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Beyond the ¢

Jim Zien-

magine this: a grand, turrcted
Victorian house of many rooms

and fireplaces, garianded plaster

ceilings, oak and rmarble floors,
and a gracious portice letting
ento a circular driveway. The
house i not lived in, but on an
April Sunday in 1954 it is far
from empty. Every few minutes a
car pulls inta the drive and lets
off two or three children, the
girls in gathered dresses and
patent leather shoes, the boys in
neat gabardine trousers, white’
shirts and clip-on tigs, their
mother ia a light wool suit.
Mom and the children step
thraugh the front door of the im-
posing house, into its spacious
foyer; they arc greeted by o
kindly lady seated behind a dark
walnut writing table. Dad joins
the group after a few minutes,
having parked the car nearby.
They all write their names in a
guest bouk lying open hefora the
wornan at the table; she poinis
them In the direction of several
large, high-ceilinged rooms be.
yond the foyer, where other
children and adullys can be seen
moving quietly about.

15 this family (a) shopping for
some luxury real estate, (b) tour-
ing the mansion of a famous
19th-century industrialisg, (¢)
attending a funeral or (d) none of
the above?

Twenty-five years ago in Bostorn,
the answer might well have been
(d), and the faimily might have

Jim Z1EN i3 director of the Resource
Center at the Bosion Children’s
Museunt.
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heen visiting their Jocal chil
dren's museum, where the

youngsiers-could view displays of .

. dolly, birds, recks and coins; .
diorarmas of Indiaz cncempments
and frog ponds; and exhibits of
traditional life in farpway coux-
tries, which the adults in their
company could comprehand and
explain, By 1954 the notion of a
museurmn for children, theiy
parents and teachers had alveady
reached middle age: Boston's
Childyen’s Museum was chartered
in 1913 by a grouy of educators
concerned with the jack of re-
sources for childyen in the city's
sstablished museums; the
Brooklyn Children’s Museum
opened around 1900,

The adults who founded these
carly alternatives to the existing
institutions of their time beliaved
that museums should be made
aceessible to children in ways
that did not presume substantial
prior knowledgs or well-
developed intercsts. In Viclorian
buildings in a barely post-
Victorian era, that belief nat-
urally led to the cvolution of
children’s museums in which
the guiding hands and voices
of adults figurad prominently in
the expericnces of voung visitors,
Asg children’s muscums developed
over the first two decades of the
20th century, they supported
parents and teachers in theix
sanctioned roles vis & vis children
of the period-—as authority
figures and mentors. Aided by
Izbels thar deseribed and nar
rated, adults could act as knowl.
edgeablc intermediaries hetween
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their youngsters and the museum'’s
exhibits, - R
“Always the Stery Labels ac-
companying the exhibits ware
couched in simple but vivid lan-
guage,” writes the author of a
1937 history of thé Bosten
Children’s Museum, “so'that to
readt their stovies .. made clear
10 the visitor of whalever age the

-undersianding of the object.

stadied. . ... However, children
always ‘'want to be rold;’ and be
the labals ever so pizin and in-
structive they desive 10 hear as
well &5 to see. To have a person
with & comprehending mind at
hand not only 0 answer gues-
tions but 10 arouse interest in the
story of the chjects displayed is
a most irnpertant function of the
modern Museum, ., "

Upon visiting virtualiy any chil
dren’s muscum in 1954, our
hypothetical family would have
encountered methods of exhibi-
tion, aparoaches fo sducatian,
and assumpiions about the yela-
tive rolus of children and adults
ihat had changed litile over the
preceding 30 years. The adults in
the family waould have assumed
traditional Teles as chaperones
and infermants, keeping one siep
ahead ol their children in order
to read up on the objects in the
next exkibit case. The children
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The d0-font high milk bertle in front of -
the Children!s Musman doubles as a
Jrozen yogur! stand end a landimark-of
Bostow's walerfront.

