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Chapter 1. Creating Student-Designed School Museums

It is opening night at Bayside Middle School. The school is filled with energy as teachers and students put the finishing touches on their Revolutionary War Museum before opening the doors to the public. Student docents are dressed as colonial Americans, eager to guide visitors through the 15 exhibits. They have practiced their tour scripts for a week and guided other middle school students through the museum. Now they are ready to teach their parents and community about the American Revolution.

Community members and parents begin to arrive; their excitement is obvious. They enter the first exhibit, Colonial Life, a walk-in cutaway of a colonial home complete with a kitchen table, fireplace, and rope bed. In this immersion exhibit, furnishings and accessories on loan from a local museum are exhibited alongside objects created by students. Near artifacts such as a butter churn, quill pen, spinning wheel, and musket, students have placed detailed text cards that explain differences in the communication, schooling, family roles, and daily lives of colonial and modern Americans. The exhibit addresses the focus question “How did colonial life differ from modern life in America?”

Other displays dot the exhibition. The Forgotten Faces of the War exhibit answers the question “What role did women play in the Revolution?” In a dramatic video presentation, 5th grade actors tell the stories of Mercy Otis Warren, Molly Pitcher, Betsy Ross, Abigail Adams, and Deborah Sampson. In the Can You Believe Everything You Read? exhibit, the well-known Henry Wadsworth Longfellow poem “Paul Revere's Ride” is displayed alongside contrasting information from books and pamphlets about Revere's famous midnight ride. Other exhibits answer questions such as “In what way was communication crucial to the Revolution?” and “How does one event influence future events?” and “How did the technology of the times affect the outcomes of the war?” At each exhibit, student docents interact with visitors.

	

	Bayside Middle School 5th graders created a dramatic video presentation about important women of the American Revolution.  


* * *

The success of this project was largely due to the rigorous and imaginative work of the 5th grade students and the creative teamwork of their teachers, who impressively navigated their first museum project.

A Catalyst for Student Learning

Like all successful school museums, the Bayside Middle School project inspired students' curiosity, redefined the demands of team membership, and encouraged personal responsibility for learning. The curriculum was relevant to students, and they felt a sense of accomplishment and pride when interacting knowledgably with an interested public. Students were motivated to learn as they faced an authentic task that required communication, problem-solving, and teamwork skills. These qualities make school museums much more than interesting projects; they are catalysts for student learning.

Motivating Students

In order for students to gain deep understanding of content, they must become engaged and stay involved in learning. Perhaps the most compelling reason to consider a school museum project is that students like them! The following comments reflect the enthusiasm typical of young curators: 

I think it was brilliant.... It was really fun because we got to [use] different ideas and come up with what we wanted to do.... We put it all together [to] actually see what we knew ... to put our minds to the test ... to see if we accomplish[ed] what we need[ed] to learn. —Bronwyn, 6th grader

It was hard work at the end. I think it was really fun and creative. One of my best days was [writing] the book because it was really hard work, but it was fun showing it off.—Kianna, 2nd grader

Student curators see upcoming work as significant and are excited to create an important product—the school museum—for a real audience. 

Students become more involved in their learning when they understand what high-quality work looks like, set goals to improve their performance, learn useful strategies to help reach their goals, and chart progress along the way (Stiggins, 2001). With such opportunities integrated throughout the school museum project, students see that they can do the work and their sense of competence improves. This instructional approach works in many situations, but because the school museum project is a dramatic departure from traditional classroom learning, many students find new hope in the variety of ways they can excel. In fact, in this unique setting many students discover capabilities they didn't realize they had.
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	A 1st grader at St. Paul's Elementary School teaches museum visitors about community workers.  


Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock (2001) suggest that involving students in long-term projects of their own design enhances student motivation—a factor known to improve achievement. Long-term projects are intrinsically motivating because they “elicit the desire to become more effective as a person or to perform actions for their own sake” (Covington, 1992, p. 157). Certainly, this is true for the school museum project—a long-term, collaborative effort that deeply involves students in their work.

Providing an Authentic Task

Students tend to learn more and have more enthusiasm for learning when they are faced with a comprehensive and intellectually demanding task. The task provides an answer to the question that students often ask, “Why are we learning this?” In the school museum project students have a job—to create an interesting exhibition that will educate their community. But in order to create such an exhibition, students must become knowledgeable about the museum topic. They conduct research by reading, talking to people, and studying relevant places, objects, and images. After they analyze and synthesize their findings, they decide how to effectively communicate their knowledge to visitors through visual, oral, and written media.
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	An Elmwood Elementary School 6th grader reviews images of the Great Depression for possible inclusion in her team's exhibit.  


Like any well-designed project, the school museum provides a complete learning experience. Although the following learning activities are distinct from one another, they are also interrelated. It is the relationship among the activities that makes a school museum project so compelling. Students 

· Help define what they will learn. 

· Acquire new knowledge by summarizing, analyzing, and synthesizing information from various sources to answer questions. 

· Learn skills such as research, writing, and design to acquire and represent their knowledge. 

· Collaborate with their peers, teachers, and community as they learn. 

· Use their knowledge to create a product—a visual and written representation of what they have learned. 

