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Abstract

The term education is widely used in aquariums, it appears in the mission statements of many of them, and most present a wide variety of educational materials and programs inside our institutions, and increasingly outside as well. Aquariums cite education as one of the primary reasons for keeping live animals believing that seeing the real living animal is one of the best teachers available. And, aquariums spend a significant portion of their operating budgets on these activities.

The Education Committee, in its discussions leading up to this conference, has uncovered many new kinds of educational programs and activities, and a distinct shift in focus. This presentation describes some of the specific innovations now being utilized by various aquariums, but focuses more on the new directions in education and the reasons behind them.

To some aquariums, education is thought of as display graphics and school programs. Even with this traditional definition, we note new kinds of presentations being used in an effort to more effectively present information. This is particularly true with the use of materials based on human emotions or values as the initial contact strategy, as opposed to the more traditional scientific approach. Other institutions have begun to broaden their educative work to include activities outside their institutions using the worldwide web and even using television as only two examples.

We note a shift from education defined as imparting knowledge about animals or ecosystems, to a broader set of activities designed to teach caring and concern for the environments aquatic animals live in, and for the human caused conservation problems rapidly having an impact on aquatic environments. Some Aquariums have begun to include “hands-on” activities moving beyond imparting knowledge to empowering the desire to help with conservation concerns we address, and even to finding pathways for public action.

Résumé

Le terme éducation est très largement utilisé dans le monde des Aquariums. Il figure dans bon nombre déclarations de mission d’Aquariums, dont la plupart offrent une large gamme de programmes et de matériels pédagogiques à la fois au sein des institutions, et de plus en plus à l’extérieur. Les Aquariums précisent que l’éducation constitue une des principales justifications pour le maintien d’animaux vivants en captivité, estimant que l’observation d’animaux vivants fournit une des meilleures formes d’enseignement. Les Aquariums dépensent une part importante de leur budget de fonctionnement pour leur activités éducatives.

Dans les débats préparatoires au Congrès, le Comité d’Éducation a pu relever de nombreux programmes et activités pédagogiques, ainsi qu’un net changement d’objectifs. Cette présentation décrit certaines des innovations actuellement mises en œuvre dans plusieurs Aquariums, tout en s’intéressant surtout aux nouveaux axes pédagogiques et aux raisons qui les sous-tendent.

Pour certains Aquariums, l’éducation se résume au graphisme des présentations et aux programmes scolaires. Même avec cette optique traditionnelle, nous pouvons remarquer de nouvelles formes de présentation utilisées afin de mieux mettre en scène les informations. Ceci est particulièrement vrai dans l’utilisation de matériaux en faisant appel à l’émotion ou aux valeurs humaines pour la stratégie initiale de contact, par opposition à une approche scientifique plus traditionnelle. D’autres institutions ont commencé à élargir leur travail pédagogique pour y inclure des activités extérieures à leur institutions au travers d’Internet et même de la télévision, pour ne citer que deux exemples.

Nous pouvons noter une évolution qui s’éloigne de l’éducation pour la diffusion de connaissances sur les animaux ou les écosystèmes, pour aller vers un ensemble plus large d’activités, destinées à sensibiliser le grand public aux besoins de maintenir les habitats aquatiques des animaux et aux problèmes anthropiques de conservation ayant un impact sur ces environnements aquatiques à court terme. Certains Aquariums ont commencé à entreprendre une participation active, allant au-delà de la diffusion des connaissances, pour mettre en œuvre le désir d’apporter une aide pratique aux préoccupations écologiques que nous évoquons, et même à trouver les moyens d’une action publique.

Everyone is talking about education, what it is, why we consider it important to aquariums, what our goals are, what we actually do, and how we can do it better. Many aquariums today have “education” as some part of their mission statement – their stated purpose or reason for being. The public, community or government leaders, and the media clearly think we are “educational” and they seem to think that this part of our work is more important than ever before. Why all the attention to education? And, why now? Why are we hearing and talking so much about a set of activities, which are so varied that they are even difficult to describe and define precisely?

The 5th IAC Education Committee has considered these and other questions over the course of the past few months. In total, thoughts and comments have been contributed by a variety of aquarium directors and staff from across the globe. At least 4 Asian institutions, 8 from North America, at least 11 from Europe, and 1 from Africa have contributed to the thinking presented here.

Why Education?

