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Tracey-Ann Hooley, Museum Victoria
In October 2006 I undertook a self-funded trip to Europe.  With the support of an ASTEN Fellowship I was able to spend an extra eight days overseas undertaking research at a number of science centres and museums in the UK and Spain.   The purpose of the research was to explore ways in which organisations create an interface between visitors and scientists either by showcasing their own scientific research or by developing partnership programs with visiting scientists.  I was also interested in finding out about some of the ways in which organisations engage with new audiences, particularly those not traditionally attracted to science-based programs.  
My work in the Public Programs team at Melbourne Museum includes the development of programs to present the work of our research scientists to visitors, and to create opportunities for visitors and scientists to meet face-to-face.  Current projects include DNA Lab, where research scientists staff a mobile DNA laboratory on the floor during the school holidays, and a range of programs with both internal and external scientists for National Science Week.  Through our Science Morning Teas initiative my work also involves the development of links with our local community to support and encourage new visitors to take part in science programs.  My intention for the trip was to gather programming ideas from many different organisations by meeting with colleagues who both develop and deliver programs of this kind.
Organisations visited

In order to identify appropriate organisations to visit I tapped into the resources of the European Network of Science Centres and Museums (Ecsite).  Melanie Quin, Director of Ecsite-UK, provided a wealth of contacts and was kind enough to meet with me when I arrived in London.   On her advice, and the advice of colleagues at Museum Victoria, I visited the following organisations:
Science Museum, London

Dana Centre, London
Natural History Museum, London

Horniman Museum, London

CosmoCaixa, Barcelona

Here I will report on some of the key programming ideas that I encountered during my research.  These are grouped into three areas: creating genuine dialogue between visitors and scientists, programming for adult audiences and working for and with the local community.
_________________________________________________________________________
Dialogue, dialogue, dialogue – everyone’s talking about it!
Nature Live at the Natural History Museum and Live Science at the Science Museum

The Natural History Museum (NHM) including the Darwin Centre, the Science Museum, the Dana Centre and Excite-UK are clustered together in just a few blocks in South Kensington, London.  Within moments of beginning discussions with colleagues at any of these organisations, the idea of ‘creating genuine dialogue’ between scientists and the general public was offered as a key factor driving the development of public programs at this time.  But what does ‘genuine dialogue’ between scientists and visitors look like in a museum and science centre setting?  How can it best be facilitated and what are some of the barriers to it occurring?
At the start of my research, I was directed to a recent report by The Royal Society entitled ‘Survey of factors affecting science communication by scientists and engineers’.  The report was launched on 29 June 2006 and can be found at the Royal Society Website www.royalsoc.ac.uk  The report identifies barriers to science communication (including time taken from research, funding and peer pressure) and incentives for science communication (including support systems and leadership within organisations).  Whilst the report draws on results from the wider research community, many of the factors identified as barriers or incentives are likely to be of relevance to museum-based research scientists and to scientists working in partnership programs with science centres, and indeed the report was cited by several colleagues in London as we discussed the development of programs which bring scientists and visitors together.
Here I will outline two different programs that have been developed to create an interface between scientists and museum and science centre visitors.
Nature Live at the Natural History Museum
Early in my visit I met with Helen Penny whose role is to coordinate the Nature Live program at the Natural History Museum (NHM).  We discussed the development of the program and its day-to-day delivery.
Nature Live is a program of daily public engagement sessions each of which brings together a research scientist or curator and museum visitors.  Each session runs for about 30 minutes and is facilitated by a one of several Nature Live hosts, each of whom is a professional science communicator.  The aim of the program is to make apparent the NHM as an international research hub and to generate public dialogue and debate about science.  Now in the second year of a three year pilot phase, Nature Live is currently housed in the main building at the NHM.  Once Phase II of the Darwin Centre is completed in 2009, Nature Live programs will move in to the purpose-built David Attenborough Studio within the Darwin Centre.  The vision for the David Attenborough Studio is that it will be ‘a free public space dedicated to discussion and discovery.  It will be a unique resource enabling people to get involved both in the studio and online, via interactive webcasts.’
There are around 350 research scientists based at the NHM.  Participation in Nature Live is voluntary for the scientists and around 100 internal and some visiting scientists participate each year.  One scientist from each department is a representative on Helen’s team.  Some scientists present just one session each year, others present more frequently.  Scientists who agree to take part in the program are offered training by Helen’s team.  Many have indicated that they prefer an informal mentoring arrangement or shadowing of colleagues who are already involved in the program rather than more formal training sessions.  
Once a scientist has volunteered to present, they are teamed up with one of the Nature Live hosts who will then work with them on developing their session.  A full range of multimedia facilities are provided in the space and each scientist is also encouraged to bring along objects relating to their topic.  The host’s role is to encourage dialogue between the audience and the scientist by creating opportunities for the audience to pose questions and make comments throughout each session.  The host also incorporates comments and questions submitted by the web audience (see below) and manages the pace and timing of each session.   The intention is that each session will feel much more like a conversation between all involved rather than a linear presentation by an ‘expert up the front’.
The audience for Nature Live is adults and families with children aged 12 years and over.  On weekends and holidays, an additional session is offered each day and the topics are chosen to appeal more strongly to family audiences.   The majority of museum visitors find out about Nature Live once they have arrived at the museum where it is advertised on weekly ‘What’s On’ posters and on fliers.  The current venue seats around 100 people.
There is also a web audience for Nature Live.  Each session is streamed live on the web (you can tune in at 14.00GMT each day).  Internet viewers are invited to submit questions and comments throughout each session and the facilitator incorporates these into the discussion.
Nature Live sessions generally fall into one of five categories:

