyond the walls of the university, as part of its
civic mission in promoting the arts and in providing enrichment and education to the
community at large,

* A “showcase” or “shop window” to the university to promote the faculty and the
university to the public and future students, both locally and internationally?.

It is expected that the university management will recognize the importance of the
collection in affirming its authority, its civic contributions and the quality of its teaching
programs, thus ensuring ongoing support for the collection from senior management.
These outcomes would be important gains for the faculty. Australian Government fund-
ing is now at its lowest level ever for universities, having fallen from 58% to 40% in the
last decade®®. Management is keen to rationalize any programs or expenditure that are
not seen to contribute to the economic viability of the institution. The argument that the
teaching collection can be used for marketing the university and improving its competi-
tive edge is an important one to make in this climate?’.

Conclusion

Economic constraints on universities require that innovative approaches be adopted
in managing programs and assets to justify funds spent in terms of increased returns to
the university. For fifty years the art collection has been used within the faculty for the
education of student teachers. For most of that time only limited use has been made of it
by the public or the education community outside of the university. It has gone on public
display at the Bendigo Art Gallery only twice in its history. It has remained “sur les murs
et dans les murs” for the best part of fifty years. This project aims to send the collec-
tion “hors les murs”?, exploiting the potential of new technologies to reach the widest
possible audience. In this way the collection will help to meet the university’s strategic
mission of community outreach.

The current renewal in arts education policy at both the national and state level cre-
ates new possibilities. These include the re-invigoration of teacher education in the arts

» Z.R.Kozak, op.cit., p. 189.

2 KPMG Econtech, Report Economic Modelling of Improved Funding and Reform Arrangements for
Universities, 31/03/09. Available from: http://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/documents/publications/poli-
cy/submissions/KPMG-Econtech-April-2009.pdf (Accessed 17 January 2010).

27 Z.R.Kozak, op.cit., p. 189. La Trobe University Strategic Plan 20082012, Priorities: Community and
Regional Engagement. Available from: http://www.latrobe.edu.au/data/assets/pdf file/0005/35573/Strategic-
Plan-July09.pdf (Accessed 17 January 2010).

2 D. Ferriot, op.cit.
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and the provision of teaching resources for the new curriculum. Digitalisation of the
visual art works and associated archival and historical materials, and the development
of curriculum materials based on these will assist in achieving these ends. Quality edu-
cational technology and web-page design is central to the success of the project. To
maintain the integrity of the art works, as the artists would wish, to provide quality art
education programs and resources in line with best teaching practice, and to provide
well-organised archival material for the benefit of researchers, these are the present chal-
lenges of the project.

STRESZCZENIE

Dans les murs mais aussi “hors les murs”: australijski punkt widzenia

Na Wydziale Nauczania Uniwersytetu La Trobe w rolniczym Bendigo od roku 1958 ist-
nieje liczaca prawie 400 dziet sztuki kolekcja. Jej historia i warto$¢ naukowa sa przedmiotem
badan. Zbiory sa skatalogowane.

W Australii, podobnie jak w Europie, zmieniajaca si¢ polityka zarzadzania stara si¢ przy-
stosowac do kryzysu, ktory nie ominal réwniez muzedw uniwersyteckich. Zmiany te w wie-
lu przypadkach odnosza si¢ do zmniejszania kosztéw oraz uzasadniania podejmowanych
przedsigwzigc.

Artykut ten bada mozliwosci rozwoju i wykorzystywania wymienionej wyzej kolekcji,
majac na wzgledzie jej fizyczne bezpieczenstwo i konserwacje. Wzorujac si¢ na przyktadzie
Musee des arts et metiers w Paryzu, oraz Gathering the Jewels (strona internetowa Welsh
Cultural History), autorka rozwaza mozliwosci zastosowania nowych technologii w wyko-
rzystaniu tejze kolekcji do ksztatcenia nauczycieli, badan naukowych i pomocy dla szkoét.
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Fig. L. Gill, ST, Bendigo from road to Eaglehawk 1857, engraving 18.9 x 23 cm

Fig. II. Von Guerard, Eugene, Moroka River Falls 1860, lithograph 35 x 52 cm





