Information on Museum Curators

Question:

I am sending this Email in the hopes of getting some much-needed information. I have been associated with the Pouce Coupe & District Museum & Historical Society for the past 30 years. At present, I am the President. My family and I have put a tremendous amount of time and work into this Museum and are proud to say it is classed as one of the best small Museums anywhere.   

Now I come to the sad part: The Village of Pouce Coupe has, since the Museum began, given the Society a Municipal grant which covered the curators wages, utilities, etc. The Society has raised umpteen hundreds of dollars to help support the Museum as well as donated countless hours of time & labour. Last summer, we hired a curator who turned out to be very difficult and in turn the students that were hired followed him & caused us no end to trouble, so consequently the Village decided to "take over the Museum & Tourist Information Centre" which we have had in the Museum for years.   

The Society was banned from the premises to begin in the new year, but the Village soon realized  that they could not function without input from the Society, so decided to let us back in the building.   

The Village has taken over all costs of running the Museum & Information Centre, which we have no problem with, but they are operating it without a curator, so there is absolutely no supervision. Three students were hired, but only two at a time can work so that means that each student is in the building for one hour alone at lunchtime, a period of two hours with one student on duty.  

Many years ago, we were given to understand that one student cannot be left alone especially in a public place. Has this changed? Is it mandatory to have a curator in a museum? 

Please answer these questions, as we are in danger of losing the Pouce Coupe Museum.   There are too many excellent exhibits of pioneer days in there and if nothing is done all the hard work and honour to our forefathers will be lost.

Ellen DeWetter, August 02, 2003.

President, Pouce Coupe Museum
Responses:

Our policy on staff safety specifically states that students (and volunteers, for that matter) are not to be expected to work alone. This policy was established on our board's initiative, so I don't know if there are any specific regulations against students working alone, but HRDC, where we get most of our student funding, is pretty emphatic about providing a safe workplace, and our policy on this seems to satisfy them.

As for supervision, I'm in five days a week and we have volunteers in on Mondays, so the only day when we don't always have direct supervision for students is on Sunday, but even then there's likely to be someone dropping in to see how things are going, and we *always* have a director or myself on call if something happens. We have a good bunch of students this year, so the direct supervision isn't too much of an issue. I leave a list of things to do, and, since they know I'll be checking on Tuesday morning, those things usually get done. But, I wouldn't recommend not having any supervision at all, especially since most of the summer student grants require regular supervision and you - or rather, the Village - could well be risking future funding by not having it. The supervision does not have to be a curator - it can be any volunteer or paid employee.

In the past, the museum here relied on a volunteer supervisor. Unfortunately, there were problems - the volunteer supervisor wouldn't let any other volunteers direct students, but he didn't supervise them either - just unlocked the museum and went home. I wasn't here at the time, so I'm not sure if he didn't want to spend the time, or didn't realise the importance of being there...quite likely, a combination of the two. Now, I'm the students' direct supervisor, but, since many of our volunteers have been here for years and have, in some cases, very definite ideas of how things should happen, we make it clear to students that they are also to follow volunteers' directions. The only exception to this is if the volunteer's directions conflict with mine. Since that's usually over a minor question - how often the flowers should be watered, for example – we generally tell students to go ahead with the task, but to bring it to my attention, so that I can resolve it with the volunteer. A similar arrangement might work for you, even if your "direct supervisor" were avolunteer instead of paid. You might have, say, a different volunteer as supervisor each day of the week, with the direct supervisor coming in for an hour or two a couple of days each week. As long as each volunteer is very familiar with the students' projects, knows what his/her role as supervisor entails, is empowered to make decisions on day-to-day stuff, and if it's made very clear to students that they are to listen to all those supervisors and not just certain ones, it could work.

Tammy Hardwick

Manager, Creston & District Museum & Archives
