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While the Hall of Science seemed to be analyzing wondrous things through the 
spectacle of the interactive, CMA seemed to be instilling a sense of wonder 
through the spectacle of personal uncertainty, imagination and adaptability. 

 
Some Background Info: What Did I Ever Learn at a Museum? 
 
When I was in elementary school, we took a field trip to the National Gallery of Art 
every year. Without fail, on the day of the trip, I got antsy, or better put, energized with a 
strong sense of anticipation. You might not have noticed.  Taught to be a reserved little 
girl, I tried to keep my excitement under wraps. 
 
I have a few indelible memories of those visits.  Stealing a slide on the marble floors in 
my leather-soled loafers. Watching my classmates do the same with much less reserve. 
Feeling a little anxious that they would get caught. The excitement thus diffused, one 
year we gathered around “St. George and the Dragon” to hear the story behind the image. 
I vaguely remember being allowed to sit on the floor that one time. In another 
magnificently huge gallery we saw small, ornately framed still lifes  --- ordinary domestic 
objects of the time made to look like jewels in the oil paint’s golden light. Rembrandt’s 
boy likewise lit against an equally rich, infinitely empty backdrop. Once when Mom took 
us down on our own, we stood among a hoard of people shuffling slowly through the 
gallery. After a long time, I saw what she had brought us to see:  the Mona Lisa, centered 
in the room like the Kaaba in Mecca during the Hajj pilgrimage.   
 
What did I learn during those visits?  I got to thinking about this today after feeling 
uneasy that no new facts and figures popped to mind immediately upon departing the 
New York Hall of Science. Since late January, visiting many museums with an analytical 
eye, I have realized that sometime long ago, I had stopped trying or never started to try to 
get much from the didactic and even the graphics in museums other than noticing their 
aesthetic or architectural value.  I had, without realizing, begun to visit museums 
primarily for their emotional impact and social constructs.  New information, in large 
measure, would often come to my consciousness only later through indirect means or 
memories recalled in the context of a specific conversation or learning challenge.   
 
With this in mind, I had made a concerted effort today to try to comprehend didactic 
material during my visit to the NY Hall of Science.  In many cases, none of it made any 
sense to me.  I have a Masters in Geology and have been called upon to communicate 
scientific concepts to non-technical people many times over the course of my 
professional life, so this was a little disconcerting. At one point, I had the opportunity to 
ask fellow visitors (participants?) if any of the info in the cosmic rays exhibit made sense. 
“Sure,” they said. When I asked them to help me understand, they spouted confidently.  



Clearly, they didn’t have any idea of what was being presented. Instead of reacting like 
me….with empathy for the curator struggling to  portray and communicate the 
complexity of natural phenomena or with frustration at the curator’s thick explanation, 
these visitors acted as if they understood. I didn’t know which condition was more 
disturbing --- mine or theirs.   
 
It’s becoming increasingly clear to me that I had simply lowered my expectations over 
the years of what a museum’s didactic could contribute to the experience or learning. To 
a large degree, I had been ignoring it without realizing so. While I always left a museum 
with a broader perspective or deeper awareness of the world outside the limits of my own 
experience, I rarely came away with an understanding of topics to which I had never 
before been introduced. Sometimes, my existing knowledge would be affirmed and 
maybe clarified or deepened.   
 
If anything, rather than interest in the topics, the visits left me curious about the people 
behind the exhibits --- both the makers of the exhibits and the people associated with the 
subject matter.  Looking into the lives of the artists or scientists and inventors after my 
visits, I commonly came to know stories of their contemporaries and predecessors. In 
learning about the people, I would naturally learn about other works of art or lines of 
inquiry. I was rarely compelled to track technical or conceptual information from those 
visits, but the rather nebulous sense of wonder I took away from the experience kept me 
coming back. Seeing the “real thing,” an original painting, a demonstration of scientific 
concept or a well-done replication of a natural phenomenon in the context of the social 
space, made an impression.  
 
Visiting the National Gallery’s museum shop, I would buy a post card or splurge on an 
11x14 inch glossy reproduction of the “Dutch Girl” or “Mrs. So-and-So and Her Kids.”   
Those images embodied the experience. I wasn’t buying a picture simply aware of its 
name and assigned period.  Likewise, out of all the exhibits in the American Museum of 
Natural History I wanted to return to, it was the dioramas in Akeley Hall that drew me in 
on my second visit.  I had rarely had such an immersive experience at a museum than my 
first visit there in the midst of children running about and mother’s pushing strollers. 
What had been the essence of those experiences? What had been so meaningful to me 
that I nearly trembled at the chance to return?  I’ll answer this way. Several years ago, in 
my Mother’s Day card, because of the particular verse, I was moved to say to my Mom, 
“thank you for instilling in me a sense of wonder.”   
 
