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1. Major Objectives 

List the major objectives of the grant as specified in your original grant proposal. Describe the progress 
toward accomplishing your objectives and note the number of persons affected by your activities 
(when appropriate).  
 

The Vidda Foundation's generous 2025 grant of $30,000 supported the American Museum of 
Natural History's proven core education programs as well as a series of programmatic 
innovations to broaden the Museum's reach and deepen its engagement with communities 
historically underrepresented in science. With this support, the Museum was able to sustain its 
full continuum of education offerings — from Early Adventures for pre-K learners to 
professional development for teachers and research mentorships for high school students — 
while investing in new initiatives that reflect the Museum's growing commitment to access and 
equity. These include the launch of Seeds to Stories, a free field trip program for NYC 
elementary schools exploring Haudenosaunee traditional ecological knowledge; the 
establishment of BEES (Beyond Elementary Explorations in Science) as a permanent program 
serving Title I schools; and the reopening of two facilitated learning spaces that collectively 
welcomed more than 50,000 visitors. 
 
2. Outcomes 

What outcomes have been achieved over the grant term? Was it necessary to make any modifications 
to the program? Are you on schedule? If the grant did not achieve some of the objectives above, 
please explain. 
 

The Museum's educational programs engage learners across the full arc of a life in science. In 
FY2025, that meant roughly 285,000 students and teachers in organized group visits; about 
1,300 students in family-learning and out-of-school time programs; nearly 86,000 middle and 
elementary school students reached through Urban Advantage; more than 3,000 educators in 
professional development; and approximately 51,000 visitors of all ages at public programs. The 
Museum's core programs serving these audiences are: 

Children and Families: The youngest learners come in through the Early Adventures Program 
(pre-K) and Science and Nature Program (Grades K–5), exploring the natural world alongside 
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parents and caregivers in hands-on sessions built on a distinctive early learning framework. 
Adventures in Science summer camps (Grades K–5) introduce children to a range of scientific 
disciplines. School and camp field trips spark enthusiasm for science across Grades K–12, and 
classes from New York City visit for free. 

Middle School and High School Students: Through Urban Advantage, the Museum works 
directly with public school science classrooms across all five boroughs. It's the largest 
formalized middle school science program in the country, reaching almost half of the City's 
middle schools and a growing number of elementary schools. Students can also go deeper 
through the Science Alliance: Middle School Program (Grades 6–8) and Science Alliance: High 
School Program (Grades 9–12); the rigorous, multiyear Lang Science Program (Grades 7–12); 
and the Science Research Mentoring Program (Grades 11–12), a year-long experience placing 
students in authentic, mentored research. 

Undergraduates: The Museum Education Experience Program trains college interns in science 
content and teaching, then deploys them throughout the Museum's halls to engage visitors in 
real educational conversations. It's good for visitors—and it opens doors for interns to careers 
in science, education, and museum work. 

Educators: The Master of Arts in Teaching program offers a specialization in Earth science for 
Grades 7–12, filling a real gap: between 2014 and 2022, nearly half of newly certified Earth 
science teachers in New York City were MAT graduates. Practicing K–12 teachers have their 
own range of options, including workshops, a Scientist Speaker Series, Educators' Evenings, and 
Seminars on Science courses. 

All Ages: Public Programs bring science to broad audiences in formats that range from the 
intimate to the celebratory. Astronomy Live, Frontiers Lectures, and the SciCafe Series go deep 
on the natural world and universe. EarthFest mixes hands-on activities, talks, live animal 
encounters, and more into a family-friendly day. And perennial favorites like the Margaret 
Mead Film Festival and the Isaac Asimov Memorial Debate keep drawing people back year after 
year. 

 

3. Evaluation & Learning 
Briefly summarize the evaluation process for the effectiveness of the grant. What have you learned 
from your own evaluation? Describe any lessons you learned in carrying out the objectives (improved 
processes, new strategies, unexpected obstacles or results, etc.) 
 

The Museum’s Research and Evaluation Group has established a robust and dexterous practice 
of strategic assessment that informs the Museum’s work and supports the continual 
refinement of its educational programming, while also disseminating findings with the broader 
field of museum education. The Group’s researchers draw upon qualitative and quantitative 
measures to conduct an array of targeted evaluations that may be program-specific or cross-
programmatic, depending upon the insight sought; the team is also experienced in conducting 
longitudinal evaluations that follow cohorts of participants over many years to reveal the 
longer-term impacts of their Museum experiences. Quantitative data is consistently sourced 
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from participant surveys, while qualitative data is collected from observations, interviews, and 
focus groups. 
 
