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Introduction

Written by the presenters themselves, the Conference Abstracts provide an overview of all sessions, panels, and posters presented at this year’s conference.  They serve a multitude of purposes, from assisting attendees selecting sessions to attend, serving as a reminder of sessions attended, and providing references.  They help us know our past as we move to shape our future.  The 2012 Conference Abstracts are exclusively available electronically, and past conference abstracts are available online via VSA’s website at http://visitorstudies.org/conference-overview/past-conferences..

The 2012 Conference Abstracts were edited by Valerie Grabski.
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	Thursday, July 26


11:00 a.m. – 12:15 p.m.

Concurrent Sessions – 1

Art + Science = New Engaged Communities 

Session Panelists

Ellen Giusti, Visitor Studies Consultant 

Lisa Roberts, Consultant

John Fraser, New Knowledge Organization

Alan Friedman, Consultant for Museum Development and Science Communication 

Purpose

Science is often overwhelming and so complex that people turn off.  Many people also feel that decisions and actions that are needed to preserve our environment are beyond the scope of individuals.  The ramifications seem remote and are difficult to personalize, but it is only when we feel personally involved that we act.  Visitor studies can help us develop the arts’ potential to strengthen public understanding and engagement with important scientific and environmental issues — climate change, fossil fuel use, loss of biodiversity, degradation of air and water quality.

Perspectives

Scholars and scientists seek to communicate to the public through art because they recognize the crucial importance of gaining public support for scientific research.  Citizens need to be involved in choosing government officials who support science and environmental preservation.  Americans have shown themselves to be pathetically uninformed about what needs to be done to preserve the planet.  Examples of bringing the arts and STEM learning together are growing across the country, supported by a variety of public and private sources. 

Art and science have much in common: both value the careful observation of their environments to gather information through the senses; both value creativity; both propose to introduce change, innovation, or improvement over what exists; both use abstract models to understand the world; both aspire to create works that have universal relevance (Wilson).  Wilson outlines their similarities and differences:

These differences suggest that different people respond to different modalities of representing information.  However, while leaping on the STEAM bandwagon, it is important to remember two essential differences:

1) Science demands replicability; if others cannot produce the same result you can, then your experiment/theory is not acceptable.  In art the opposite criterion is applied: replicability is bad, while art prizes uniqueness.

2) Science is judged by its predictive powers.  If an idea cannot predict the behavior of nature (or a theory cannot be falsified), then it isn't science.  But art has no such test of quality. 

Importance 

Federal agencies have provided research grants and underwritten a number of conferences and workshops around the nation. The NSF through its ISE Program supports projects that employ a variety of media from performing and visual arts to explore the intersection of art, science, technology, engineering and mathematics.

Despite possessing greater understanding of the ecological dangers we face, our society cannot seem to close the gap between scientific understanding and public acceptance of the need for[image: image1] change. The arts have the power to engage non-traditional audiences in science and social discourse about our relationship to the environment.

It is the nature of art—be it visual, sound, poetry, drama, whatever the medium—to elicit a more affective, visceral experience that can be an effective precursor to communication. In other words, if visitors can feel and be moved by their experience with, in this case science, they may be more receptive to our messages about it—messages that are embedded in the work itself. Like any communications medium employed by museums, however, art, too, must be subject to study and evaluation to ensure that it functions effectively as intended.

Traditions in Public Participation in Science Research have moved data collection and hypothesis generation into the public sphere. How does an artist’s approach to information delivery influence what learning looks like in a public setting?  Studies offer insight into a broad range of impacts on how public art and science outcomes intersect and the challenges for evaluators because these two frames of reference have not established common impact indicators. 

Panelists’ Perspectives

Ellen Giusti: Despite possessing greater understanding of the ecological dangers we face, our society struggles with the gap between scientific understanding and public acceptance of the need for change.  The concrete ramifications are difficult to personalize, and when we personalize we most often act.  

Lisa Roberts: Art as a medium for interpreting science to the public is rooted in some basic precepts of learning and communications theory.  As a narrative tool, art offers an alternative language and experience for people who are uncomfortable with, uninterested in, and uninformed about matters of science. 

John Fraser: Can the city itself be used as an informal science learning environment outside a sanctioned learning environment like a science center or zoo?  A study offers insight into a broad range of impacts, on how arts and science might intersect and how the pedagogical frames result in challenges for evaluators. 

Alan Friedman: Why privilege STEM and Art uniquely, but not put History in too (SHTEAM)?  Art and History are both essential to understanding life and the universe, both illuminate STEM, and both can be illuminated by STEM.  How can we deny the connections between STEM and the humanities, civics, religion, anthropology, archaeology, philosophy...? Let's make sure they all disciplines are introduced, and then give learners the chance to put together any combinations that appeal to them. There are valuable insights to be had in every combination.

References

Storksdieck, M. (2011, April 1). STEM or STEAM? [blog entry] The Art of Science Learning.  Retrieved from:.http://scienceblogs.com/art_of_science_learning/2011/04/01/stem-or-steam/,

Wilson, S. (2002). Information Arts: Intersections of Art, Science, and Technology. Leonardo Book Series.

Additional Links:
The Great Immensity 

www.thegreatimmensity.org
Broadway: 1000 Step  

http://www.broadway1000steps.com/menu.html
Using Capacity Building to Enhance Informal Learning in Museum Exhibits  

Session Presenter/Panelists 

Kate Betz, The Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum

Dr. Max J. McDaniel, Shore Research, Inc.

Taylor Overstreet, Greenlights for Nonprofit Success
Purpose
The goals of this session are: 1) present a real-life example of a visitor study designed to increase the effectiveness of informal learning within an upcoming museum exhibit; and 2) discuss how museums and other educational organizations can work collaboratively with evaluation firms to develop core competencies in research design and evaluation.  The presenters hope that attendees will be actively engaged in a dialogue that looks to discuss two primary ideas: 1) how do we know that our institution's evaluation is improving the informal learning process?; and 2) why is it critical for our future success that we care?

Perspectives
In the spring of 2011, The Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum sought to build its overall capacity to evaluate informal learning at its exhibits and programs.  Since its opening in 2001, the Museum has engaged visitors in “The Story of Texas” through an array of dynamic exhibits and programs.  The Museum had undertaken a variety of evaluative projects during its history, including formative and summative evaluation of exhibits, regular evaluation of museum programs, and overall visitor demographic studies.  However, the Museum had never sought to build its overall capacity by creating an evaluation process tool that could be used and implemented throughout organizational planning.  In preparation for an upcoming exhibit, “The Texas Music Roadtrip,” the staff’s initial discussions about research design, measurement and internal capacity led to the conclusion that while understanding visitor’s attitudes, interests, and expectations was important, conducting sound research was not one of the strongest skill-sets of museum staff.

To that end, the Museum began a collaborative partnership with Greenlights for Nonprofit Success, an organization that strengthens Central Texas nonprofits, and Shore Research, an assessment and evaluation firm, to develop formative and summative evaluations for the “Texas Music Roadtrip” exhibit.  From this initial work, the Museum intended to use the evaluation of this exhibit as a means to do three things: 1) help design an exhibit that was interesting to visitors and enhanced learning; 2) strengthen internal capacity of the Museum’s staff in program design and evaluation; and 3) increase the Museum’s capacity to independently conduct similar evaluations of other programming in the future. This session was influenced by the lessons learned from the series of visitor studies conducted for the “Texas Music Roadtrip” exhibit. 

Panelists’ Perspectives
Kate Betz, Adult Programs Developer at The Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum, will discuss the ongoing importance of visitor studies for the museum, what sparked the museum's interest in building evaluation capacity, and why and how the museum reached out to the other organizations.

Taylor Overstreet, Consultant for Greenlights for Nonprofit Success, will discuss her organization's role in finding the appropriate research firm to meet the needs and goals for the museum as well as Greenlights role as the overall manager of the institutional partnership.

Max McDaniel, Ph.D., Research Associate at Shore Research, Inc. will discuss the firm's role in helping organizations set goals for capacity building projects while maintaining sound research practices, including logical modeling, training, resource use, and reporting.

Following these overviews, the presenters will work together to walk through a specific example of how this process played out in the Museum's “Texas Music Roadtrip” evaluation process, and all presenters will engage in a discussion of some of the barriers, lessons learned, and sustainability of the Texas Music Roadtrip collaboration.

Importance
The “Texas Music Roadtrip” project offered a unique opportunity for The Museum to build the evaluation skills of museum staff through engagement in hands-on evaluation design, data collection, analysis, interpretation, and reporting. Furthermore, this project helped The Museum conduct a visitor study that allowed them to learn about the needs and preferences of visitors and use this information to design an exhibit that offered learning experiences tailored to the needs and expectations of visitors. By working collaboratively with evaluators, museums can build the capacity to conduct visitor studies in both the short and long-term, potentially saving money and valuable resources while also maximizing the visitor learning at their exhibits. 

VSA Looking Forward: An Invitation for Member Input 

Session Panelists

Dale McCreedy, The Franklin Institute

Emlyn Koster, Institute for Learning Innovation

Joe Heimlich, Center of Science & Industry, Institute for Learning Innovation & Ohio 
State University

Rita Deedrick, Center of Science & Industry 

Randi Korn, Randi Korn & Associates, Inc.
Purpose 

As VSA looks to the future questions about Board/committee capacity, internal structure, outreach to target audiences, international scope, and cultural context arise.  Participants will learn about and then participate in discussions about the topic they care about most, with the intent of their playing an integral part in shaping VSA’s future.

Perspectives & Panelist Perspectives 

As VSA looks to advancing the status of the informal learning profession, two critical areas require attention. The first is strategic, helping VSA focus its resources in areas that can achieve the greatest impact; and the second is operational, determining the best organizational structure to implement its key strategies and creating an action work plan that aligns with the organizational structure, thereby enabling VSA to carry out its work.

This session will include discussions of the outcomes from VSA’s work with La Piana Consulting, the recommendations identified through that process, and a discussion of issues that arose during the development of VSA’s Case for Support. 

A short overview of each of four topics, lasting 20 minutes, will be shared with the audience. This will include a brief summary of the Case for Support process and how it led to the issues that will be discussed, as well as a presentation about the Board’s work with La Piana Consulting to date. Breakout sessions will follow in which each of the four topics will be the focus of a roundtable discussion, facilitated by a member of the VSA Board, and followed by a 15-20 minute debrief and sharing of topic highlights, led by Randi Korn, with recommendations for continuing the conversations.  Topics will include:

1)
VSA’s international scope (Joe Hiemlich): How proactive does VSA wish to be in accelerating the international scope of its reach and services?  What are the challenges and opportunities?

2)
Cultural context (Emlyn Koster): Can VSA operate as a member service organization and simultaneously as one that also seeks to shape the larger field in which it operates?  What are the implications of each? With recent collaborative projects such as CAISE and BISE, VSA’s directional reality matches the later.  How emphatically then should VSA’s mission, vision and strategy statements frame that it is a cultural force for good? 

3)
Audiences (Rita Deedrick): VSA aspires to reach five audiences: a) those who study visitors and/or learning in informal settings, b) Developers, designers, and implementers of informal learning experiences, c) CEOs, Directors, and upper-level managers of informal learning organizations, d) Funders of activities associated with informal learning, and e) Educational policy-related entities including policy makers and policy advising entities. At what pace can VSA feasibly develop an aligned menu for a broader array of constituencies and in which order of priority? 

4)
VSA Organizational Structure (Vance Yoshida, La Piana Consulting): VSA is an all-volunteer organization that depends on a working board and, at its heart, a committee structure consisting of incredibly committed members that make VSA work.  What are the challenges and opportunities of this structure?  What might be a new direction for the association to move in with regard to staffing, structure and overall organization?  

A debrief and sharing of topic highlights will be led by Randi Korn. Each roundtable will have one VSA Committee or Board (past or present) member assigned to take notes and facilitate as needed. 

Importance 

This session takes an introspective approach to the conference theme: Knowing Our Past, Shaping Our Future: What’s Next for Visitor Studies?.  It addresses key issues for VSA as a leader in the visitor studies field; the discussion also mirrors that of many organizations as they consider how to best define and achieve their goals and role within the field.  Additionally, the practices of VSA are at the foundation of this discussion, as are its contributions to the field more broadly. 

Additional Links
La Piana consulting

http://www.lapiana.org/
Giving and Receiving: Case study of an immersive interactive exhibit

Session Presenter

Lynne Carmichael, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa

Purpose

This presentation shares findings from a case study of the exhibition creation and visitor reception of an immersive exhibit, ‘Stowaways,’ in a permanent natural environment exhibition, ‘Blood, Earth, Fire - Whāngai, Whenua, Ahi Kā,’ at the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. 

Perspectives

Every visit to a museum involves the visitor in an experience with a culturally created space.  The role that the physical context plays in the experience that the visitor has in an exhibition and the meanings they take from the experience is a subject that has been recognized as significant for some time since the development of the ‘interactive experience model’ (Falk & Dierking 1992). 

This study offers evidence of the complex and long reaching affect that a visit to a museum exhibition has on the visitor and then asks: “How does Visitor Research help with the production of the ‘next exhibition’?”

Methods

Adopting a case study approach allowed the investigation of a complex event, the visit to an exhibition, from three varied perspectives: the exhibition production process; the members of the team who created it; and people who visited it. 

The methods used were museum archival research, interviews and observational studies. The staffs involved in the exhibition creation process were interviewed as were seven visitors who visited with their families, firstly just after their visit and then a year later.

Data & Analysis

Analysis of the exhibition documentation revealed the priorities and sequencing of events.  Research into the themes and content that emerged from the interviews revealed priorities, understandings, meanings and constructs.

Results

The experience narratives demonstrated that the visit resulted in a strong impression and a clear memory for these visitors due to some of the physical features and the environment.  Their comments, their extraordinary recall of the experiences, and the long-term impact on their lives in terms of trigger memories and conversations with family members are evidence of the influences of the immersive built environment on visitor response.

The longitudinal nature of this research offered the opportunity to complete the communication circle by giving the museum feedback on the longer term affect of the exhibit experience on the visitor.  Many of the ideas and aspirations that the staff had for the exhibit had been realized in ways that would not have been apparent if the research had only been conducted immediately after the visit.

In addition the study shows the value of undertaking qualitative research, not only on the visitor but also on the team members who create the exhibition.  A process of reflection and ‘debrief’ was shown to be a useful re-iterative experience, for exhibition team members to advance their understanding, improve their performance and meet their objectives. 

Importance

Museums are increasingly being called upon to demonstrate their social impact.  As these requests increase research such as this, which combines theory, museum practice, and visitor feedback can, by bringing museums and business practice closer together, offer a solution. 

References

Allan, L. C. (2008). Giving and Receiving: A Case Study of the Stowaways Exhibit in Blood, Earth Fire - Whāngai, Whenua Ahi Kā at the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. [unpublished dissertation] Victoria University Wellington.

Falk, J. H., & Dierking L. D. (1992). The Museum Experience. Washington DC: Whalesback Books.

Additional Links
Blood Earth Fire | Whāngai Whenua Ahi Kā - Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa
Families Talking About Ecology at Touch Tanks

Presenters

Chuck Kopczak, Ph.D., California State University Long Beach, California Science Center (presenter)

Jim Kisiel, Ph.D., California State University Long Beach (M.S. supervisor, co-author)

Purpose

Little is known about what occurs when families visit touch tank exhibits at aquariums and zoos. This study addressed the following research questions.

· How much time do families at touch tank exhibits spend talking about ecological topics?

· What aspects of ecological content do guests at touch tank exhibits express during conversations?

· To what extent is the amount of ecological talk linked to external variables such as tank design, type of animal, or interaction with staff?

Perspectives

This study is based in Vygotsky’s (1986) sociocultural theory of learning in which learning is constructed through social interactions with more experienced individuals, objects or texts. Language plays a preeminent role and it is through conversation, humanity’s primary means of social communication that children come to learn the habits of mind of their culture.

This work grew out of a larger study by Rowe and Kisiel (2009, 2012) who sought to describe and understand the characteristics of visitor engagement at touch tanks by uncovering basic information about how individuals and groups interact with and learn from touch tanks, as a common example of interactive exhibits that include live animals.

Methods

Forty one (41) multi-generational, English-speaking families with at least one adult and one child between 3 and 17 years of age at one of four west coast aquariums were fitted with wireless microphones and their actions and conversations at touch tank exhibits were recorded. Families were recruited with a standard recruitment speech. Family groups were followed during their entire experience at the touch tank. The length of visit was determined by each individual family group.

Data & Analysis

Transcripts of the audio portion of the video recordings were analyzed to identify Segments of Ecological Talk (SET).  SET usually consisted of single statements or occurred in small chunks scattered throughout the general conversation at the touch tank.  The length of each SET was quantified to determine the amount of time spent talking about ecological topics.  Each SET was also coded for ecological content, consistency with current scientific knowledge (in the case of declarative statement), conversational depth, and whether the SET included touch tank staff or not.

Results

Results indicate that ecological talk represented approximately 9% of the total touch tank engagement time.  Talk was primarily about interactions between organisms, with 40% being talk about interactions between the human participants and the animals they were touching, rather than interactions between organisms and the environment.  Of the external variables examined, tank design seemed to have no influence on the amount of ecological talk, while statistically more ecological talk occurred in the presence of invertebrate than vertebrate species.  Similarly, talk about ecology between participants and staff was significantly longer than was ecological talk among participants only.

Importance

This study shows that touch tank visitors were talking about ecological topics like interactions between organisms, but a sizeable portion of their conversations were about their own interactions with the organisms they were touching.  Recognition of this may serve as an avenue by which institutions may connect with touch tank visitors more effectively.  This study also suggests that while ecological talk does occur at touch tanks, certain external factors can influence the amount of such talk.  Manipulations of factors like animal type and staff facilitation, each of which may have increased the amount of ecological talk, could perhaps allow an institution to increase visitor engagement and time spent in conversation about various topics.  Future studies that manipulate the animal type and/or the method of staff facilitation could further inform the seeming link between these factors and the amount of ecological talk.

References

Rowe, S. & Kisiel, J. (2009, April). Macro-scale structure of activity at aquarium touch tanks: Examining visitor engagement through talk and action. Paper presented at the National Association of Research in Science Teaching annual meeting, Garden Grove, CA.

Rowe, S. & Kisiel, J. (2012). Family engagement at aquarium touch tanks: Exploring interactions and the potential for learning. In E. Davidsson and A. Jakobsson, (Eds.), Understanding interactions at science centers and museums: Approaching sociocultural perspectives (pp63-78). The Netherlands: Sense Publishers

Vygotsky, L. S. (1986). Thought and Language. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Inspiration to Action: Organizational learning through audience research on conservation knowledge, attitudes and behaviors

Session Presenter

Kathryn Owen, Woodland Park Zoo
Purpose

Woodland Park Zoo has been engaged in a decade-long effort to understand its audience’s conservation knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors and to create powerful visitor experiences informed by that understanding.  This presentation will outline some of the most useful methods that were used to explore this question, present a few of the pivotal findings that shaped subsequent practice, and identify lessons learned regarding the potential of evaluation to encourage individual and institutional learning.

Perspectives
An in-house evaluation position was created at Woodland Park Zoo in 2001, during a period of growing interest among zoos and aquariums in measuring their impact on their audiences’ conservation understanding, attitudes and behaviors.  As a result, this question has served as the backdrop for much of our audience research from the beginning. Because staff at all levels of the institution share an interest in this question, audience research on the topic has offered the opportunity to build a shared understanding and, more broadly, to encourage a culture of learning.  

