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Initial Questions

The Education Committee came to Monaco having considered the basic set of questions outlined just below (circulated to committee members via e-mail).The goal was to stimulate discussion, and to permit ourselves to hear the excellent presentations in a different light by having thought about the topical issues.

Some of the basic questions we considered were:

· We have discussed the position and role, and the importance of education in Aquariums often before. Why is it we seem to need to discuss it again and again?

· Why does it feel as if education is not as integral activity in Aquariums as is taking care of the animals?

· Do we accept the mandate that all Aquariums should be re-orienting to conservation outcomes?

· Do we accept that the best way to achieve broad-reaching conservation results is though public awareness, education and action?

· Does the lack of true understanding (or acceptance) of our Aquarium's status as the major public information centres on oceans and aquatic environments have to do with:





A lack of formal mandate at the individual institution level?





A lack of vision and commitment by our governing boards?

A lack of vision and commitment by our Directors and Senior Managers?

Or – could it be a lack of belief that education is really as important as we keep saying it is?

· Is there a way we can “just get on with it”?

· Is there a need or a benefit to a formal declaration on education, what it is, why it is important? From this Congress?

· Is there something else we can do across the Aquarium “industry” to set our very broad education mandate clearly in our own minds? And……… to emphasize it as part of our image or our reputation?

Discussions

There were a number of excellent presentations during the Congress that touched on these questions. Further, there was a great deal of informal discussion during the break times, the evening events, and during the more formal committee discussion periods.

John Nightingale touched on many of the issues raised in his presentation that contained many of the thoughts and ideas coming from the Education Committee prior to the Congress. Additionally, speakers representing all disciplines found within Aquariums addressed education as an activity, and as an overall outcome of what happens in and around Aquariums.

Formal Educational Programs

It seems that most Aquariums, if not all (we could think of none that do not), produce and operate some types of formal educational programs for students and other group audiences. The scope of these programs, when viewed in aggregate is amazing. They include classes, a wide range of interactive activities in the Aquarium galleries, laboratory programs (wet and dry), theater presentations, school age volunteer activities, internships and several other types. They utilize science, literature, art and music, and other disciplines which in school terms are cross-curriculum. These programs are produced for audiences ranging from pre-school to elder-hostel aged users. Some institutions operate their formal education programs outside of their Aquariums via mobile or travelling classes.

While these programs take many forms, they are all clearly designed to deliver defined educational objectives or outcomes to the users. There was a great deal of discussion about how these programs are developed, operated, funded, marketed, and about how we determine success. Because school children are often the largest single audience block, most programs are tailored to the needs of the school or school operating authority.

Evaluation of our formal education programs was an issue discussed informally during the Congress.  There seemed to be a general consensus that there is far too little formal evaluation of learning and the effectiveness of our formal programs undertaken by Aquariums. There is even less published in any of the formal or informal literature. In discussion, the Committee thought that this is a serious problem because Aquarium education does not often receive the credit it is due, and is often treated as an "add-on" activity, and is most often not part of the core educational curriculum.

Remote Educational efforts in formal education using the Internet and World Wide Web were also discussed. It is clear that a rapidly growing number of Aquariums around the world are using the web in the execution of their formal educational programs. Some market their programs, which they deliver in their facilities, using the web. Several Aquariums use Internet based registration systems permitting teachers and other users to "book" online. Few Aquariums seem to be developing formal educational programming for delivery using the Internet or the web.

Informal Education for "Normal" Aquarium Visitors

One key question addressed by several speakers during the Congress was how Aquariums can stay attractive to both existing and new audiences. Jordi Sabaté' noted that the attendance growth in Aquarium is coming from the addition of new facilities, not through growth in attendance at the existing ones. He noted that attendance is basically flat when you remove the impact of newly opened facilities. He asked the provocative question wondering how Aquariums can sustain their present audiences, and how they can attract new ones. His presentation provided a focus for one of the key questions involving education; does learning contribute to the value of the visit to an Aquarium?