Strategic self-assessment is an institutional priority, and the Research and Evaluation Group’s 
overarching research agenda focuses on inquiries aligned with the Museum’s commitment to 
access and equity. Their assessments investigate how the Museum helps children and youth 
develop and deepen their scientific practices, knowledge, and identities; how the Museum 
supports educators in implementing ambitious teaching practices; and how the Museum 
enables visitors of all ages to challenge, extend, and deepen their understanding of science. 
Through this practice, the Museum not only consistently and routinely evaluates impact and 
outcomes across its education programs—including demographics and participation trends that 
could reveal any gaps in service—but also has the capacity to use these results to inform future 
program delivery, design, and strategy here at the Museum, while also sharing those findings 
with peer institutions. 
 
The Museum makes public its evaluation reports to not only be transparent in our findings, but 
to help us lead and contribute to policy discussions and decisions about science learning and 
teaching around the country. Recent education reports are included in Attachment 1 for the 
Vidda Foundation’s review.  
 

4. Notable Accomplishments 
What do you consider your most notable accomplishments during the past year? 
 

Programming highlights in FY25 included the following: 

Launched Seeds to Stories: Seeds to Stories: Exploring Traditional Foods of the Haudenosaunee 
is a free field trip program for New York City’s elementary school groups, launched in Fiscal Year 
2025. The 90-minute experience explores how traditional ecological knowledge informs 
agricultural practices in Haudenosaunee communities, and was developed in collaboration with 
a Haudenosaunee advisor. Students interact with authentic material culture, including woven 
baskets, clay pots, and more to support learning. In its first year, the pilot reached more than 
1,500 students and teachers, and it is being offered again during the current Fiscal Year 2026. 

BEES Becomes Established Program: For a second pilot year, Beyond Elementary Explorations 
in Science (BEES) offered free one-week residences for New York City Title I public schools, 
designed for Grades 3-5. In Fiscal Year 2025, the program’s existing curriculum on insects and 
ecosystems was joined by a new curriculum focused on fossils in the context of geology. BEES 
reached more than 500 students, teachers, and paraprofessionals in its second year—and given 
the pilot’s success, it will be continued as an established Museum program.  

Spaces for Facilitated Learning Return: Two of the Museum’s facilitated learning spaces 
reopened for weekend drop-in visitors in Fall 2024. Within the Human Origins Learning Lab, 
facilitated activity stations for learners ages eight and older use fossil casts and other tools to 
explore human evolution and genomics. The two-level Discovery Room, designed for children 
ages four to twelve, explores science and nature through play with tactile objects, live animal 
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encounters, guided activities, and more. Together, these two spaces were visited more than 
50,000 times. 

 

5. Challenges & Obstacles 
What were the greatest challenges/obstacles you faced while developing and implementing the 
program(s)? 
 

The Museum's most significant challenge remains the pandemic-era deficits that continue to 
affect operations. These deficits are closely tied to ticketing revenue—specifically, revenue from 
international tourists, who spend considerably more on-site than other visitors. (New York State 
residents, by contrast, benefit from a pay-what-you-wish structure that has long been central to 
the Museum's commitment to accessibility.) Before 2020, international visitors made up roughly 
half of annual attendance; that mix has shifted dramatically since, due to factors well outside 
the Museum's control. FY25 brought additional pressure as federal policy shifts dampened 
international travel to the U.S. more broadly—Canadian tourism alone is down 50 percent this 
year, representing approximately $1 million in lost revenue. 
 
The Museum has responded with more than cost-cutting. In mid-January 2026, ticket prices for 
out-of-state visitors increased by $7 for adults, $6 for seniors and students, and $4 for 
children—while pay-what-you-wish admission for New Yorkers and free admission for NYC 
school groups were preserved. The increase is projected to generate $2 million in additional 
revenue before the close of FY26 on June 30, and $5 million more in FY27. The Museum has 
also invested in fundraising and marketing capacity to grow philanthropic revenue and build 
new audiences. 
 
The Museum anticipates a modest deficit for FY26, but expects it to hold steady with or improve 
on FY25. Even without a rebound in international tourism, projections point to only a modest 
deficit in FY27 and a return to breakeven by FY28. 
 

6. Partnerships 
What other organizations/coalitions have you worked with to achieve these goals? 
 

The Museum serves the public in collabora�on with a wide range of city and community 
partners:  

• In collabora�on with the New York City Council, the Museum recently launched a free 
Discoverer membership level for New Yorkers who receive benefits through the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which includes low-income families, 
older adults, and people with disabilities.  

