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Abstract 

Museums, which have the aim of protecting the cultural heritage, are places used not only to 
preserve and exhibit the materials from the past, but also to use these materials in accordance 
with educational purposes. The aim of this study is to determine the views of 4th graders in 
elementary schools on the concept of 'museum' through metaphors. The study group 
consisted of 52 fourth graders who were attending an elementary school during the school 
year of 2014-2015 and who had visited a museum before. In the study, some forms with the 
statement ''Museums are like ….., because …..'' were delivered to the students and they were 
asked to complete the statement by filling in the blanks. In the study, it was attempted to 
answer these two questions: 1) which metaphors do the 4th graders have about the concept of 
'museum'? 2) According to their common features, under which categories those metaphors 
suggested by the students about the concept ‘museum' could be categorized? To analyze the 
data, the content analysis method was used. In the study, the categories were named as 
'traveling to the past,' 'providing information,' 'exhibition,' 'reflection' and 'preservation.' 
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1. Introduction 

Museums, having a significant role in preserving the cultural heritage —which establishes a 
connection between the past, today, and tomorrow—and transmitting it to the next 
generations, have been gaining more importance and new functions. Museums are non-profit 
organizations that are related to archaeology, arts, science, or humans, that collect all kinds of 
products found in humans’ lives, preserve and exhibit them, that play a role as a bridge 
between the past and the future, that allow people to enjoy the educational, informational, and 
research facilities, that support learning and creativity, and that have the characteristics of 
universality and sustainability (Mercin, 2002: 44). The Ministry of National Education 
defined museums as places not only for exhibiting the works gathered from various subject 
fields all together, such as science, arts, folklore, and antiques, but also for exhibiting the 
works containing just a single subject, such as the natural history, ethnography, or aviation 
(MOE,2008:1). It seems impossible for museums not to be affected by the rapid 
developments emerging in social, economic, environmental, and political aspects. In order to 
keep up with these developments, it has been gaining importance to keep the sustainability in 
responding to the needs of the society. 

Sustainability, as a concept, is defined as a participatory process that considers being prudent 
about using the society’s social, cultural, scientific, natural, and human resources as important 
from a social perspective (Gladwin et al. 1995; cited in: Tıraş, 2012: 59). However, 
sustainability in museums includes reviewing the basic principles of museum works, 
assessing the cultural needs and facilities of the society, and the extent to which museums 
address these cultural situations (Onur, 2012:25). In his article about museums and 
sustainability published in the news of the Network of European Museum Organisations, 
Maurice Davies suggested that although museums have the purpose of preserving the 
collections forever, those collections could rarely sustain their existence more than a few 
years, but the sustainable museums could be sustained for more 20-30 years than this (NEMO, 
2010: 5). 

The concept ’culture’ within the context of sustainable development was addressed as the 
fourth element of sustainability, as well as economy, society, and environment, in the 
Johannesburg International Meeting, held in 2002. The attitude and status of a country are 
determined according to the state of the country in giving importance to preserving the 
sustainability, as well as the culture and cultural heritage, paying attention to these elements, 
and sustaining the policies on this subject. It is necessary to use the resources accurately by 
evaluating the priorities in accordance with the amplitude of the requirements of museums, 
which has an important role in preserving and sustaining the culture and the collections 
representing the culture. The subject of establishing the sustainability of museums in terms of 
the efficient management of resources is addressed under three main topics regarding the 
environmental, economic and social evaluation. In order to establish the sustainability in the 
management and operation of museums, it is important to manage, preserve the resources, 
present them to visitors, consider the marketing strategies and the needs of visitors, and 
manage the staff and all resources efficiently (Ayözcan Atalar, 2012:1-2). 
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In many countries, including our country, museums have sustainability policies. In some 
countries, museums are autonomous in all aspects; however, in other countries, including 
Turkey, museums sustain their existence affiliated with the ministry. For example, Australia 
has regulated the main principles of sustainable museums in a guidebook concerning the 
policies and practices related to sustainability in museums under the titles of ‘education and 
support,’ ‘decision making,’ ‘activities,’ ‘policies,’ and ‘practices and functions.’ The 
economic aspects of sustainability, management of sustainable collection, education for 
sustainability, new buildings for museums, supply, waste management, and management of 
water, energy, motor vehicle and environmental pollution, and application methods of labour 
training programs are defined in practical applications for sustainability in museums 
(www.museumsaustralia.org.au). The Association of Museums emphasized that while 
designing the sustainability principles for museums, these points should be taken into 
consideration: 

 Preserved and valuable cultural and natural environments are sensitive to their visitors 
and museum effects. 

