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Collections across Victoria focus on 
everything from 19th century or 
contemporary local history, to gliding, 
medicine, botany, shipwrecks, protest 
marches, education, and beyond. Every 
possible aspect of our history is 
represented in some format in the 500 or 
so collections found in buildings, barns 
and back rooms around the state. The 
caretakers of these collections are the 
backbone of Australia’s cultural heritage. 
They manage, collect, preserve, interpret, 
display and research. They make these 
collections publicly available for 
enjoyment, education and further 
research, providing meaning 
(significance) to the community they 
represent. 

This significance is important but 
intangible. If you give the word a capital 
letter and have your collection 
professionally assessed its Significance 
can become tangible and practical. An 
assessment involves: inquiry into the 
collection’s history and provenance and 
comparison with similar collections; a 
study of the community’s history and the 
collection’s ability to reflect it; analysis of 
the collection’s condition, completeness 
and integrity; and assessing it against 
primary and comparative criteria. All of 
this leads to a Statement of Significance 
and is documented in a report provided 
by the historian making the assesement. 
Recommendations are often made that 
will enhance the significance of your 
collection. 

If a Significance Assessment report is 
utilised, rather than shelved, some of the 
tangible benefits include a wider 
awareness and discussion about your 
collection’s value. The Australian Gliding 
Museum has distributed their report 

widely and used excerpts to write articles 
promoting the value of gliding’s heritage. 
Their report, “has led to wider acceptance 
of our credibility and we have had 
donated some more important gliding 
heritage items.” 

Priorities can be identified when 
considering acquisitions, deaccessioning 
and exhibitions. Vision Australia found 
their report, “has helped with the choice 
of objects and images used in… displays, 
in our online gallery, and in our upcoming 
travelling exhibition on the history of 
blindness in Australia.”

Many groups have found their reports 
useful in substantiating further grant 
applications, receiving support and 
reviewing collection patterns towards 
establishing a more strategic approach. 
Frankston Library’s Local History Officer 
found, “it has enabled us to apply for 
external funding for local history projects. 
It has also focussed us on the most 
important things we need to concentrate 
on to improve and protect our collection.” 

Significance information and analysis is 
richer and more vivid than a catalogue 
description. The Hume Library Local 
History Officers, “use it as a learning tool 
for both new and existing staff.” 
Interpretation that uses significance has 
an equally rich and vivid educational 
effect on museum visitors.

Significance assessments contribute to a 
deeper understanding and broad 
communication of our heritage. Curators 
who understand the value and meaning 
in their collection can build informative, 
stimulating and provocative exhibitions 
that could lead to empathy, 
understanding, dialogue and debate. If 
significance is used as a primary tool in 

management strategies the collection 
will be more likely to fulfill the ideals of a 
community museum. By enabling its 
community to explore the connections 
they have with their past, these museums 
can help provide inspiration, learning and 
enjoyment for their visitors and will truly 
become a community asset.

Emma Russell is a professional historian 
with a consultancy called History @ Work. 
She coordinated the State Library of 
Victoria’s, Memory Victoria Project that 
assessed local history collections in fifty six 
public libraries and has conducted 
assessments for community museums and 
significance training forums for Museum 
Victoria and the Professional Historians 
Association. You can contact Emma at 
histwork@bigpond.net.au or call  
(03) 9489 0040. 

For more on the Australian Gliding 
Museum visit:  
www.gfa.org.au/archive/museum/ 
For more about Vision Australia visit:  
www.visionaustralia.org.au/

Above The Fire Services Museum of Victoria is 
currently making two funding applications using 
their Significance Report. For more about the Fire 
Services Museum visit:  
www.alphalink.com.au/~fsmvic/