· Communicate what they have learned to an audience other than their classroom teacher. 

Each of these activities is demanding. The project—creating a successful school museum—provides an explicit reason for the students to engage in these activities and makes learning meaningful. 

Teaching Valuable Skills

Planning a museum exhibition is a comprehensive process involving research, writing, design, problem solving, communication, and teamwork. Throughout the museum project, students learn valuable skills.

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2004)—a public-private collaboration of leading business, education, and government groups—identifies the skills that will help students meet the demands of the workplace and the global community: 

· information and communication skills (information and media literacy; communication skills) 

· thinking and problem-solving skills (critical thinking and systems thinking; problem identification, formulation, and solution; creativity and intellectual curiosity) 

· interpersonal and self-directional skills (interpersonal and collaborative skills; self-direction; accountability and adaptability; social responsibility) 

Teachers are advised to incorporate these skills into the core academic subjects: 

Students need to learn academic content through real-world examples, applications and experiences both inside and outside school. Students are better learners when education is relevant, engaging and meaningful to their lives—they understand subjects better and retain more information. (p. 11)

In the school museum project, students practice these 21st century skills by working effectively in teams to create successful exhibits. The skills, which prepare students for life beyond school, also improve academic performance while in school.

A Catalyst for Teacher Development

Many teachers are interested in developing high-quality projects that motivate students and encourage their understanding of academic content. This book provides a basic framework for school museum planning and instruction, and it offers practical tools and step-by-step advice for developing and implementing the project. As you carry out your project, you will find that school museums not only promote student learning, they also enhance teacher development.

Deepening Teacher Understanding

Seeing students learn in a new context can reshape your view of teaching. For example, the Revolutionary War Museum at Bayside Middle School, described at the beginning of this chapter, provided a rich learning experience for teachers as well as students. Teachers designed the project to reflect the principles of Foxfire, a national organization that promotes active student engagement in meaningful, collaborative, authentic projects centered on students' interests. In developing their project, the Bayside teachers considered Foxfire's core practices: 

· The work teachers and learners do together is infused from the beginning with learner choice, design, and revision. 

· The academic integrity of the work teachers and learners do together is clear. 

· The role of the teacher is that of facilitator and collaborator. 

· The work is characterized by active learning. 

· Peer teaching, small group work, and teamwork are all consistent features of classroom activities. 

· There is an audience beyond the teacher for learner work. 

· New activities spiral gracefully out of the old, incorporating lessons learned from past experiences, building on skills and understandings that can now be amplified. 

· Reflection is an essential activity that takes place at key points throughout the work. 

· Connections between the classroom work, the surrounding communities, and the world beyond the community are clear. 

· Imagination and creativity are encouraged in the completion of learning activities. 

· The work teachers and learners do together includes rigorous, ongoing assessment and evaluation. (Starnes & Carone, 2002, p. iv) 

The development of the project was important, but actually seeing these practices in action is what deepened teacher understanding. Ten years later, Bayside teacher Manon Gatford continues to be influenced by her first school museum project: 

The museum project taught me to let go of my idea of what students' final projects would look like and, instead, to be open to what they could come up with when given some parameters. I am always amazed. Our team used similar principles to develop new projects, for example a Columbian Exposition of 1893 (focusing on the Gilded Age) and a Great Lakes Symposium (covering ecology, history, folklore, transportation, economy, etc.). Both projects have successfully covered curriculum, helped students learn how to actively present information to varied audiences, and been popular and memorable with the students themselves.

Most of us assume that people change their beliefs before they change their behavior, but sometimes just the opposite is true—implementing a project can lead to new insights on teaching and learning. The reflective doing of a school museum project may reshape your beliefs about learning and influence your instructional practice beyond the project.

Engaging in Project-Based Professional Development

There is another way in which school museum projects can be a catalyst for teacher learning—by providing an authentic setting for teachers to experiment with and refine new methods of instruction. Many practices believed to improve student achievement are integrated into the school museum process—research-based instructional strategies, standards-based curriculum design, student-involved assessment, differentiation, and working as collaborative professional learning communities, to name a few. Reading books, participating in workshops, and attending inservice presentations may provide an excellent introduction to these concepts but will not be adequate for teachers who want to apply new skills. Teachers are more likely to incorporate new skills into their practice when they have the chance to engage in collaborative, ongoing learning.

The school museum project offers a dynamic venue for professional development when teams take time to plan and to reflect on emerging student and teacher work. By planning, supervising, and assessing the project, teachers learn new skills in context and students derive direct benefits from their teachers' learning. As teachers work with their team to create a rigorous project, they are engaged in an active form of project-based professional development that is often more powerful than workshops, study teams, or discussion groups alone.
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	Teachers at Maplewood Richmond Heights Elementary School collaboratively plan their school museum project.  


A school museum project can offer you and your colleagues a rich teaching and learning environment. Perhaps the tools and stories in this book will help you examine your beliefs about teaching and learning, further develop your practice, and in the process provide children with meaningful work that leads to deep understanding.