Evaluation that builds on previous inquiries can lead to deeper understanding of phenomena over time; cycles of inquiry, each building upon the next, also provide rich opportunities for learning at both the individual and group level (Patton 1994; Preskill 2000).  In this context, evaluation can support the development of a culture of learning – one that, for example, values asking questions and rewards experimentation.  The approach described in this presentation has been informed by the notion of evaluative inquiry, as described by Preskill and Torres (1999).  The methodologies employed to explore visitors’ conservation understanding, attitudes and behaviors have been shaped by research in the field of social psychology (see, for example, Clayton and Brooks 2005) and by recent studies in zoos and aquariums to measure the effectiveness of behavior change efforts (Dierking et al. 2004; Yalowitz 2004; Smith et al. 2008 & 2010).

Methods

This presentation will outline successive cycles of inquiry on the same topic over a number of years.  A description of methods and pivotal findings will be provided to illustrate the evolution of a shared understanding regarding effective practices for encouraging conservation behaviors.  Data collection methods that have been especially useful in this work include the use of prototypes to identify effective locations as well as content for messaging, and a card sort activity to identify perceived barriers and benefits to specific conservation behaviors.

Importance

Collaborative approaches towards evaluation have grown in popularity in recent years, along with an interest in exploring not only how findings are used but how participating in the evaluation process affects learning on the individual and organizational levels.  For internal evaluators as well as external evaluators who work with clients on successive or multiyear projects, cycles of inquiry offer rich opportunities for encouraging transformational learning.

This presentation will also share methodologies that have proven useful in exploring visitors’ attitudes towards wildlife conservation issues and their willingness to engage in specific conservation behaviors.  As museums work to adopt sustainable practices and encourage visitors to engage in actions that support sustainability, there is a pressing need to share strategies and methods most likely to meet with success.

References
Clayton, S. and Brooks, A. (2005) Can psychology help save the world? A model for conservation psychology.  Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy, 5, 1, 87-102.

Dierking, L.D., Adelman, M., Ogden, J., Lehnhardt, K., Miller, L. and Mellen, J.D. (2004) Using a behavior change model to document the impact of visits to Disney’s Animal Kingdom: a study investigating intended conservation action. Curator 47, 3, 33-61.

Mark, M., Donaldson, S., and Campbell, B., Eds. (2011) Social psychology and evaluation.  The Guilford Press, New York, N.Y.

Patton, M. Q. (1994) Developmental Evaluation. Evaluation Practice, 15, 3, 311-319.
Preskill, H. and Torres, R. (2000) The Learning Dimension of Evaluation Use. New Directions for Evaluation, 88, 25-37.

Smith, L., Curtis, J., Van Dijk, P. (2010) What the zoo should ask: The visitor perspective on pro-wildlife behavior attributes.  Curator: The Museum Journal, 53, 3, 339-357.

Smith, L.D.G., Broad, S., Weiler, B.V., (2008) A closer examination of the impact of zoo visits on visitor behaviour.  Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 16, 5, 544-562.

Yalowitz, Steven (2004) Evaluating visitor conservation research at the Monterey Bay Aquarium. Curator 47, 3, 283-298.
Additional Links
Woodland Park Zoo


www.zoo.org
2:30 – 3:45 p.m.
Concurrent Sessions – 2

Discussing Repeat Visitors: Supporting repeated use through products. 

Session Presenter/Panelists

Al Onkka, Science Museum Minnesota 

Scott Van Cleave, Science Museum Minnesota 

Marjorie Bequette, Science Museum Minnesota

Purpose 

What do museums know about repeat visitors’ experiences, how do we study them, and how do we construct environments that support both the first-timer and experienced visitor?  In this participatory session, the presenters will share three sources of knowledge about repeat visitors: a review of the literature, including findings and methods, small studies from our museum, and a conceptual framework co-developed with a range of Science Museum Minnesota staff who work with repeat visitors.  We will then facilitate a broad conversation about what VSA attendees know and want to know about repeat visitors.

Perspectives

This work grows out of frequently asked questions within our museum about the experiences, values, interests, and motivations of repeat visitors.  As a result, we have conducted several small studies focused on exhibits and programs that floor staff suggested are frequently the target of repeat visits, and of exhibits and programs that staff wanted to change in ways to better support repeat visits.  

These studies have led to two additional efforts.  First, a review of the visitor studies literature resulted in some important findings but also some significant gaps and additional questions.  Second, through a series of conversations with museum partners we’ve jointly developed a model for how our staff perceive repeat visitors across the museum, with a dual focus on life stages and on museum settings and how those influence what visitors are looking for.

This session is designed as an open conversation about the issues of studying repeat visitation and the ways informal learning professionals can support repeat visitation goals. Presenters will provide a number of evaluations as case studies for group discussion and then lead an open discussion about the issues, strategies, and questions that attendees deal with in their own work. Through participatory techniques, attendees will identify the most important questions and chart the course of the discussion.

Importance
We expect that this effort might help participants and the field to refine questions for further study, identify broad guidelines for constructing experiences, or perhaps take other directions the group identifies.

We do know from our recent audience study that two thirds of our visitors had been to the museum at least once in the past two years, and a quarter of them had been 5 or more times. They are a sizable group who we need to support for our museums continued livelihood.

Responding to the Needs of Museum Visitors With Cognitive Disabilities

Panelists

Christopher Bell, University of North Carolina Wilmington 

Tammy Gordon, University of North Carolina Wilmington

Amelia Moody, University of North Carolina Wilmington 

Purpose

The purpose of this presentation is to connect the history of museum education to the current state of access to educational programs and learning experiences for visitors with cognitive disabilities.  Recommendations will be offered on how to utilize Universal Design for Learning to make programs more accessible to visitors of all learning abilities.

Panelists’ Perspectives

Tammy Gordon will be presenting "Museum Professionals and Visitors with Cognitive Disabilities in the Age of Leisure, 1928-1975." This paper examines research and museum practice conducted between 1928, the year of Edward Robinson’s The Behavior of the Museum Visitor, and 1975 when Congress passed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. Its purpose is to analyze museum professionals’ awareness of visitors’ learning needs during this crucial historical period in the development of visitor studies, with particular emphasis on educators’ knowledge of and responses to increased understanding of cognitive abilities in research on formal education. This research shows how the history of museum education can shape contemporary decisions.

Christopher Bell will be presenting "Meeting the Needs of the Cognitively Disabled Population?: A Survey of North Carolina History Museums and Historic Sites."  This paper presents the results of a survey of historic sites and museums in North Carolina.  Over twelve percent of North Carolina Public School students received Exceptional Children's Services during the 2009-2010 school year. Those students represent a significant portion of visitors to museums and historic sites.  This survey shows that museum educational programs at North Carolina museums and historic sites have failed to meet the needs of visitors with cognitive disabilities.

Amelia Moody will present on the use of a Universal Designed Learning Format for museum educators. “One size fits all” museum exhibits are no longer a viable practice for museum visitors characterized by a diversity of learning needs, language, cultural values, and varying requirements for entry-level knowledge and skills. A key challenge for museum educators is knowing how to differentiate instruction to meet the needs of all learners, whether they struggle with content or are left unchallenged (Grimes & Stevens, 2009).  This can be accomplished by training visitor center personnel to use effective teaching strategies embedded in a Universal Design Learning format to encourage learning access for all.

Importance

The number of individuals diagnosed with cognitive disabilities continues to grow as more is conducted.  This is important to those who in the field of visitor studies because it increases the likeliness that some visitors to museums, historic sites, and other informal learning environments will have some type of cognitive disability.  The field of visitor studies has done much to address the needs of visitors to informal learning institutions.  However, the relationship between museums and the cognitively disabled population is one that is still developing. This panel provides an interdisciplinary approach to the history, current state, and possible future for museums and how well cognitively disabled visitors are able to interact with them.
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Studying Web 2.0 Experiences: An Open Source Session 

Session Panelists
Jeff Grabill, Professor, Co-Director, Writing in Digital Environments Research Center, 
Michigan State University

Beck Tench, Director Innovation and Digital Engagement, Museum of Life and Science

Kirsten Ellenbogen, Senior Director for Lifelong Learning, Science Museum of 
Minnesota

Troy Livingston, Vice President for Innovation and Learning, Museum of Life and 
Science

Purpose
This session will do two things, provide some preliminary results from an IMLS-funded research project called “Facilitating Learning in Digital Museum Environments” and provide a peek behind the scenes of the project to examine and debate different approaches to facilitating online conversations.  The goal is to contribute to a conversation about social media and learning and to support the experiences and practices of museum professionals. 

Perspectives
What is the role of science museums' Web 2.0 environments as facilitators of learning and community building?  Museum professionals who develop online learning environments need better evidence to inform their work.  Evaluators and researchers need more reliable indicators of learning in online museum environments.  Museum leaders need strong evidence to justify their institutions’ expansion into online environments.  This session builds on two IMLS-funded studies of online museum activity and relationships to learning.  In these projects, we have been focused on understanding the links between specific facilitation approaches and the resulting learning and community building. 

Web 2.0 environments allow museums to encourage debate, critical thinking, and learning about complex issues.  They also raise new questions about what we, as a field, know about facilitating learning and community building.  Perspectives from web development, education, rhetorical studies and learning research have informed our work and will shape the session, which is designed to engage participants in a lively discussion around real data, failed experiments, risky efforts, and tried and true approaches.  The session will give participants a taste of our different research approaches to studying the facilitation of Web 2.0 experiences and the impact of those different approaches.  The intent of the session is to provide food for thought, debate, discussion, and conversation, and through these practices help inform the field’s vision for the use of technology to support learning in online environments.

Methods
We will report preliminary results from one of the studies in the Facilitation project, a month-long study of facilitation at two museums using social media to support Experimonth activities focused on race and identity.  Experimonth is a month-long participatory experiment that brings scientists and citizens together to use data and observation to make meaning.  The Experimonth activity of focus were the written interactions facilitated on Facebook at the Museum of Life and Science and on Sciencebuzz at the Science Museum of Minnesota.  We developed a discourse analysis tool that allowed us to characterize the nature of the discourse with a particular focus on facilitation techniques and moments of learning.

Results
Preliminary results include the following:

There are facilitation moves that are associated with learning: 

1. Invitations to participants to consider the ideas of others and to expand their thinking 

2. Making connections between other participants and their ideas 

It is clear that “Experimonth itself” has the ability to facilitate learning, particularly activities that :

1. Create heightened awareness of issues

2. Ask people to share things (pictures, links, articles, etc.)

3. Provide technology and a culture that allow for meaningful conversations to happen

4. Are facilitated

Importance
As Museums seek to define their role, particularly around civic discourse and learning in the 21st Century, it is essential that the field of Visitor Studies learn to embrace non-traditional learning environments like Facebook and blogs.  This research presents  some of the first concrete research-based evidence for how museums can use social media to foster learning, while at the same time, it offers guidance for evaluators on how to study learning in these environments and for practitioners on how to engage audiences. 

Additional Links
Facilitating Learning in Digital Museum Environments

http://informalscience.org/project/show/1937
About Exprimonth:RACE from the Museum of Life and Science
http://www.ncmls.org/about-us/newsroom/experimonth-race
Experimonth:IDENTITY 

http://www.sciencebuzz.org/experimonth
Experimonth:RACE tumblr

http://useum.tumblr.com/post/12649343873/for-experimonth-race-we-have-a-confessional
Engaging the African American Community: A Qualitative Exploration

Presenters

Amy Niedbalski, Saint Louis Zoo 

Mike Flynn, Flynn Consulting  

Purpose

Traditionally, African Americans have been underrepresented among zoo and museum visitors.  The Saint Louis Zoo is no exception.  This session reviews a qualitative research study that not only uncovered some surprising findings about this important constituency, but also utilized some unique, cost-effective research methods.

Perspectives

The Saint Louis Zoo had noted in visitor research that African Americans were not attending the Zoo in the same proportion as the area population.  Initially, students from Washington University conducted research to identify possible barriers to attendance among African Americans.  Indeed, a number of barriers were identified.

The project reported in this session was undertaken to build on that research.  Work by John Falk formed a theoretical framework for this study, especially the notion of Identity (2009).  Recommendations growing from the findings of this project are guiding fresh thinking about ways to engage the African American community.  However, it is the research methods that were used that are likely to be of most interest to session attendees.

Method

This project used a combination of focus groups and accompanied Zoo visits to identify possible barriers to attendance and potential strengths to leverage.  The focus groups were conducted at predominantly African American churches in the Saint Louis area.  This method was chosen primarily to keep costs down and because it is well-known that recruiting this target to focus groups can be challenging.

In the focus groups, we used mind maps and other techniques to elicit impressions of the Zoo, as well as straightforward discussion.

Results

Zoo attendance is not a factor of race or ethnicity, per se.  Rather, it is personal background.  Childhood experiences are an important influencer in determining interest in visiting the Zoo.  Negative experiences with animals are a fundamental deterrent.  On the positive side, visiting the Zoo with a parent or older sibling helps to create a tradition of visiting the Zoo.  In addition, a ‘lean in’ learning orientation (where the visitor actively seeks out learning experiences across a verity of venues) helps to enrich the Zoo visit.  An ancillary, but very important, result is that conducting qualitative research among African Americans in their own environment is a way to reach out and engage the community.

Importance

Findings reinforced the importance of engaging African Americans, especially on their own turf.  Using qualitative research to accomplish this is not only feasible, but is a cost-effective research approach.  Use of projective techniques (like mind maps) helps to reveal feelings and perceptions that might otherwise remain buried.

References

Falk, J. (2009).  Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience.  Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.

Fanning, C., Mahler, B., & Ellison, J. (2009).  2009 Outdoor Recreation Participation Report (The Outdoor Foundation report).  Retrieved from The Outdoor Foundation website http://www.outdoorfoundation.org/pdf/ResearchParticipation2009.pdf
Farrell, B. & Medvedeva, M. (2010).  Demographic Transformation and the Future of Museums [American Association of Museums report].  Retrieved from Center for the Future of Museums website http://futureofmuseums.org/reading/publications/upload/Demographic-Transformation.pdf
Taylor P. A., Grandjean B. D., & Gramann J.H. (2011).  National Park Service Comprehensive Survey of the American Public (National Resource Report NPS/NRSS/SSD/NRR – 2001/432).  Retrieved from National Park Service website http://www.nature.nps.gov/socialscience/docs/CompSurvey2008_2009RaceEthnicity.pdf
Williams, K. & Keen, D. (2009).  2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts (Research Report #49). Retrieved from National Endowment for the Arts website http://www.nea.gov/research/2008-SPPA.pdf
Institutional VS Individual Power: Investigating the St. Barnabas Icon Museum 
Session Presenters
Dr. Theopisti Stylianou-Lambert, Cyprus University of Technology 

Dr. Alexandra Bounia, University of the Aegean

Purpose
Museums have the power to negotiate national identities, while individuals have the power to shape personal memories and meanings.  This presentation deals with the relationship between institutional and personal power using as an example the St. Barnabas Icon Museum in the North, occupied part of Cyprus.

Perspectives
Museum visitors are currently envisioned as active interpreters that selectively construct meaning based on their personal experiences, associations, biases, and sense of identity (Abercrombie & Longhurst, 1998).  There is also a trend to envision the museum as an open work that is only completed by the visitor (Carr, 2001) who carries with him his own cultural baggage (Baxandall, 1991).  All these elements indicate the emergence of a new paradigm for conceptualizing museum audiences, which unavoidably influences the way museum professionals view their audiences, their institutions, and their own roles.  Nevertheless, it is argued that this new paradigm seems to underestimate power issues, while romanticizing the power of audience activity, thereby ignoring issues of responsibility (Stylianou-Lambert, 2010). 

More specifically, by emphasizing individual activity, the institutional power to negotiate national identities, as well as to play a political role, is ignored.  To demonstrate the discrepancies that exist between individual and institutional power, we use as a case study the St. Barnabas Icon Museum, located in the north part of Cyprus that was invaded by the Turkish army in 1974.  Two ethic communities, mainly Muslim Turkish-Cypriots and Turkish settlers as well as Orthodox Greek-Cypriots claim the church and its content.  This icon Museum was created as a result of political conflict and plays an important role in the “cultural wars” between the two communities.  Functioning under unstable political conditions makes this museum an ideal example of how institutional narratives and power derives from the political environment of the museum. 

Methods 

The methods used for this study are: (a) analysis of the cultural battles between the two communities; (b) personal interviews; and (c) on-site observation.

Results
Depending on the background of each visitor, the museum is perceived in dramatically different ways.  For Greek-Cypriots the museum is simply a church temporarily “out-of-function” until a solution to the Cyprus problem is found.  For Turkish-Cypriots, the museum is a space that demonstrates religious tolerance and respect.  Finally, for tourists, the main visitors of the location, the museum plays the role of yet another sightseeing destination.  Because of the extreme differences in personal perceptions depending on the nationality and religion of the visitor, the St. Barnabas Icon Museum becomes the ultimate “open museum” (Carr, 2001) where the visitor’s experience becomes not only that of a visitor-as-reader but also that of a visitor-as-author (Davallon, Gottesdiener, & Poli, 2000).

Importance
By using this extreme case study it becomes easier to recognize that the power exercised by the institution and its visitors take very different forms.  Museums can have political, cultural and social agendas and thus to be in a position to negotiate national and communal identities.  On the other hand, individuals have personal agendas always interrelated to their self-identity.  Therefore, they have the power to shape and negotiate personal memories and meanings.  As a result, the power of institutions and individuals seem to function on two different levels; a macro- and a micro-level respectively.  Certain questions arise from such a realization: What is the relationship between institutional power exercised by the museum and personal power exercised by the visitor?  How can this relationship contribute to a new, more balanced, conceptualization of museum audiences? 
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Additional Links: 

This research was facilitated by EuNaMus, (European National Museums: Identity Politics, the Uses of the Past and the European Citizen) a three year project (2010 – 13) funded by the EU Seventh Framework programme, in which the Department of Cultural Technology and Communication, University of the Aegean is a partner. 

http://www.eunamus.eu
Evaluation Across Multiple Worldviews: Telling the Cosmic Serpent Story 
Session Panelists
Jill Stein, Institute for Learning Innovation (chair)

Shelly Valdez, Native Pathways

Eric Jones, University of North Carolina, Greensboro

Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to share lessons learned from a unique partnership that brings together Indigenous and conventional evaluation perspectives as a way of increasing value and cultural validity of results. The evaluation of Cosmic Serpent (NSF DRL No.DRL-0714631 and DRL-0714629) provides many lessons learned that are relevant to any project seeking to engage diverse community voices, or perspectives of those that are typically underrepresented in museum settings. We will focus on the Indigenous models and principles that guided the evaluation of Cosmic Serpent - a professional development project that supports collaboration between Indigenous Knowledge and Western science in informal settings. Together, the three evaluators on the project will share our experiences in building a collaborative process that models the type of cross-cultural partnership that the project itself was designed to support. Key discussion questions we will pose include, What kind of value-based assumptions do evaluators make in our work, and how can we refine our practice to better reflect diverse cultural contexts, especially those that may be different from our own? How can the visitor studies field become better at understanding values and perspectives from an emic/internal view and how do we better reflect different value systems in evaluation design, methods, data collection, analysis, and interpretation?  

Perspectives 

We draw upon both Indigenous evaluation models (La France, 2004; LaFrance and Nichols, 2009; Valdez, 2004; Wilson, 2008) and “conventional” visitor studies approaches to convey how this joint evaluation model played out in the Cosmic Serpent project specifically, what learning was created around the joint evaluation process, and recommendations for future evaluation work that seeks to engage a diversity of voices and perspectives, particularly from non-traditional or underrepresented audiences. Our results focus on process and relationship building, and what was learned at all levels of the project, including the leadership team, evaluation team, and program participants.