 In search of reaching the excellence, long-term and deep relations must be established 
with visitors. 

 The heritage created with the help of previous generations is transmitted to the next 
generations as informative collections. 

 Collections must be managed properly. 

 Energy and other supplies must be used optimally. 

 Opportunities for encouraging and exhibiting sustainable development must be taken 
into consideration. 

 For regional and general liveliness, the economic, social and cultural responsibilities 
must be shared collaboratively.  

 The staff must be trained; museums’ proposals must satisfy and reward the staff, and 
must assess their experiences. 

 Long-term goals must reflect the expectations of society from museums. 

 Museums must design plans considering the sustainable developments in all of their 
activities, policies and works. 

 Museums must join other museums and organisations in order to provide the optimal 
way of facing their goals in the long run (www.museumsassociation.org). 

Sustainability is related not only to preserving and transmitting the cultural heritage, but also 
to using this heritage in education field. In our country, with the renewed primary education 
program in 2005, it was planned that education would not be limited only to school setting 
but continue outside the school as well. The necessity that various learning environments 
should be used within this context has emerged. Museums have gained more importance for 
being places where this learning environment will be established and various learning and 
teaching strategies found in the program could be used. In many studies conducted, it was 
concluded that museums have importance in improving various thinking skills of students. 
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It should be benefited from museums effectively in both learning and teaching processes. 
Museums could be used as settings where students are active in both student-centred teaching 
and learning activities. Mercin (2006: 34) defined the museum training as a part of an 
individual’s education need, and emphasized that it is a process that should be considered as 
going on for a lifetime, beginning in childhood. The purpose of museum training program 
should not only be to inform students, but also be to encourage them effectively in improving 
the skills of questioning, synthesizing, investigating, creativity and imagination (Çakır İlhan, 
2009: 343). Historical works from old civilizations and various cultures that students see in 
museums allow them to gain significant historical thinking skills, such as developing 
historical empathy, developing evidence-based argument, establishing a relation between the 
past and the future, understanding the sustainability and the change (Yılmaz and Şeker, 2011: 
22). In a study conducted by Önder et al. (2009: 105-106), considering the educating feature 
of museums, they suggested the effects of children benefiting from museums as follows: 

 Children would learn the ways to improve their knowledge, and compare them with 
the information from books. 

 Children would have the opportunity to see the real versions of the items used in 
historical eras about which they read in books. 

 They would attempt to develop a relation between the historical events and the objects 
of that era. 

 They would compare the differences and similarities between the items in museums 
and the items of today. 

 They would develop the senses of observation, logic, creativity, imagination and 
appreciation. 

 They would improve their aesthetic appreciation. 

 They would learn imaginative thinking. 

 Museums would show children that development and change are inevitable. 

 Children would recognize different cultures. 

 They would gain awareness of protecting their cultural values. 

 They would learn how to think multidimensionally.  

Considering the benefits of using museums in education field, having students visit museums 
and using museums with educational purposes are becoming more important. 

As stated above, the primary education programs in Turkey were redesigned in 2005. 
Therefore, the programs for Social Studies were also redesigned. In these new programs, the 
main purpose was to raise individuals who are not just implementing rote learning but who 
learn how to learn, can think critically and express himself or herself., and have the 
problem-solving and communication skills. In order to achieve these goals, the need for 
teachers to use the methods and techniques —other than the expression method— that enable 
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students to be active was emphasized. In this regard, it became relatively important to use 
museums in Social Studies class as an instruction tool because one of the goals of Social 
Studies class is to transmit the cultural heritage. Museums, places that help the cultural 
heritage to be transmitted, are constructs that establish a connection between past, present and 
future. Therefore, it is inevitable that museums are used in the field of education as well. In 
Turkey, teachers generally prefer the expression method in Social Studies classes more 
(Özkaral and Taş, 2013). The need to use museums in the field of education started to be 
expressed more often after the new primary education programs had been prepared and 
introduced. In this context, it was assumed that it would be significant to arrange a museum 
tour for the fourth graders included in the study in relation to the achievements within the 
program, and to determine their perceptions about the tour through metaphors. 