Summary

School museum projects are catalysts for student learning. These motivating classroom projects encourage students to learn new knowledge and use that knowledge creatively. As students monitor their progress and accomplishments, many discover something very important about themselves—they can achieve remarkable results when they persist in their learning. Students explore academic content through an intellectually demanding task, which makes learning more relevant and provides an opportunity to develop valuable collaboration, communication, problem-solving, and creative thinking skills.

School museums are catalysts for teacher development as well. As students become involved in rigorous, active, creative, hands-on work, teachers see the learning effects of the project and thereby deepen their understanding of best instructional practices. In addition, the school museum provides an authentic and collaborative setting for teachers to experiment with and refine these methods of instruction.

Chapter 5. Introducing the Museum Project

More than eighty 5th grade students are seated on the floor of the multipurpose room at Bayside Middle School. Teacher Jane Elizabeth Marko asks them to close their eyes and visualize the room filled with museum exhibits that they have created: “It's opening night, and you are a proud museum staff member greeting visitors. Everyone is impressed with your work. People walk from exhibit to exhibit saying things like, ‘Awesome,’ ‘Interesting,’ ‘I didn't know that.’ Take a minute and try to imagine what those visitors see. Now open your eyes and describe what you saw.” Excitedly, hands go up. Another teacher, Manon Gatford, steps in. Capitalizing on student enthusiasm, she emphasizes the magnitude of the task, careful to assure students that they can do it if they take their work seriously and work together. Teacher Stephen Schneider describes the upcoming activities, encouraging students to think creatively and critically. Finally, teacher Chuck Gilbert explains the importance of research and how necessary it is for students to know and understand the content they will present to their visitors.

* * *

Introducing the museum project is the first step of the eight-step instructional process outlined in the remainder of this book. Figure 5.1 on pp. 64–65 provides a graphic overview of the instructional process with key questions for each step.

	Figure 5.1. Instructional Process Overview
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	Step  
	Key Questions  

	Introduce the museum project  
	· What is our job? 

· What is a museum? 

· How will we work as a team? 

· What do visitors know and wonder about our topic? 

  

	Visit a professional museum  
	· What are the characteristics of high-quality exhibits? 

· What criteria will we use for our exhibits? 

  

	Research the museum topic  
	· What are our research questions? 

· Where will we locate information? 

· How will we summarize information as we take notes? 

· How will we analyze information to answer our research questions? 

· How will we synthesize information to answer our focus question? 

· What is our big idea? 

· What is our story line for visitor learning? 

  

	Design the exhibits  
	· What will we use to tell our story? 

· How do we get visitors to experience our story? 

· What will our completed exhibit look like? 

· Will our exhibit work? 

  

	Write for a museum audience  
	· Does the content and order of our exhibit labels help visitors understand our big idea? 

· Is our writing relevant and useful to the visitor? 

· Is the tone of our writing clear and consistent? 

· Does the visual quality, organization, and structure of our text make it easy to read? 

· Is the text in our exhibit grammatically correct? 

  

	Construct the exhibition  
	· How do we organize for construction? 

· How are we working as a team? 

· How will we install our exhibit? 

  

	Learn the full exhibition  
	· How can the completed exhibit be used as a teaching tool? 

· How can we engage visitors with our exhibit? 

· When will we take school groups on tours of our museum? 

· How will we learn about the other exhibits in our museum? 

· What did we learn? 

  

	Open the museum to the public  
	· What roles will we play on opening night? 

· What activities will we have during our opening night event? 

· How will we advertise our event? 

· What is our schedule for opening night? 

· How will we dismantle our museum? 

· How will we celebrate our accomplishments? 
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There are many tools for the instructional process; teachers should select those that are most appropriate for their situation. The teacher rubric in Figure 5.2 on pp. 66–67 describes three levels of quality for the instructional process. This rubric may help your team reflect on your project as it unfolds. Consider reviewing the rubric traits periodically during the school museum project and, if necessary, set goals for improvement.

	Figure 5.2. Instructional Process Rubric
Note the performance level that is most descriptive of how the school museum instructional process is unfolding. If necessary, set goals for improving the quality of your instructional process.  

	Trait  
	Excellent  
	Progressing  
	Needs Improvement  

	Planning  
	Each step in the school museum process is planned in advance of instruction.  

Teachers understand, refer to, and incorporate the key questions for each step of the process as they plan the project (see Figure 5.1) and as instruction unfolds.  

Teachers understand the traits of high-quality teamwork, research, exhibit design, and label copy. They teach students about these traits and frequently refer to them throughout instruction.  
	Most of the steps in the school museum process are planned in advance of instruction.  

Teachers incorporate the key questions for each step of the process as they plan the project (see Figure 5.1), but once instruction is underway they rarely use the questions to focus students' work.  

Teachers understand the traits of high-quality teamwork, research, exhibit design, and label copy. They teach students about these traits at the outset of the project but seldom refer to them during the project.  
	The steps in the school museum process are not adequately planned in advance of instruction.  

Teachers understand the key questions for each step of the process (see Figure 5.1) but don't incorporate them in planning or actual instruction.  

Teachers superficially cover the traits of high-quality teamwork, research, exhibit design, and label copy during initial instruction but don't refer to them during the project.  

	Revision  
	Throughout the project, teachers reflect on students' work, assessment data, and their own impressions of the strengths and weaknesses of the project, and they adjust their instructional plans accordingly.  

