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OVERVIEW 
Museums and libraries are institutions that foster various forms of public engagement with important issues of our day.  

Civic discourse is one term used to describe work in this area, but the phrase and practices associated with it remain 

differently understood within the fields that connect it to museums and libraries. This project defines civic discourse as: 

social forms of collaborative meaning-making around topics and issues of importance to a community that open pathways 

to understanding, action, and change. Social forms include, but are not limited to, dialogue-based programs and can 

include more playful yet seriously productive forms of encounter.  

 

Over the last few decades growing interest in this area among librarians, museum professionals, funding organizations, 

and others has brought with it renewed consideration of best practices, education and training, barriers, mechanisms for 

knowledge sharing, and other support considerations. Here in Connecticut there is a need to understand the nature and 

extent of civic discourse work being done by our museums and libraries across the state. The research team, with support 

from the University of Connecticut’s Public Discourse Project and a Social Sciences, Humanities, and Arts Research 

Experience (SHARE) Award from the Office of Undergraduate Research and the UConn Humanities Institute, is undertaking 

a two-phase information gathering approach in collaboration with Connecticut Humanities (CTH).  

 

Phase I, described herein, will use in-depth interviews to gather qualitative input useful to the development of questions 

for the survey to be designed and distributed in Phase II.    

 



PHASE I RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The in-depth interviews are designed to elicit information that will provide CTH and the UConn research team with a sense 

of the broad contours of current practice and the basis for refining the language, focus, and questions of the Phase II 

survey.   

The objectives are to:  

●  Identify how the term “civic discourse” is understood and used  

●  Identify other/preferred vocabulary being used to describe activities falling with the project’s definition of “civic 

discourse” 

●  Gain understanding of the type and nature of past and current initiatives deemed by institutions to constitute civic 

discourse work. Here, we seek to identify: 

○  field practices, opportunities, needs, barriers, assessments, and definitions of “success”  

●  Gain understanding of the relationship between institutions’ civic discourse work and community needs 

METHODOLOGY 

In-depth interviews with a selected sample of Connecticut-based museums and libraries. The survey instrument consists of 

a battery of structured, open-ended questions and probes, in which all interviewees are asked the same queries.1  This 

approach facilitates objective-driven analysis and comparison. Interview candidates were selected based on their and their 

institutions’ known reputations in Connecticut for undertaking publicly engaged work. A preliminary test-run of the 

interview questions was conducted with UConn-affiliated institutions in order to refine the survey instrument prior to 

implementation. 

                                                
1
 Valenzuela, Dapzury, and Pallavi Shrivastava. “Interview as a Method for Qualitative Research.” Accessed March 2016. 

http://www.public.asu.edu/~kroel/www500/Interview%20Fri.pdf. 



IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW  QUESTION SET 

CONTEXTUAL INFORMATION 

1. Name, Institution, and title; date, time, and place of interview. 

2. Please describe your roles and responsibilities at [name of institution]. 

TERMINOLOGY & MEANINGS 

3. What does the term “civic discourse” mean to you as it applies to work done at your institution?   

4. I would like you to think about the following definition of civic discourse: [provide definition text to interviewee; 

also read out loud slowly, twice] 

Civic discourse describes collaborative ways of engaging communities in important issues in order to open pathways 

to understanding, action, and change. 

a. What are your reactions to this definition?  

b. How does it apply to the work done at [Institution name]?  [Use answers, general or specific, as bridge to next 

question by probing for detail] 

PRACTICE 

5. Please tell me more about the museum’s/library’s specific offerings in this area…  

[After responses, probe as needed to ascertain:] 

a. What elements help make these efforts successful?  

b. How is “success” gauged? 

c. What barriers or challenges might staff face in doing this work? How has your organization dealt with these? 

d. What sort of resources do staff need to support their work in this efforts? 

e. What resources would facilitate the institution’s work in this area? [If the response is money, funding, etc., 

ask:  What specific things would that funding facilitate?]    

6. Have you ever partnered with other organizations in these efforts?  [Probe for detail, as needed]  



7. [If not already mentioned]: What role do exhibitions and collections play in civic discourse work at your institution?  

 

COMMUNITIES & ISSUES 

8. Let’s talk about the communities who come to and are served by your institution. Who are they? 

a. [Probe, if needed]: Are these the same people who live in this immediate area?    

9. What issues does your community face?  

10. What do you see as your institution’s role, if any, in addressing these issues?   

[If respondent institution has engaged with issues in past and/or is currently doing so, ask]: 

a. How did that effort take shape?   

b. What challenges did (you / institution) face? 

c. Can you tell me more about the outcomes and impact? 

 

REFLECTIONS ON THE FIELD 

11. How long have you been with [institution]?  

a. What changes have you seen in the way it responds to public issues? 

12. To conclude our conversation, I have a word association exercise where I’d like you to respond to three words; 

simply say the first things that come to mind. [Receive response to first word; introduce second word, etc. Receive 

response without commentary] 

a. Open 

b. Responsive 

c. Inclusive 

13. What can libraries / museums do to improve in these areas?   

a. How about your own institution? 

14. Can you tell me more about the history of this institution? 



a. What have been some of the most popular exhibits or programs? 

b. Why do you think those exhibits or programs were successful? 

c. Controversial or less successful programs / exhibits in the history? 

15. Have there been any objects, documents or people that greatly influenced the direction of this institution?   

a. Of your career? 

16. Do you have any contacts in the field who might be valuable to this research? 

a. Could you make the introduction / would it be okay to let them know that you referred me? 

b. What brought you into this line of work?  What training or experience prepared you for the role? 

 

  



Recording Consent Form  

 

I, _________________________________, understand that this interview will be recorded. 

I grant permission to the researchers to use this recording for the purposes of designing future surveys and reporting 

findings. I understand that in such reports my personally identifiable information (name, title, institutional 

affiliation, etc.) will not be used.  

Signature: ____________________________________ 

Affiliated Institution:______________________________ 

Date: _______/_______/_______ 