 
2. Purpose 

The general purpose of this study is to determine the views of elementary school fourth 
graders who have visited a museum within the scope of Social Sciences class on the concept 
of ‘museum’ through metaphors. In accordance with the general purpose, these questions 
were attempted to be answered: 

1- What are the metaphors of fourth graders regarding the concept of ‘museum’? 

2- Under which categories the metaphors suggested by students regarding the concept of 
‘museum’ could be categorized in terms of their common features? 

 
3. Method 

3.1 Study Group 

The study was conducted within the framework of content analysis method, which is 
considered as one of the qualitative research methods. The study group was composed of 52 
fourth-grade primary school students who had attended a museum tour during the first 
education term of 2014-2015 in Konya, a city located in Central Anatolia Region, located in 
the central part of Turkey. 

3.2 Collecting the Data 

In the study, students had a planned visit to a museum within the scope of the learning field 
‘Culture and Heritage’ in the unit ‘I Am Learning My Past’ in the Social Studies class. 
During the visit, students engaged in various activities, and they played some games in the 
museum. After the museum visit, forms with the statement ‘’Museums are like….. 
because…….’’ were delivered to the students, and they were asked to complete that statement 
on the form. Data were collected through the forms completed by the students with their own 
statements. 
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3.3 Analysing and Interpreting the Data  

To analyse the data, the content analysis method was used. Basically, the process 
implemented in content analysis included gathering the similar data within the framework of 
certain concepts and themes, and interpreting them by organizing them in a way that readers 
could understand (Yıldırım and Şimşek, 2011,227).In analysing the data, first, the forms 
completed by the students before the data analysis were designated as ‘S1’(Student1) and 
‘S2’(Student2). Then, examining the statements given by the students, the forms of four 
students who did not provide any justifications were excluded from the analysis. At the 
second stage, the statements provided by the students were reviewed. 48 valid metaphors 
were categorized under five different categories. At the third stage, the examples that were 
thought to optimally express each of those five categories established concerning the 48 
metaphors in order to facilitate the validity of the study results were provided in the ‘Findings’ 
section. In order to establish the reliability of the study, the categories of two researchers 
about the metaphors were compared to determine whether the metaphors falling into the five 
categories were gathered under the respective categories. The comparison revealed a 
reliability level of .83 (Reliability = agreement / agreement + divergence of views) (Miles 
and Huberman, 1994). 

 

4. Findings 

Elementary school fourth graders generated 48 metaphors regarding the concept of ‘museum.’ 
These metaphors generated by the students are shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Metaphors of Elementary School Fourth Graders about the Concept of Museum, and 
Their Percentages 

Metaphor f % Metaphor f % 
1-Album 
2-Shopping Mall 
3-Mirror 
4-Information House 
5-Bazaar 
6-Full Notebook 
7-Photograph 
8-Camera 
9-Planet 
10-Map 
11-Treasure Chest 
12-Treasure Room 
13-Safe 

1 
1 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
2 
1 
1 
2 
2 
1 

2.08 
2.08 
4.17 
2.08 
2.08 
2.08 
2.08 
4.17 
2.08 
2.08 
4.17 
4.17 
2.08 

14- Rug 
15-Book 
16-Jewellery Box 
17-School 
18-Clock 
19- Art House 
20-Magic Curtain 
21-Magic Cabinet
22-Chest 
23-Time Machine 
24-Time Tunnel 
 
 

2 
3 
1 
2 
1 
2 
1 
2 
1 
11 
5 
 
 

4.17      
6.25      
2.08      
4.17      
2.08      
4.17      
2.08      
4.17      
2.08      
22.91     
10.42     
 
 

 Total                     48 100 
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In the study, 48 students produced 48 metaphors; however, the number of metaphors 
produced became 24 after gathering the same metaphors produced. 