Teachers plan mini-lessons in advance of instruction. They incorporate additional mini-lessons during the project when it becomes apparent that students need more support to develop their teamwork, research, writing, design, construction, or communication skills.  

Teachers monitor alignment of the learning targets, assessments, and instruction as the project unfolds and changes from its initial inception.  
	Teachers occasionally reflect on students' work and their own impressions of the strengths and weaknesses of the project, and they adjust their instructional plans accordingly. However, there isn't a systematic or consistent way in which teachers engage in this reflective work, and they do not consider assessment data.  

Teachers plan mini-lessons in advance of instruction. They don't incorporate additional mini-lessons during the project when it becomes apparent that students need more support to develop their teamwork, research, writing, design, construction, or communication skills.  

In planning the project, teachers align the learning targets, assessments, and instruction. When unpredictable changes occur as the project unfolds, teachers sometimes don't take the time for realignment.  
	Teachers rarely reflect on students' work and their own impressions of the strengths and weaknesses of the project. They do not consider assessment data. Rather, they devote their time to logistical issues or planning the next phase of the project.  

Teachers plan some mini-lessons in advance of instruction. They don't provide enough support for students to adequately develop their teamwork, research, writing, design, construction, or communication skills.  

Teachers don't carefully align the learning targets, assessments, and instruction when they plan the project or when changes occur as the project unfolds.  

	Teaching  
	Teachers effectively guide student teams as they produce high-quality research, label copy, and exhibits.  

Teachers effectively manage the unfolding and sometimes changing project time line. They oversee the effective use of time among student teams.  

Teachers use the school museum project as an opportunity for student learning and skill development. They don't maintain a narrow focus on completion of the project in and of itself.  

As the project unfolds, teachers help students see connections between their new knowledge and old knowledge.  

Instructional plans include adequate time for student-involved formative assessment. For all learning targets, students have the opportunity to monitor the quality of their work in production and watch their performance improve.  
	Teachers guide student teams as they produce research, label copy, and exhibits. They sometimes focus on production of high-quality work, but other times they sacrifice this focus to meet project deadlines.  

Teachers effectively manage the unfolding and sometimes changing project time line. But sometimes student teams waste time by being off task or being confused about what they are to do.  

In planning the project, teachers view the school museum as an opportunity for student learning and skill development. Once the project is underway, however, there are times when the completion of the project becomes the priority.  

As the project unfolds, teachers sometimes help students see the connections between their new knowledge and old knowledge. Sometimes they don't take the time to do this due to project deadlines.  

Instructional plans include some time for student-involved formative assessment but not enough for students to be able to monitor the quality of their work in production.  
	Teachers urge student teams to complete their research, label copy, and exhibits but don't effectively guide this work.  

When unexpected changes occur within the project, time line adjustments are made haphazardly and are not well communicated among teachers or to students. Sometimes student teams waste time by being off task or being confused about what they are to do.  

Teachers view the school museum project as an end in itself and often prioritize the completion of the project above the opportunity for student learning and skill development.  

Teachers rarely help students see the connections between their new knowledge and old knowledge. Instead, they are focused on project completion.  

Because there isn't a clear time line for the project, there is no way to know whether students will have adequate opportunities for student-involved formative assessment.  

	Student collaboration  
	Teachers systematically arrange for and promote interdependent collaboration among students.  

Teachers monitor student teamwork and ensure that roles are assigned within teams. Each team has a student leader who keeps the group focused and on task. This role may be rotated among students, but there is always a capable student in this role.  
	Teachers promote collaboration among students, but sometimes independent work overwhelms collaborative work. The interdependence of team members isn't evident.  

Teachers emphasize the importance of teamwork and ensure that roles are assigned within teams. Teamwork isn't closely monitored throughout the project, and there are times when teams don't have effective student leadership.  
	Teachers place students on teams, but students function independently. Rarely do they share their work and collaboratively develop a coherent answer to their focus question. Team members aren't interdependent.  

Teachers emphasize the importance of teamwork but don't adequately ensure that roles are assigned within teams. Teamwork isn't monitored throughout the project, and many teams don't have effective student leadership.  
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How Do You Begin the Project?

Now that you have completed the groundwork for your school museum, you are ready to begin the project with your students. You have defined the museum topic, big idea, story line, focus questions, statements of expected student learning, research questions, and an assessment plan. Students have already heard about the upcoming project—perhaps they have answered know and wonder questions about the topic. You are now set for the official kickoff.

To formally introduce the museum project to his students, Mike Moore of Waunakee Intermediate School asked them to describe the best museums and exhibits they had ever seen. After students shared their experiences, Moore told them that a new World War II museum was opening in Waunakee: “I asked them if they would like to visit that museum, and they were thrilled. I asked them if other kids would [want to] visit it, and they all agreed. You should have seen their faces when I told them they were the curators of the museum!”

In planning your introduction, consider these questions that student curators might ask (with some prompting from their teacher): 

· What is our job? 

· What is a museum? 

· How will we work as a team? 

· What do visitors know and wonder about our museum topic? 

The introduction to the school museum should address these questions and present the learning expectations for the project. 