Gestalt 
 
NY HALL of SCIENCE 
Standing in a line that extended behind me out the front door, I overhead a mother say 
that she had never seen it so crowded on a Sunday morning.  I was among those of us 
trying to make it in before 11am for Sunday’s free first hour. Despite the crowd, the 
entrance hall had an intimate and well-scaled feel. Signage for the various services and 
museum wings was clear and within sight. Light streamed in.   
 



Not the space, but the way it was managed ultimately overwhelmed the crowd.  Two 
security personnel operating like ticket takers at a theatre created an unnecessary 
bottleneck while checking some but not all of the people for tickets, then yelled out at the 
crowd waiting at the coat check to clear the way, ignorant of their responsibility to 
arrange the cordons so that the flow of people wouldn’t present such a problem in this 
small space. After checking my bag, I retreated to the café for an early lunch and to stall 
until the first wave of people crowded past the exhibits.  I would hate to be a parent in the 
café on a busy day, when passing between the tightly spaced tables and through the tiny 
dispensary would have frustrated my attempt to tend to over hungry kids.  One group of 
parents that Sunday morning had parked themselves in the café with their own repast 
while their kids roamed free.  
 
CMA 
The entry way looks like someone’s home on a day that the entire neighborhood was 
invited over for a potluck --- coats of all sizes and colors piled 3 layers thick on hooks, 
strollers parked willy-nilly, adults and children in various states of coming and going, 
greeting or saying farewell. It only felt natural to wriggle my way past those not staying 
to the admissions booth beyond. From this vantage point, the only signs that this wasn’t a 
residence, besides the storefront markings and hard benches in place of overstuffed 
chairs, were the admissions booth and clear signage listing prices, programs and hours.  
Even the mission statement is posted, like a call to arms to everyone who enters. With 
expectations clearly defined, children, parents and friends seem to fall into line 
immediately, bringing forth the mission’s goal without delay or hesitation.  The first 
space after the admissions booth was absent of any staff.  Parents and children simply got 
to work making things without concern.  The relative chaos in the entry, while a little 
disorienting at first, soon made sense: Nothing about this place fit the mold of a 
traditional museum.    
 
Observer --- Emotional, Informational, Social 
 
At the CMA, parents had no trouble getting down to the children’s level – literally and 
figuratively.  It wasn’t always clear who was having more fun: the parents or the kids. It 
was clear that everyone was engrossed. Putting parents on the floor and in small child-
sized chairs plays magical tricks. (I’ve always preferred the floor or an exercise ball to 
chairs. As an adult, I’ve felt self-conscious about that. Finding me there, my colleagues 
never failed to make a comment --- maybe I should have instead imagined them envious.) 
 
Every surface was being utilized. The walls were covered in paper or chalkboard. The 
path to the back was narrow, filled with people spilling over from adjacent activity areas, 
and constricted further by one additional station added as an afterthought. We made our 
way through, apparently entertained by what people were doing along the way.  It 
reminded me of the way I walk through the barns at the Minnesota State Fair. Engaged 
by what the 4H kids are doing with their animals and talking about with their fellow 
4Hers, I don’t mind being caught up in the throng of people inching forward.   
 



At the CMA, other than the signs at admissions regarding different activities to sign up 
for, I needed no signs to understand what I was looking at or experiencing.  The visitors 
themselves were acting out the “material” and “topics.” If I was at all confused, I could 
watch a while before I felt inspired myself to take action and join in. The staff seemed to 
rely on return visitors (participants) to model what to do for first-timers like me.  
Seamless.   
 
Deep into the space, I stood watching and taking in the air. Standing, I felt obtrusive; I 
would have rather sat at a table and participated, but all the chairs were taken and, 
without a child “chaperone,” it didn’t feel right to take a place there. If staff had noticed 
me, they weren’t bothered by my “unusual” behavior.  As I would learn observing, they 
seemed so willing to be part of the background. (The admissions person had let me in 
free; not because I had asked, but because she presumed that I was there to observe.  
Clearly without a child at my side, she didn’t expect me to participate?)  
 
I thought about the Hall of Science “Explainers,” young high school kids who you could 
tell from their voices and presence were excited about the material of the Museum and 
grateful for the opportunity to intern with it through their high school placement office.  I 
went out of my way to ask one to share his observations about how the visitors interfaced 
with different  parts of the exhibit. But nobody else seemed to know that these red-
aproned guys (saw no girl Explainers) were there to enhance their museum visit.  The 
only reason I knew who they were was because the guard at the front hall had told me to 
ask one how to find an exhibit advertised by a projected teaser adjacent to the cafeteria 
when I couldn’t find a kiosk with access to the Museum web site or info on the map to 
find my way.  Later, as I was leaving the museum, I found a sign explaining the 
Explainers.  
 