We asked ourselves why more and more institutions are considering major changes and additions to their educational programs and activities. The answers were varied but included, in no particular order:

· Education is part of the basic or fundamental mission of aquariums

· We have the means and the opportunity to educate the public, therefore we have the duty to as well

· If our goal is to conservation on earth and in our region, then education is the best tool we have

· We need to counter the growing activism or backlash to our collecting, keeping, displaying, and in some cases making a profit on, captive animals

· We have a duty to society to use our captive animals for “higher” purposes

· Education is good for public relations – good for our reputation and image

· The public expects us to educate (therefore we need to have an ethical framework responsive to the public)

· Education is just one outcome of providing visitors with an engaging, fun, and worthwhile experience in visiting our aquariums

Clearly, there are differing reasons among aquariums for having an educational program, and for having it recognized by the pubic. There seem to be ample reasons for considering education as a more integral part of the necessary and valuable activities aquariums undertake. Several people commented, that a good education program should be driven by all of the above reasons (listed points), and that if it truly was, the educational programs would greatly benefit and boost the institution with many different audience groups, and on many levels.

There seems to be little disagreement that education is part of our basic mission, a vital part of the basic operation of what an aquarium is, and what it stands for today. The agreement on this point was unanimous, although stated in different ways. There are obviously many ways of interpreting what education means to individual institutions, and even more ways in which we implement our own educational aspirations. It seems that education, for whatever reasons any individual aquarium might state as being the most important to them, is paramount for each of us today. This also means it is vital for all aquariums together and for our “industry” today.

Why is This ? – What’s Changed?

We don’t operate our aquariums in a vacuum, we respond to changes in our operating environments and local conditions. Across all parts of the world, our operating environment, wherever we are, is not static. Changes are happening on many fronts, and sometimes quickly.

Take the changes in earth’s environment and in local ecosystems, which effect individual species as one example. The public is increasingly aware of these changes, but tell us they don’t really understand them.  Studies show that they do understand that most of these changes taking place are not good for the long-term sustainability of the earth, nor humans. A new North America-wide poll done by the Ocean Project show that people value the oceans, even though they cannot state exactly why. At the same time, although they cannot name particular threats or issues, except for the threat of oil spills, large numbers of people seem to know that all is not completely with the earth’s aquatic environments, and they are concerned. For example, many people know that some kind of climate change is happening, but don’t know enough to pinpoint the problem, or to know if it is having a significant impact on some parts of the oceans. The few people who do know a bit more often seem to think there is one simple problem, which if cured, would make things “ok”, again.

That same poll showed that the public increasingly looks to aquariums as the experts, the teachers and as the institutions that should be doing something about these problems. This may have something to do with the large numbers of aquariums that have proliferated in the past decade or so, raising our visibility in general public consciousness. That trend is coupled with increases in the anti-animals in captivity group activism, another change in our operating environment. In many parts of the world, these groups along with local NGO’s of many different types now purport to “speak” for animals and ecosystems.

We clearly cannot ignore public opinion on any of these counts; we are, after all, in the business of selling a product to them. Being the “fish houses” of our parent’s generation is no longer enough. The public wants leaders – good ones, and when it comes to aquatic life and our aquatic environments, they think we are it. Maybe we should act the part?

What are we Trying to Accomplish with our Education?

We also asked ourselves what our educational goals are, what are the “ends” we are trying to achieve. Again, the list of what our priorities should be were varied:

· Honest with the visitor and the student

· Scientific accuracy

· Be accessible – start the education process with human values and emotions, not science

· Be a bridge to a public which does not see or understand nature today

· Have clear educational goals, and conduct rigorous evaluations of our progress towards reaching them (be better educators)

· Reach the largest numbers of people we can

· Motivate public support for conservation

· Stimulate curiosity, which will in turn stimulate caring

· Treat learning in our audiences as a product

Several people commented on the growing types of educational activities now being offered by different aquariums. Our visitors are obviously different from each other, even within one country, or even one institution. They come to our aquariums with different expectations, backgrounds, interest levels, degrees of formal school educational backgrounds, and visit us in many different kinds of groupings. The result is that our aquariums are designing and delivering programs to a very mixed audience group, and not a single unified one. Aside from school groups that seem to make up the bulk of the audience for our formal educational programs in aquariums, one size does not fit all. It is no wonder at all, then, that we are developing an incredible number of approaches, activities and programs across our “industry”.

