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been	 possible	 if	 it	 had	 not	 been	 for	 TAI’s	 new	
institutional	 home.	 	 Combining	 a	 statewide	 folk	 arts	
program	with	a	campus-based	museum	proved	to	be	a	
positive	 context	 for	 engaging	 with	 artists,	 training	 of	
graduate	 folklore	 students,	 and	 producing	 this	
bicentennial	project.			
	
At	the	museum,	TAI	hosts	a	steady	stream	of	traditional	
artists	 on	 IUB’s	 campus,	 creating	 a	 context	 where	
artists	engage	with	both	undergraduate	and	graduate	
classes,	 which	 is	 helping	 recruit	 and	 train	 the	 next	
generation	of	public	folklorists.	In	the	fall	of	2015,	Jon	
Kay	 taught	 a	 special	 course	 called	 Work	 as	 Art:	
Occupational	Folklife	 in	the	United	States.	The	course	
was	 offered	 as	 part	 of	 a	 campuswide	 program	 called	
Themester,	which	 aims	 to	 encourage	 courses	 around	
specific	 interdisciplinary	 topics.	 From	programs	with	
gravestone	carvers	to	class	visits	with	first-responders	
the	 course	 blended	 undergraduate	 education	 with	
public	 folklore	 programming	 in	 a	 museum	 setting.8	
Students	 also	 learned	 basic	 documentation,	 research,	
and	 presentational	 methods	 and	 gained	 a	 greater	
understanding	of	the	work	of	a	public	folklore.		
	
Rethinking	the	Role	of	Folklore	and	Museum	Education		
The	synergy	of	combining	a	campus	museum	with	a	statewide	public	folklore	agency	is	proving	to	be	
a	robust	catalyst	for	the	research	and	presentation	of	the	folk	and	traditional	arts	as	well	as	for	the	
support	of	undergraduate	and	graduate	education.	As	arts	and	humanities	programs	are	threatened	
by	 the	 massive	 restructuring	 that	 universities	 are	 facing	 in	 the	 U.S,	 public	 folklore	 and	 related	
outward	 facing	arts	 and	humanities	programs	are	playing	an	 important	 role	 in	making	our	work	
relevant	in	the	years	following	the	Great	Recession.	Programs	like	TAI	and	the	Mathers,	as	well	as	the	
other	organizations	featured	in	this	essay	series,	help	expose	students	to	the	work	of	folklorists	and	
museum	professionals	and	offer	alternative	career	paths	beyond	the	academy.	Public	folklore	is	not	
a	secondary	choice	for	many	of	today’s	folklore	graduates,	and	our	graduate	training	needs	adapt	to	
support	applied	and	public	work	in	the	humanities.	
	
So,	what	should	students	expect	from	a	graduate	program	if	they	are	going	into	public	folklore?	First,	
a	grounding	in	the	theories,	history,	and	methods	of	our	field—this	should	never	be	compromised.	
Second,	students	should	receive	relevant	experience	 in	public	and	applied	work.	 	 Just	as	 teaching	
assistantships	help	prepare	students	for	a	career	as	a	professor,	working	with	arts	organizations	and	
museums	can	prepare	them	for	work	in	the	public	sector.	Work	experience	can	be	gained	in	a	variety	
of	ways.	At	TAI,	we	often	work	with	students	 through	practicum	courses,	where	 they	shepherd	a	
project	to	completion,	help	plan	and	produce	a	public	event,	do	fieldwork	and	develop	an	exhibition	
panel	for	the	Rotating	Exhibit	Network,	or	some	other	relevant	work.	We	also	hire	several	students	
each	year	 to	work	at	TAI,	assisting	with	day-to-day	operations	and	public	programs.	TAI	has	also	
hired	advanced	students	to	do	contract	fieldwork.	Recently,	two	students	conducted	fieldwork	for	
TAI	on	the	circus	arts	and	traditions	in	Peru,	Indiana.	This	research	was	the	first	leg	in	what	we	hope	
will	be	a	component	of	a	future	Smithsonian	Folklife	Festival.	In	addition	to	graduate	coursework,	
working		helps	students	grapple	with	ideas	and	concepts	through	real-world	situations.	It	is	easy	to	
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joust	with	 straw	men	 sitting	 in	 a	 seminar	 class	but	harder	
when	 scholars	 labor	 alongside	 individuals	 on	 community	
projects.		

Students	should	also	expect	 to	compile,	whether	 through	a	
course	or	on	their	own,	a	portfolio	that	demonstrates	their	
professional	 skills	 and	 experiences.	 This	 dossier	 should	
include	 fieldwork	materials	 (sample	 fieldnotes,	 recordings,	
and	 photographs);	 examples	 of	 promotional	 materials	 for	
public	events	or	exhibitions;	or	other	resources	relevant	to	
the	student’s	career	trajectory).	Like	an	academic	curriculum	
vita,	 a	 thoughtful	 resume	 and	 portfolio	 help	 translate	
graduate	experiences	into	a	legible	set	of	professional	skills.	

The	merger	 of	 statewide	 folklore	 agencies	 based	 in	 university	museums	 offers	 a	 proven	 training	
ground	for	public	 folklorists	and	museum	professionals.	While	 in	some	regards	this	emerged	as	a	
new	model,	folklorists	have	worked	in	museums	for	over	a	hundred	years,	and	this	recent	turn	may	
mark	 a	 rekindling	 of	 interest	 in	 public	 folklore	 and	 museum	 work.9	 The	 professional	 skills	 and	
methods	 needed	 in	 both	 public	 folklore	 and	 museum	 practice	 should	 be	 foregrounded	 in	 our	
academic	 training.	 At	 IU,	 we	 offer	 hands-on	 courses	 through	 the	 Department	 of	 Folklore	 and	
Ethnomusicology	 in	both	public	 folklore	and	museums	to	provide	professional	skills	along	with	a	
grounding	in	the	theories	and	methods	of	our	discipline.		

Jon	Kay	is	Director	of	Traditional	Arts	Indiana,	Curator	of	Folklife	and	Cultural	Heritage	at	Mathers	Museum	of	
World	Cultures,	and	Professor	of	Practice	at	Indiana	University’s	Department	of	Folklore	and	Ethnomusicology.	
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