Many teachers give students a broad overview of the topic to build their background knowledge and put their upcoming exhibit work into perspective. You might present this overview to the class through minilessons, learning centers, books, or videos on the topic. For instance, to present an overview to their 6th grade students, Elmwood Elementary School teachers Pat Morrissey, Susan Bush, and Jim Slonac created a one-page background sheet for each focus question and used the sheets in combination with a history video series.

Another way to provide students with an overview of the museum topic involves concept mapping. In the know and wonder activity described in Chapter 3, students created a visual web of information that represented what they knew and wondered about the museum topic. Once the museum topic has been officially introduced, students might create a new concept map reflective of the emerging project. Figure 5.3 shows how this visual organizer might look. The museum topic is at the center of the concept map, focus questions are the first spokes out, and additional layers of detail come from the know and wonder chart, the museum overview, front-end evaluation data from visitors (explained later in this chapter), and students' ongoing research findings. The concept map is a powerful way to represent knowledge and integrate information. It also reminds students that they will be working on one part of a larger project.

Figure 5.3. Concept Map for School Museum Project
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What Is Our Job?

Your students will play two roles in the school museum project. They will be young curators creating a school museum, and they will be students working to meet learning goals and earn good grades. The “What is our job?” question is relevant for each role.

As creators of a school museum, students have a specific mission to develop an interesting and informative exhibition for their school and community. This mission can be presented in an engaging way by using a strategy common in problem-based learning: giving students a loosely defined, real-world problem or challenge that serves as the context for upcoming instruction. Students “meet the problem” (Torp & Sage, 1998) in a role other than that of student; in our case, as museum curators and exhibit developers.

Consider presenting students with their “job” as it might be presented to an exhibit design firm—with a memo from a potential client, such as the sample in Figure 5.4. In fact, curators or exhibit designers in your community might be willing to help you create a letter inspired by a story about one of their exhibitions. For example, the fictitious letter in Figure 5.4 was inspired by a true story from the Veterans Museum of Wisconsin. A semi-permanent exhibition at the museum was set in motion after the director visited the British Museum of Military History, where he saw an Enigma machine (a machine used by the German armed forces to encrypt messages). He was so intrigued with this artifact that he returned from the trip eager to secure an Enigma machine for his museum. The director brainstormed ideas with museum curators. They felt that an exhibition about Enigma machines would be too narrow, but a story about communication and intelligence could be compelling, especially if it involved the contributions of Wisconsin veterans. They employed the services of a design firm to shape their emerging idea and created the exhibition Uncovering the Enemy: Military Intelligence in the 20th Century.

	Figure 5.4. Exhibition Request Letter
Museum of World History  

Anywhere, USA 12345  

January 5, 2004  

Dalke Exhibit Design  

456 Center Avenue  

Your City, MO 23456  

Dear Curators and Exhibit Designers:  

I would like to contract with your exhibit development team to create a new exhibition for our museum. While visiting the British Museum of Military History, I saw a German Enigma machine on display. I was intrigued by this machine and its elaborate system of translating messages to code. I was especially interested in the story of the team of scientists who broke the cipher. Many speculate that this contribution had an important influence on the outcome of the war.  

The year 2005 will mark the 60th anniversary of the end of World War II, and many visitors have been asking for exhibits that highlight unique contributions of those who did not fight in combat. Our visitor survey results indicate an interest in exploring the role of intelligence during wartime. We would like your design team to use the German Enigma machine as a centerpiece of an exhibition that explores the themes of intelligence and communication and highlights the contributions of individual veterans.  

I look forward to reviewing your proposal.  

Sincerely,  

I. M. History  

Executive Director of the Museum of World History  
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Even though the request in this letter is very specific and won't match your school museum topic, it serves as an example of how you might explain the museum design problem to your students. You could introduce the problem when you begin instruction or even earlier, before the know and wonder activity described in Chapter 3. If your letter includes a description of why the exhibition is significant and what it should accomplish, it can be used throughout the instructional process to maintain student focus on satisfying the needs of the “client.”

Requests, in the form of letters or personal visits from authentic sources, are also great ways for students to “meet the problem.” These requests may come from a local museum or other community organization or from an individual. Beginning the project with a request adds credibility, as students will work to fulfill the needs of a client; it also creates an opportunity for community collaboration. You may want to contact individuals or community groups that might be interested in presenting a request to students. Consider these possible requests: 

· The mayor requests a museum about your community. 

· The school board requests a museum about the history of your school. 

· The zoo requests an exhibition about native snake species. 

· The historical society requests a black history museum. 

· The Jewish Community Center requests an exhibition for Holocaust Remembrance Day. 

The young curators in your classroom have another important job—to meet state standards and earn good grades. This aspect of the museum project also requires careful presentation. Be sure to review the learning targets and grading plan for the school museum with your students (see Figure 4.3 on p. 50).

What Is a Museum?

Now that students are clear about their job, they face another fundamental question: “What is a museum?” Although students are likely to have some answers to this question, the following activities will sharpen their ideas.

Types and Purposes of Museums

Teachers report that simply brainstorming types and purposes of museums can be a real eye-opener for students regardless of their experience. One teacher was surprised to find out how many museums her students had visited, whereas another was surprised by how few—but even this teacher noted that many students who had never visited an art or history museum had been to hands-on science centers and zoos.

