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REDESIGN 
OF Word UP! 

“For the better or worse, children live in an adult-centered world. When they enter a magical world where this is not the case, it is truly an energizing experience.”






John Falk and Lynn Dierking, 

Learning from Museums







OVERVIEW: Word UP!

WordUP! is an exhibit currently open at the Zeum in San Francisco. In line with the Zeum’s thrust of providing collaborative, highly participatory activities that enhance kids’ creativity, WORDUP! offers an array of hands-on artistic activities.  Through the latest technology in digital display to traditional storytelling, bookmaking and playing with letter, WORDUP! “celebrates the art of expression and initiates creative learning through the fundamentals of language” (from the Zeum website). We liked how much this exhibit was dynamic and open to visitors’ interpretations, somewhat echoing Falk and Dierking’s statement that “None of the three contexts  personal,

sociocultural, or physical  is ever stable or constant, and they

are not in any way contradictory or mutually exclusive.”
CRITIQUE OF THE EXHIBIT

We found the exhibit to be very enjoyable for kids and oftentimes, adults were doing the activities themselves.  The components of the exhibit are highly experiential (allowed visitors to touch the exhibits).  Although most exhibits are geared towards middle school children, the exhibit could be enjoyed by all ages.  There were no gender biases and some components even showed an attempt to recognize cultural diversity (e.g. Refrigerator Magnets exhibit had words in different languages).  Kids could also bring home artifacts that they made such as pens, bracelets and pictures. Moreover, the exhibit provided kids with a lot of space to run around.
Despite being very engaging, WordUP! did not scaffold learning. First of all, there was no coherence in the whole exhibit; exhibit components were poorly connected and did not build on each other. There were no clear instructions or descriptions for each component, nor Museum staff members to actively guide visitors.  And considering their audience was largely multicultural, this aspect was not adequately dealt with. 
THE REDESIGN
Our Learning Goal

Our learning goal for our redesign was to incorporate learning in a coherent way without taking away the enjoyment of the creative experience.

Our Design Principles

For the redesign we chose the components of the exhibit that we thought were most effective in achieving our learning goal.  We also maintained important aspects of the exhibit such as the maintenance of an open space for children to freely roam, as well as the hands-on nature of the exhibit.  As Howard Gardner stated in his book The Disciplined Mind, “Effective museum exhibitions encourage youngsters to try out their own theories and to see for themselves what works and what does not.”
Drawing largely from Learning from Museums by Falk and Dierking, we came up with the following design principles:
· Scaffold the learning

To scaffold the learning we created a coherent, learning progression from one component to the other, without losing the hands-on, creative feel of the exhibit.  The exhibit is divided into four major sections: Letters, Words, Sentences and Stories.  The exhibit is organized in such a way that there is a flow from letters to words to sentences to stories.  In this way, kids may build on what they’ve learned from the Letters component to better enjoy and understand the Words component.    
An added scaffold is making the learning explicit by having signs up on each component stating what the exhibit is all about and what it hopes to have the kids learn through it.  

We also thought of developing a parents’ guide that explains each exhibit component to parents.  In this way, they may not only learn the value of each exhibit in their child’s cognitive development, but also suggest ways for them to help enrich the learning experience. 
· Create coherence
The current museum floor has a totally random progression from one exhibit to the next; there is no flow or consistency. In our redesign, we made a more logical progression through the exhibit-- although visitors are free to choose their own path, there are many clues (the floor, the cieling, transitional signs) that help guide the visitor through the most logical path towards learning. As Falk and Dierking pointed out, “Design the learning environment to help the learner navigate from one experience to the next in the absence of overt directions or instructions. Within an appropriate context, the setting itself helps to direct and motivate the learning." 
· Personalize the experience

Falk and Dierking urged museum designers to, “Design experiences that allow people to personalize the information presented; this will encourage ownership of information and ensure that learners make the learning experience their own.”  In our redesign, children may personalize their experience by creating their own artifacts (Word Bracelets, Design-Your-Own-Pen), stories (Puppet Theatre) as well as expressing themselves through their own language (Ticker Station). There is no one path that the child must take to navigate through this exhibit, nor one prescribed way of interacting with a particular exhibit component.
· Create exhibit components for a certain age, without making them inaccessible to other age groups

We redesigned the exhibit components with a target age group in mind. This target age group will be able to understand every aspect of the exhibit and derive the most learning from it. However, this does not mean that our exhibit is not educational nor engaging to other age groups.
· Recognize diversity

In recognition of the diversity of children going to museums, we have made most of the exhibits multi-lingual. The Ticker Station, for instance, allows a child to type a word in English and see its word equivalents in other languages.  The Refrigerator Magnets feature words from different languages, while the Puppet Theatre and Story Corner feature books and puppets from different cultures. In addition to diversity in age, gender and race, our redesign followed Falk and Dierking’s advice to “acknowledge that different learners prefer different types of learning strategies/styles, and offer learners clear choices.”  To learn letters, for example, kids may choose to do the Glowing Letters exhibit or the Body Language exhibit. 
Our Assessment

As Falk and Dierking have pointed out, the museum experience is inherently difficult to assess. There are no clear measures of learning in the museum. What we propose to do is to have questionnaires given to visitors before they enter the exhibit, asking them for their expectations about what they’ll see and learn from the exhibit.  They will be given another questionnaire at the end of their visit, asking them if their expectations were met.  We also suggest contacting people weeks or months after their museum exhibit (similar to Falk and Dierking’s study) to find out what they remember from the exhibit, as well as ask them if this learning has proven useful in their lives.  
And even if Falk and Dierking stated that, “ it is not possible to design an exhibition, program, website, or any other learning experience that equally accommodates the specific beliefs, interests, and knowledge of millions of people,” we believe our exhibit can still hit upon something that can resonate for a large number of people  who are experiencing it at different times, in differentcontexts, though having different backgrounds and viewpoints.  We sought to create something that all people can connect to; an exhibit that allows every visitor to learn at least one thing that was personally relevant. 
Our Plan
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