 

Table 2. Categories Regarding the Metaphors 

Category f % 
Traveling to the past
Providing 
Information 
Exhibition 
Reflection 
Preservation 

20 
8 
6 
7 
7 

41.66 
16.66 
12.5 
14.58 
14.58 

Total 48 100 

The metaphors produced by the students were more often categorized under the category of 
Journey to the Past. At this point, it could be suggested that the students related the concept 
of museum more to the past. 

 

Table 3. Traveling to the Past 

Metaphor f %         
Magic Cabinet
Magic Curtain 
Planet 
Time Machine 
Time Tunnel 

2 
1 
1 
11 
5 

4.17        
2.08        
2.08        
22.91       
10.42 

Total 20 41.66 

 

The most highly produced metaphor by the students under the category of ‘’Journey to the 
Past’’ was ‘’Time Machine.’’ Examples of metaphors produced by the students are shown 
below. 

‘’Museums are like a planet, because it seemed to me as if people used to live in another 
planet when I saw the items in the museum. The items they used were not the same as today’s. 
I understood that they used to live differently than us.’’ (S.10) 

‘’Museums are like a time machine, because time machines bring people to the past. When 
we go to a museum, we feel like we are in a time machine. We see old items there. We think 
of the old times.’’ (S.29) 

‘’Museums are like a magic curtain, because you would see a second life when you open the 
magic curtain. We go back to our ancestors’ time. We feel like we are living in their life.’’ 
(S.38) 



 International Journal of Education 
ISSN 1948-5476 

2015, Vol. 7, No. 4 

http://ije.macrothink.org 26

Table 4. Providing Information 

Metaphor f %            
School 
Book 
Full Notebook 
Information House 
Map 

2 
3 
1 
1 
1 

4.17     
6.25    
2.08     
2.08    
2.08 

Total 8 16.66 

Examples of metaphors produced by the students under the category of ‘’Giving Information’’ 
are shown below. 

‘’Museums are like a full notebook, because they contain too many historical items. 
Everywhere is full of historical items. There are writings on historical items. We learn about 
the past life by looking at the historical items.’’ (S.41) 

‘’Museums are like books, because just as we learn something from books, we could learn 
something from museums as well.’’ (S.47) 

‘’Museums are like maps, because there are many countries, cities, mountains, plains on 
maps. We learn the names and locations of them by looking at the map. Museums, just like a 
map, are also sources of information. Items in museums provide us with information about 
the past.’’ (S.16) 

 
Table 5. Exhibition 

Metaphor f % 
Art House 
Bazaar 
Shopping Mall 
Rug 

2 
1 
1 
2 

4.17 
2.08 
2.08 
4.17 

Total 6 12.5 

Examples of metaphors produced by the students under the category of ‘’Exhibition’’ are 
shown below. 

‘’Museums are like shopping malls, because when we go to a shopping mall, we see many 
different items. There are items in shop windows. Just like in shopping malls, items in glass 
boxes are exhibited in museums.’’ (S.8) 

‘’Museums are like bazaars, because there are many items in bazaars, there are many sellers 
trying to show their items to people. When we go to a bazaar, we both see many different 
things and we entertain ourselves. While visiting a museum, we also see many different items 
and we entertain ourselves.’’ (S.35) 

‘’Museums are like art houses, because paintings and sculptures are exhibited in art houses, 
and historical items are exhibited in museums.’’ (S.3) 
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Table 6. Reflection  

Metaphor f % 
Mirror 
Album 
Camera 
Photograph 
Clock 

2 
1 
2 
1 
1 

4.17 
2.08 
4.17 
2.08 
2.08 

Total 7 14.58 

Examples of metaphors produced by the students under the category of ‘’Reflection’’ are 
shown below. 