Methods: The evaluation of Cosmic Serpent mirrored the cyclical strategic planning model that guided the project's development. While utilizing methods and approaches familiar within visitor studies (focus group discussions, interviews, written questionnaires, and concept maps), the evaluation was primarily driven by Indigenous evaluation perspectives, which have often been neglected or under-utilized in conventional evaluation practice, even within contexts involving Native communities. 

Importance
This collaborative paper will address a key topic in visitor studies as we move forward into the next 25 years - the increasing need for evaluative processes that effectively engage diverse communities and reflect community voice, values, needs, and beliefs in informal learning settings. In order for evaluation to be most useful and relevant – particularly within communities outside the mainstream culture that has so far had the most influence on the evaluation and visitor studies fields – evaluators need to find ways to ensure that the framework for evaluation, measures of success, methodologies, data collection tools, and analysis approaches have “ecological validity” within the contexts and communities in which they are working (AEA, 2011; Thompson-Robinson et al, 2004). The evaluation of Cosmic Serpent provides one such model and an opportunity to discuss its applications to visitor studies more broadly.
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Additional Links
Cosmic Serpent website:

www.cosmicserpent.org
National Science Foundation (NSF). 2003. The Cultural Context of Educational Evaluation: A Native American Perspective. Directorate for Education and Human Resources, Division of Research, Evaluation and Communication.  

http://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2003/nsf03032/nsf03032.pdf
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Designing and Studying Math Exhibits About Ratio and Proportion 

Session Panelists
Elizabeth Fleming, North Carolina Museum of Life and Science

Steven R. Guberman, Science Museum of Minnesota

Molly Kelton, Center for Research in Mathematics and Science Education

Troy Livingston, Museum of Life and Science

Purpose

Math Core for Museums is an NSF-funded collaboration of four museums working to develop, install, and study a suite of exhibits about ratio and proportion for children ages 6 – 12 and their families. Over two years of work, the museums (Museum of Science, Boston; Museum of Life and Science, Durham; Explora, Albuquerque; and the Science Museum of Minnesota, Saint Paul) in collaboration with two research Centers (Center for Research in Mathematics and Science Education at San Diego State University and TERC in Cambridge, MA) articulated a set of guiding principles for exhibit design. Following the Guiding Principles, each museum developed and prototyped 3-5 exhibit components (16 total). All components were shipped to the Science Museum of Minnesota, where they underwent formative evaluation. After discussions among the partners, five components were replicated and shipped to each museum in Winter 2012. Each museum also selected several additional components and has tailored the exhibits with additional components, graphics, and programming. The result is that each installation has at least five components in common, but each installation is unique. A 20-month longitudinal summative evaluation, focusing on how repeat visitors use the exhibits over time, began in May 2012.

Math Core for Museums was designed to test the thesis that science centers can help children prepare for algebra by providing rich, engaging, long-term environments and experiences that encourage children to acquire deep understanding of math concepts, make the practice of math skills enjoyable, and help children identify success with math as personally relevant and rewarding. To achieve these goals, the project team articulated five principles for exhibit development: all exhibit components should be open-ended (support multiple outcomes and ways of using them), transactive (encourage visitors to leave physical records of their experience), conversational (support elaborated conversations among family members), supported (provide cues and materials that help adults assist children’s learning), and accessible (provide physical and cognitive accommodations that support visitors with different abilities).

In this session, we present an overview of the Math Core project, including the nature and process of the collaboration, how the design principles are manifested in the finished exhibit components, and completed and upcoming evaluations.

Panelist Perspectives

The panel members bring four distinct perspectives to this session: Elizabeth Fleming is an exhibit development manager and guided the development of exhibit components at one of the partner museums; Steven Guberman organized the formative evaluation of the 16 exhibit components; Molly Kelton is a researcher studying the nature of embodied learning; and Troy Livingston is a senior museum administrator responsible for, among other things, managing his museum’s pedagogical vision. We bring these perspectives to examine two aspects of Math Core that distinguish it from most exhibits: the Math Core components were designed to accommodate repeat visitors and to engage visitors in full-body movement and embodied learning.

Planning for and Studying Repeat Visitors

Exhibit components typically offer museum visitors a limited, fixed experience; once a visitor has completed the experience and mastered the content, there are few incentives to return. The Math Core exhibit components, however, were designed to help participants develop the capacity to tackle increasingly challenging content each time they interact with them. In this session, we will lead a discussion of how Math Core’s Guiding Principles were used to design exhibits that support repeat visitors.

Researching Visitors’ Embodiment of Mathematics

The Math Core project includes a research strand that seeks to advance theoretical understandings of embodied mathematics learning in informal settings. In this session we will discuss studying visitor experience at mathematics exhibits from the perspective of embodied cognition. We will introduce attendees to the research project, convey emerging findings, and share illustrative video clips. We will explore several interrelated questions, such as: How do visitors use their bodies to make and interpret mathematical representations? How do visitors use their bodies as a resource for scaling and measurement? What relationships are there between visitor experiences with Math Core and mathematical activities associated with school?

Importance

According to the National Mathematics Advisory Panel Report (2008), facility with fractions, ratios, and proportion is a critical foundation for students’ success in algebra, although for many students it is insufficiently developed in schools. To address this problem, the Math Core project was, and continues to be, an innovative effort the incorporated multi-institutional collaboration and the development of exhibit components that accommodate return visitors and learning through whole-body kinesthetic experiences. The project is an exemplar for science centers seeking new ways to design and develop exhibits that support math learning.
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Ready to Renovate?  Models for Evaluating Installed Exhibitions 
Session Panelists
Stephen Bitgood, Ph.D., Jacksonville State University

Steve Yalowitz, Ph.D., Insitute for Learning Innovation

Jeanine Ancelet, Institute for Learning Innovation

Mary Jane Taylor, National Constitution Center  

Purpose

This session will examine renovation-driven exhibition evaluation as a specific type of evaluation., and raise underlying issues associated with this less-understood and somewhat hybrid evaluation model.  Panelists hope to address such questions as:  What is renovation evaluation? What kinds of methodologies can best be used to accomplish it? Is it a separate type of evaluation? What is it important that visitor studies practitioners come to a consensus about its definition?  
Panelists’ Perspectives: 
At the 2011 VSA conference, Bitgood called upon the field to increase clarity around evaluation models and to use more consistent terminology.  For example, “remedial evaluation” is not clearly defined in the field, with the term used to describe several very different methodologies.  

In this session, Bitgood will outline a model of exhibition evaluation based on three stages (planning, preparation, and post-installation) and four types (front-end, formative, remedial, and summative). (See Bitgood, 1994; Bitgood & Shettel, 1994).   Issues associated with terminology, rationale, and methodology for “renovation evaluations” will be discussed.

The remaining panellists will present case studies of renovation-driven evaluation projects, and share how they combined aspects of front-end and summative evaluation. Steve Yalowitz will describe a study for Monterey Bay Aquarium; Mary Jane Taylor will explain a recent evaluation at the National Constitution Center, and Jeanine Ancelet will review reinstallation studies at the Cleveland Museum of Art.   

The session will close with audience discussion about the evaluation of due-for-renovation exhibitions, including appropriate terminology, possible evaluation models and the strengths and challenges of different evaluation approaches.

Importance
In addition to more carefully considering “renovation” evaluations as a different kind of evaluation, this session will attempt to clarify evaluation methodology and terminology.  Well-accepted evaluation approaches and the precise used of language in visitor studies are important for three main reasons: cost-effectiveness, communication, and social validity.

Cost-effectiveness is often an issue with evaluation.  Some models are less cost-effective than others because they use excessive time, personnel, and money.  For example, Screven’s (1990) model proposed summative evaluation before remedial.  This sequence is less cost-effective than conducting remedial before summative. Similarly, evaluating an exhibition before renovation can save money that might be spent fixing major issues after it re-opens.

Communication between evaluators and clients is difficult without a clear understanding of the rationale, terminology and methodology employed by the evaluators.  When the terminology and model are not easily explain and understood, problems in the professional relationship between evaluator and client are more likely to occur. Developing a way to label and describe this new type of evaluation will help visitor studies proceed more smoothly.

Social validity includes the willingness of the clients to accept the evaluation.  A clearly stated model and methodology helps to increase clients’ understanding and acceptance of visitor evaluation and encourage additional evaluation projects in the future.  Panelists hope that resolving the inconsistencies surrounding the term “remedial evaluation” will help promote its use in the informal learning community. 

Looking closely at the evaluation of exhibitions due for renovation as a separate type of evaluation is also needed in the museum field.  Assessing how the audience uses an “old” exhibition before making changes is considered a best practice.  Yet far too often even large, well-funded organizations do not conduct this kind of evaluation before embarking upon major exhibition overhauls.  This session will present three case studies that demonstrate the value of such evaluation, foster discussion about the most appropriate methodologies for conducting the work, and propose considering this as a unique, separate type of evaluation approach. 
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Additional Links 

Executive summary of Cleveland Museum of Art study:

www.audiencefocus.com/us/pdf/ClevelandMuseumofArt.pdf
Forum: Applications of AEA's Cultural Relevance in Evaluation Statement to VSA 

Session Panelists
Jill Stein, Institute for Learning Innovation (chair)

Cecilia Garibay, Garibay Group, Inc. (panelist)

Joe Heimlich, COSI (panelist)

Christine Reich, Museum of Science Boston (panelist)

Shelly Valdez, Native Pathways (panelist)

Purpose
The recent publication of the American Evaluation Association's Public Statement on Cultural Competence in Evaluation (April 2011) provides an important and timely opportunity for the VSA community to come together and discuss this document's relevance, implications, and application to the visitor studies community specifically.  In this forum discussion, visitor studies professionals with expertise in the area of cultural competence will present provocative questions around the application of the statement to evaluation in the informal learning field.  Key questions for discussion will include: In what ways can the document inform our practice in visitor studies and informal learning?  What implications does the statement have for audience research and evaluation in informal settings, and how might these ideas inform our design, methods, data collection, and analysis?  How have culturally responsive approaches been implemented within the visitor studies community to date, and what are areas for future growth?  What types of training and professional support could the VSA community provide to ensure that cultural competence is an integral part of our practice across all research and evaluation efforts? 

Through the open forum discussion model, session presenters aim to facilitate discussion around key issues related to cultural competence in evaluation, gather input and perspectives from the broader visitor studies community, and brainstorm next steps and future directions for visitor studies in support of culturally responsive practices. 

Perspectives
This open forum session builds on an ongoing conversation and body of work on cultural competence within the visitor studies and evaluation fields, and social science and social change research more broadly.  It has long been recognized in social science research and evaluation that culturally relevant approaches can increase participation and inclusion, reliability and validity of results, and overall value and usefulness of research (Mertens 1999; Thompson-Robinson, Hopson, SenGupta 2004).  In these discussions, culture refers not only to ethnic-specific groups, but to any group or community with some shared set of values, beliefs, language, or experiences (such as youth/teens, families, deaf communities).  Another salient definition for grounding our discussion is the idea that cultural competence is not a static set of tools or methodologies, but rather an ongoing process of reflection and self-reflection, of "learning, unlearning, and relearning" (AEA 2011).  With this key perspective in mind, session presenters/facilitators will explore how VSA, and the community of visitor studies professionals, can put these concepts into practice and continue our professional growth around cultural competence in evaluation. 

Importance 

The area of cultural competence and responsiveness has been an ongoing topic in the evaluation field for many years (Hood, Hopson, and Frierson 2005; Mertens 1999; NSF, 2003, Thompson-Robinson, Hopson, and SenGupta 2004) and, more recently, within the visitor studies community (cf., Stein, Garibay, and Wilson 2008).  In thinking about the future of VSA and the field over the next 25 years – pursuant to this year’s conference theme – cultural competence is not just a niche area with application in certain contexts, but an essential component of all visitor studies and an ethical imperative for all evaluation practice in the informal learning field.  While some great work is being done in the visitor studies community around increasing cultural competence, it is important to think at a broader level about how, as a professional community, we define, support, and sustain culturally competent research and evaluation practice, and what this means for how we work, the types of questions we ask, how we train professionals in the field, and how we better integrate cultural competence into everyday practice rather than as a “subset” of evaluation. 
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Additional Links: 

American Evaluation Association Statement on Cultural Competence in Evaluation: http://www.eval.org/ccstatement.asp
Cultural Competence in Evaluation, American Evaluation Association website: http://www.eval.org/culturalcompetence.asp
National Museums and the European Citizen 

Session Presenters
Alexandra Bounia, Associate professor, Department of Cultural Technology and Communication, University of the Aegean, Greece

Jocelyn Dodd, Senior Research Fellow and Director, Research Centre for Museums and Galleries, School of Museum Studies, University of Leicester, UK 

Pille Pruulmann-Wengerfeldt, Senior Researcher, Department of Media and Journalism, University of Tartu, Estonia

Purpose
This panel aims to forward a new understanding of the role and importance of visitor studies by furthering the ideas of institutional evaluations and research into visitors’ meaning making to understand the social relevance of national museums and their representations of the past. This perspective, along with the scale of the research, make this contribution relevant to museum professionals globally.  

Perspectives
This research is one element in a larger European-funded program, "European National Museums: Identity politics, the uses of the past and the European citizen," with interdisciplinary teams working across eight universities between 2010- 2013. The visitor research sets out to explore how national museums are seen and negotiated from the visitors’ perspective. Research was undertaken in nine European national museums, including Rijksmuseum in the Netherlands, the National Museum of Estonia, the National Historical Museum in Athens, Greece 

The politics of nation building through museums involves people in two ways.  Firstly, national museums are sites for the construction of identity and citizenship because they provide representations of the historical past through which people negotiate their historical identities. Secondly, people are active producers of meaning and knowledge, not merely consumers of the museum messages. In order to gain some understanding of the visitors’ values and perspectives, and thus understand the social relevance of national museums and their representations of the past, we need to ask visitors about their perceptions, their understandings, their interpretations.

Our research posed questions like: How do individuals use national museums to construct themselves, their national, and/or European identity?  Do they understand how museums construct “Others” (in terms of ethnicity, gender, social characteristics, age, etc.) and how does this impact their sense of community?  How do visitors use museums to develop a sense of their transnational selves and a shared view on the past, present and, most importantly, future of Europe and the world?  Why? 

Panelists’ Perspectives 

Pille Pruulmann-Wengerfeldt will outline the methodology of the study. 

Alexandra Bounia will present the key findings of the study.

Jocelyn Dodd will raise some of the overarching issues the study raises – these key questions will form the basis of discussion for those attending the session.

Time will be allocated for discussion and debate about new perspectives in visitor studies that involve more large scale projects as well as a new understanding of visitor studies as a cultural policy tool and key for the future development of museums. 
Methods

The project used both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, taking advantage of the multi-national, multi-disciplinary team involved in order to record and understand aspects of visitors’ experiences in different countries. We wanted to develop an in-depth realization of how citizens construct their identities and what role museums play in this. 
For this purpose we used the following methods: (a) questionnaires – almost 5400 questionnaires from 9 museums; (b) interviews – 166 interviews in 6 museums; (c) focus groups interviews – 4 focus groups meeting in 4 museums. 

Results
Evolving national identity
Personal and national identity is both complicated and evolving. Visitors come to the museum having specific ideas about the nation, Europe, and the world.  They use their visit to reinforce pre-existing views and ideas. Nevertheless, the contents of the museum, the structure and the exhibition aroach influence their understanding and the construction of knowledge.  

The sense of belonging in a wider group is very important for visitors.  Many visitors suggested that history was important in the foundation of national identity, and the national museum had a role in supporting citizens’ responsibility to remember the past. 

The role of Europe 

Research took place in the summer of 2011, a turbulent period for the European and world economy.  Majority of the respondents did not recognize a uniform European narrative in the museums. Very few visitors regard themselves as ”citizens‟ of Europe, instead they have a much looser concept of European identity based on an affinity created through some notion of shared sense of place, cultural traits, values, and heritage.  A minority of visitors did not recognize “European‟ or were skeptical about membership of the EU in the context of the (then) current political and economic issues. The position and location of the nation within Europe, in the centre or on the periphery, could influence attitudes towards European identity. 

Minority Issues

Personal and national identity is especially complex and important to minorities. They constantly negotiate their relationship with a dominant culture, which at worst abuses them, at best represents them to a limited extent in the national museum. Some minorities have a very strong sense of identity, based on specific roots, culture, or ethnic group, although these are rarely valued by the wider community.  Some minorities find that their identity is always “between two worlds” and may be even more isolated. 

Importance 

This exciting research allows us to deal with national museums not from a top-to-bottom approach, but from a different and much more promising angle.  It discusses how visitor studies can envision and shape the role of museums within the (new) European and world contexts, which are increasingly diverse and complex – socially, financially, historically, and politically.  Are national museums today relevant to a contemporary society that faces important threats and challenges?  How can our work, as museum professionals, address the future of national museums in Europe and the world? What is our role in the building of public value? 
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I Wish I'd Never Done That 

Session Panelists 

Beverly Serrell, Director, Serrell & Associates
Alan J. Friedman, Ph.D., Consultant for Museum Development and Science Communication

Ellen Giusti, Visitor Studies Consultant

Margie Marino, Executive Director, North Museum of Natural History & Science
Theano Moussouri, Lecturer in Museum Studies UCL, Institute of Archaeology
Mary Ellen Munley, Principal, MEM and Associates
Barbara J. Soren, Independent Consultant (Audience Research, Museums & Performing Arts)
Purpose and Perspective
Senior professionals in the field of visitor studies will share their stories about mistakes they have made in their careers and what they have learned from them.  Not everyone is willing to stand up and admit to mistakes, but these brief and candid stories will likely connect to many people and serve as examples that can build confidence (“Well, I’m not the only one...”) or provide cautionary warnings (“Woops, I’d better not fall into that trap...”) for beginning and seasoned professionals alike. 

Panelists’ Perspectives

What did they do that they wish they hadn’t done?

Serrell and Friedman will discuss examples of not realizing the impact and consequences of a decision they made and the scope of the effect that was later revealed.

Munley and Giusti will present cases where the wrong tool or method was applied in a study and the resulting fall-out and lessons learned.

Soren and Moussouri will discuss instances where more flexibility and collaboration were needed, instead of holding on to a pre-set idea or practice.

Importance
Part of Knowing Our Past comes from hearing seasoned practitioners talk about their work, including what went wrong. We can all learn from, and sympathize with, other people’s mistakes. 

Mediated Discourse: Shaping the Future of Visitor Studies Research

Session Panelists

Scott Pattison, Oregon Museum of Science and Industry

Shawn Rowe, Oregon Sea Grant, Oregon State University

Sigrid Norris, Multimodal Research Centre, Auckland University of Technology

Purpose
This session will explore how the visitor studies field can benefit from applying the theoretical perspective of mediated discourse to research and evaluation in informal learning environments. Featuring one of the eminent scholars in the field of mediated discourse analysis, Dr. Sigrid Norris, the session will provide participants with both a theoretical understanding of mediated discourse and practical examples of how the perspective can be applied to visitor studies. 

Session participants will:

· Broaden their perspective on visitor learning through an introduction to mediated discourse;

· Understand how mediated discourse can be applied to visitor studies as a theoretical framework and analytic tool; and

· Gain awareness of practical tools and resources for applying mediated discourse in their work.

Perspectives
The concept of mediated action was originally developed by Wertsch (1991, 1998) and draws from a diverse range of sociocultural researchers, including Vygotsky, Burke, Dewey, and Bakhtin (Norris & Jones, 2005). As a theoretical perspective, it attempts to account for both the individual and society in the analysis of human action: "The task of a sociocultural approach is to explicate the relationships between human action, on the one hand, and the cultural, institutional, and historical contexts in which this action occurs, on the other" (Wertsch, 1998, p. 24). Mediated action takes human action as the fundamental unit of analysis and focuses on how individuals negotiate roles, identities, and meaning during social interactions using a variety of symbolic and physical cultural tools (Norris & Jones 2005; Wertsch 1998). These tools are both symbolic, such as language, procedures, and styles of speech, as well as physical, such as written text, computers, clothing, and even interactive exhibits. More recently, researchers have further developed the concept of mediated action into a research approach known as mediated discourse analysis (Norris & Jones, 2005; Scollon, 1998).