This leads to asking how we achieve “education”, just what is an educated visitor?  When is enough, enough? Several people commented that we need to start our educational processes for our visitors at a point where they are when they first come into contact with us, and not at some generalized or idealized beginning point. In other words, deal with our audiences on their terms to start in order to be more effective. Because there seems to be a learning progression that humans go through for any knowledge area, we tried to describe some of them for our work that are common to all people. We need to address visitors at each step along this continuum, pushing them further and further along in each single visit, and in subsequent visits. Some of those milestones seem to be:

Attention – we can’t educate if we can’t even get the persons attention

Awareness – beauty, wonder, fear, concern – all are motivators

Curiosity – it can’t be forced, it has to be encouraged and nurtured

Learning – it comes in cycles – learn, become more curious, and so on

Knowledge – personalized – the individual grasp of the animal – ecosystem – human dimension

Respect for nature and animals – beginning to believe things should be different, that they should change

True Eco-citizenship – motivation to action

Making personal changes – people want to help

Personal action – people find ways to take positive action 

How do we Best Provide Education?

Education programs used to be easy to describe. We offered formal education programs for school groups, and informal interpretive graphics and shows for the more general public audiences. Things have certainly changed, at least in many places, and the rate of change is getting faster.

As a simple way of describing only some of the changes taking place in aquariums world-wide, the following comparisons point out some of the conventional, or “old” ways, and some of the new ones. This does not imply that the old ways are bad! In fact, they are often still the basis for the particular aspect of education noted. What the comparison does show clearly is the tremendous growth in the diversity of programs being developed and used to reach specific audiences to achieve specific educational goals.

Interpretation (informal education) in our galleries

Old = graphic panels with words and photographs describing the contents of the display. These are generally science based, with lots of detail, and the style is often that of a “teacher”, a bit like a lecture

New = use of multi-media – video display panels, computer generated displays, large visually striking photographs, with a style more like “storytelling” about ecology including the human element to add layers of information above the “biological facts”

Our Presentations

Old = flat graphics, some use of video, some use of human interpretation, but with a focus on what is in the display

New = using more human interpretive staff and all of the new multi-media and tele-connectivity tools to augment the living animal displays by bringing in the real outside world to bridge from animal – to ecosystem – to the issues in the wild – to the human dimension

Shows

Old = choreographed, “circus type” shows, big productions, big music, one-way staff to the visitor 

New – providing personal interactivity for the visitor – using knowledgeable staff and volunteers utilizing all available tools such as one-on-one interactions and multi-media of various kinds to “bring the experience to life” for each individual visitor

Old = we know what best to show visitors and how to present it

New = using evaluations and real information we have gained on visitor needs to design experiences which deliver learning and enhanced value for the price they paid

Formal School Programs

Old = fixed programs and curricula for set class units

New = developing flexible programs customized for specific audiences and tuned to meet their needs and to further our educational goals with new kinds of teacher training, take-away and follow-on programs, and additional services

Our Educational Mission

Old = presenting our animals and explaining them

New = becoming an active bridge to nature, what is happening in the real world – more often on a real-time basis

Old = the aquarium as a teacher of science

New = the aquarium as a teacher of conservation values, and a provider of pathways for change and personal visitor involvement

What Coming Next?

There are some amazing new kinds of educational activities and programs being developed in the world’s aquariums. The following list is only a brief sketch of some of the new areas. We would have to – and maybe we should – produce a book of the individual activities, programs, tricks, tools, techniques, and ideas we have encountered.

· Customized Programs – developed to fit specific educational and conservation goals, and specific audience needs

· Empowerment Education Programs – ways of learning conservation through taking part personally

· Programs outside the aquarium – travelling programs of all kinds

· Distance learning programs – video, materials, the internet

· Internet mass market programs

· Merging entertainment (current TV) with the internet and our aquarium content

· Creating natural science content centers or hubs

· Developing sponsorable or licensable properties

· Providing educational services and programs to government and other user groups such as corporations

· Educational e-Businesses

· Forming international working partnerships or consortiums
Conclusion

If we all agree that one of our key missions is effecting the conservation of aquatic life, and educating our audiences about what that means, we all must focus our activities. At the Vancouver Aquarium Marine Science Center, we are treating this as a business – we want clearly defined goals, we want evaluation of our progress (if we can’t measure it, we won’t do it), and we want to expand our abilities by generating as much revenue as we can from it. Each institution needs to decide for itself where it stands in the continuum of educational mission and programs. The public expects us to be more educationally focused; the earth’s sustainability issues seem to need us to be more focused on conservation. I submit we should be more organized, vocal, visible, and active in our educational activities, and that we should define them more broadly including every visitor we contact in any way as an audience who should learn to care through us. I believe the institutions attending the 5th International Aquarium Congress should adopt such a position, and should make it very public in every corner of the earth. As they say in tennis, “the ball’s in our court”, do we go after it?
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