‘’Museums are like mirrors, because mirrors show us items and humans, and thanks to 
museums, we can see our historical works and important historical items.’’ (S.4) 

‘’Museums are like clocks, because the events happening in every single second are in them. 
Clocks show the time, and museums show the past times, so we go back to the past.’’ (S.23) 

‘’Museums are like cameras, because museums show the items from the past, and the 
photographs taken with cameras show the past as well.’’ (S.15) 

 

Table 7. Preservation  

Metaphor f % 
Safe 
Treasure Room 
Treasure Chest 
Jewellery Box 
Chest 

1 
2 
2 
1 
1 

2.08 
4.17 
4.17 
2.08 
2.08 

Total 7 14.58 

 

Examples of metaphors produced by the students under the category of ‘’Preservation’’ are 
shown below. 

‘’Museums are like a safe in which valuable items are kept, because just like a safe, valuable 
items are kept in museums. They get never lost or stolen. We could see them whenever we 
want to.’’ (S.22) 

‘’Museums are like cabinets in which valuable items are kept, because we keep valuable 
items in cabinets. We open them and look at the items whenever we want to. Just like 
cabinets, museums also keep the historical items, and whenever we want, we visit museums 
and see them.’’ (S.20) 

‘’Museums are like treasure rooms, because valuable stones and jewellery are kept in treasure 
rooms in tales, and museums are places in which valuable items and stones are kept.’’ (S.39) 
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5. Discussion, Conclusion, and Implications 

The metaphors produced by the students in this study implemented in order to determine the 
metaphors produced by fourth-grade primary school students in relation to the concept of 
museum after the museum tour implemented within the scope of the Social Studies class, 
were classified under these five categories: Journey to the Past, Giving Information, 
Exhibition, Reflection, and Preservation. 

The metaphors produced by the students were more often categorized under the category of 
Journey to the Past. At this point, it could be suggested that the students related the concept 
of museum more to the past. Given the metaphors produced by the students, ‘’Time Machine’’ 
was the most often used expression. This might be caused by the fact that the museum visited 
was a museum where historical artifacts were being exhibited. 

Museums search for the materials belonging to the past of human beings, and the 
environments in which those materials exist, and preserve them. By presenting the materials 
obtained to the public, museums attempt to improve, entertain, and educate them. Museums 
are non-profit organisations that are persistent and permanent in community service. The 
functions of museums include collection, documentation (archiving), preservation 
(maintenance – repair), exhibition, and education (Denizci and Mirza, 2012). In this study 
implemented in order to determine the views of elementary school fourth graders who had 
visited a museum within the scope of Social Sciences class on the concept of ‘museum’ 
through metaphors, the metaphors established by the students were classified under five 
categories. These categories were named as ‘traveling to the past,’ ‘providing information,’ 
‘exhibition,’ ‘reflection,’ and ‘preservation.’ The categories created based on the metaphors 
suggested by the students reflect the functions of museums. Based on this finding, it could be 
concluded that the students who had visited a museum understood the functions of museums. 

Considering the metaphors established by the students, the most often used expression 
was ’time machine.’ This could be caused by the feature of the works exhibited in the 
museum visited, because it was observed that the terms ‘museum’ and ‘metaphor’ were used 
frequently in the related literature. However, the interesting point was that views about the 
metaphors could change depending on the type of the items exhibited in the museum, and 
even various metaphors could be generated depending on the architectural structure of 
museum, and even the order in which the items were exhibited (Chun and Yu, 2008, 
Litchfield and Gilson, 2013, Fors, 2012, Toit and Dye, 2008, Levin, 2012). Given the 
categories, the second most frequently generated metaphors were collected in the category of 
‘providing information.’ The students considered the museum as the place for learning. In 
studies conducted by Çalışkan and Çerkez (2012), Yılmaz and Şeker (2011), students 
considered museums as settings for learning. 

Consequently, it could be suggested that the metaphors generated by the students after the 
museum visit played an effective role for students to understand the concept of ‘museum,’ 
because metaphors are used as a way of learning in education field (Schwartz and Fischer, 
2006, Fors, 2012, Toit and Dye, 2008). Having students visit museums helps them develop 
affective, cognitive, and psychomotor skills. This is an effective way for students to learn. 
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However, using metaphors at suitable times could also make positive contributions to the 
learning process of students.It could be suggested that the students who attended the museum 
tour understood the functions of museum, and were successful in explaining them through 
metaphors. 
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