A central concern of mediated discourse analysis has been to understand how individuals appropriate mediational means in social situations to negotiate roles and identities and how these mediational means provide both affordances and constraints (Norris & Jones, 2005). Drawing directly from a "communities of practice" framework (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff & Lave, 1984), mediated discourse analysis focuses on how individuals appropriate cultural tools as a means for establishing and negotiating their identities within communities of practice (Scollon, 1998). Similarly, mediated action conceptualizes learning as a process of appropriation and mastery of the cultural tools valued by different communities (Wertsch, 1998). 

Importance
By moving away from sender-receiver communication models and a narrow focus on content and knowledge, mediated discourse allows researchers, evaluators, and practitioners to investigate the sociocultural processes that shape informal learning. The theoretical perspective can serve as a guiding framework for addressing central questions in the visitor studies field:

· What are the mechanisms and processes that characterize social learning in informal learning environments? What are the sociocultural norms that afford and constrain learning in these settings?

· Relevant to issues of equity and access, what are the explicit and implicit issues of power, authority, and privilege that visitors encounter in informal learning environments and how can an awareness of these issues help informal learning institutions broaden access for diverse audiences?

· In response to broadening notions of learning (e.g., NRC, 2009, 2011), how can informal learning institutions develop ways of understanding and measuring learning that go beyond content or declarative knowledge and capture learning as ways of talking, being, and thinking (Gee, 2011)?
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Additional Links:
Oregon State University Science and Mathematics Education Department:

http://smed.science.oregonstate.edu/ 

Multimodal Research Centre: 
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Observation Across Disciplines: A View From Visitor Studies
Session Panelists
Jeanine Ancelet, Audience Focus

Jim Kisiel, California State University, Long Beach

Judy Koke, Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art

Jessica Luke, Institute for Learning Innovation     

Molly Phipps, Science Museum of Minnesota     

Purpose: Several evaluation/research studies will be used to engage participants in a discussion of observation as a desired skill or disciplinary practice common to both arts and science. Specifically, the session will examine similarities and differences (if any) in how observation is situated and identified within each discipline.  Do theoretical and methodological approaches for identifying observation as a learning outcome depend on whether the object is contextualized as art or science?  Or are these simply parallel perspectives, with similar objectives and just different terminology?
Perspectives: The National Research Council (NRC) report, Learning Science in Informal Environments (NRC, 2009), reminds us that learning in these settings is more that just recall of facts and terminology within a particular discipline (e.g. arts, science, etc.) — it is about understanding the processes that define the discipline, what it means to participate and generate knowledge within the discipline, as well as the development of interest and identity within a particular knowledge area.  Although the NRC report focused on science, this framework has implications for describing informal learning in other disciplines such as the arts (Luke and Knutson, 2010).  As we look more closely at the practices involved in doing science, we see that similar activities and skill sets are valued in the arts and arts education as well.  

Observation (science), or closer looking (arts), is one such practice or skill that has important application within both disciplines.  Observing might be considered a key procedural activity critical to scientific investigation (NRC, 2007) — one that is often taken for granted.  Eberbach and Crowley (2009) examined the components of observation as they related to shifts from novice to expert observation within the biological sciences.  Their framework identifies key factors that influence the observation process, including noticing, expectation, recording, and productive dispositions (the opportunities and interests that support observation).  To what extent does this perspective help us understand development of this practice, and might this perspective apply to the processes of observation from an arts vantage?

From an arts education perspective, developing skills for ‘looking at and seeing detail in the world around us’ is an important learning objective (Luke and Knutson, 2010).  Such skills may even be linked to visual literacy, or the ability to ‘discriminate and interpret the visible actions, objects, symbols, natural or man-made, that [one] encounters in his environment.’ (IVLA, n.d.)

Panelists’ Perspectives
Four different studies will be used to frame our discussion of observation. Jeanine Ancelet will present an evaluation of a computer interactive and its impact on visitor viewing of a unique art object at the Getty Museum in Los Angeles.  Findings suggest that participants who did engage with the interactive had higher incidences of visual referencing (shifting attention from interactive to object) and spent more time engaged at the exhibit piece compared to those who did not.  

Jessica Luke will extend the discussion of exhibit interactives and hands-on activities for supporting closer observation and visual referencing of art pieces.  In that study, active observation was more likely for interactives more closely aligned with specific objects or art pieces.

The context of observation will shift from arts to sciences as Molly Phipps presents her research and evaluation work with Science-on-a-Sphere and Magic Planet exhibits. Her findings suggest that visitor observations are shaped by expectations, which often led to inaccurate interpretation of the scientific visualization data presented.  The use of interpretive tools (such as remote ‘clickers’) will be discussed as a possible approach for supporting effective observation while limiting the development of misconceptions.

Jim Kisiel will continue the discussion of observation as practice through reflection on research examining family engagement at aquarium touch tanks and the opportunities (and missed opportunities) for fostering development of observation practices.  Video and interview data of families at four different West Coast aquariums will be used to support this discussion.  Links to the prior three studies will also be discussed to see whether ‘observing scientifically’ is much different from ‘closer looking’ within the arts context.

Finally, Judy Koke will provide commentary and questions for all panelists and help to situate this discussion in terms of implications for practice within informal art and science education, as well as learning research across these disciplines.

Importance
Presently, there is a movement to include the Arts with the growing emphasis of STEM education.  Yet this idea of STEAM education is poorly defined, and in some cases, the Arts are simply a tool for teaching science/technology/engineering. As part of our discussion, we hope to look more closely not at how such disciplines might serve another, but rather examine the similarities between the practices of science and art, and implications for supporting the development of such practices as educational objectives in informal settings.  Such shared practices may also lead to new perspectives and approaches for assessment within these learning environments.
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Rethinking Evaluation Reports 
Session Panelists
Amy Grack Nelson, Science Museum of Minnesota

Marsha Semmel, Institute of Museum and Library Services

Troy Livingston, Museum of Life and Science

Purpose

Can a single evaluation report serve the varied needs of stakeholders that range from documenting benefits and problems, to advancing the practice of visitor studies, to identifying public value? When evaluators draft reports and share results, they think about the stakeholders or audiences for the report. These stakeholders might include practitioners, funders, and the visitor studies field. A report meant for immediate intended users of the data may look significantly different than a report that is shared with a funder or the larger visitor studies field. This panel will discuss the needs of three different stakeholders and the implications for how evaluators can share findings. Session participants will have an opportunity to reflect on these stakeholders' perspectives and what it might mean for how they report evaluation results. 

Panelists’ Perspectives

Troy Livingston will discuss perspectives of the exhibits or program professional and the senior executive. While these audiences use evaluation reports for different purposes they both want straightforward, easy to understand analyses that help them figure out how to do their jobs better. How can evaluators balance their need to convey a thorough, well-informed approach while at the same time delivering an easily digestible and actionable report? 
Marsha Semmel will share funders’ perspectives on integrating public value into evaluation reports. There is an increasing emphasis on measuring the public value of our work and the impact on the community. If the goal is to use metrics such as public value, what does the evaluation report look like? How can reports present program specific results, but articulate them in a way that speaks to the community perspective?

Amy Grack Nelson will share guidelines for writing evaluation reports useful for the visitor studies field. This work is based on reviewing reports on informalscience.org through the Building Informal Science Education project and is guided by Miron’s (2004) Evaluation Report Checklist. What key elements should be included in reports? How do we include these elements while still creating useful and engaging reports for clients? 

Importance
Visitor studies methods are evolving, yet evaluation reports remain relatively unchanged. There are ongoing conversations in the evaluation field about how to present findings in engaging and new ways to ensure evaluation reports are used.  In 2011, the American Evaluation Association created a formalized avenue for these conversations throught the development of a topical interest group devoted to data visualization and reporting (American Evaluation Association, n.d.). This session will add to these field-wide conversations by focusing on relevant and engaging ways to address reporting needs of stakeholders specific to visitor studies. To ensure the utility of evaluation reports, it is important for evaluators to step back and reflect on who their stakeholders are, stakeholders’ reporting needs, and how the content and format of reports can best meet those needs. Evaluation clients need reports that are relevant and useful but balance length and depth. Funders want to see an increase in reporting on the larger public value of the work they are funding. Visitor studies evaluators have opportunities to share their work on repositories such as informalscience.org to help others learn more about the practice of evaluation and informal learning. This session will address these important issues to help shape the future of evaluation reporting in the visitor studies field.
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Additional Links

The work of the Building Informal Science Education project is based on the evaluation reports found on www.informalscience.org

1:45 – 3:00 p.m.

Concurrent Sessions – 5

Behind the Scenes: Learning from Inter-Departmental Collaborations and External Partnerships 
Session Presenter/Panelists

Lynn Courtney, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Panelist)

Erica Hirshler, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Panelist)

Jessica Luke, Institute for Learning Innovation (Panelist)

Sharisse Butler, Slover Linnett Strategies (Panelist)

Purpose
How can the process of conducting an evaluation project foster both cross-departmental collaboration and an increased institutional awareness of the value of visitor studies?  What can we as evaluators, both internal and external, do to make the process more transparent, inclusive and valuable to all stakeholders?  This session provides participants with the opportunity to reflect on and share perspectives about how these issues play out in long-term evaluation projects that involve multiple stakeholders, and which lessons learned from one project might be applicable to their own institutions or evaluation practice.  

Perspectives
Our discussion is grounded in one long-term evaluation project at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (MFA), that informed the development of the MFA’s Behind the Scenes (BTS) Galleries, four interactive spaces in its Art of the Americas wing that offer visitors the opportunity to explore what goes on behind the scenes in an art museum through the lens of American art.  The BTS Galleries are the culmination of more than four years of collaborative work involving the MFA’s curatorial, conservation, exhibitions, new media and education staff, including an internal evaluator, as well as researchers from the Institute for Learning Innovation (ILI), an outside design firm and three new media production firms. Collaboration among these various stakeholders extended to the evaluation project in significant ways.

Art museums have come to the evaluation table somewhat later than other informal learning settings, but are increasingly engaged in evaluation of visitor learning and the visitor experience.  The BTS evaluation project occurred over a period of time when visitor studies in general, and formative evaluation in particular, were becoming more firmly established at the MFA, and may have contributed to the increasing value that is placed on feedback from visitors within the institution.  In addition, at the outset, there were varying levels of receptivity on the part of the design firm and media producers regarding the value of conducting formative evaluation.  Strategies used by the researchers from ILI for involving all stakeholders in the planning of each study and for feeding back results were instrumental not only in creating buy-in from them, but in harnessing their expertise for the benefit of the evaluation.  The project also involved close collaboration between internal and external evaluators and highlights the values each role brings to the process.

Importance
This session provides a forum for discussion of critical issues in developing successful long-term, multi-phased evaluation projects involving multiple stakeholders.  It will afford participants the opportunity to share what has worked in their institutions and to reflect on how paying attention to process can not only lead to more rigorous and useful work, but can help to further embed evaluation as a strategic priority in informal learning settings.

References 

Butler, S. (2008). Center for Creative Connections (C3) Opening Weekend. Unpublished evaluation report.

Luke, J., and Ancelet, J. and. (2007),  Results from visitor testing of the preliminary concept plan (Studio). Unpublished evaluation report.

Luke, J., Ancelet, J., Butler, S and Hershorin, K. (2011) Behind the Scenes Galleries Summative Evaluation. Unpublished evaluation report.

Luke, J. and Bronnenkant, K. (2007), Results from visitor testing of the Artists’ Tables. Unpublished evaluation report.

Luke, J. and Bronnenkant, K. (2008), Results from visitor testing of the Behind-the-Scenes Galleries. Unpublished evaluation report.

Luke, J. and Messick, T. (2010) Behind the Scenes Galleries: Formative evaluation of “Conservation” and “Making Choices.” 

Additional Links: 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

www.mfa.org 

Institute for Learning Innovation:

www.ilinet.org 

Behind the Scenes Galleries:  Formative evaluation of “Conservation” and “Making Choices”:

http://www.mfa.org/sites/default/files/Behind%20the%20Scenes%20Galleries%20and%20touchscreens%20FINAL.pdf
21st Century Learning in Natural History Settings: A Research Agenda

21st Century Learning in Natural History Settings: A Research Agenda

Session Presenter

Bill Watson, Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History

Shari Werb, Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History

Purpose

The Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History, with support from the National Science Foundation, conducted the 21st Century Learning in Natural History Settings workshop in Washington, DC, February 12-15, 2012.  A diverse group of educators, natural history curators, collections managers, administrators, evaluators, and learning researchers explored the intersections of natural history museum assets and societal and public value variables to develop and initiate a collaborative and sustained learning research agenda. 

Perspectives

Natural history museums, with their rich collections and active researchers, are uniquely equipped among informal science education providers to promote public understanding, engagement, and participation with the pressing scientific issues of our time. However, the natural history learning community has yet to engage fully in research to understand how particular affordances of the people, objects, and technologies of natural history science can best be translated into dynamic and effective programming. Failure to fully engage all segments of the American public with the relevant work of natural history museums represents a substantial lost opportunity to improve science literacy in the United States. A collaborative, sustained, systematic, and strategic research agenda can provide the mechanism through which to unify the field and chart and constantly re-adjust the course of education in natural history museums. Natural history museums have not been as involved as they could be in contributing to and learning from the tremendous increase in understanding about science learning across formal and informal environments that has taken place recently. Public demand for participatory experiences, advances in scientific and communications technologies, the emergence of hubs of informal science education research, and a few exemplary programs and innovations across natural history museums currently all suggest that the time is ripe for a shared research and innovation agenda. 

Importance 

The diverse attendance and strong interest in the conference suggest that many natural history museums are invested in finding new, dynamic ways to engage their publics and transition their practice and visitor experiences to better enter dialogue with their visitors. The aspirational joint statement that emerged from the conference suggests a strong commitment among natural history museums to inviting their publics to be partners in the passions that drive the exploration of our world. The statement suggests a role for natural history museums as “trailheads for exploration,” and explicitly states a need to engage the public in caring about and sharing in responsibility for addressing natural and cultural phenomena that are having an impact on our plant. Natural history museums collectively have not fully explored the intersections of audience, learning, asset (e.g., collections), and social and societal variables necessary to begin to move the statement beyond aspirations. 

The learning research agenda begins to address that gap. Emerging trends for the agenda include how people learn about critical concepts (evolution, climate change, extinction); reaching new audiences and broadening impact; facilitation and mediation; exploring connections between emotion and learning; collections and learning from objects – including participatory experiences; and connecting learning and organizational change in museums. These topics, while grounded in current theory, informal learning research, and trends in visitor studies more broadly, provide an umbrella under which to consider specific questions about the unique affordances and opportunities of natural history museums. The conference and its findings represent a significant step toward moving these institutions into the 21st Century and changing the model of visitor experiences from distant observation to active co-ownership of the science that affects all of our lives. 
Are Art Museums Behind or Ahead of the Evaluation Curve?

Session Panelists

Peter Linett, Slover Linett Strategies

Matt Sikora, Detroit Institute of Arts

Elizabeth Bolander, Cleveland Museum of Art

Ryan French, Walker Art Center

Anne Lee, Slover Linett Strategies

Purpose

This session will combine brief presentations, informal discussion among the panelists, and dialogue with attendees to explore how some art museums are approaching visitor studies and how these approaches differ from those of other kinds of museums. We will challenge the widespread notion that art museums are laggards when it comes to research and evaluation, offering an alternative orientation in which museums can use the tools of visitor studies to support a broad set of purposes — not only measuring learning and other exhibition- or program-specific outcomes and meeting funders’ requirements, but also deepening emotional, spiritual, or aesthetic engagement; developing new or more diverse audiences; strengthening community perceptions of the institution; guiding institutional planning efforts; identifying issues needing further study; improving internal collaboration and communication, and driving innovation and experimentation. This session will be an opportunity for lively discussion of that broader purview for museum evaluation as one potential answer to the conference’s thematic question, “What’s next for visitor studies?” 

Perspectives

The five panelists hail from both encyclopaedic and contemporary art museums and from an external evaluation firm that works with a range of cultural and informal learning institutions. Drawing on studies they have conducted or overseen at the Detroit Institute of Arts, Cleveland Museum of Art, Walker Art Center, MCA Chicago, and Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, they will illustrate how audience research and evaluation can take as its unit of analysis the visitor’s experience of, and relationship with, the institution as a whole rather than his or her experience of a particular exhibition or program, and how multiple staff departments — and sometimes the museum’s director and trustees — can help shape the study and make use of its findings. They will discuss how art museums’ approaches to visitor research may differ from those of other kinds of museums and whether those differences can be explained by the aesthetic nature of the art museum experience or by differences in funding structures, organizational culture, and historical precedent.

There have been several panels at previous VSA and AAM conferences about the integration of marketing research and traditional museum evaluation, with some discussion of the different methods and research populations associated with each. This session will pick up where those discussions left off, using the art museum as a lens through which evaluators from all types of museums can take a fresh look at the parameters and assumptions of visitor studies.

Panelists’ Perspectives

Ryan French will discuss the Walker Art Center’s multi-year work with consumer research experts from General Mills. Using multiple phases of research, the museum looked psychographically at how people engage with contemporary art and used those insights to inform interpretive and education strategies, experience enhancements, brand strategies, and other decisions.

Matt Sikora will discuss recent work at the Detroit Institute of Art to identify valid and consistent indicators of success across a wide range of visitor-level and institution-level outcomes. Sikora will discuss how the museum achieved a shared vision of success in special exhibitions and plans to deploy those metrics in future evaluations.

Elizabeth Bolander will discuss an upcoming exhibition of pre-Incan artifacts that the Cleveland Museum of Art is using as a “test case” for a holistic, collaborative approach to evaluation across departments. The museum used front-end research to gather audience insights early in the exhibition development process, which will inform the development of an integrated strategy for interpretation and marketing.

Anne Lee and Peter Linett will describe ongoing work with contemporary art museums in Chicago and San Diego in which creativity-oriented, qualitative research methods were used to inform innovation and foster an internal culture of responsive experimentation.

Importance

Art museums have traditionally been underrepresented in the visitor studies community, due in part to the fact that most don’t employ internal evaluators and in part to a perception that art museum curators and directors aren’t interested in scientific, objective measurement of visitor outcomes. But in recent years, an increasing number of art museums have undertaken research and evaluation initiatives that are holistic, interdisciplinary, and innovation-oriented in ways that other kinds of museums might find illuminating. Some of those initiatives bring visitor studies further and more systematically into the museum’s decision-making processes than traditional, learning-oriented exhibit or program evaluation usually does. This session will help bring art museums back into the active visitors studies discourse by viewing their research and evaluation work through a wider, more inclusive lens. In doing so, we will also provide a valuable foil against which other kinds of informal learning institutions can view their own evaluation practices in a new light.

3:15 – 4:15 p.m.

Poster Session

A Survey of School Field Trip Research Published 2000-2010
Session Presenter

Heather K. Harkins, Connecticut Science Center

Purpose

The purpose of the literature review is to explore research on science field trips to designed spaces published in the early 21st century.  Sources include peer reviewed journals.  Six themes from research are identified.  Implications for research and visitor studies of field trip groups are discussed.

