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In April this year, I was fortunate to receive an Asten Fellowship to visit Scitech in Western Australia.  As Assistant Manager for the Fonterra sponsored Science Roadshow, I wanted to see how other science initiatives operate; in particular how other travelling science programmes run to gain ideas which could be implemented back in New Zealand.
I experienced four of the Scitech outreach travelling programmes – Robotics, Beyond the Beaker, Spacedome, and Early Childhood as well as having time within Scitech itself.

Robotics 

This impressed me with the use of technology. First each group of two students was given a Lego robot, a laptop computer and an iPhone.  Using the iPhone, the students scrolled through a step by step process to programme the robot to carry out a set task. The students also engaged in a group discussion on how robots are used in everyday life. I was impressed with the fact that the staff only had to work with around 25 students, a much smaller group to what we are used to.

Beyond the Beaker

This programme promotes science to older students encouraging them to take up science in their senior years of high school. This was taken to a school and the staff did a high impact energised 45 minute show talking about the different trades that use science. Everything from science labs to the SKA, and even hairdressing. What I liked about this show was the audience response system used.  Each member of the audience was given a remote with 5 buttons.  As the show ran, questions would appear on a big screen with up to 5 choices. The students could enter there answer and it was shown as a bar graph on the big screen. This is great because if the students get the answer wrong, no one knew who it was. Also having instant results was good. I would be keen to see a similar system used here in NZ. 

Spacedome 

Another programme taken into a school. The Spacedome is an inflatable planetarium showing the night sky, highlighting different constellations and planets. 

A hands-on activity option is also available following the Spacedome session.  This  was a maths based type activity, working out how far the sun was from different planets and also how long it would take to get from earth to various planets. Again this was just one class of students at a time and it was recommended to the schools to either start or finish a space theme, with this programme.

Early Childhood

This programme targeted pre and new entrant students. Two staff travel to a primary school or preschool with about 15 science related exhibits which are set up in 5 different sections.  Student numbers are limited to 20.  Through a story type way the staff introduce each other and each section that the students will be able to explore. The children have 20 minutes hands on time and then come together for a group discussion about their favourite activities.   This is then followed by a story with a science theme and an age appropriate song to finish.

On top of the four travelling programmes, I had a very worthwhile day and a half looking at what Scitech has to offer and  how they present their exhibits. I also spoke to their exhibit builders and workshop staff, which gave me a number of good ideas that I can follow up on in NZ.

I enjoyed the Planetarium Cosmic Collisions presentation, as this is the first time I had ever looked at space in this way. It was really well put together. I also saw some of their in-house shows - electricity show with a Tesler coil and Van de Graaff generator; the Farts and Flour show, looking at science you can do at home; and a nature type puppet show. All had their good points.

One of the highlights of my visit to Scitech was a meeting with Nick Wood and Kimiko Holder who oversee the different outreach programmes. This was very informative learning how Scitech operates and discussing differences between the Fonterra Science Roadshow and Scitech.  I found this valuable as we have no other organisation in New Zealand to compare ourselves with. I felt that this meeting benefited both Scitech and the Fonterra Science Roadshow.

I would like to thank ASTEN, Scitech and board and staff (who covered for me while I was away) of the National Science Technology Roadshow Trust, for giving me this opportunity.  Also a personal thanks to Kimiko Holder and Nick Wood for planning my visit and making it the success it was.
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