
See/Think/Wonder. . . for Grown Ups!                                        Clare Tilton, Docent, VMFA 

As stated in the VMFA’s marketing material:  It’s Your Art!  The question is: how to encourage 

adult visitors to make art feel as if it were their own- something they may like, are comfortable 

with, and want to come back to visit.  I look at SEE/THINK/Wonder as a tool or a framework 

that could help anyone in most any museum look at art and not feel lost.  This means helping 

adults trust their observations, listen to each other, and to move the dialogue to interpretation 

and understanding. 

Three sources that formed my structure to touring adults include:  The Participatory Museum 

by Nina Simon, Teaching In the Art Museum by Rika Burnheim and Elliot Kai-Kee, and Visual 

Thinking Strategies, Philip Yenawine.   

Major Points: 

• SETTING THE STAGE  

Nina Simon—writes in her book, The Participatory Museum, of three necessary things 

for a group to feel connected and ready to participate: 

1. Audience Centered 

2. Treated as Individuals 

3. Ways to Connect 

Strategies:  Meet and greet each member of your tour (for example, if it is  a small group, learn 

their names); Ask questions such as first visit or repeat visit to the VMFA, local or from afar, 

interests, occupation, why at the museum? What do they want to see/visit?   Respect their 

observations and comments- listen carefully and refrain from judging (“I can see why you 

might say that. . . however. . . .”).  Adapt the tour to their interests. This goes beyond the idle 

chatter before the start of the tour.  I use all of their information throughout the tour from 

using their names to choosing objects for the tour.  

• SEE/THINK/WONDER. .  . or  SEE/WONDER/CONNECT 

 

SEE:  What is going on in the piece?  What details do you notice?  Is there a story? A 

narrative?  The docent can also ask questions regarding the elements of design. 

 

THINK/WONDER:  I wonder why the artist chose . . . . ?  If the artist were to change the 

color (for example). . . . ?  Ask the group to ponder the details and the question of 

narrative.  It is here that guests/visitors may have questions that can lead the docent to 

give information and context about the work.   

 

CONNECT:  Can you make any connections to this work?  Does it remind you of other 

works?  Why might it be in this gallery, near these pieces?  Any connections to 



contemporary events?  Does it connect to what you knew about this artist? Or style? Or 

time period? 

 

Follow Up:  What is your reaction to this work?  Contrast before and after opinions.   

Do you like it more or respond more after “sitting” with it?  How so? 

 

• Rika Burnheim and Elliot Kai-Kee write of dialogue where the docent (gallery leader) and 

the students (participants) act as MOVERs within the dialogue.  It is predicated upon 

asking questions. The docent may start the discussion with asking viewers what they 

notice first, what do they see, or what is going on here. The docent is acting as a MOVER 

here but then the viewers contribute and may ask questions or make statements that 

keep moving the dialogue further.   

Requirements upon the docent:   

1. Flexibility—the ability to move and change your planned tour of the evening.  

2. More research.  While the docent isn’t issuing memorized facts, he/she has to be 

able to answer and respond to questions or comments.   

3. Confidence but also humility. 

4. Listen.  Really listen to what the visitor is saying. 

5. Work in the information about the work and the artist as the dialogue moves along. 

So what do I do if they don’t want to talk?  

• I always start with looking at the work—and what is noticed first?  Then second?   

• Where does your eye “start” in this work?  Where do you look first? 

• Thumbs up, down, or middle:  like or not like?  Then launch into “what do you see that 

gives you that reaction?”  I also affirm their “ratings”  -- no judging. 

• Would you have this artwork in your home?  Where?  Why do you say this. . . . ? 

• What about the work did someone else bring to your attention?   

• Tell the viewer information such as an interesting fact or point about the work/artist.  

Then, work your way from there into the See/Think/Wonder framework.  
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