Perspectives 

A number of literature reviews have been published regarding field trips. Several literature reviews of school field trips have been conducted in the past.  Most recently, DeWitt and Storksdieck (2008) synthesized ideas from the field trip literature and articulated a research agenda for the future. Over time, these reviews have punctuated our understanding of school field trips and made future research efforts more expeditious. 

Methods 
This literature review establishes the recent research basis of field trips which emphasize science content. Therefore, this literature review includes peer-reviewed, published research from journals which attend (in whole or part) to science education. This measure brings recent empirical research on field trips into relief. Furthermore, this review focuses on published works dealing with field trips to designed spaces, such as museums, rather than to parks or other natural outdoor settings. An additional contribution of this literature review is that it includes empirical works from both the academic and museum communities. 

Results
Broadly considered, field trip research from 2000 to 2010 focused on the main stakeholders in field trip practice: students, teachers, chaperones, and museum educators.  In addition, research developed more understanding of two instructional methods frequently used during school science field trips: worksheets and guided tours.  However, some areas of focus are more predominant than others.  Much of the literature attended to students and teachers, with only smaller subsets investigating chaperones and museum educators.  Methods for student learning (guided tours, classroom or simulated programs, and worksheets) were the subjects of only a few studies.  

Based on earlier reports (Phipps, 2010; Griffin, 2004; Rennie & McClafferty, 1995), the published literature on field trips from 2000 to 2010 has shifted.  While it has still focused on student learning as a result of field trip experiences, it lacks the “underlying desperation” to prove this point described by Phipps (2010).  The literature has also become more focused on outcomes resulting from the accumulation of field trip experiences (pre-visit, visit, post-visit) rather than simply as the result of a visit to the venue itself.  

Recent research on field trips converges on a common idea: during field trips, there is potential for student learning, as well as other outcomes.  There is also potential for these outcomes to persist or have consequence over time.  Factors which influence these student outcomes include the adults (teachers, chaperones, or museum educators) accompanying them prior to, during, and after field trip experiences.  The products these adults generate (in classroom lessons, museum-based-classroom programs, guided tours, worksheets) can also influence students.  However, none of these individuals has emerged as more important to the student field trip experience than the teacher.  Therefore, it is argued that research is converging on an idea of central importance: the role of the teacher is integral to the field trip experiences of students, and any related cognitive or affective outcomes.

Importance 

The poster presentation at VSA 2012 seeks to present and discuss these ideas with members active in visitor studies who are interested in recent research findings regarding field trips.  Members active in evaluation of field trips may find the information particularly useful and informative.

References
Dewitt, J., & Storksdieck, M. (2008). A short review of school field trips: Key findings from the past and implications for the future. Visitor Studies, 11(2), 181-197.
Griffin, J. (2004). Research on students and museums: Looking more closely at the students in school groups. Science Education, 88, S59-S70.
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Children’s Responses to Enhanced Exhibits at a Science Museum 
Session Presenter
Roger D. Phillips, Ph.D


Developmental Psychologist & External Evaluation Consultant


Science Preschool Inquiry for Little Learners Project


DaVinci Science Center


Allentown, PA

Purpose

This presentation describes the external evaluation of exhibit changes at a science museum undertaken to better engage young children and their families and improve their museum experience.  Two specific evaluation questions were addressed: What is the child/family utilization of, interest in and enjoyment of a new exhibit targeted for young children?  What are the effects of enhanced exhibit signage on children’s/families’ time at, interest in, enjoyment of, and involvement with exhibits?

Perspective  

After internal and external scans, the DaVinci Science Center (DSC; Allentown, PA) concluded that it was under-serving its population of young children/families when compared to its successful programming for older constituencies.  As a result, DSC planned a coordinated set of outreach and in-house activities referred to as the Science Preschool Inquiry for Little Learners Project (SPILL; funded by IMLS).  One in-house initiative involved signage-enhancements to 8 existing floor exhibits.  Each enhanced sign used a consistent age-attractive icon, tag line (“Play, Watch, Listen, Talk”), and liftable flap-front revealing a question to help stimulate the child’s/family’s engagement of each exhibit.  DSC also constructed a new non-signed exhibit especially for young children, Camp Wee Can Do -- a large glass enclosure with multiple nature-related activities and materials available for exploration.

Methods

This “post-only/treatment-only” design (i.e., only newly signed exhibits after signs installed) used unobtrusive behavioral observations.  A single, non-DSC individual conducted 319 discrete observations of children, rotating systematically amongst the newly signed exhibits during 2-hour DSC visits over a 3-week period in late June/early July 2011.  Each time a child entered/engaged one of the designated exhibits, the observer tracked and/or rated precise entry & exit times; number & gender of child(ren) and adult(s); observation & usage of enhanced sign; estimated child interest and enjoyment (separate 0-6 scales); and estimated adult involvement (0-6 scale).

Data Analysis

Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyze the observational data organized around the exhibit-related metrics and driven by the evaluation questions.  

Results

The unsigned Camp Wee Can Do became a major draw for young children, yielding long dwell times (M>5 mins, range 0.5-15 mins).  These young children were rated as quite interested (M= 3.8) and modestly happy (M= 1.8) and were significantly more involved on all observation metrics when compared to their older counterparts.  It was not as successful, however, recruiting adult participation (Camp Wee Can Do M= 2.5; other exhibits M= 3.0). 

The addition of child-/family-directed signage to 8 existing DSC exhibits must be regarded, unfortunately, as adding little value based on these observational data.  Over all the 319 separate exhibit-observations, signs were touched, operated or investigated only 20 times (7%), and these usually were fleeting encounters of lifting, glancing and letting go; a sign was used only once in guiding a child’s/family’s engagement of the exhibit.  Indeed, one particular exhibit (Kaleidoscope) yielded the nearly half of sign-contacts (n=9). 

Importance

Three different potential reasons are offered to explain the signs’ seeming failure: structural (sign placement), currency (sign construction and affordances), and museum process (parents’ expectations about museum visits with young children).  These factors, as well as several others, should be considered in the planning of exhibit enhancements targeted for young children and families.

Additional Links

Da Vinci Science Center
http://www.davincisciencecenter.org/

Inquiry and Memory of Exhibit Experiences
Session Presenter

Lisa Szechter, Tulane University
Purpose

We explore how high-elaborative talk affects reports of families’ experiences in a science museum. We hypothesized that parents and children who engaged each other with a relatively high frequency of high-elaborative talk (e.g. explanations, connections, and questions) at the exhibits would be more likely to report a greater frequency of dialogue concerning science during the follow up survey. 

Perspectives

Research has shown that the ways in which parents interact with their children in informal settings have implications for learning. Several studies found that parents help their children focus on important aspects of an activity by asking questions, making connections to prior knowledge and experiences, and offering encouragement (Fender & Crowley, 2007; Haden, 2010; Hedrick et al, 2009). Joint conversations in which the parent and child are both engaged facilitates understanding and helps children encode the shared experience (Fender & Crowley, 2007).

Current research emphasizes the importance of individual differences in conversation styles that range along a continuum of elaborativeness (Fivush et al, 2006; Hedrick et al, 2009). These differences between “high-elaborative” and “low-elaborative” parent-child conversation styles are manifested in children’s memory reports. Children who were engaged in high-elaborative talk remember more (Hedrick et al, 2009). Ornstein et al. (2004) found that when parents engage their children in highly elaborated discussions of experiences both during and after they have occurred, children are able to make meaning in ways that are likely to make these experiences highly memorable, and what is remembered is learned (2004).

Methods 

Our sample was composed of 26 parent-child dyads, with children (14 girls, 12 boys) ranging in age from 8-15 years (M = 10.96, SD = 1.87), and their parents (21 mothers, 5 fathers). The sample included mostly white, middle class families that live within 20 miles of Livingston, LA.

Video. Participants were unobtrusively filmed at five exhibits using a mobile video camera on a tripod. Families participated in an inquiry activity that explored the scientific principle of thin film interference in a hands-on experiment either before or after they visited the exhibit hall as part of their museum experience. 

Follow-Up Survey. Approximately three weeks after a family’s visit to the museum, the experimenter administered a survey about the family’s experiences and what they discussed, did, and remembered since their visit. The survey consisted of six questions, three of which were open ended. 

Data & Analysis

Answers were coded as elaborative if the participants offered information that included a description of the inquiry-based activity, how they felt about doing the activity, or something they learned from doing the activity. We were also interested in the interactions between parents and their children and how they engaged each other and the exhibits. We coded the videotapes to identify types of talk that may impact learning outcomes – question, connection, and explanation. Correlational analyses were conducted to determine whether relationships existed between the frequency of high elaborative talk in the exhibit hall and frequency of elaboration on the survey.

Results

Frequency of elaboration on the survey was marginally correlated with frequency of child questions in the exhibit hall, r(n=26) = .29, p = .07. Elaboration when asked about being scientists on the survey was marginally correlated with frequency of child questions, r(n=26)= .26, p = .10. 

Importance
It is especially interesting that child questions in the exhibit hall were correlated with elaboration on the survey item discussing “being scientists”. This may point to the possibility that these questions demonstrated and/or facilitated a deeper interest in being scientists. It is possible that children who modeled scientific behavior by asking questions internalized their experiences differently and gave their parents more qualitative information to report when given the survey.
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Additional Links 

Permanent Oil Slick Activity
http://www.exo.net/~pauld/activities/light/interference/permanentoilslick.html
 

Ligo Science Education Center:
http://www.ligo-la.caltech.edu/SEC.html
Interest – The Next Big Concept in Visitor Studies?

Session Presenter

Tove I. Dahl, University of Tromsø, Norway

Purpose

Could or should interest be the next big concept to take on in visitor studies?  Interest is one of the key variables in the Northern InSights research program related to High North visitor experiences.   We are exploring the nature of the concept, its use and its measurement in our on-going High North research, drawing from experiences from museums, outdoor adventure, art exhibits, the Hurtigruten cruise and the North Cape destination.  
Perspectives

Our understanding of the basic mechanisms behind what interest is and how it develops are still evolving.  Ongoing work at the University of Tromsø is particularly grounded in three related but distinct perspectives on the matter.  One perspective focuses on the premise that if we have an intense, preferably positive emotional experience and associate that feeling with a particular object, interest will be aroused (e.g. Silvia, 2006).  For this perspective, emotion appraisals are central. The second focuses on the difference between what it takes to first arouse people’s attention and to then hold it or even make a new interest last as a personal interest (e.g., Krapp, 2002). For this perspective, the relationship between emotions, cognitions (such as motives and values) and meaningfulness are central.  The third perspective complements the first two perspectives by additionally focusing on the importance of context for how we experience things emotionally and cognitively.  For this perspective, the relationship between scaffolding and self-directedness is also central.  Using these three perspectives as guides for our work, we have developed a model for investigating the concept of visitor interest with a particular focus on the experiences of visitors engaged in a broad range of High North relevant activities.
Importance
The poster presents our current model for how to understand and use the interest concept to study and organize resources in the design of better experiences for both site visitors and hosts.  It also introduces several projects that we are conducting to test its viability and relevance.
Additional Links

Northern InSights
http://www.opplevelserinord.no/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=5&Itemid=4&lang=en
Museum Soundscapes and Their Impact on Visitor Outcomes
Session Presenter

Robert Jakubowski, JVA Consulting, LLC

Purpose

Visitation to museums and other built environments is motivated at least in part by a desire to escape the stresses of everyday life. However, environmental stressors of an auditory nature may degrade the visit. This project experimentally explores the impact that unwanted sounds (i.e., noise) have on visitor outcomes. Implications of unwanted sound will be discussed in the context of the visitor experience, exhibit design, and visitation outcomes (e.g., learning).

Perspectives

Heritage centers, national parks, and cultural establishments are perceived as places of education, entertainment, and enjoyment. These institutions are embedded in our culture, and their content is as varied as their locations. Regardless of how varied these places may be, they all attempt to inform the public about topics that are part of the human and nonhuman condition. When visiting these locations, guests have assumptions about the setting and what they are going to experience. For example, visitors to national parks may anticipate seeing wide vistas, roaming wildlife, and hearing the sounds of nature, whereas visitors to museums may expect to see unique artifacts and displays in a non-disturbing controlled environment. Often, visitation to these settings is motivated at least in part by a desire to escape the stresses of everyday life, yet the visit itself may be degraded by environmental stressors of a visual and auditory nature that are common in both natural and built recreation settings.

Considering specific visitor environments to have “restorative” influence on the visitor grew out of early research designed to measure nature’s positive impact on various human factors. Early research settings investigated were quite diverse, covering the impact of gardening and benefits of a wilderness experience. In general, a restorative environment is seen as a setting that redirects attention away from everyday experiences, which, in turn, leads to positive psychological outcomes. The current project examines how a variety of natural and human-related sounds in a wildlife museum setting can impact both positive and negative psychological outcomes.

Methods

The current study utilized a quasi-experimental design in which classical, nature and human voice soundtracks were piped-in to the sound system a wildlife fine art exhibit and an interactive natural history exhibit. A “no noise” control group was also incuded. Visitor were observed in different sound conditions and intercepted upon exiting the exhibit. 

Results

In general, in the art exhibit natural sounds and classical music yielded the highest dwell times, engagement, satisfaction, and knowledge gain, and human voices, especially louder voices, yielded the worst outcomes. In the natural history exhibit there were fewer effects of the added soundtracks; visitors in the control condition (i.e., no added sound) experienced the best outcomes when compared to the other sound delivery conditions, in terms of longer dwell times and lower ratings of noisiness. In terms of dispositional measures, in the art exhibit, extraversion was positively correlated with self-reported knowledge gain, satisfaction, and restoration; and need for cognition was positively correlated with knowledge gain, satisfaction, and dwell time.  In the natural history exhibit, extraversion was positively correlated with engagement and knowledge gain; and noise sensitivity was negatively correlated with satisfaction and knowledge gain.

Importance

Museum soundscapes, while discussed in the museum planning literature have rarely been tested experimentally. With the increase in multisensory displays and immersive museum experiences, considerations for the impact of noise in various settings are of growing importance. The current project provides concrete evidence of the impact of noise on the museum experience.

Older People: To Be or Not To Be Museum Visitors

Session Presenter 

Chi-Hsiang Wang, Associate Researcher

National Science and Technology Museum, Taiwan 

Purpose
In aging societies older people are an increasingly important segment of museum visitors. With funding from the National Science Council, we undertook a study at Taiwan's National Science and Technology Museum (NSTM) to better understand, the motivations of the older generation, how they perceived museums and what stopped them from visiting. Qualitative research was conducted both on-site and off-site  to include both regular visitors and those who  seldom or never visited museums.

Perspectives
Baby Boomers are now starting to reach retirement age. Improved medical and social services mean people are living longer. Taiwan is now officially an aging population (more than 7% of the population is 65 or over). There has been little effort internationally to understand older people as a museum audience segment. As this segment grows,it becomes critical for museums to undertake systematic research in order to better appreciate, attract, and retain these older visitors.

Methods
40 face-to-face interviews were conducted and recorded at NSTM entrances and local community centers with persons aged 65 and older between November 3rd ,2011 and January 20th, 2012. 13 of the interviewees were regular museum visitors, while the remaining 27 seldom or never visited museums. Principal issues covered during the interviews included: what they thought of museums in general; what they thought of our museum; why they visited museums; why they did not visit museums; what were the barriers to accessing museums.

Data and analysis
Interview transcriptions were coded inductively. Qualitative analysis was made to identify similarities and differences among the transcripts.

Results
1. Regular museum visitors identified several common reasons for their visits:

· Social interaction – many liked to accompany family and friends, including taking their grandchildren to visit museums, andmake new acquaintances.

· Learning – several commented that museums were an important means of gaining new knowledge, keeping up-to-date with latest developments. and pursuing their interests. For some, certain displays at museums held particular poignancy as they brought back memories of their own life experiences.

· Practicability – Many visited museums because of good accessibility. Free admission, lots of free time, and proximity to their residences were all factors cited. Others simply liked the ambience and settings of the museums they visited.

2. Barriers to regular museum visits

Some older people who seldom or never visited museums most commonly cited the intrinsic factors of no interest in museums and not being bothered about learning anything new. Other factors included personal health issues and affordability of museums. 

The main extrinsic factors cited were limited understanding of museums, not being able to relate them to their own daily lives, not having anyone to go with, and preferring other leisure activities. Other obstacles included a lack of time, poor transport links, a sense of unease in large public spaces, and a perception that exhibits were not renewed frequently enough.
3. Perceptions towards museums

Older people that visited museums frequently were often from well educated social groups. They were likely to be familiar with museums and understand the educational and leisure opportunities offered. They typically viewed museums as important tourist attractions.

Older people that  seldom or never visited museums either had little understanding of the role of museums or they had a pre-existing negative image. They could not relate to museums and considered them to be places more suited for youngsters and students.

Importance
Our research should help museums develop strategies that address the motivations and barriers for older people visiting museums. They could pro-actively help bring older people to their museums and in doing so change the negative perceptions some older people have towards museums and inspire them to become lifelong, regular museum visitors. 

References
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Family Stories

Session Presenter

Theano Moussouri

University College London

Institute of  Archaeology

31-34 Gordon Square

London WC1H 0PY, UK

t.moussouri@ucl.ac.uk  

Purpose

This poster uses the Family Stories project as a case study to argue that we need to take a broader approach to studying audiences in order to understand how museum visits fit in people's lives. 

Perspectives

The Family Stories project is based on the assumption that family stories (filtered through families’ socio-cultural identities) reveal the values, aspirations and beliefs of the family unit and determine the choices as to which organizations, resources and activities families would use, which, in turn, shape the joint identity of the family unit.  Families often referred to museum visits and related them with other activities and aspects of their lives. 

Methods

A participatory qualitative approach was used; the project was co-designed with parents and staff and comprises 4 phases.  It was launched with a family workshop.  Families were asked to tell a story about their family and make a collage based on their story.  The aim was to explore the values, aspirations and beliefs of the families, but also to create a sense of common purpose and a sense of community.  Fifteen families were interviewed.  The aim of the study was to look at family engagement in (learning-related) activities across different settings, including their own home.  Specifically, we explored how and why families access different educational organizations and ‘use’ people, objects and other resources available to them, and what role these organizations play in family life.  To better understand their choices, it was important to see how they perceived those activities.  Were all of them seen as affording learning opportunities, for example?  And why or why not.

Phase 3 involved sharing those initial findings and discussing them further at a parent evening organized by the nursery.  Parents and staff also discussed, in small groups, what actions they might take.  Two of the key themes discussed were: 1) creating better links between nursery and home life, not just for the children but also for parents and nursery staff; and 2.) making the transitions for home to nursery and then to school smoother and involving parents more. 

Results

Some of the key findings were that all families used the same or similar organizations and did similar activities.  The main difference was in how those activities were perceived.  Parents’ ideas of what is worth knowing about, how we acquire knowledge, and how we learn affect the type of activities they see as learning activities.  Hence, on the one end of the continuum you have parents who would emphase the need for activities to be structured and lead by the content that is to be learnt (say numbers), while on the other end you have parents who thought that every-day activities like cooking, for example, afford learning opportunities.  

Importance
Families are one of museums’ largest target audiences.  As a result, museums make considerable investments in family learning provisions and researchers investigate families as cultural consumers.  The vast majority of family studies focus on the family members’ experience of particular exhibitions or programs.  However, little is known about how the family as a learning institution interacts with, adapts to, shapes and chooses to use a number of organizations, including museums, as settings for family learning.  Taking a family perspective, this poster discusses how families use a number of organizations and settings to meeting their learning – and other needs – and how these organizations fit in their social lives.

Unspoken: Sex, Gender, Body Image, and God in Body Worlds

Session Presenters

Susan Jagger, OISE/University of Toronto
Michelle Dubek, OISE/University of Toronto
Erminia Pedretti, OISE/University of Toronto
Purpose

Von Hagen's Body Worlds is a travelling exhibit that allows the museum visitor to experience the internal human body through the use of plastinated cadavers. This study seeks to better understand visitor responses to the Body Worlds exhibition.