Still at the CMA, I unfolded a metal chair leaning against the shelves of bins overflowing 
with art supplies. Much of the materials were recycled: toilet paper rolls, cut up 
cardboard boxes. A familiar and reassuring sound came from the opposite corner behind 
the post I had been leaning against. Staff was cutting scraps of paper and poster board in 
real time into various sizes for particular activities set up on that day. Other than a 
visiting artist guiding the self-portraiture activity mid-way through the space, this was the 
first staff I had spied.  Staff replenished supplies, tidied and straightened up if there was a 
lull in activity, washed paint brushes, and once the art was done, --- like servers at a 
restaurant.  Parents were the ones offering guidance, if children let them.  No one seemed 
overly concerned about securing the work for drying and later pick up.  That was odd, 
interesting and a little disconcerting.  
 
I settled in to soak up what was going on.  The staff had supplied materials for making a 
cardboard sculpture, a collage or a painting at three respective tables that sit about 20-
inches high with seating for about 10 people.  Larger than the areas I’d passed through 
earlier. Today, the oldest child here looks about 10 years old.  One child, about 6 or 7 
years old, responds to prompts from his mother to sit at an open seat at the collage table 
with a “No” as he glances at the fully-occupied painting table.  Eventually, he wanders 
off to some other activity.  She follows.  



 
At the Hall of Science, older kids seemed to be the ones to make the most out of the 
experience. Maybe because the Science Museum served a wider range of ages, parents 
often rested on plentiful benches through out the Hall of Science rather than being 
constant companions to their kids.  But I loved it when I saw a young girl, arm slung 
through her father’s, leading him to one of the interactive stations…..like one of those 
scheduled father-daughter dates without the contrivance. 
 
Rather than security personnel or staff stand-ins for security (like the young explainers at 
the Hall of Science), parents naturally attended to the safety of their kids at the 
CMA…other than vigilant attention to the stairwell gates, the biggest issue here might 
have been “sharing.” No apparent problems, though.  Even though the space was 
cramped, there was plenty of stuff and plenty of activities to go around or too many 
things for kids to watch to become territorial.  I wondered if it might have been crowded 
beyond sanity earlier in the day. The Science Hall has the spaciousness as well as the 
abundance of activities. I never saw any lines once in the exhibit halls except for the 
Alvin submersible and the batting practice.  
 
After a while sitting at the back of the space, I wondered what made this a museum in the 
traditional sense. I opened the brochure I had picked up at the admissions booth.  
Collections, community outreach, professional development, exhibits, space rental.  All 
telltale signs of a museum, but what I saw in front of my eyes was a studio, a workshop, a 
beehive of activity.  
 
The CMA was about MAKING according to each kid’s own inspiration and imagination. 
In my mind, I contrasted this with other museum experiences. National Gallery of Art, as 
a child, was about listening to the docents and “behaving ourselves,” speaking in hushed 
whispers, following two-by-two in line.  The NY Hall of Science was about diffusing 
excited energy, often running or loping from one interactive station to another, and 
DOING whatever the buttons and mechanical knobs allowed.   
 
The interactives at the Hall of Science were certainly impressive. A few were even 
instructive.  Even fewer were intuitive. One poor kid was straining over the wall to see 
how the Mars Rover responded while he stretched from the computer screen at which he 
entered commands. Even if he had understood that once he uploaded his commands, he 
could leave the screen for the next kid and go watch the rover’s response. Since the 
commands were “trial and error” (Explainer explained this to me), he certainly would 
have wanted to return to the screen to try other commands until one actually performed 
the way he intended.  
 
The CMA was about EXPRESSING.   The only didactic presence was brief, step-wise 
instructions for making a self-portrait; for playing with the green screen; and for stating 
the mission, which gave permission to all who entered to make this your own experience.  
Spontaneity and serendipity seemed to be the flavors of the day.  I could see myself 
return, as a child, feeling safe to make whatever I liked without judgment.   In contrast, 
the Hall of Science, while entertaining, was predictable.  As a first timer, I could see that 



pushing a button would make something happen, typically beyond my control since the 
curator essentially programmed the responses.  Like a MacDonald’s, but with much 
healthier and engaging food. I could see myself returning, in part, because I knew what I 
would be seeing. Like on a family’s ritual road trip to its summer camp, I would be able 
to spot my favorite landmarks and reconnect with past experience at the same time I 
(hopefully)  deepened and expanded upon it.     
 
