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INTRODUCTION

A museum, as defined according to the Interna-
tional Museum Council (2007), is a ‘non-profit, 
permanent institution in the service of society 
and its development, open to the public, which 
acquires, conserves, researches, communicates 

and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage 
of humanity and its environment for the purposes 
of education, study and enjoyment’(ICOM Stat-
utes, 2007, art.3, ¶1). Museums ‘present objects 
layered with information and encourage examina-
tion, analysis and questioning’, teach the skills of 
‘visual learning and critical thinking-the skills that 
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develop lifetime learners’ and ‘invite purposeful 
use and forge links to the world beyond their walls’ 
(Sheppard, 2002, p.32). As rich storehouses of 
cultural heritage practices in visual and material 
culture, museums play a key role in the promo-
tion of international understanding and cultural 
exchange. A virtual museum takes this one step 
further as a museum that exists online with a 
collection of electronic artifacts and resources 
in a digitized form. This may include items such 
as photographs, paintings, drawings, diagrams, 
audio recordings, video segments, articles and 
interview transcripts. Virtual museums can be 
created using basic applications like Microsoft 
Word, Powerpoint, or web page software. Digital 
creation of art could be achieved through software 
such as Net art, Virtual Reality and Digital art 
with the Internet-based platform displaying digital 
representations of collections. Various terms have 
been used interchangeably with ‘virtual’ mu-
seum - online, electronic, digital, cyber, web, and 
hyper-museum. The term used depends upon the 
background and orientation of the researchers and 
practitioners working in the field. For purposes of 
this chapter, the term ‘virtual’ is used in a general 
sense to refer to various types; specific elabora-
tion of the defining characteristics for particular 
categories, where relevant, will be unpacked in 
subsequent sections.

Virtual museums are seen to overcome the 
limitations of traditional methods of displaying 
and organizing information in museums. Virtual 
museums can serve to unlock the semiotic potential 
of multimodality in promoting attention to mean-
ing through sound, music, image, movement and 
text with a focus on writing as a multisemiotic 
resource (Kenner, 2004) to construct meaning 
and project identities. Multimodal pedagogy is 
recognized to enable ‘the assertion of student 
identity, cultural practices and community to enter 
the school context’ (Stein, 2003 in Jewitt, 2008, 
p. 250) in ways that impact literacy and teaching. 
It involves participants in the ‘design of meaning’ 
(New London Group, 1996), with ‘design’ here 

referring to ‘how people make use of the resources 
that are available at a given moment in a specific 
communicational environment to realize their 
interests as sign makers’ (Jewitt, 2008, p.253; cf. 
Kress, 2003). The focus is on individual agency 
and empowerment in the process of designing 
meaning since, as Van Kraayenoord and Paris 
(2002) remind us, the creation, selection and in-
terpretation of an object are all personal choices 
(p.230) and ‘not neutral’ (p. 224) acts.

Underlying Principles in Virtual 
Museum-Based Learning

The key principles identified as relevant to virtual 
museum-based learning include interactivity, 
collaboration, personalization (Hawkey, 2004) 
and engagement. Interactivity is viewed as be-
ing ‘predicated on the issue of responsiveness’ 
and ‘requires that communicants respond to each 
other’ (Rafaeli, 1988,p.119). Essentially, it encour-
ages being reciprocally active as in a responsive 
decision-making which initiates and is responded 
to. In the process, the interaction changes the 
course of an act. In museum-based learning, inter-
activity involves participants working with clear 
educational objectives to understand phenomena 
through ‘physical exploration which involves 
choice and initiative’ (Caulton, 1998, p.2). The 
potential for virtual museums to be interactive 
can be tapped on in exploiting ‘the Web’s ability 
to look below the surface, to present the layers 
of knowledge that museums have not previously 
been able to show the public’ (Walsh, 1997). The 
challenge is whether the site allows visitors to do 
something other than merely read texts. Yuan & 
Chee (2005) designed an embodied tour guide in 
an interactive virtual art gallery with the ability to 
engage conversationally with users about gallery 
exhibits and to behave non-verbally using gestures 
and facial expression. Attention was given to the 
design of non-verbal interactions within the vir-
tual world. with a focus on agent autonomy and 
believability. (Cerezo, Baldassarri, & Seron, 2007) 
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