Another teacher said that this exercise not only expanded his students' definition of museum, but his own as well. When students were asked, “What museums have you visited?” they came up with a variety of different types—science centers, zoos, historical homes, nature centers, botanical gardens, art museums, history museums, and specialty museums. Upon reflection, this teacher realized that many of these informal learning environments provided useful models for school museum exhibits. This experience sparked his personal interest in visiting a wider range of museums and led to new ideas for his next school museum project.
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	As students list the museums that they have heard of or visited, they quickly recognize that there are many types and purposes of museums.  


Discussion of similarities and differences among types of museums can lead to another question: “What are the purposes of museums?” When students in Kim Kuchler's 2nd grade class at Maplewood Richmond Heights Elementary School answered this question, their ideas included “to help us learn,” “to look at stuff,” and “to explore.” Many museums also collect, classify, preserve, and display artifacts. Answers such as “to look at stuff” seem to imply this purpose, and teachers can make the connection more explicit.

Objects and Images in Museums

Discussion about the types and purposes of museums can lead to a significant observation—all museum exhibits use objects to engage their visitors. This is true for museums as different as SciTrek: The Science and Technology Museum of Atlanta, a hands-on science center, and the Milwaukee Public Museum, a natural history museum. SciTrek is an “experience” museum; its aim is to make abstract physical science concepts more accessible to the public through hands-on activities. It does not have an extensive collection of artifacts; preservation is not part of its mission. In contrast, the Milwaukee Public Museum has an enormous collection. Some of their artifacts, objects, and images are displayed in realistic dioramas that capture the imagination of visitors. According to Peter Haydock, the senior director of education and public programs, less than 2 percent of the collection is displayed on the museum floor! Part of the collection may be displayed in future public exhibitions, loaned to other institutions, or used by visiting researchers, but some objects will never be seen by visitors—they are being preserved for the public trust. The Milwaukee Public Museum and SciTrek are very different museums, but they both use objects and images to create experiences for visitors. (See Chapter 8 for more about the use of objects and images.)

Organization of Museum Displays

Early in the process, even before they visit a professional museum, students will benefit from learning about how museums organize material. Ann Clifton, a museum educator and curator from the Samuel Cupples House and the Saint Louis University Museum of Art, visited Maplewood Richmond Heights Elementary School and spoke to 3rd graders about the roles of curators and docents. The class discussed different curator responsibilities—deciding what goes in a museum, how to display it, how to teach the public about an exhibition, and how to attract museum guests. Students curated their own tabletop museum by arranging images of objects that “belonged together”—historical artifacts, paintings, Egyptian mummies, and sports memorabilia. Students were able to see connections among different, seemingly unrelated objects and arrange them to tell a story. The 3rd graders quickly understood how objects can be grouped effectively to communicate a message.

Peg Koetsch, founder of the program Museum-in-Progress, uses a similar technique in an activity she calls “Thinking like a Curator.” Koetsch assembles a variety of postcards, each representing a work of art that uses different media, style, subject, and compositional technique. She gives students one postcard image to study and asks them to imagine it as an artifact in their museum collection. Koetsch places a postcard in the center of a table and asks if anyone has an artifact that connects to it. If so, they place their postcard near the original image and explain how it is connected. For example, a student might say that both of the works of art are painted with oils, illustrate people, or use symmetry as a compositional technique. Students continue making these connections until the images are grouped together. As they analyze and critique this “exhibition,” students move images to make stronger connections and identify group themes. Then students give this exhibition a title reflective of its overarching concept.

You might ask students in your classroom to think like curators and have them group “artifacts” from a previous instructional unit. For example, an elementary science unit on sound might have artifacts such as wire coils that simulate sound waves, varying lengths of tubing that create different pitched sounds, student-created musical instruments, and other samples of students' work. Students could group these artifacts to tell the story of sound. As you review their grouping decisions, ask students what their visitors will learn about sound and have them explain how the artifacts, together, communicate that message. Perhaps this introductory activity will result in a classroom minimuseum, a worthy culminating activity for an instructional unit.

How Will We Work as a Team?

Interdependent collaboration within and among exhibit teams is one of the many learning opportunities in a school museum project, as discussed in Chapter 2. It is also one of the great challenges. Students develop collaborative skills—and make mistakes—as they engage in the work of creating a school museum. Yet there is no better way to learn how to be a team player than by doing the real and often difficult work of collaboration. Fortunately, some strategies can make this work easier for teachers and students.
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	Students at Elmwood Elementary School work together to construct their exhibit.  


Creating Teams

One of the best ways to organize students for successful teamwork is to carefully establish teams. Creating a diverse group will promote productive collaboration; try to balance teams in terms of gender, ability, and leadership skill. To also allow student choice, teachers at Elmwood Elementary School in New Berlin, Wisconsin, asked students to list their top three areas of interest from 11 focus questions and to list one exhibit they did not want to work on (if there was one). When teachers assembled teams, they considered their students' input.