Perspective

Building on Macdonald's (1998) notion of power, this research examines the unspoken or implicit messages that visitors take away from Body Worlds. Emergent themes of sex, gender, body image and God are discussed. This qualitative case study draws upon multiple data sources including 1) 51 interviews 2) comment cards (over 20 000), 3) field notes and 4) content analysis of the exhibition. This research suggests that exhibitions are never just "representations of uncontestable facts" (MacDonald, 1998, p. 1) but rather hold implicit and explicit messages that are often controversial, complex and difficult for visitors.

Importance

Much more attention needs to be given, by museums, to the hidden or unspoken messages that are communicated through their displays; and consequently, how visitors make meaning from their experience.

Reference

MacDonald, S. (Ed.). (1998). The politics of display: Museums, science, culture. London: Routledge

Using Evaluation to Provide Scaffolding for an Uncomfortable Visitor Experience

Session Presenters
Zdanna Tranby, Science Museum of Minnesota

Steven R. Guberman, Science Museum of Minnesota

Purpose

Exhibits are usually designed to make a visitor feel comfortable, but Still Face, a component of the new Wonder Years exhibition on early childhood development at the Science Museum of Minnesota, actually tries to foster deeper engagement through an uncomfortable social experience.  Visitors mimic the Still Face Paradigm, used by Tronick and Cohn (1983) to study how children use their caregivers’ social cues to regulate their own emotions.  In the paradigm, even young infants displayed emotional distress when an adult with whom they were interacting switched from smiling and talking to being completely unresponsive.

At the Still Face exhibit, two visitors sit across from each other. A text panel asks one visitor to interact normally with another while playing a game, and then to adopt a blank, emotionless face for 30 seconds.  The other visitor has no idea why their companion has stopped responding to them; typically, they feel uncomfortable and try to get the other person to respond.  Afterward, the visitors talk about the experience and can read more about the Still Face experiments.

Since we are asking visitors to engage in an activity that makes them feel uncomfortable, it is important that the experience facilitates deeper learning and better engagement with the main message than they would get otherwise.  Evaluation can reveal if the exhibit is providing enough structure for uncomfortable activities to still be accessible and, ultimately, engaging.  Our evaluation of Still Face was intended to create an exhibit that avoided unnecessary levels of visitor discomfort and elicited appropriate and meaningful experiences to support learning.

Perspectives

Informal learning environments are often cited as places in which affect and emotions can be encouraged and harnessed to promote both short- and long-term learning (National Research Council, 2009).  The focus of this work, though, is limited to the role of positive emotions on interest, motivation, and learning.  Much less is known about how a broader range of emotional responses can be tapped to promote learning. This study is an initial attempt to study the role of emotions in informal learning.

Methods

In the formative evaluation of the exhibit, we invited visitors to use the exhibit and assessed their discomfort through observations and self-reports.  While 19 pairs of visitors engaged in the Still Face exhibit, evaluators noted “problems” and “what went well.”  Afterwards, we asked them questions: (a) “Does this exhibit explain why one person had a still face during the activity?” (b) “Did you feel uncomfortable during this activity?” and, if they did feel uncomfortable, (c) “Do you think the discomfort that you felt helped you understand the exhibit?”  Additional questions addressed understanding, enjoyment, and instructional clarity.

Results

Results indicated that for most visitors the activity helped to convey the main message and provide an engaging experience.  Visitors said, for instance: “It really hit home,” and “[Babies] want to interact with you.  They care how you react,” and “Parents who aren’t interested in their children is actually a negative interaction.  It affects [children] strongly, even if you aren’t being overtly negative to them.”  Other indicators of prototype improvement included a jump from 29% (n=7) to 64% (n=14) of visitors thinking it was well-explained and 85% of visitors (n=14) reporting acceptable levels of discomfort.
Importance

Our experience with the Still Face exhibit is helpful for the field because it showcases an unusual occurrence: the prototyping process of an exhibit piece designed to make visitors uncomfortable.  Evaluators can use the types of questions and observations we made as a springboard for their own practice in these situations, and to better understand how to use emotional responses to facilitate learning outcomes.
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Additional Links
Wonder Years: The Science of Early Childhood Development is a permanent exhibition at the Science Museum of Minnesota

www.smm.org/wonderyears/about
What’s Next for Online Professional Development for the ISE Community

Session Presenter

Tammy Messick Cherry, Institute for Learning Innovation 

Kara Hershorin, Institute for Learning Innovation

Purpose

The evaluation sought to both understand the range of participation in the session, and to evaluate whether specific project-based outcomes for professional development were achieved. The evaluation addressed the following questions:

· Who participated in the ASTC Connect session?
· In what ways did participants choose to participate in the ASTC Connect session?
· What was the perceived impact of the session for participants?
Perspectives

Many institutions and professional organizations use collaborative platforms such as discussion boards, forums, or wikis to encourage and facilitate interaction, widen access, and broaden the scope of these learning communities.  The Association of Science-Technology Centers (ASTC) received a grant to design and moderate online professional development forums through ASTC Connect.  Currently offering between four and six sessions a year, the use of Connect has gone up in recent years.  With tighter budgets, it is likely that the demand for online professional development opportunities like these will continue to increase. 

The National Center for Interactive Learning at the Space Science Institute (SSI) coordinated the ASTC Connect session, Expanding Roles for Youth in Informal Learning Environments.  The session was developed and delivered in collaboration with team members and advisors from the National Science Foundation funded Asteroids! project (DRL-0813528).  Results and lessons learned from working with middle school youth on the design, development and evaluation of the traveling exhibition Great Balls of Fire: Comets, Asteroids, and Meteors were shared and discussed. 

Methods

A web-based questionnaire was used to gather data from participants who took part in the discussion forum.  The online questionnaire consisted of 13 close-ended questions and 5 open-ended questions designed to answer the evaluation questions. 

Data and Analysis

Researchers conducted a thematic analysis of the discussion threads to identify two key themes that aligned with the program’s intended outcomes: science communication skills, practices, and resources as well as exhibit and program development using youth advisors. 

Results

In total, 110 people participated in the forum with a total of 98 discussion posts created.  A third of the total participants responded to the online questionnaire.

More than half of the participants in the online survey reported that they had not previously participated in similar online discussions or online forums through ASTC or elsewhere. 

About half of the respondents reported contributing at least one post to the session.  Of those who did not post, the majority reported following some or most of the discussion, which shows that while participants did not actively post, they did remain engaged with the session.  Of those who responded to the question, “What do you feel you gained as a result of participating in the session?” nearly all reported feeling that they gained an opportunity to learn from others in the field.

In all, participants enjoyed learning from other professionals and gained a greater understanding of the challenges and opportunities of youth programming.  Encouraging greater engagement from all participants and alleviating barriers related to time constraints could create even more meaningful opportunities for learning within the ASTC Connect platform.

Importance

As the ISE field continues to find avenues for online professional development opportunities, more studies will need to be conducted in order to better understand participant behaviors and how to deliver the most meaningful learning experiences for this community.  Potential avenues for future study include: 

· Exploring how sessions can better engage those who follow the discussion, but tend not to post 
· Investigating how participants use the site to help facilitate new user’s experiences 
· Analyzing the impacts on participants of ASTC Connect across multiple sessions
· Learning how to make online forums a more effective professional development tool
Bilingual Exhibits Research Initiative: Exploring Engagement in STEM Among Latino Audiences
Session Presenter/Panelists
Cecilia Garibay, Garibay Group

Nan Renner, University of California, San Diego, San Diego Natural History Museum

Carlos Plaza, Bilingual Interpretation Specialist

Steven Yalowitz, Institute for Learning innovation

Purpose
Many museums currently produce bilingual exhibits, but very little research exists to inform practice. The Bilingual Exhibits Research Initiative (BERI), funded by the National Science Foundation, addresses this critical knowledge gap.

This exploratory project investigates current professional approaches to producing bilingual exhibits and how bilingual exhibits provide opportunities for Spanish-speaking Latinos to engage in informal science learning., BERI’s research with museum and science center staff documents the concerns, opportunities, and constraints faced by professionals as they deliberate about and create bilingual exhibits. BERI’s research with visitors explores how content and design affords and constrains visitors’ engagement in museums and science centers. This work will inform professionals about the relevant factors and potential consequences of their decisions related to bilingual exhibits. 

Perspectives
The bilingual exhibit experience (figure 1) integrates aspects related to individuals (personal identity and behavior), culture (cultural identity and practices), social factors (social norms and interactions), and the ISE setting (designed museum environment) (cf. Falk & Dierking, 2000). Although the interaction among all these factors comprise the bilingual exhibit experience, ISE professionals have control only over the designed environment. We will document how resources available in the designed environment afford different forms of interaction among Spanish-speaking visitors. 

Figure 1. Major factors influencing the bilingual experience:
[image: image2]
Methods 

There are two methods included in the study: interviews with staff (n=21), and observations and interviews with Spanish-speaking intergenerational groups in a bilingual exhibition (n=40). The staff interviews were conducted by phone with staff at science-based institutions that present bilingual exhibits. The observations and interviews are being conducted this summer, and will include 10 groups each at four different visitor institutions. Observations will focus on how visitors use bilingual resources available in the museum setting, and how various members of the social group participate in the process of making meaning. Interview will focus on the visitors’ perceptions of their experience, vis-à-vis psychological comfort and access to content. 

Results
Main findings from the staff interviews including the following:

· Institutions with many bilingual exhibits work under the assumption that providing Spanish text increases engagement among Spanish-speakers, although they have very little information about how visitors actually use bilingual exhibits and the resulting benefits.

· Institutions with minimal bilingual exhibits want more information about visitors’ motivations, needs, and use of bilingual exhibits to help them gauge the benefits to visitors relative to institutional costs. 

· ISE professionals’ questions about audiences and bilingual exhibits have helped to shape the research agenda with visitors.

Importance

This study has implications for the field to have a greater understanding of the affordances of current bilingual exhibits, and how different institutions are employing bilingual exhibits. It can also provide information about the extent to which bilingual experiences vary across different institutions, since data will be collected at four different institutions. VSA members will find the poster relevant to better serving underrepresented and bilingual audiences, and this is directly connected to the conference theme of Shaping Our Future. 
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NOTE: While there are few articles published about bilingual audiences, there are some internal reports conducted by institutions, including by the authors of this poster.

Additional Links
Abstract on NSF ISE web page:

http://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward.do?AwardNumber=1010666
A summary of an ASTC Dimensions publication about reaching diverse audiences:

http://www.astc.org/blog/category/astc-dimensions/page/7/ 

New Methods for Measuring Affective Response: The Potential of Psychophysiology

Session Presenter
Jessica Sickler, Institute for Learning Innovation

Purpose
This poster presentation will share a project in which researchers applied the methods and technologies of psychophysiology within the field of visitor studies, tested with a planetarium film, Tales of the Maya Skies.  This project sought to further understanding of the utility and practicality of this approach for understanding visitor experience, emotion, and response to an immersive experience.  This poster will present: 1) description of the method and approach; 2) brief summary of study results; and 3) discussion of the benefits, limitations, and potential value of this method for informal settings.

Perspectives
Within museums, immersive visitor experiences have been used by many types of institutions to create powerful, affective experience.  For the most part, visitor studies have used post-experience, self-report data to measure such emotional response.  An additional approach is presented by the field of psychophysiology, which uses physiological data to understand human experience (Cacioppo, et al, 2007).  Changes in a person’s affective state are accompanied by physiological responses, such as changes in heart rate, respiration, temperature, and perspiration (Frijda, 1986).  Few studies using psychophysiology methods have been carried out in museums (eMotion, 2008).  These methods have been more widely employed in experimental psychology (e.g., Davydov, et al, 2011; Rohrmann, et al, 2008) and the field of electronic gaming (e.g., Barlett, et al, 2009; Ivarsson, et al, 2009; Weber, et al, 2009).

Methods

Several pieces of physiological data were collected: 1) Heart rate, a sympathetic nervous system response that corresponds with arousal and “fight or flight” responses; 2) Electrodermal activity (EDA), change in how well the skin conducts electricity, which has been documented as a reliable measure of arousal and response to external physical and emotional stimuli.  Portable, non-invasive equipment was used to collect these data via electrodes on a participant’s forearms.  A third piece of data, real-time opinion ratings, were collected using a small control dial, which visitors could turn continuously throughout the show to indicate their enjoyment.  A pre-show questionnaire measured incoming knowledge of astronomy and Maya culture.

Data & Analysis
35 adults participated in the study.  The film and data were divided into 31 60-second segments, over which the data were analyzed and the film’s narrative, visual, and sound effect components were described.  Average results (raw arousal levels at each segment and change in arousal between segments) were graphed against the timeline of the show to assess portions of the film that elicited stronger or weaker responses, and greater increases and decreases.  Opinion ratings of audience segments (by incoming knowledge) were compared statistically (MANOVA) to examine differences in perceptions.

Results
Results highlighted aspects of the film that resulted in stronger or weaker affective response, including physical disorientation experienced with rapid changes in perspective of a screen, and that immersive scenes with high production value affected arousal (via skin conductance) and attention (via heart rate).  Results also showed a disconnect between real-time opinions and physiological response, with the most physically arousing scenes not receiving the highest ratings.  Incoming knowledge did not have a significant effect on opinion.  

Importance
This study highlighted the complexity of studying visitor experience, and it pointed to value of increasing the number of tools available to researchers to document and understand visitor emotional response.  In particular, researchers found value in the ability to isolate in-the-moment reactions to the film, although also feel it could be further enhanced by pairing it with post-experience interviews to help explain the observed reactions.  Researchers acknowledge that this approach is an intensive method for evaluation, but when a research question warrants the investment, this method can provide new insights into visitors’ unfiltered responses to a learning experience.
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Evaluation of the Gallery Guide Tour Program at the Frye Art Museum

Presenters:

Peder Nelson, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program

Mark Rosen, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program

Rose Paquet Kinsley, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program

Purpose

Recently, a counsel of Gallery Guides at the Frye Art Museum created a set of goals for their public tours in order to improve the visitor experience at the museum. This formative/summative evaluation set out to determine if and how these goals are being met within the context of the tour program.  This project is conducted as a part of a speical initiative at the University of Washington Museology Graduate Program called "New Directions in Audience Research"

Results

Results speak to public reactions to contemporary and historical artwork when placed in the same institution as well as the success and pitfalls of facilitating semi-structured tours for a diverse range of visitors.

Harbor Seal Habitat Renovation: Front-End Evaluation

Session Presenter/Panelists

Chris Cadenhead, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program

Katie Phelps, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program
Purpose
The purpose of this project was to evaluate the current harbor seal exhibit at the Seattle Aquarium. The Aquarium is about to undergo a renovation of this exhibit, so the primary focus of this evaluation is to determine visitors knowledge of harbor seals and their use of the current seal habitat. 

Perspectives
This project is being conducted as part of a special intiative at the University of Washington Museology Graduate Program, "New Directions in Audience Research."  The purpose of this evaluation is to determine aquarium visitors knowledge of harbor seals and their attitude toward the current seal habitat. 

This information will be used to inform the interpretative messaging for the upcoming renovation and provide a baseline for future evaluation. Through timing & tracking, and visitor interviews, the evaluation team will address the following questions:

Knowledge of harbor seals

•
What do visitors know about harbor seals?

•
What are their misconceptions about the animals?

•
What do they want to know about harbor seals?

•
Do they understand the seal's place in the local environment?

•
Do they understand how they can impact seals?

Attitude toward current exhibit

•
What do people do in the current space?

•
How much time to they spend there?

•
How does the space make people feel about Barney and Q?

•
What would it take to change that attitude?

Results
Initial results suggest that the design and layout of the current exhibit is not condusive to animal viewing, and that existing interpretive elements are not utilized. The evaluation also has identified common visitor misconceptions, especially regarding harbor seal anatomy.  This information will be used to inform the interpretive messaging for the upcoming renovation and provide a baseline for future evaluation. 
The Teachers, the State, and the Zoo:  What Learning Goals are Being Met at Self-Guided School Visits
Session Presenters
Eric LaPlant, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program

Michelle DelCarlo, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program

Siri Linz, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program

Purpose
The purpose of this evaluation is to determine if K-12 teachers’ goals for their self-guided visits at Woodland Park Zoo are being met. The results will be used to prioritize zoo resources to facilitate successful self-guided zoo visits. This project is currently underway with data collection slated for winter, and reporting in spring 2012.  This project is conducted as a part of a special initiative at the University of Washington Museology Graduate Program called "New Directions in Audience Research".   

Perspectives
This evaluation focuses on the K-12 teachers because at Woodland Park Zoo materials have been specially created to enhance and enrich the self-guided zoo visits of these K-12 teachers, yet Woodland Park Zoo does not know what value these materials are providing.

Our evaluation questions asked:

•   What are K-12 teachers goals for self guided visits?

•   How are teachers preparing for self guided tours? (or worded this way How do teachers prepare for self guided tours?)

•   Are the teachers goals being met?

•   What motivates the teachers to participate in self guided tours?

•   Are the zoo's resources for self guided visits effective in helping teachers meet their goals?

Methods 

Three data collection instruments were employed in this evaluation: an on-site observation of teachers, an online survey, and a post-visit survey.
Results
Overall, participants reported positively about their self-guided zoo visit; the majority found their visit to be successful. A wide variety of goals were reported, but as expected, the main goals for self-guided visits as reported by teachers were to observe and learn about animals. Online materials from the Zoo website were reportedly downloaded and used. The majority of respondents did find those materials helpful. As the Zoo has reported that this understudied audience, hopefully this evaluation has shed some light on the motivation of this group. Future research should be pursued to gain a larger sample size in order to ascertain whether or not teacher goals are being met.

What Can You Learn from an Orangutan?  
Session Presenters

Erin Hetrick, MA, Indiana University Purdue University – Indianapolis

Don Riefler, Indiana University Purdue University – Indianapolis

Chelsea Libby, Indiana University Purdue University - Indianapolis

Elee Wood, PhD, Indiana University Purdue University - Indianapolis

Purpose

The Indianapolis Zoo will open the International Orangutan Center in 2013. The IOC aims to convey conservation messages about orangutan survival and support visitor understanding of the unique cognitive abilities of orangutans. As part of this exhibition, the IOC incorporates interactive experiences that will allow apes living in the exhibit and zoo guests to work cooperatively on a series of discrete, individualized tasks. Zoo staff requested the help of the IUPUI Museum Studies program to conduct evaluation on the initial prototype. The evaluation questions reflect the affective, cognitive and kinetic elements of a visitor experience:

1. Affective:  To what extent do participants develop a stronger affinity with orangutans?
2. Cognitive:  To what extent do participants develop a greater knowledge of, and interest in learning more about the animals as a result of the experience?
3. Kinetic: To what extent are the interactive devices easy and intuitive to use?
Perspectives

The Indianapolis Zoo is developing collaborative interactive elements that allow visitors to cooperate with orangutans. There is little to no precedent for designing and implementing such a nuanced interactive, nor for evaluating it. 

Evaluating prototypes for an exhibit can be a helpful way to assess interactive workability as well as cognitive changes in the user (Bridgeman & Gammon, 2000, p.17). Reviewing past studies of prototype evaluation reveals that observation and participant interviews are standard methods.  The prototype used for this evaluation, however, had to withstand the curiosity and strength of an orangutan. There was little opportunity for rapid prototype testing.  Though evaluating the workability of the prototype occurred, changes to the prototype could not easily be made.  Therefore, researchers for this study found it helpful to view the interpretive activity as an exhibit in miniature. Falk, et al. (2007) described a large-scale study that took place across over a dozen institutions, assessing the cognitive impact of zoos and aquaria exhibits on visitors. The study employed the use of interviews, tracking, and personal meaning mapping as evaluation tools and provided an initial framework for the orangutan prototype experience.

Methods

The team used three evaluation tools to assess all objectives of the prototype: questionnaires, activity observation, and personal meaning mapping. The purpose of the questionnaires was to measure participant attitudes and experiences with orangutans before and after participation. Observation at the prototype was used to collect information about visitor interests and activity feedback as well as examine the efficacy of the prototype mechanics. Personal meaning mapping helped evaluators to determine knowledge sets prior to and after the cooperative activity. 

Results

Visitors eagerly participated in and valued up-close interaction with orangutans, but did not necessarily view the interaction as collaboration. Over the long-term, visitors maintained original attitudes toward the animals held prior to their experience. There is evidence that suggests that over time, however, visitors reflecting on their experience are interested to learn more about ways in which orangutans and humans are similar.  An interpretive chat, added to the experience of over half of the participants, did not aid in increasing affinity.

Participants demonstrated increased curiosity and cognitive gain after the prototype activity, although some knowledge areas identified as the core goals of the experience showed somewhat weaker results. The addition of an interpretive talk supported visitors’ cognitive gain overall. The interpretive talk may have also encouraged participants to think about orangutan cognition with more complexity than those visitors not experiencing the talk.

Participants understood how to use the prototype. There were some issues with overall functionality of the prototype, but this did not necessarily affect participant attitudes or knowledge.

Importance 

This study will be used as a framework for the evaluation of future prototypes planned for the International Orangutan Center.  Using the results from this study, researchers identified key changes to the overall experience that might bring about intended goals, regardless of the prototype tested.  Observations of the activity, both as a stand alone and with a programmatic component, reveal the importance and value of facilitated learning experiences for visitors. 

There are also implications that arise from testing the prototype outside of its exhibit context. In future studies of similar interactives, researchers may need to explore how much environmental context is needed to add to the prototype experience so that it mimics more the final exhibit surroundings. Because of the visual cues arise from observing a naturally designed habitat, does testing the prototype outside of its context mean that zoo staff will not gain an accurate understanding of the cognitive and affective changes brought about in visitors?

As zoos explore more complex opportunities for their visitors to connect to their animals, new considerations and methods for evaluating these opportunities will continue to evolve.
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Socially Relevant Projects: What Are We Learning
Session Presenters

Kris Morrissey, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program Director

Travis Windleharth, University of Washington Museology Graduate Program
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Purpose

As part of the Building Informal Science Education (BISE) effort to aggregate and understand the totality of what we are learning from reports posted on Informalscience.org, we are exploring the studies that deal with social problems and societal questions. We are particularly interested in what impacts these projects address, ways our current evaluation methodologies are meeting the complex needs of these projects and whether new methodologies are emerging and/or needed as museums continue to push the boundaries of our traditional practices. 

We are also looking for feedback from VSA members about our definitions, results and questions we plan to address next.

Methods & Analysis

The research started with defining the characteristics of what we are referring to as “Socially Relevant Practice” and then selecting a subset of the studies on Informalscience.org that fit this definition. We are completing a description of the work done in this area (topics addresses, targeted audiences, etc.) and an analysis of the types of methodologies used in these types of projects, the alignment between goals of project and goals of evaluation, and the limitations reported in these studies. Results of the primarily quantitative analysis will be presented via charts, graphs and other visual formats generated through SPSS, Excel and NVIVO.

Results

The analysis is underway as of this submission and will be presented on the poster.

Importance

Projects that explore problems that exist in the intersections between knowledge, individual experiences and society are increasingly common in museums, zoos and other environments.  These typically interdisciplinary projects focus on societal problems that are often complex, nuanced and at the same time, compelling for a range of audiences. The projects pose significant challenges to museum professionals as they plan the ways they are presented, interpreted and evaluated.  

We hope our research will advance the work of museums and informal learning institutions as they engage their communities in grappling with the questions and problems of our times. 

Evidence of Two Types of Engaged Visitor Attention
Session Presenter

Stephen Bitgood, Jacksonville State University 

Purpose
The purpose of these studies was to examine two levels of visitor engagement: (1) “partial,” associated with limited engagement of attention; and (2) “deep,” characterized by a more effortful processing of attention.   

Perspective

The attention-value model (Bitgood, 2010; 2011) views attention as a continuum of three stages (capture, focus, engage) with the final stage (engagement) associated with outcomes such as learning, flow, immersion, and inquiry.  Engaged attention is associated with highly focused, deeply involved cognitive and affective processing and requires more mental effort than less focused attention processes.  The most important variables assumed to influence engaged attention are utility (benefits, satisfaction, rewards) and costs (time, effort, money).  In these studies, a ratio of utility (interest) divided by costs (time, effort) defines the concept of “value.”  

Methods

Participants viewed art prints; rated level of interest in seeing information about the artist and artwork; and were presented with passages of varying length and instructed to read as little or as much as desired.  Measures of reading were correlated with interest rating, workload (total number of words in the text passage), and a value ratio of interest rating divided by total number of words in the passage.

Study #1:  Reading some versus reading all of text passage

The study examined the impact of interest rating and workload (total number of words in a text passage) on reading any of the passage versus reading all of the passage.   

Study #2:  Proportion of text passage read

Changes were made to the methodology of Study #1: (1) the range of total words per text passage was reduced; (2) text passages were structured in a bulleted format rather than paragraph; (3) the measure of reading was changed to the proportion of text passage read instead of reading some or all of the passage.

Study #3:  Proportion of passage read versus total number of words read

The method was similar to Study #2 except that total number of words read was added as a dependent measure.  

Results

The correlation coefficients from the three studies reveal a consistent pattern.  Interest is highly correlated with measures of partial engagement (read any, number of words read), and workload and value are highly correlated with deep engagement of attention (read all, proportion of passage read).

Table 1:  Summary of Correlation Coefficients for the Three Studies

Study
Reading Measure
Interest
Workload
Value
Type of Engagement

#1
Read any
0.765
 - 0.110
 0.303
Partial

#3
No. words read
0.825
 - 0.316
 0.039

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

#1
Read all
0.152
- 0.837
 0.963
Deep

#2
Prop. read
0.420
- 0.705
 0.909

#3
Prop. read
0.211
 - 0.753
 0.892

Importance

(1) Deeply engaged reading can be measured by both reading the entire text passage and by the proportion of passage read.  The decision to be deeply engaged is dependent upon the workload (perceived time and effort) and by the value ratio (interest rating divided by workload).   
(2) Partially engaged reading:  interest rating was the best predictor of partially engaged reading.  Workload and the value ratio were poor predictors of partially engaged attention.
(3) While interest by itself does not predict an individual’s willingness to invest time and effort in engaged attention, interest level may be important in capturing attention during the visitor’s search for objects of potential value.
References

Bitgood, S. (2010).  An attention-value model of museum visitors.  The Center for the Advancement of Informal Science Education.  Available on-line from: http://caise.insci.org/uploads/docs/VSA_Bitgood.pdf
Bitgood, S. (2011).  Social design in museums:  The psychology of visitor studies.  Edinburg, UK:  MusemsEtc.

	Saturday, July 26


9:00 – 10:15 a.m.

Concurrent Sessions – 6

Conversations Between Girls and their Parents During Informal Engineering Activities
Session Presenter/Panelists

Gina Navoa Svarovsky, Science Museum of Minnesota, Department of Evaluation and Research in Learning

Monica E. Cardella, Purdue University, Department of Engineering Education 
Purpose

The purpose of the Gender Research on Adult-child Discussions within Informal ENgineering environmenTs (GRADIENT) study, a research collaboration between the Science Museum of Minnesota and the Department of Engineering Education at Purdue University, is to explore gender differences in the development of early engineering interest and understanding.  In particular, the project closely examines parent-child conversation within a range informal engineering contexts that exist at the intersection of parents, children, and meaningful STEM learning. The study will examine a pre-school program where parents and children can play with engineering-focused toys, a family-oriented engineering event for elementary students and their parents, and an engineering exhibit within a science museum.  In this roundtable presentation, we will begin by sharing preliminary findings from our early analysis of our observations of girls and their parents engaged in engineering activity within the pre-school program.  Afterwards, we will facilitate a discussion with session participants about the themes and patterns emerging from the data and invite session participants to brainstorm about a range of topics related to this type of research, including possible venues in which to conduct this type of work in the future, potential applications of the findings from this work for the VSA and informal learning communities, and fruitful and innovative dissemination contexts in which to share the results of this study. 
Perspectives

Exploring the gender differences in how children develop early interest and understanding in engineering can provide useful information for the ongoing efforts to address the low numbers of women who pursue engineering careers.  By the time girls reach middle school, they are already much less likely to be interested in STEM careers than boys are, especially for fields that are math-intensive such as physics and engineering.  This lack of interest has been connected to a narrow and often inaccurate view of the engineering profession and the perceived misalignment between what engineers do and what girls value in future careers.
Informal learning environments can play a pivotal role in inspiring today’s youth to pursue careers in STEM.  These contexts have been shown to be powerful and transformative settings in which young people can begin to cultivate lifelong interest in –and understanding of – a broad range of STEM topics. Moreover, informal learning environments often allow for parents and children to collaboratively engage in STEM learning, which may be particularly important in fields like engineering where parents have been shown to play a critical role in career choice.   

Drawing from the literature on both engineering education and informal science education, the GRADIENT project seeks to explore informal engineering learning in two ways. First, we plan to investigate the parent-child discussions that occur during engineering activity using the lens of Islands of Expertise, a theory developed by Crowley and Jacobs that suggests short instances of explanatory talk between parents and children within informal environments can form lasting linkages between interest and understanding over time. Second, we plan to investigate how specific aspects of the learning context, such as program or exhibit components, guides for parents, and iterations of the engineering design-build-test cycle, support or inhibit the development of engineering interest and understanding for children – and in particular, young girls between the ages of 4 and 11. 

Importance
Through this roundtable presentation, we hope to broaden the conversation about research on informal engineering learning environments, and in so doing, possibly inspire others in the VSA and informal learning fields to consider participating in this increasingly relevant and productive line of inquiry. 
References
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Involving Practitioners in Research and Evaluation 

Session Panelists 

Scott Pattison, Oregon Museum of Science and Industry 

Christine Reich, Museum of Science, Boston

Lynn Tran, Lawrence Hall of Science 

Paige Simpson, Balboa Park Cultural Partnership 

Nan Renner, Balboa Park Cultural Partnership 

Purpose
Involving practitioners and community members directly in research and evaluation has become commonplace in many fields, including formal education, community development, and health and medicine.  This session will provide participants with practical understandings of ways to actively involve practitioners in conducting visitor studies and introduce the theoretical underpinnings behind many of the terms and perspectives associated with engaging non-evaluation practitioners in the research and evaluation process.  Translating theory to practice, panelists will briefly present on specific projects in which such practices have been employed, including the Nanoscale Informal Science Education (NISE) Network, Reflecting on Practice (ROP), and two projects through the Balboa Park Learning Institute.  At the end of the session, participants and panelists will discuss the similarities and differences across the four projects, the advantages and disadvantages of engaging practitioners in conducting their own research and evaluation, and the challenges and opportunities participants anticipate in applying these approaches in their own settings.

Session participants will:

· Contribute to an ongoing dialogue about the potential benefits and challenges of engaging practitioners in conducting visitor studies;

· Gain a basic theoretical and practical understanding of this process, as it applies to visitor studies; and

· Become aware of resources and tools for engaging practitioners in evaluation and research.

Panelists’ Perspectives
Drawing from a diversity of perspectives, such as action research (Herr & Anderson, 2005; Loucks-Horsley et al., 2010), practitioner inquiry (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009), learning-focused evaluation (Preskill & Torres, 2000), and participatory evaluation (King, 1998), all of which share a common focus on empowering practitioners and creating opportunities for learning and reflection, each panelist will share their own experiences engaging practitioners in evaluation and research:

· Scott Pattison and Christine Reich will describe the NISE Network's team-based inquiry initiative, through which Network teams, supported by project evaluators, systematically and collaboratively gather data to inform their work and continuously reflect on lessons learned.

· Lynn Tran will describe the Reflecting on Practice project, designed to immerse novice and experienced informal science educators in inquiry about their practice through discussions, reflections, and applications of research and theory on learning and teaching science.

· Paige Simpson and Nan Renner will present two projects at the Balboa Park Learning Institute focused on building the capacity of museum practitioners to implement evaluation approaches for understanding how people are learning and benefiting from their museum experience. 

Importance
The visitor studies field can play a pivotal role in shaping the next generation of thoughtful, effective practitioners working in informal learning institutions.  Engaging non-evaluation professionals in the process of conducting their own studies is a promising approach to supporting professional development (Loucks-Horsley et al., 2010) and fostering organizational learning more broadly (Preskill & Torres, 1999).  By exploring how this approach might be used in the visitor studies field, this session will address key conference questions, including "what are some theoretical frameworks, research questions, methodological approaches, or ways of working that visitor studies can bring to support old and new platforms for informal learning" and "what strategies can we use to maximize the use of visitor studies and its impact on individuals and institutions."
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Additional Links:
Nanoscale Informal Science Education Network: 

http://www.nisenet.org/ 

Lawrence Hall of Science Reflecting on Practice: 
http://www.lawrencehallofscience.org/science_out_of_school/educator_tools/reflecting_on_practice 

Balboa Park Learning Institute: 

http://bpcp.org/program/bpli
Balboa Park Learning Institute’s Smith Leadership Symposium on Audience Engagement: 

http://www.learningtimes.net/bpcp/
Embedding Visitor Studies in the Art Museum Through Museum Studies
Session Presenters 

Ann Rowson Love, Director, Museum Studies, Western Illinois University-Quad Cities, program base at Figge Art Museum, Davenport, Iowa

Ann Marie Hayes-Hawkinson, Curator of Education, Figge Art Museum, Adjunct Faculty, WIU-QC Museum Studies

Lauren Connolly, graduate student, WIU-QC Museum Studies

Kelsey Picken, graduate, WIU-QC Museum Studies

Purpose:
The panelists will offer an overview of the Museum Studies graduate program at Western Illinois University-Quad Cities and its partnership with the Figge Art Museum in Davenport, Iowa. Numerous visitor studies have already taken place at the Figge Art Museum during the first four years of this new graduate program. The panel will concentrate on recent exhibition/curatorial findings that address change regarding informal and interactive learning opportunities for visitors, staff, students, and community. Additionally, panelists will address implications for preparing current and future museum professionals to implement visitor studies. 

Perspectives
Although the museum studies graduate program conducts a number of visitor studies at the Figge Art Museum including programming and demographic studies, this session will focus on findings from engaging with visitors about curatorial approaches used in the museum during 2011-2012. Overall theoretical orientations include Falk’s (2009) visitor identities as well as recent publications from art museums engaged in interactive visitor experiences and shared authority (Adair, Benjamin, & Koloski, 2011; Czajkowski, & Hill, 2008; Davies, 2010; Henry & McLean, 2010; Pitman & Hirzy, 2011; Simon, 2010; Villeneuve & Erickson, 2011).

Using Falk’s visitor identities, the Figge Art Museum along with graduate museum studies students enrolled in museum education, exhibition and visitor studies coursework seek to better understand visitor engagement in museum exhibitions. This session focuses on research questions designed to advance visitor engagement in exhibitions to move beyond family center activities to gallery engagement. Questions explored through visitor studies projects during 2011-2012 include:

· What happens when visitors, or community members, and students are a part of curatorial teams?

· How can evaluators help build co-learning/inquiry environments that include staff, graduate students, and visitors?

· How can visitor studies help small to midsize museums to inquire about interactive learning in museum exhibitions in order to change practice?

Panelists’ Perspectives
Each panelist brings a perspective or individual study findings to the presentation. 

Ann Marie Hayes-Hawkinson will provide background context on the Figge Art Museum. The museum’s education wing includes three galleries and one activity space. To better understand visitors, the Figge education staff invited graduate students to collect data. This presentation will include a brief description of exhibitions that were studied by students as part of their WIU Visitor Studies coursework, and how the findings could be incorporated into future exhibition planning.

Ann Rowson Love will share in-process findings from a team curatorial process and active visitor study involving the exhibition, Waxing the Poetic: Exploring Expression in Art, co-curated by museum staff, community poets, and museum studies students. She will frame the presentation by discussing team curatorial processes and visitor responses to the exhibition as a means of examining organizational inquiry and formative evaluation (Preskill & Torres, 1999).

Lauren Connolly will share visitor studies findings from a 2011 study examining how visitors respond to different curatorial approaches. Surveys, observations, and interviews sought visitor input. One exhibition was curated by Figge docents, with assistance from the Figge’s education department. The other exhibition was curated by the Figge’s associate curator. Both exhibitions utilized work that was drawn from the Figge’s permanent collection. 

Kelsey Picken will discuss the exhibition she co-curated, Beyond the Surface featuring the woodblock prints of Charles M. Turzak from the WPA collection of WIU’s Art Collection on view at the Figge Art Museum from November 12, 2011 to March 11, 2012. The artworks illustrate narratives of state historical, social, and political events. The study invited visitors to examine their own identity types (Falk, 2009) through reflection and narrative.

Data & Analysis

Presenters will share examples of instruments (surveys, gallery journals, exit interviews), quantitative and qualitative coding strategies.
Results 

Results from the curatorial approaches study (2011) indicate that visitors have different expectations from curatorial and community team-based approaches to curating exhibitions from the permanent collection. Responses from the student-curated exhibition and visitor study indicate that visitors engage with supplemental gallery materials to enhance learning. 

Importance
Graduate museums studies programs based in museum settings offer invaluable training to future museum professions regardless of whether they specialize in evaluation. This graduate training offers opportunity for organizational reflection and practice by embracing staff, student, and community input. 
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Additional Links: 

Figge Art Museum Exhibitions:

http://www.figgeart.org/Exhibitions/Current.aspx
WIU-QC Museum Studies Program Website:

http://www.wiu.edu/museumstudies
WIU-QC Museum Studies Facebook Page:

http://www.facebook.com/pages/WIU-Museum-Studies/66572855637
The Museum Experience for Families with Autism: What We Learned

Session Presenters: 

Lesley A. Langa, Information Policy & Access Center (iPAC), University of Maryland (Presenter)

Giuseppe (Pino) Monaco, Smithsonian Center for Education and Museum Studies (Presenter)

Mega M. Subramaniam, Information Policy & Access Center (iPAC), University of Maryland (Co-author)

Paul T. Jaeger, Information Policy & Access Center (iPAC), University of Maryland 

(Co-author)

Katie Shanahan, Information Policy & Access Center (iPAC), University of Maryland (Co-author)

Beth Ziebarth, Smithsonian Institution Accessibility Program (Co-author)

Purpose
This presentation discusses the needs and motivations of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and their families to visit museums, including the contribution of pre-visit web-based materials to enhance their experience. 

The study set out to answer research questions focusing on the needs and motivations for families (or ASD children) to visit museums, and what web-based resources would enhance their visit.

Perspectives
Different museums around the country are implementing programs for families with ASD children (Museum of Science, Boston; Chicago Children’s Museum; and Please Touch Museum), however, research on needs and motivations for this population to visit museums is missing. Because web-based or electronic resources can play a crucial role in enhancing learning experiences for persons with disabilities, especially for people within the ASD, the present study explored how children with ASD benefitted from pre-visit electronic materials (Gentry, 2010). 

Methods
The project had a two-phase, mixed methods approach with an emphasis on qualitative data. Ten families with ASD children (ages 7 to 11 years) were recruited to participate. In Phase 1 interviews with families and the students’ teachers provided perspectives on needs, motivations and on the potential of web resources to contribute to learning. For Phase 2, researchers examined the experience of families with ASD children introduced to purposely-created Web resources (maps, contextual and narrative information, and guides to the exhibit materials) before visiting a particular exhibition in one of the SI museums. Five families from Phase 1 visited the museum after reviewing the web resources. Follow-up interviews were conducted with families.

Data & Analysis

Original protocols were created for data collection. Utilizing the research purpose as a framework and adopting the approaches of grounded theory, the research team used open coding and selective coding techniques to analyze the transcripts from interviews and observation data. Team members compared their coding to ensure consistency and reliability. 
Results
From preliminary analysis two themes emerged.  The first set of themes commonly found in family’s motivations/needs, such as “spend time together in interesting ways,” “specific interest-driven choices,” “need for safety/independence of the child,” “importance of interactivity.”  The second set pointed toward special needs, such as, “the possibility to bail out,” “consciousness of a not-stress-free experience,” “sensory overload/crowd.”  Families indicated that different types of resources fit their needs when planning to or during the visit; some are more apt to use social stories or “brochure” type information, while others will search for special exhibits, especially ones related to school curriculum their children are learning. 

Importance
This study has the potential to enhance museums’ ability to provide inclusive and accessible experiences for persons with ASD and their families, including tailored materials and resources for them to use. The results provide a holistic approach to providing resources for families with children with autism and provide a baseline for future research working with children with ASD in museums.

References
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Additional Links 

Project site: 

http://ipac.umd.edu/our-work/museum-experience-children-autism-and-their-families
Web resources site: 

http://accessible.si.edu/MATM/main.html 

Do Objects Play a Special Role in Knowledge Acquisition?

Session Presenters
Daniela Bauer, Institut für Wissensmedien (IWM) - Knowledge Media Research Center (KMRC) (Presenter)

Constanze Hampp,Deutsches Museum (Co-Author) 

Purpose

The Internet and TV are limited to texts or pictures, museums are able to present “the real thing.”  Using objects to communicate content is part of how museums define themselves.  But does this tradition of displaying knowledge affect the quality of informal learning?
Perspectives

Museums exhibit objects.  Central to exhibitions, objects have advantages that other forms of displaying content lack.  Scholze (2004) claims using objects is significant because it leads visitors to perceive exhibitions as more credible and convincing.  Objects make the museum experience more fascinating and visitors can connect more easily to heritage and history. 

Science museums, like the Deutsche Museum in Munich, traditionally focused on the genesis of scientific and technical findings through history.  Today these museums are more and more communicating current scientific topics that change incessantly and are  very controversial in the general public. The role of the object as a “witness of the past” or “proof of existence” has changed into a “material argument” in favor of or against modern, ambiguous technologies. 

In our project we empirically investigate the role of objects in an exhibition of new controversial technologies.  In four studies we seek to verify that objects are perceived differently in terms of credibility, fascination, and argumentative power, thereby leading to a better understanding of the exhibition content than their pictorial substitutes.

Methods

We developed different exhibits on controversial  scientific themes including body enhancement and nanotechnology. Cogent arguments for and against these technologies were expressed in a specific object. Later we varied if an argument was displayed as an object or its photograph.
Our first study tested whether authentic objects are assessed as more credible by visitors.  We showed them one of three exhibitions concerning one controversial technology.  Each participant saw the same arguments, varied in form of presentation as object or photograph.  After visiting the exhibition participants rated the credibility of the arguments, selected the three most important exhibits, and wrote a short essay concerning the technology.  

In our second laboratory study we were interested if showing objects activates memory contents of visitors more extensively than when showing photographic reproductions.  While participants explored the exhibits we recorded everything that came to their mind.

In a field study at the Deusches Museum we tested if objects attract higher attention than photographs. Visitors were asked to look at one of three exhibition ensembles consisting of three show cases. One show case we presented the developed object pairs representing the conflicting views on the technology, varying their form of presentation as object or photograph. Participants’ eye-movements at the show cases  were recorded by a mobile eye-tracker. 

Another experiment tested whether objects lead to a more differentiated mental representation than photographic substitutes. We presented the same exhibition ensembles as in the attention experiment, varying the objects’ mode of presentation. One hour later participants were asked to write a short essay reconstructing the content and design of the show cases and take a multiple choice test.

Based on the psychological model of the integrative processing of multiple text documents (Rouet, 2006) and the model of multiple external representations (Ainsworth, 2006), we empirically examined if using authentic objects or their photographic reproductions affect the quality of informal learning in the exhibition.

Results

The results show that when arguments are presented as authentic objects participants rate them to be more credible.  Analyzing what they said, we found the tendency of participants to produce more words and thoughts  when looking at authentic objects. Objects tend to be observed longer and more frequently than photographs. 

Importance: Our results so far indicate that presenting authentic objects has a positive effect on attention and memory of visitors and the credibility of the exhibition. But apparently these effects are higher for some objects than others. This leads us to assume that objects own different characteristics that influence the visitors, e.g. aura, staging, or historical connection. But how can one define these characteristics, when do they play a role in the museum context, and how can one measure them? What implications do our findings have on new ways of presentation like 3D models or digital simulations?
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Additional Links: 

Constanze Hampp, M.A.

Deutsches Museum
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c.hampp@deutsches-museum.de
www.deutsches-museum.de
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Institut für Wissensmedien (IWM) - Knowledge Media Research Center (KMRC) 
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Fon: +49/(0)7071 979-211
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My TripAdvisor: Mining Social Media for Visitors’ Perceptions

Session Presenter

Elizabeth L. Maurer, Director, Re-Living History

Purpose

In the 21st Century, social media has reframed human interactions.  People increasingly turn to social media to learn new information, find new products or services, and express their thoughts and feelings. Museums have become proficient at using social media channels like blogs, Twitter, and Facebook to reach out to audiences and potential visitors. Most museums, however, are less engaged with indirect social media, especially opinion websites like TripAdvisor and Yelp. Review web sites are a growing and influential segment of the social media landscape. The conversations that occur on review web sites before, after, and outside of museum visits frame public perceptions of the value that museums and historic sites bring to people’s lives. Museums that engage with visitors through indirect social media will better understand how visitors perceived their visits and use their comments to create better museum experiences.

Perspectives

This presentation is based on a paper that was originally published in the Spring 2011 issue of The Exhibitionist. The issue’s theme, “Is it a Museum? Does it Matter?” addressed the broad swath of sites and experiences that call themselves museums and challenged readers to re-examine the definition of “museum”. The paper analyzed visitor comments left on the TripAdvisor review web site regarding two museums and two museum-like institutions. The purpose was to see if visitors differentiated between museum and museum-like organizations. The paper found that visitors do classify organizations as more museum-like or more attraction-like based upon criteria that include commercialism, education, and accessibility. However, visitors perceived some attractions as being more museum-like and some museums as being more attraction-like without regard to the organizations’ for-profit or non-profit statuses. Subsequent follow up research into visitor experience using review web site data has shown that the data can be parsed to see how various sectors of the audience, like women, parents with children, etc., view museum visits, what experiences they value, and aspects of exhibitions that are frustrating or ineffective. People share a tremendous amount of information about their visit experiences on review web sites. Museums can learn a great deal about themselves and what visitors value by examining what visitors say.

Methodology

Reviews and demographic information on reviewers was downloaded from the TripAdvisor and other review web sites into an Access database. The information was coded for a variety of factors and analyzed using SPSS statistical software.

Data & Analysis

The data included the review texts, the ratings (1 to 5 on a Likert scale), and demographic information for reviewers including gender, age, and country of origin. The review texts were coded for a variety of factors. These included mentions of children, time spent in exhibits, broken exhibits, outdated exhibits, crowding, degree of interest in subject, and opinions that were favorable/unfavorable about an educational aspect of their visit (i.e. “learned”, “too much to read”, “lots of artifacts”), favorable/unfavorable comments about hospitality (“rude staff”, “crowded”, “worth the price”).  Analysis was conducted using statistical processing software. All the factors were coded and entered into SPSS. Factors were analyzed separately and together to build a picture of how various aspects of the experience related to one other. For example, cost and commercialism are two intersecting factors that affect visit perception. A visit may have a monetary cost but not be considered commercial because the visitor derived value from the visit. An experience may be viewed as commercial, regardless of whether the actual cost was high or low, if the visitor perceives a lack of value or believes that the organization has watered down the experience to extract profit.

Results

The paper concluded that many visitors do not make strong distinctions between museums and attractions that adopt museum style presentation and programming techniques. Most perceived experiences that include artifact displays, interactive programming, and educational emphasis as being museum-like. Factors such as commercialism, educational intent, depth of content, and accessibility not only affect visitor enjoyment but also the extent to which visitors perceive an organization as being a museum. An organization that fits the International Council of Museums (ICOM) definition of a museum may actually be viewed as more attraction-like than museum-like based upon visitors’ perceptions of commercialism and educational value.

Importance

TripAdvisor reviewers use social media to share their points-of-view, and their opinions have important impact. Studies indicate that large numbers of potential visitors use review web sites to make visit decisions. As the use of social media expands, museums will find that on-line opinion sharing will become more influential in their relationship-building with potential audiences. Social media shapes expectations. When carefully deconstructed, websites like TripAdvisor and Yelp provide valuable insight into the visitor experience. Visitors freely offer their opinions and museums may learn a lot.
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Additional Links:

www.Re-LivingHistory.com
10:30 – 11:45 a.m.
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Distributed Evaluation: Moving Towards Richer and More Meaningful Institutional Collaboration

Session Presenter/Panelists
Gina Navoa Svarovsky, Science Museum of Minnesota 

Jane Morgan Alexander & Juli Goss, Museum of Science, Boston 

Liz Rosino & Jenna Lecomte-Hinely, Oregon Museum of Science and Industry 

Purpose
This session will describe how a recent evaluation study conducted by the Nanoscale Informal Science Education Network (NISE Net) attempted to utilize a distributed approach in order to evaluate the complex phenomenon of communication within a national network of museums. 

Perspectives
Over the past two decades, there has been an increasing emphasis on the development of partnerships and collaborations between museums within the informal learning field.  Given the current state of the economy and intense competition for federal funding, these types of relationships are becoming more important than ever before, bringing strength to grant proposals and elevating the quality of work accomplished by the project overall.  While the number of collaborative product development projects that employ a distributed workgroup structure has risen in recent years, the same cannot be said for evaluation studies.  Of course, evaluators from different institutions often work together on an overall evaluation plan for a project, but the evaluation work is divided between evaluation groups such as along the lines of formative and summative evaluation.  However, a truly distributed approach, where a multi-member evaluation team is spread across several institutions and is working together on a single study with the same participants, instruments, and data all at the same time, is much less common.

A team of evaluators from three different institutions undertook a study of communication in the NISE Network. During the evaluation process, the Network Communication Study team learned several key lessons by encountering, and working through, a range of challenges during the different phases of the study.  The intense collaboration mandated by this type of distributed evaluation required the team to invest time and energy in understanding not only how to work together, but also in getting to know each other as individuals, coordinating schedules across three time zones, and finding effective and innovative ways to share information and data.  The team also had to find effective ways to structure the workflow of the project, communicate with each other about logistics and deadlines, and share and align frameworks and ideas with each other as the project evolved.  Moreover, the team needed to address how to conduct the study – which involved both focus groups and interviews – with a set of participants that were located across the country in various Network institutions. 
Importance
The solutions developed by the team in order to overcome or address the challenges they encountered during the course of the study may be helpful to many members of the VSA community who are engaged in similar types of distributed evaluation teams or plan to do so in the future.

Additional Links
Nanoscale Informal Science Education Network (NISE Net)

www.nisenet.org
Embodying Visitors: Analysis Techniques for Investigating Multimodal Interaction in Museums
Session Presenters: 

Molly Kelton, Center for Research in Mathematics and Science Education, 

San Diego State University, and University of California, San Diego 

Suzanne Perin, University of Washington, LIFE Center 

Nan Renner, San Diego Natural History Museum 

and University of California San Diego 

Purpose

This innovative session brings together three informal learning researchers with the visitor studies community to explore emerging methods for studying active physical engagement in museum settings.  Through a brief panel presentation followed by interactive breakout groups, session attendees will have the opportunity to learn about, participate in, and offer feedback on a variety of approaches to studying multimodal activity in the context of three different museum-based research projects.  The main goal of the session is to provide attendees the chance to explore possibilities for and challenges to including non-verbal data (e.g. gesture, object manipulation, or eye gaze) in research and evaluation.  

Perspectives 

Informal learning institutions have long recognized the value of hands-on interactive experiences.  Exhibit designers and program developers in a variety of disciplines continue to create technologies and activities that enable kinesthetic, multi-sensory, or whole-body experiences.  At the same time, theoretical developments in the learning sciences and the philosophy of mind increasingly highlight the embodied and situated nature of learning and cognition.  These parallel trends in museum practice and the learning sciences foreground a pressing need within the field of visitor studies to explore observational methods that capture both physical and social interaction among people and learning technologies.  This session was developed by three graduate researchers in mathematics education, the learning sciences, and cognitive science who share an interest in investigating, critiquing, modifying, and discussing methods for making sense of the complexity of visitors’ multimodal activity.

Each of the three researchers at this session will present an empirical study accompanied by a set of emergent methods for understanding verbal and embodied visitor behavior and experience.  The first research study, Interaction Analysis and Parental Support of Children’s Interest in the Science Center, explores the techniques of interaction analysis to understand how parents use talk and gesture to direct their children’s engagement in a science museum.  Interaction analysis has its roots in sociology, anthropology, and linguistics and consists of the moment-by-moment investigation of talk and action over multiple re-playings of a video record of human activity.  The second research study, Embodied Mathematical Experiences in Science Centers, combines the techniques of interaction analysis with ideas from the philosophy of mind in order to understand how families and casual visitors to mathematics exhibitions learn mathematical concepts through social interaction and bodily engagement.  The third study, Multisensory Sensemaking: How Children Explore Objects and Ideas, is informed by the theory of distributed cognition and uses both qualitative and quantitative methods to understand patterns of activity among fourth-grade visitors to a geology and paleontology exhibition at a natural history museum.  
Importance 

Increased interest in interactive exhibit design and insights from embodied perspectives on learning and cognition suggest that over the next 25 years it will become imperative for visitor studies to pursue questions about visitors’ multimodal behaviors and experiences.  Yet, in the experience of the presenters, incorporating non-verbal data into research or evaluation studies can be a daunting enterprise.  This session aims to provide a much-needed venue for visitor studies professionals to come together to experiment with, puzzle over, and talk about different approaches to a more full-bodied investigation of acting, speaking, thinking, and learning in museum settings.
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Through Their Own Eyes: A Photographic Understanding of Visitor Experiences

Session Presenters:

Katie Schroeder, University of Denver

Kathleen Tinworth, Denver Museum of Nature and Science

Purpose

The Visitor Photo Study at the Denver Museum of Nature & Science sought to understand the visitor experience through the eyes of the visitors themselves.  Visitors were asked to document their visit by taking photographs throughout their visit to show what visitors do and experience at the Museum.  This interactive session will explore the development, implementation, and results of the Visitor Photo Study, and will engage participants in a ‘mini-photo study’ which will lead to discussion of future uses, contexts, and directions for this methodology. 

Perspectives

Tracking and timing has been used extensively to understand where visitors go, how long they stay there, and what types of behaviors they engage in during their visit (Serrell 1997; Wood & Wolf 2008).  Participatory visitor studies prioritize the voice of the visitor in the design and implementation of museum exhibits and in understanding the visitors’ own experiences (Doering 1999; Silverman 2010).  Combining the best aspects of these two methods was the intent of the Visitor Photo Study.  Visitors engaged in the research process by “tracking and timing” their own experience throughout the museum by taking pictures throughout their visit.  Inviting visitors in to the tracking process was key to understanding the visitor experience more directly. As Rennie and Johnston note, “seeing through the eyes of the visitor means that, at some stage, data must be collected from the visitor himself” (2004). Inviting visitors to document their experience through photographs allowed for elements of both tracking and timing and participatory research to be incorporated into the same study. 

Methods

The study sought to understand where visitors go, how long they spend there, and to identify common paths and patterns through the Museum.  Visitors documented their experience at the Museum by taking photographs at 3-5 minute intervals throughout their visit.  The study also sought to determine whether this type of study was feasible on a large scale, and to delineate the resources that would be needed to run the study often enough to collect longitudinal data and understand whether visitor interests, pathways, and types of experiences changed over time.

Data & Analysis

A coding scheme was developed to code images with the time, location, and object identification.  Images were used to determine the length of time visitors spent in exhibits and their path through the Museum.  Numbers of images were used to determine the areas of the Museum which were visited most often, average amounts of time that visitors spent in exhibits, and the most commonly photographed objects. 

Results

Based on the study, using visitor images to understand how visitors engage in the museum is not only possible on a large scale, but is also an interesting way to understand how visitors experience the Museum.  Initial results allowed for greater understanding of the paths that visitors take through the Museum, how long they spend in exhibits, and what types of activities they found to be engaging.

Importance

This visitor study illuminated several possibilities for future expansion and development of the methodology. For example, a future iteration could include a post-visit interview or other qualitative mechanisms, where visitors narrate their photos (akin to photo voice and digital storytelling methodologies) to illuminate and expand upon their experience as both visitors and documenters (Cook & Buck 2010; McIntyre 2003).  It may also be possible to tailor photo studies to hone in on particular areas of museum interest, such as by asking visitors to document elements of their visit they find confusing.  This session provides a fantastic opportunity for dialogue about how tools from visitor studies' past can be teamed with current technology and community engagement to move our work progressively into the future.

References
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Additional Links

Denver Museum of Nature and Science:

www.dmns.org
One of the greatest benefits of VSA membership is the opportunity for you to develop leadership and other skills of interest, including VSA competencies. Meet with VSA officers and committee chairs to explore opportunities to contribute and expand your skills while getting better acquainted with fellow leaders in the field.
Session Presenters

Marcie Benne, Oregon Museum of Science and Industry

Laura Huerta Migus, Association of Science-Technology Centers, Inc.

Purpose

Facilitators will provide an introduction to the association, its target audiences and strategic vision, and a broad overview of the volunteer opportunities of VSA. VSA officers and committee chairs will describe the charge of each committee and share current volunteer opportunities with attendees. During the session, participants can explore and if interested, officially join committees.

By attending this session, members will further their understanding of the visitor studies field as envisioned by VSA.  As the association's target audiences and the desired impact  on each audience are discussed, many members will see for the first time the intended reach and impact of the association and how it influences capacities and policies within the evaluation and informal learning fields. Some members will deepen their engagement with the visitor studies field by agreeing to participate on one of the association's committees.

VSA Committees that will be available for conversations include:

Executive Committee

Fund Development Committee

Board Development Committee

Membership Committee

Communication Committee

Conference Committee

Professional Development Committee

Perspectives

For the past decade, VSA has seen tremendous growth in its vision for the field of visitor studies.  This growth is predicated on the value of the field and its ability to impact and improve the entire informal learning landscape.  However, in order to realize this vision, the association must be fully engaged with its members, both to meet their needs and leverage their talents. VSA’s membership is growing, and this growth means more opportunities for individual members to contribute directly to the association’s direction. As an association, VSA is “owned” by its members, and through this session, facilitators hope to help members find the best place for their individual investment to the organization.

Importance

VSA has committed to an ambitious strategic plan for the next five to ten years.  In order to meet the objectives of this plan as a primarily volunteer-led organization, maximum engagement of VSA membership is essential. Fully staffed committees, a developed leadership pipeline for the Board, and cultivation of field-level leaders for the field will determine the future of the visitor studies sector.
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