probably wottld have been more
bored with the procesdings than
young visitors of previous gen-
arations, having caperienced tele-
vigion and Technicolor movies
and heard rumors abouta new
place for kids called Disncyland.
The museunt itself was likely to
have been struggling along
financially, with z dwindling at-
tendanee and a worn-out {ecling
permeating its Victorian quariers,
For the children’s rnuseums of
the carly 19305, change was
clearly in order when one of the
truly momentous cvents in the
histery of American education,
the (954 Supreme Court decision
in the case of Brown v, the Board
of Education, set educational and
social refarm in motion in com-
munities and institutions nation-
wide. Three yours later, in 1957,
the launch of Sputnik snd the
space race accelerated the devel-
opment of new technologies
which would have equaliy as
great an bmpact an American fe
and léarning as the Brown decision.
In the dynamic guarter century
{rom 1954 to 1979, children’s
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muscums acquired a renewed

sense of educational purpose and

focused on helping adults as well

as children 10 perceive and
understand the rapid social and
technojogical changes occcurring
in the world around them. They -
also developed new, less didactic
cducational methods, empha-
sizing participation by adults and
children together in predomi-
nantly nonverbal, first-time
learning experiences. And into

- thair traditionaily mixed bag of
scientific, historic and cultural
programs, the musewms incor-
porated the concerns of environ-
mental, civic and ethnic groups
in their communities, producing
exhibits and other educational
resources of immediacy and sig-
nificance for adults and children
alike.

The emergence, after the Brown
case and Sputnik, of children’s
rmuscums as organizations for
community edacation was sup-
ported by expanding programs
of private and goverament fund-

ing for educational innovation
and community service. At the
Boston Children's Muscurn, major
efforts to reach adulis with
resources for their own learning,
and for their educational activ-
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Resource Center at the Boston Children's
Mugeurn, where adults and children can
aceuire learning marerials and par-
ticipaté in education prograwms.

ities with children, wers begun
in the early 1960s and continue
teday.

Funded by the U.S. Office of
Education, a curriculum develop-
ment project called MATCEH -
(Materials and Activitics for
Frachers and Children) was the
first such effort. O subjects
ranging from the contemporary
life of Bskimos to the.character
of cities, the museum devcloped
nrograms that integrated objects,
audiowisual media and books
with such learning strategies as
simulation, role-playing and in-
quiry. To elirninate the need for
teachers to function as adult
authorities on avapry subject, the

MATCH programs were designed
to aliow teachsrs to.collaborate
with chiléren in active discovery
of the significance of real ma-
terizls and processes.

The notion of collaborative,
discovery-based learning by
adults and children carried over
from the MATCH curriculum
project to the development of the
musenm's first participatory
exhibit facility, which opened to
tha public in 1958 as & collection
of environments, rather than
objects, which could be expe-
rienced on different levels by
people of differcnt ages and back-
grounds. The exhibit envirenment
of Grandmother’s Attic, for ex-
ample, was designed to permit
children to enter the worlds their
grandparents and parents ex-
perienced as youngsters from the
1900s through the 1940s; at the
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same time the Attic provided.
adults with oppértunities to re-
member their childhoods and o
demonstrate the significance of
artifacts too old for children to
* recognize,
As the thuseum converted its
-approach to exhibitions from
didactic to discovery-onented,
from passive to interactive, and-
from narrowly child-centered to
cross-generational, a philosophy -
of museum cducation began to
emerge whicli might be sum-
marized ag the Boston Children's
Museum doctrine of hook, line
and sinker. Within this docirine,
exhibits are the hook hecause
thair function is to catch a
visitor's jnterest in & subjest and
hold onto it for a short period of
Atime. Resourees—Dbooks, audio-
visual medis, kits, workshops and
courses by the museum’s subject
specizlists-—are the sidker, be-
cause they can take an interested
learner into a topic as far as he
wants t0.go. £he line between
hook and sinker is the museum’s
Resourse Center, where adules
and children ¢an acquire learning
materizls and participate in ex.
tended education programs ve-
lated to every major museam
theme. )
‘The complementary adull: and
' ghildeserving programs-of the
Boston Children’s Museum's Ex-
hibit and Resource Centers have
evolved through a process influ.
enced stroagly by the participa-
tion of individual adults and
conmunity groups outsice the |
muscurn staff, who perceive the
musculn as an ally in coramuni-
cating their special concerns to
_ children, their parenis and

teachers, and to the public at large

Nowhere 1s the Children's
Museuni-comrntnity partnership
more evident than in the mu.
securn's exhibits, educational
materials and teaching programs
about caltures, which reflect the
widespread interest of Boston-
area ethnic groups in preserving
their cultural rraditions, educat
ing children about their heritage,
establishing positive group
identities, and combatting sterco-
types, A case in poing is the
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relatipnship between the Chil-
dren's Museum aod the Wam-
ponzog Indlan comraunity of
Massachusetts and Rhode Fsland,
The: involvement of Wamponaog
people in educational develop-

| hent projects at the mussum

first oceurred around an effort to
rc‘msa for commercial publica-

,non 2ng of the original MATCH

Curr:c-.dum unite, The A’Igong uing.
Juits prototype form, the unit

Jrad been concerried only with the

ancient culture of Indizn tribes pf

_ the hortheastern United States

and presenited no perspectives on
the contemporary lives of Indians
in New England. To revise the