· In the headlines

Topical issues.  The Nature Live team have developed close ties with Nature magazine and receive information on science stories that are about to break.

· Life in the field
Scientists share their personal experiences of undertaking fieldwork.
· Desert island specimens

Scientists talk about their three favourite objects from the museum collections
· Wonders of the collection

An in-depth look at one of the museum’s iconic objects

· Schools sessions

For A-level (yr 11 & 12) students.  The Nature Live session forms one part of a whole day A-level program which is offered at the museum every Wednesday.
As part of my visit Helen asked if I would provide feedback on Nature Live.   This was a great opportunity to attend several sessions and to spend some time considering both the advantages and disadvantages of the Nature Live format.  Over the course of my stay I was able to attend three sessions - one for A-level students and two for the general public.  I was also fortunate to attend an event to promote the David Attenborough Studio which, in the spirit of Nature Live, was a facilitated dialogue between David Attenborough and the audience.

Whilst a program on the scale of Nature Live will be beyond the scope of most science centres and museums, there are certainly opportunities to consider ways in which we might better facilitate genuine dialogue between our audiences and our own or visiting scientists, and to reach audiences who may not be receptive to ideas presented in a standard lecture format.  Nature Live also demonstrates effective ways of connecting with web audiences and as a concept may be of interest to programs staff who are keen to engage more strongly with their regional and remote audiences.
Live Science at the Science Museum
What better way to gain an understanding of some of the processes of scientific research than by becoming a willing subject of a scientist’s investigation?  Through Live Science at the Science Museum, visitors meet with a research scientists and then contribute real data to the project.  Researchers benefit by gaining access to a broad spectrum of the general public as their subjects.  Rachel Bowden manages the Live Science program and was kind enough to meet with me to discuss its development.
Live Science has been running since 2000 when the new Wellcome wing of the Science Museum opened.  Since that time over 15 research projects have been conducted on site in a dedicated space at the museum.  The Live Science team established and now maintain strong links with a number of university research centres in London in order to identify projects that might be appropriate for inclusion in the program.  The majority of projects are of a biomedical nature, and genetics and psychology projects have been well represented.  Now that Live Science is well established, it is also common for research scientists to contact the museum to see if their project might be suitable for inclusion.
In order for a research project to be considered for inclusion in Live Science it must already be fully funded and have ethics approval.  The scientist conducting the research must have security clearance.  Ideally the research will lead to publication and follow-up information will be available for the subjects to access.  Mostly data-collection is non-invasive (the most invasive procedure allowed is cheek swabbing) and computer-based studies are common.  For example in a recent project on synaesthesia, subjects were asked to respond to a series of computer-based animations which generated sound and picture pairs on a screen.
There are usually 2-3 Live Science projects per year at the Science Museum.  Each runs on site for 2 days a week (1 week day and one weekend day) over a 6-8 week period.  Data collection usually takes no more than 15 minutes per visitor and most of the studies generate data from about 450 people.
Don’t forget your adult audiences!