Team size is another significant factor. Teams of three to four students are ideal, whereas larger teams add to the complexity of managing work and negotiating group dynamics. A group's large size can add undue burden to students who are learning how to function as effective team members. In fact, Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock (2001) note that group size of six members or more can actually have a negative effect on achievement (p. 88).

Clarifying Roles and Responsibilities

Teams function best when responsibility is shared by all members and when each member's role is clear. Even in adult meetings, teamwork quickly deteriorates when there is uncertainty about who is leading the discussion, preparing the minutes, or following up on particular items. Similarly, it is important for students to clarify their roles and responsibilities as team members. As a class, decide who will assume responsibility for each role; roles can be rotated. Examples of team roles include the following: 

· Leader: Sets direction for the team, makes sure team members understand what they have to do, gets things going, and keeps things moving. 

· Timekeeper: Informs team members when time limits are approaching and helps keep the team on task. 

· Recorder: Makes note of team decisions. 

These roles can be modified for the age of your students and the composition of your teams. Pat Morrissey, a 6th grade teacher at Elmwood Elementary School, thought that her teams could function more efficiently with defined roles, so she created a list of roles appropriate for her students. She presented the roles to students and asked them to make assignments within their teams. Once roles were in place, students immediately noticed an improvement in their performance, as reflected in their following comments: 

Sometimes people can get off task but we have jobs, and one of the person's jobs is to keep people on task. That's been working pretty good lately. We're getting a lot accomplished.

I think [roles] help because we all have certain responsibilities to do and that helps the rest of the group. If we didn't have assigned roles ... we wouldn't get anything done.

Regardless of their roles, all students are responsible for being good team members. The rubric in Figure 5.5 on p. 78 lists traits of good teamwork in a school museum project. You may present students with this rubric, or you may prefer to have students develop their own. Most students have been part of a group project or cooperative learning activity and can describe what it was like when teamwork went well and when it didn't. Those experiences will help them think about ways to ensure that their team functions effectively. A rubric clarifies the teamwork learning target and makes it easier for students to assess their skills and set goals for improvement.

	Figure 5.5. Rubric for Teamwork
Trait  
	Always  

5  
	Usually  

4  
	Sometimes  

3  
	Seldom  

2  
	Never  

1  

	Productive: I came to class prepared, started work right away, and stayed on task.  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	Responsible: I completed my work and performed my team role.  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	Contributing: I shared information with my teammates and asked for their feedback.  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	Communicative: I listened to my teammates when they had something to say, and I gave my opinion when decisions were to be made.  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	Collaborative: I asked my teammates to share their ideas and opinions, and I helped the group make important decisions.  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	Teamwork score: _______  

How could you improve? List one or two goals for upcoming work.  

_____________________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________  

	Copyright 2001 by Kid Curators. Reprinted with permission.  


Communicating Teamwork Expectations

The student responsibilities outlined in the teamwork rubric communicate expectations for teamwork behavior. You will also need to communicate the expectation that students will take responsibility for these behaviors, their work, and the smooth functioning of their team. Harmin (1994) identifies the “intelligence call up” strategy as one way to “advance students' ability to handle their lives responsibly, wisely” (p. 118). This strategy asks students to stop when faced with a problem and consider what would be the intelligent thing to do. The strategy communicates confidence in students—“You are smart and know what to do”—and encourages them to be part of the solution. When an individual or team confronts this question, they take responsibility for their work: “We are having a problem. What should we do? Let's brainstorm some solutions.” This strategy can go a long way to promote student independence and shared responsibility within the classroom.

Foyne Mahaffey, a 1st and 2nd grade multi-age teacher at Lake Bluff Elementary School in Shorewood,Wisconsin, instructs students to “ask three before me.” Students know to ask three peers for clarification or direction before they go to Mahaffey with their concern. This simple rule communicates great confidence in the students and distributes responsibility for learning among the members of the classroom community.

Another way students can demonstrate responsibility in the school museum project is by putting forth their best effort. Research shows that not all students realize the importance of effort. 

Although it might seem obvious to adults—particularly successful ones—that effort pays off in terms of enhanced achievement, not all students are aware of this. In fact, studies have demonstrated that some students are not aware of the fact that the effort they put into a task has a direct effect on their success relative to the task.... The implication here is that teachers should explain and exemplify the “effort belief” to students. (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001, p. 50)

To help students see the relationship between effort and achievement, you might ask them to use the rubric shown in Figure 5.6 to track their effort and connect it to improved achievement. 

Improving Teamwork Skills

Once your project is underway, you may want to develop minilessons to improve teamwork. Consider using Harmin's (1994) “task and team skill group” strategy, in which a small group works at a task and simultaneously practices an interpersonal skill (p. 114). The strategy consists of four steps and takes about 45 minutes to complete, so you will want to use it when you suspect it will save time in the long run by reducing existing or anticipated problems.

	Figure 5.6. Effort and Achievement Rubrics
Scale: 4 = excellent; 3 = good; 2 = needs improvement; 1 = unacceptable  

	A: Effort Rubric  
	B: Achievement Rubric  

	4 I worked on the task until it was completed. I pushed myself to continue working on the task even when difficulties arose or a solution was not immediately evident. I viewed difficulties that arose as opportunities to strengthen my understanding.  