.. vnit for national disgeminartion,

the mugsawm collaborated with

. descendants of the Indians who

met the first Pilgrims to land in
Masszchuserts Bay, Chemists,
craftspeople, parents, teachers

- and commumnity lcaders, the

Wamponaog participants in the
revision process acted not only
as advisors, but also as subjects
of the new Indiarns Who Met the
Pilgrims MATCH unit, personally
interpreting thefrcultural his-

" tory.and tradmons from the

points oF viewiot 1hr‘1r presgnt
daylives.

WEile thl" ﬁl"-bii muscurn effort at
educational collaboration with a
commupily group wasby no
means easy—requiring'definition

. and redefinitivn of the roles of -

the museum and Inchan partici-
pants, and compromises ail ©

‘around concerning topics and

methiods of presantation—it |
established a strong precedend
for the future development of
museam cducatmnal resources
with nd:ans -ag well'as othcr

- ¢thnic groups in the Bcston coim-

municy. Subsequent coliaborative
projects in culturat education
have included We're Stll- Here, a
permanent exhibit about pas_t,gnd
present Native American life in
New England; Mdéerfng Ground,
a multicultural exhibition; and -
Ethnic Discovery, a teaching pro-
gram, each created with the as:
sistanee of advisory boards of
Bostonians of Irish, Italian,
Puerto Ricar and West Tndian
backgroynd; the reconstriction

e
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Zaestrope mﬂchmu allow children o
animatc l}wlr owH movies. :

in the museun ¢f an authentic
Japanese artisan’s house in co-
operation with the Sister City
Committees of Boston and Kyoto;
and the development of gduca-
tional kits concerning the Jowish
and Chinese cultures, with the
Jewish Community Couneil of
Metropelitan Boston and the
Greater Boston Chinese Cuttnral
Association:

Beyond the realm of eultural |
education, adulis have been the
audiences, sources, subjects and
objects of Children's Museurn
programs concernced with child -
development, handicaps and
urban neighborhoods.

The museuny’s Playspace, for
exarmnple, 1s a unigue envirenment
for exhibiting to parents and
other adults the developing
physical, secial and intcllectual
skills of young children at dif-
ferent ages. In the Playspace,
visiting preschoolers can olitnb
up, down and around fanciful
structures seeking hidden visual
surprises; play with objects co-
operatively, or not, as the case
mazy be; and try out toys and
games of incrementa) difficulty.
Watching the action, with inter
pretation provided by graphic
panels and exhibit stall, parents
gain a rare chance to observe
their own children's play and
learning behaviors in relation to
those of other youngsters.

Children's disabilities as well
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‘as their developmental abilities
have been subjects of growing
museum and community concem
in recent years, with legislation
in Massachusetts and other states
mandating the removal of arehi-
tegtural bagriers.1o the use of
public facilities by handicapped .
people and.the “mainstreaning'’

_ of disabled children into public -
achool classrooms. In response,
the Children’s Museum has de-
veloped an exhibit, a series of
curriculurm units and a book, -
each entitled What If You
Couldw't . . .2, which introduce
nondisabled children and adults
to simulated gxperiences with
orthepedic, visual, hearing, learn-
ing, emotional and mental handi- -
cape and théir treatment, C o

In the highly participative What
If You Couddn'z ., .2 exhibif, two
distinct systemns of explanatory
signage, one addressed to chil-
dren, the other to adults, com-
plement opporiunities to pilot

_ wheelchairs over variously tox-
tured surfaces, don increasingly
vision-obscuring masks and en-
gage in other simulation agtiv.
ities. Large-type illustrated signs
for children describe the specific
problems, nceds and feelings of

What if You Couldn’t?, an exhibif that
shows children what it's like 1o have a
handicap.
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Abpve Congress Street Supperetie, an -
cxhibit thal leis children explore work
situgtions. Right; Children use wheel- -
chairs to simudate the rrperiences of
the physically handicapped.

others their age for whom dis-
abilities are real facts of life. In
simaller type, adultoriented
signage presents an overview of
the practicsl, legal and caretaking
issuus associated with each im-
pairment and provides the pamss
of organizations that scrve the
neeés of handicapped people and
thelr families.