Science programs for ‘grown ups’ at the Dana Centre, London, and CosmoCaixa, Barcelona

Exploring contemporary science at the Dana Centre

The Dana Centre in London offers science programs exclusively for adults.  For many of us involved in developing and delivering programs at museums and science centres this might be almost impossible to imagine!  What would our work be like without the constant arrival of school groups on weekdays and family groups on weekends?  Would it be dull and serious?  Would it be blissfully quite?!  As I found out at the Dana Centre, it is possible that the answer to both can be ‘no’!
Within minutes of arriving at the centre (which is immediately adjacent to the Science Museum) I was confronted by screams, laughter, flashing lights and whirring sounds coming from a fairground ride in the carpark.  Kat Nelsson, Event Programmes Manager, explained that this was a media call for Fairground: thrill laboratory a series of events exploring pleasure, frission and excitement using fairground rides as a starting point.  Audience members were hooked up to physiological monitoring equipment and their facial expressions videoed as they rode on a ghost train.  The data generated was then used as a catalyst for discussion on the relationship between fear and thrill between a panel of scientists and the wider audience.
The Dana Centre describes itself as ‘a young and experimental place to explore contemporary science’.  Programs are offered on weekday evenings (usually 2-3 programs per week) and are run in an informal café/bar area.  As well as events such as Fairground: thrill laboratory, others types of programs include film / documentary screenings followed by discussions, theatrical performances, panel discussions and dinners (see the web site for further examples).  The centre also offers internet and café facilities during the day and holds temporary exhibitions.  All facilities at the centre are only open to those aged 18 and over.
‘Actividades de divulgación científica’ at CosmoCaixa

CosmoCaixa in Barcelona was named European Museum of the Year in 2006.  The museum is certainly not an ’adults only’ venue however it does offer an enormous depth and breadth of science programs for adult audiences in addition to the programs that are available for school and family audiences.

At CosmoCaixa I met with Ignasi López Verdeguer who explained that a separate team is responsible for developing these programs which are grouped together as ‘Actividades de divulgación científica’ (disseminating science).  Most of the programs are delivered by external presenters and facilitators.  The programs team have established and maintain very close links with both local and international universities and other research organisations and consistently attract high profile international speakers to the museum.  The audience for the programs includes university students, academics, secondary teachers and the general public.  Some of the programs are accredited.
Each year the programs team organises five or six national or international science conferences, four 10-day museum courses (eg Chemistry of the Emotions) and dozens of day-long, half-day and evening programs.  The team also organises an annual week-long science book fair with associated programs.  The fair attracts students, academics and the general public and, as with the other programs, aims to position the museum at the heart of Barcelona’s scientific community.
_________________________________________________________________________
Working for and with the local community

Supporting community leaders to deliver programs at the Horniman Museum, London.
Whilst its collections and programs encompass many fields in addition to the sciences, a visit to the Horniman Museum in south-east London provided a wealth of ideas and inspiration for developing programs that tap into the local community and encourage shared learning experiences.  The museum is unique in that 50% of its visitors are under 5 years old and 28% of visitors describe their racial origin as BME (Black Ethnic Minority).  The latter figure is about 4 times higher than the average for other London museums.  Many visitors are local residents and repeat visitation rates are high.

Visiting the Horniman Museum was certainly one of the highlights of my trip.  The galleries are beautifully designed with younger visitors in mind and the exhibitions and programs reflect the diversity of the local community.  I met with Julie Carr who is the Community Education Manager at the museum.  (There is also a separate team who provide programs for school groups.)  She introduced me to one of the programs called Hands on family workshops and explained how local community leaders are being supported to deliver the programs for their communities.
Hands on programs run in a dedicated room in the museum called Hands On Base.  The programs are built around a series of kits each of which contains a number of real objects which everyone can handle, together with a laminated information sheet for each object.  Objects include both cultural and natural history items (often a mixture in each kit).  Themes for the workshops include ‘Hands on our Animals’, ‘Hands on Africa’, ‘Hands on Puppets’, ‘Hands on Toys’ and ‘Hands on Masks’.

Programs staff facilitate sessions for visitors each weekend.  In a move to increase the reach of the program and to encourage participation by members of the local community who may not yet have visited the museum, the Community Education team also support community leaders to deliver additional sessions for their community groups.  Through their community networks, the staff contact people who may be interested in delivering Hands on workshops and then provide training for them.  Training areas include orientation, familiarisation with the Hands On Base room, feeling comfortable in a museum setting, how to book the room and schedule a workshop, object handling and presentation skills.  Hand on Base is then available for use by community leaders to deliver the workshops each Friday and Saturday.  The program has been very successful in bringing new visitors into the museum and creating a genuine sense of ownership by the local community.
_________________________________________________________________________
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Websites for reference
Ecsite

www.ecsite.net
The winter 2006 newsletter (issue 65) available online focuses on projects that bring scientists and museum and science centre visitors together.
Science Museum, London

www.sciencemuseum.org.uk
Dana Centre, London

www.danacentre.org.uk
Natural History Museum, London

www.nhm.ac.uk
www.nhm.ac.uk/nature-live
www.nhm.ac.uk/studio
Horniman Museum, London

www.horniman.ac.uk
CosmoCaixa, Barcelona

http://obrasocial.lacaixa.es/centros/cosmocaixabcn_es.html
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