3 I worked on the task until it was completed. I pushed myself to continue working on the task even when difficulties arose or a solution was not immediately evident.  

2 I put some effort into the task, but I stopped working when difficulties arose.  

1 I put very little effort into the task.  
	4 I exceeded the objectives of the task or lesson.  

3 I met the objectives of the task or lesson.  

2 I met a few of the objectives of the task or lesson, but did not meet others.  

1 I did not meet the objectives of the task or lesson.  

	From Classroom Instruction That Works (p. 52), by R. J. Marzano, D. J. Pickering, and J. E. Pollock, 2001, Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Copyright 2001 by McREL. Reprinted with permission.  


Step 1 is to assign students an individual task. The following are examples of school museum tasks: 

· Draft a letter to someone who has firsthand knowledge of your research or focus question and request information or an interview. 

· Create a preliminary drawing of your exhibit. 

· Design one interactive component for your exhibit. 

Step 2 is to assign a group product for the task. The following examples correspond to the tasks listed in Step 1: 

· a final version of a letter that incorporates the best of individual drafts 

· a drawing of the exhibit that incorporates the best of individual preliminary drawings 

· an interactive component for the exhibit that incorporates the best of individual ideas 

Students work in their exhibit teams to create this product, and they practice one or two specific teamwork skills that need to be developed, such as listening closely to one another, returning to work when they notice they are off task, disagreeing respectfully, paraphrasing, or sharing opinions honestly. Students should consider how they might demonstrate these skills. For example, if they plan to practice listening closely to one another, they should first brainstorm what they might say or do when they are not listening well and when they are listening well. 
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	A teacher at Maplewood Richmond Heights Elementary School prepares her students for their work on exhibit teams.  


Step 3 is to review the teamwork skill as soon as teams have developed their product. Ask students to do some reflective writing: “When did you or someone in your group practice the target skill? What would you do next time you have a chance to practice this skill? In what other situations in your life could you use this skill?” After students have reflected on the lesson, engage in a large-group discussion about these questions.

Step 4 is to review the task and the work of each small group.

Teamwork is a critical feature of the school museum project and something that students practice in each step of the process. Be sure to make time for students to regularly reflect on their teamwork skills and to work on improving them.

What Do Visitors Know and Wonder About Our Topic?

Early in the conceptual phase of exhibit development, museum professionals engage visitors in a process known as front-end evaluation. Through focus groups or interviews, evaluators find out what visitors know about the topic, what is of interest to them, and their expectations for the upcoming exhibition. Museum professionals consider front-end evaluation a vital tool to “uncover, examine, and then set aside our own preconceptions about visitors so that we can see and understand more clearly what they know, believe, and are interested in” (Dierking & Pollock, 1998).

Liz Forrestal, an exhibit developer at the Saint Louis Zoo, considers front-end evaluation critical in the early stages of exhibit development. By talking to audiences before designing the Monsanto Insectarium, evaluators found out that many visitors didn't know the difference between an insect and other kinds of small invertebrates. In response, the exhibit team designed Am I an Insect? to address visitor misconceptions. Insects, spiders, and millipedes are on display, each accompanied by a flip door with the question “Am I an insect?” After examining the live animal in each display case, the visitor opens the flip door to find the answer and explanation. Forrestal also wants to know how the visitor feels about the exhibit topic. Front-end evaluation for the Monsanto Insectarium revealed that many visitors simply do not like insects. This negative perception prompted exhibit developers to create displays that highlight the importance of insects.

Student curators can conduct front-end evaluations for their exhibit by asking their parents, other adults, or their peers about the museum topic or a specific focus area. Questions they might ask include the following: 

· What do you know about this area? 

· What do you wonder about this area? 

· What about this area interests you? 

Exhibit and evaluation consultant Beverly Serrell (1996) suggests other questions that your student curators might consider, such as “What would you expect to do, see, find out about in this exhibit?” (p. 97) and “What comes to mind when you see or think about X?” (p. 137). 

Asking prospective visitors for input can build anticipation for the coming school museum. Waunakee Intermediate School teacher Mike Moore wanted to ensure that his school's World War II Museum would generate curiosity among students and visitors. As students explored the wartime contributions of men and women from different cultural groups, Moore encouraged them to conduct front-end evaluation. Students asked their parents what they knew and wondered about the Tuskegee Airmen, Navajo code talkers, and other groups.

When students ask their parents about their exhibit topic, they involve them in school activities and encourage interest in the upcoming museum. The conversation may also broaden students' background knowledge and provide new ideas for their displays.

Summary

Introducing the school museum may include a dramatic kickoff event to capture students' imagination and build excitement for the project. The introduction should clarify the learning expectations for students and anticipate their questions about project work. Providing background knowledge about the museum topic is usually necessary before research and exhibit design begin. Background knowledge helps students put the project in perspective and shows how upcoming exhibit work connects to a larger whole.

Students are better able to imagine their exhibition when they understand the different types and purposes of museums and how museum displays rely on objects and images to engage visitors. To create their exhibit, students will need to work together as a team. Each step of the school museum process is made easier when students understand their teamwork roles and responsibilities. As they begin to develop their exhibition, student teams conduct front-end evaluation, which provides an opportunity for parental involvement.
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