For teachers, six What If You
Couldn's . . .7 kits, cach con-
cerred with a different type of
disability, present an approach
to helping students relate to
handicapped people, who are in
some way the same as and in
some ways different from thems.
selves. In its book form, What
If . ..? sets forth less formal
activities for aduits and chiidren
touse to explore handicaps at
home or in school,

For the Playspace and What If
You Couldn't - . .7, adults in their
capacities as carctakers and
teachers of chikdren are clearly
a primary audience. In helping
to devolop most of the cultural
exhibits and resources described
earlier, adults ave irmpeortant sub-
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jects, as-well as sources of -
formation, critexia, ideas and:

_materials.

The final exarmple of adult in-

‘volvernent in Boston Children’s

Muscum programs features
adults as direct objects, acting
out their reallife roles in the
miuseurm uidd on its neighborhood
shopping street a few blocks away.
The Centre St. Project, funded
in 1973 by the National Endow-
ment for the Humamtices, pro.
duced an exhibit, street fair and
Book about the people and places
pf the business district in the
urban neighborhood surrounding
the museum. The exhibit, a
seplica of a small segment of
the real Centre St., contained two
storefronts on a sidewalk, aleng-
side a stretch of strect with a
trelley car. These environrments
were places where children conld
try on the uniforms and play the
parts of shopkeepers, grocers,
doctors, trolloy drivers and five-
fighters; they also sexved as
stages for visiting pharmarcists,
television repairmen, antique
dealers and shortorder ¢ooks to
demonstrate their trades, During
the Centre St Lair, held ona
Saturday whiie the exhibil ‘was at
the museuns, the entire Centre
St. communily watched its
membeys do demonstrations at
curbside, augmented by museam

MUSREUM NEWS
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Above: Children reconstruct the skeletal
structure af a sheep in @ nature exhibit.
Right: The Ruth Harmony Green Hall
of Toys

staff drilling and sawing with
garly American tools in front of
the hardware store, making
butter at the dairy store with a
hand-cranked churn, and super-
vising pavlor games from the
museum collection outside a shop
futl of toys and games.

To preserve the caperiences of
the Centre St. exhibit and fair,
and to portray the street's per-
sonalities and places at one
moment in 1ime, the museum
produced 2 book of thumbnail
sketches and photography. Six
vears latey, the Centre 5t book
veads like a history, many of the
street’s smatl, independent ¢stab-
lishments having been replaced
by company-owned chains, the
husband-and-wife candymakers
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gong¢ ix.to retirement, ncver 1o
demonstrate chocolating cherries
in their display window again.

Ironically, one of the neighbor-
hood establishments that dis-
appeared from the scene a few
years zfter the Centre St. exhibit
and falr was the Children's Mu-
seurm itself.

The new rouseurn picture Iooks
something like this; a large ware-
house on the Boston waterfront.
Unlike other warshouses in the
area, this one is not abandoned,
On a summer day ia 1979, several
hundrad people sit at the water’s
edge, munching sandwiches and
Licking ice cream cones bought
from a threestory high, milk-
bottle shaped dairy stand, The
erowd is made up of adults and
kids: office workers on their
lunch hours; familics, groups
from camps and commustity cen-
ters, Everywhere, there are ani-
mated. conversations, in Spanish,
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Chinecse, Ttalian, English and
several other languages, On foot
and in wheelchairs people muke
their way up a long, low ramp
toward the warchouse ¢Rtranee,
Inside, zdults and children alike
share the excitement ¢f many
naw learning expericnces: op-
erating computers and felevision
cameras; working wood with
ancicnt bow drills and treadle
laihes; manufacruring spinning
tops on an automated assembly
line; cating rice with ehapsticks
in u real Japanase house. Tnspired
by heir experiences to learn
more about new and ¢ld tech-
nologies, past and present cul-
{ures, and natural and manmade
environments, they find there's a
section of the bullding witha
large store of books, slides, flms,
tapes, kits and objects to borrow,
and a prograrn of apprentice-
ships, workshops and courses to
sustain all kinds of old and new-
found interests,

The new warehouse home of
the Boston Children's Muscum is
the culmination of an cducational
and physica) reneswal process
begun in the changing times of
the 1950s and 1960s. The resulr is
a combination of programs in the
museum'’s Exhibit and Resource
Centers that permit adults and
children to learn together and
teach important lessons to one
another.
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