The delegates in general, and the committee itself, discussed the paradox attached to the issue of attendance. We know through our own observations backed by only the most scattered data, that having each person coming away from our Aquariums having a new view of aquatic nature, having learned something, is one of the major components in visitor satisfaction. To put this another way, we know visitors feel special and believe they received good value for their admission price when they have learned something new about the animals or the environments we display and interpret. The paradox is that none of our regular visitors (excluding even some educational program users) comes to our facilities to be educated. Visitors come for enjoyment, entertainment, fun, a family experience, and for other reasons not connected to education. Yet it is the learning they do while in our facilities which delivers a good part of the value they receive.

The Committee believes that informal education, the learning that takes place in our galleries by our normal visitors, is a very important branch of the educational work we do. One key question for all Aquariums is "how do we provide positive learning outcomes to visitors who don't come to learn"? And, as we strive to do so, how can the experience be marketed as positive and an inducement to come visit the Aquarium? As with formal programs, formal evaluation of results has been almost non-existent.  

Outreach

Aquariums have taken animals outside of their facilities to schools, television stations and other locations for years. That kind of outreach, we termed it physical outreach, is continuing although expansion of programs seems to be reduced, possibly due to funding shortages.

We also discussed the greatly expanded use of the Internet and World Wide Web to facilitate the rapidly developing electronic outreach. Many Aquariums have web sites. Most market their facilities, and provide a variety of more substantive information. Some have "live" cameras in place while others provide on-line searchable reference services. One Aquarium is building an "on line" environmental news service, and several have "on line" magazines in the offing.

There seems to be general agreement that the electronic outreach will continue to grow as Aquariums synchronize with the business and educational worlds in utilizing the Internet and Web. Exactly how this will unfold is not at all clear. Nor is the revenue or financing models which Aquariums will use to pay for these efforts.

Collaboration, Development of Programs for Others, and Development of Educational Products for Sale or Use by Others

The Committee briefly discussed the issue of increased collaboration, both among Aquariums, and between Aquariums and other organizations or businesses.

Collaboration between Aquariums seems to be generally informal. There are some educational programs in the zoo world where one zoo will deliver a program originated by a partner zoo. We could think of no current example in the Aquarium world, although it is clear that several ideas are being discussed or proposed. We believe that collaboration will probably be developed through single institution to institution contact, and their agreeing to work together. The Committee was unsure if there was a role for a "clearinghouse" or other attempt at organizing collaboration.

The development of education-based programs and produces to be used or purchased by others was also briefly discussed. As Aquarium search for new revenues to augment their existing funding, several are exploring whether there is a market for their services, programs and products. The consensus was that this was probably and are where there would be growth and change, but that it would occur one Aquarium or one product at a time.

Education Committee Report: Conclusions and Recommendations

The Education Committee has found that both the functions of what education is, and how it is viewed, is changing in Aquariums. 

· Specifically, the definition that education is the learning outcome of our 

· Activities inside and outside our facilities seem to be more widely accepted. That is, Education is important only as it results in learning outcomes; the programs and activities themselves are only the means to that end. 

· Likewise, the Committee found that both the kinds and numbers of educational activities and programs developed and operated by Aquariums is growing. We believe the diversity of educational efforts is growing more rapidly due to the demand by the visiting public, schools, and community leaders.

· With the discussions held at the 5th IAC around the use of new technology and its impact on learning for visitors and educational programs, it is clear that this growth will continue.

Because of the strong interest expressed by participants at the 5th iac:

· The Educational Committee will remain as a forum for presentation of educational thoughts and ideas, and as an exchange between the 5th and 6th iac.

· It is our intent to post interesting and thought provoking articles and other pieces of information to a centralized website so that anyone wishing to join the “discussion” will be welcome to do so.

· The Committee is also looking for more members through which directed discussions can be held.

Additions to the Education Committee are welcome.  Please contact the Chair via e-mail Nightij@vanaqua.org. It is expected that the Committee will circulate discussion papers and other materials continuously until the 6th Congress in Monterey California in 2004.
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