From: Association of Art Historians: Student Members Committee

Some Guidance Notes for Applying for Work Experience in a Museum or Gallery

How to Start

Museums and galleries seeking volunteers often advertise in the Museums Journal, or on their websites. Here are some useful links: 

http://www.museumsassociation.org/ma/8322&search=1.13
www.nationaltrust.org.uk/volunteering
http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/

Places are few and far between, however, and it is often best to approach an institution directly. The Nationals are inundated with people seeking work experience (Tate now often interviews people for places), so it is best to look for alternative museums or galleries if possible. Generally smaller institutions offer a wider range of activities than a large organisation, such as Tate and the National Gallery. Always do some research into an institution before applying, by looking at their website, and visiting the collection. Be aware of the range of activities which take place, and make sure that you are approach the right person/department. Often working in marketing/events/education departments can be particularly rewarding, and could give you a broader outlook on the industry, even if you are focused on becoming a curator. 

The application process 

When you have decided which institution you would like to approach, you should send off a speculative CV with a covering letter. Often it is hard for institutions to judge a person from their CV alone so it is wise to ask if you can meet with someone in the institution (see Museums Yearbook for staff lists), and discuss their role, and any future projects/exhibitions with them. Even if they do not feel they can offer you any work experience, they may remember you and pass on your details to colleagues. Alternatively you might be able to offer them some assistance on a project, in terms of organising an educational event, or offering to help with research and caption writing. It is sometimes best to be proactive and think of things they may have overlooked. Always ask if they are able to reimburse you for travel/meals, and work out costings in advance. 

NB 

Remember that it is the institution, as well as yourself, which is benefiting from the experience so, when all that is left to do is the photocopying or filing, it might be wise to look for another placement or to ask if you can be transferred to another department within the same organisation.  

Useful resources 

Museums Yearbook – this book is produced annually by the Museums Association. It lists all the accredited museums and galleries in the country and also the members of staff, and their roles within the organisation. 

Further Tips on volunteering published by the Museums Association 

• Don't limit your efforts to national and large regional museums and galleries. They are probably overwhelmed with requests for voluntary work

• Apply to smaller local museums. You are likely to get a broader range of experience

• Treat your request as if you are applying for paid work - find out about the museums you are interested in, visit them if you can and when you contact them explain why you want to volunteer for them

• Be honest about how much time you have available - you're more likely to find an opening if you are available for the same amount of time each week

• Remember that it's not the amount of experience you gain through volunteering but what you make of it that will count in your favour when looking to progress your career in museums or galleries.
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