
 
The Dialogue Toolkit: Intentional Looking, Listening, and 

Language 
 
Tools for Intentional Looking: 
• Begin with a long, guided look. That sounds like, “Let your eye 

wander all over the surface of the image… let your eye move from 
top to bottom, slowly taking in details… then let your eye move 
upwards, from the bottom to the top. Slowly look again, taking in 
anything you might have missed the first time.” 

• Focus looking with questions that support observation. That 
sounds like, “Let’s look with intention and focus at the colors in 
this painting, what colors do you see? How would you describe the 
colors?” 

• Follow up interpretations with questions that support finding visual 
evidence. That sounds like, “You said this reminds you of a map, 
what do you see that makes you say that?” 

 
Tools for Intentional Listening: 
• One way to demonstrate active and intentional listening is through 

paraphrasing. Paraphrasing supports and affirms visitors in their 
observations and ideas.  That sounds like, “What I hear you saying 
is…” 

• Name the thinking that occurs when visitors share their ideas. That 
sounds like, “Thank you Emily, for sharing a personal connection 
you made with this work of art” or “Maura, you are wondering 
about the artist’s process” or “Anne, you’re hypothesizing about 
what the artist, Julie Mehretu, might have been thinking when she 
made this…” 

 
 



 
 
 
 
Tools for Intentional Language:  
• Use conditional language in order to keep the conversation open-

ended. “What might the artist have thought” is very different than 
“What did the artist think?” 

• Use specific language as a way to scaffold and support language 
acquisition. Avoid the use of throw-away words like piece, or 
work. That sounds like, “Today we are talking about this 
painting/sculpture/print/photograph…” or “The artist, Sam 
Gilliam…” instead of anonymously referring to the artist as “the 
artist…” 

• If possible, use artist’s quotes and photographs of artists as a way 
to amplify the artist’s voice and represent the artist in the museum.  
This is especially important when you are teaching with an artist 
with an underrepresented or historically-marginalized identity. 
That sounds like, “the artist, Sam Gilliam, describes his process 
this way…” or “Kara Walker has this to say about her 
influences…” 

 
Additional Resources to support this work:  
 
The Artful Thinking Framework, http://pzartfulthinking.org/ 
 
Ron Ritchhart, “Cultivating a Culture of Thinking in Museums.” 
http://www.visiblethinkingpz.org/VisibleThinking_html_files/06_Additi
onalResources/CultivatingACultureofThinking.pdf 
 
Shari Tishman, “Slow Looking: The Art and Practice of Learning 
through Observation.” Routledge, 2017.  
 
Visual Thinking Strategies, “Understanding the Basics” 
https://sjmusart.org/sites/default/files/files/Understanding%20Basics.pdf 
 