While the Hall of Science seemed to be analyzing wondrous things through the spectacle 
of the interactive, CMA seemed to be instilling a sense of wonder through the spectacle 
of personal uncertainty, imagination and adaptability. While the Hall of Science 
communicated wonder through the confines of carefully delineated scientific theories, 
empirical knowledge and field observations, the CMA prompted its visitors to be inspired 
by whatever moved them and to live in this world in socially acceptable ways without 
compromising your own or other’s expressive identity.  The CMA seemed to be making 
children feel comfortable in the world of gray and confusion. It seemed to be setting up 
the possibility that as they grew older, kids of every intellectual persuasion --- science, 
math, humanities, etc. --- could circumvent growing an adults’ over judgmental nature.  
 
At CMA, parents, though actively involved in every moment, seemed to be living 
vicariously for the most part. Where is the Adult’s Museum of Arts ?   At the Hall of 
Science, parents were equally involved, apparently learning themselves but acting 
primarily as explainers rather than vicarious followers. In only one instance did I observe 
a child explaining a principle to a parent there.    
 
Even the CMA exhibit mission integrated the emotional, informational and social: 
designed to create dialogue among museum visitors, young and old. Each exhibition is 
selected to inspire children and their families in their art-making at CMA and beyond. 
Our goal is to create a safe environment for children to express themselves freely and to 
foster each child's confidence in his or her unique response to the artwork they see at 
CMA. 
 
This may not be someone’s house, but it sure seems like “community” --- the kind that 
kids naturally promote among their parents. For the time here, these families are 
community, sharing space and materials in rather intimate ways (for a museum, that is).   
At the Hall of Science, I saw outside communities represented by multi-family groups, 
but unlike the CMA, the place itself didn’t seem to break down divisions and build new 
ephemeral community for the time spent there.  Social interaction was considerable and 
meaningful at the play and learning stations, but relatively surficial in comparison.    
 
Just some final thoughts about specific NY Hall of Science exhibits:  
 
If I were to go back to the Hall of Science, I would spend most of my time in the 
Connections exhibit and the Everyday Objects in a New Way exhibit.  Both place 
secondary importance on the didactic; the creative experience is primary.  Everyday 
Objects parallels the CMA experience to the greatest degree.   
 



Also, I love it when museums integrate art into exhibits for the place it taps within us. 
But art thus placed, when it doesn’t really illustrate the intended concept, is cheapened.  
So, while I might leave in an interactive with marginal benefits (for the sake of getting 
feedback on how to make it better?), I’d remove art that doesn’t communicate well.   
 
Finally, if I were the curator of the Microbe  and Search for Life exhibit, I would learn 
my lessons well.  I would avoid interactives that spew air perceived to contain microbes 
into visitors’ faces (Microbes in Mud).  I would take out games that don’t look like or 
have qualities that make the imagination leap to settings they are trying to simulate (cave 
microbe collecting).  I would fix the Mars Rover exhibit outcomes (not just the input 
operations) to be more intuitive.  
 
As museum management, I would pay greater respect to the Explainers, first, by 
entrusting them with the task of monitoring for exhibit malfunctions and by organizing 
my Operations/Management team accordingly.  Secondly, I would build in more 
opportunities for visitors to understand the Explainer’s role in the overall experience they 
take away.  I wonder if the Explainers could ultimately build a sense of ephemeral 
community of the kind raised at the relatively small and obscure CMA.  Wouldn’t that 
encourage return visits?      
 
I found these relevant quotations from the Wikipedia entry for Museum of Jurassic 
Technology after I finished this journal entry.   
"… The public museum as understood today, is a collection of specimens and other 
objects of interest to the scholar, the man of science as well as the more casual visitor, 
arranged and displayed in accordance with the scientific method. In its original sense, 
the term 'museum' meant a spot dedicated to the muses — 'a place where man's mind 
could attain a mood of aloofness above everyday affairs.' " — Museum of Jurassic 
Technology, Introduction & Background, p.2 
"Confusion can be a very creative state of mind; in fact, confusion can act as a vehicle to 
open people's minds. The hard shell of certainty can be shattered…" — David Wilson in 
an interview with author Lawrence Weschler, originally aired on NPR, October 27, 2001. 
"The rarest and most precious knowledge is not that which is imposed, but rather, that 
which is absorbed, inhaled almost, from the ephemeral substance of the world in which 
we are contained." - from the Charter of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful 
Information. 
 
 