• Through Urban Advantage (UA), the Museum partners with seven of the city’s informal 
science ins�tu�ons (zoos, botanical gardens, aquariums) and the NYC Department of 
Educa�on to transform science teaching and learning in NYC public schools through 
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sustained teacher professional development, school administrator engagement, family 
outreach, teaching resources, and assessment of student learning.  

• As part of its unique Master of Arts in Teaching (MAT) residency program, the Museum 
partners with four high-need schools in New York City and Yonkers to host teacher 
candidates for year-long intensely mentored residencies.  

• The Museum-led NYC Science Research Mentoring Consor�um now comprises a total of 
28 research mentoring programs at ins�tu�ons across all five boroughs (including the 
Museum’s own Science Research Mentoring Program) that collec�vely provide research 
internships for more than 600 high school students from underserved communi�es 
annually, while sharing resources and lessons learned. 

• The Museum is part of SCI Network NYC, a consor�um of eight science-based cultural 
ins�tu�ons commited to providing high-quality STEM internships to New York City 
Youth. Through this network, approximately 900 interns a year gain experience in a 
variety of fields from science communica�on to hor�culture. 

• In partnership with the New York City Council, the Museum’s Discovery Days provide 
free access to the Museum for families living in public housing or shelters. Every year, 
par�cipants atend ten three-hour Saturday sessions where children and their families 
learned how to observe the Museum’s halls through the eyes of a naturalist, engaging 
with real scien�fic equipment through a series of hands-on ac�vi�es.  

• The par�cipa�on of young children from low-income families in the Museum’s Early 
Adventures Program and Science and Nature Program is possible due to community 
partnerships with the Goddard Riverside Community Center, Bloomingdale Family 
Program, and Escalera–Child Center of New York, all in the Museum’s vicinity. 

 

7. Looking Ahead 
What opportunities and challenges do you foresee for the near future? 
 

Public trust in science has eroded significantly in recent years—shaped by misinformation, 
political polarization, and an information environment that makes it genuinely hard to evaluate 
evidence. Yet museums have remained a notable exception: survey after survey shows that 
people across demographic and political lines still trust them. That gap is both an opportunity 
and a responsibility. 
 
As part of the Museum’s new Strategic Plan, AMNH's Learning and Public Engagement division 
(which includes its Education Department) is currently exploring a new interpretive 
framework—one that would bring greater coherence to its work across exhibitions, education, 
and public programs. While the framework is still in development, its animating idea is that the 
Museum's collections and programs are uniquely positioned to make science not just credible 
but genuinely exciting, by foregrounding human agency at every turn: the curiosity that drives 
scientific inquiry, the communities whose knowledge and experience bring scientific concepts 
to life, and the researchers whose work continues to unfold in real time. 
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The draft framework currently centers on three interlocking concepts: evidence—how 
scientists gather it, interpret it, and revise their thinking when it demands; change—the 
constant transformation of the universe, the planet, and human cultures over time; and 
interconnectedness—the vast web of systems linking life, environment, and human experience. 
Together, these concepts offer a through-line for the Museum's work that is scientifically 
rigorous and deeply human at the same time.  
 
At a moment when people are hungry for institutions they can trust, the Museum has an 
opportunity to model what it looks like to engage honestly with evidence—and to make that 
process something visitors don't just observe, but feel genuinely invited into. 

 
 

8. Financial 
Please provide income and expense information to date for the program(s) funded by the grant. 
Describe any budget changes or financial adaptations. 
 
Please see Attachment 1. FY25 Education Budget 

 
9. Suggestions 

Do you have suggestions for ways to improve the Vidda Foundation’s grant, proposal, and evaluation 
processes? Feel free to answer in the space provided below. Alternatively, these may be submitted 
anonymously by mail to:  

The Vidda Foundation 
c/o TCC Group 

333 Seventh Avenue, 9th Floor 
New York, NY 10001 

 
Click or tap here to enter text. 

 
 
OPTIONAL ATTACHMENTS 

 
If you wish to attach relevant materials, newsletters, articles, etc. that you feel would provide 
Trustees with a better understanding of your activities and accomplishments, please include here. If 
materials are attached in a separate document, please include a list of attachments. 
 

 

Attachment 2: Recent research and evaluation reports: 

• Jenny Ingber, K. Olson, I. April & B. Casado (2025): It’s Never Too Late or Too Early to Do 
Science! Programs That Promote Adult–Child Co-Learning in Museums, Journal of Museum 
Education. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10598650.2025.2477865 
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• MacPherson, A., Hammerness, K., