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Designing Exhibits for the Museum of Science: How to teach without being there  

Larry Bell, Sr. Vice President, Museum of Science

It was a very thoughtful presentation and enlightening to see how they work in the museum planning, designing, preparing and implementing exhibitions. From my engineer background, I made the link with the engineer design process even before he had voiced it. It also makes sense as the process involves science.

The theater metaphor – an exhibit is like the set for a play. Visitors are actors; for learning to happen, the visitors must perform the play without ever seeing the script. The design of the exhibit must cause that to happen - was perfect and it would be fantastic if the Boston Science Museum (BSM) always strives to implement all the exhibits following it.

It seems to me that the majority of exhibits at BSM are in the didactic/expository model of teaching. It seems that the tension between the theories of learning is still huge in their culture and between staff. They might be trying to change the culture into the discovery/constructivist-learning paradigm, but the educational culture around here is somewhat conservative and they need to please their audience.

Once a progressive person visits the Exploratorium in San Francisco and experiences the deep science concepts through the freedom and discovery design of their exhibits, it is hard to face and visit BSM again as it feels boring.

Of course there are some exceptions and some exhibits at BSM are very good, but the mission of BSM as situated by Mr. Bell seems to be in between those antagonist-learning paradigms probably because it wants to involve the widest variety of audience as possible.  

Perhaps the Exploratorium on the other hand wants to give an innovative and progressive experience to the audience even if they are not used to it and might not delve deep into it at first. But as museums are place where one is always coming back to it, in some point this way of learning is appreciated and valued by its users. It also seems that San Francisco area has a lot more school pursuing progressive education than Boston and therefore the Exploratorium is a welcomed and well supported venue over there.

The connections of museum, education and culture seem to be interconnected and intrinsic by nature. Wouldn’t it be important for our society to have a place of reference for exploratory and discovery constructivist learning? Wouldn’t our children benefit from experiencing a diverse methodology of learning, one that most of them don’t find in their school? 

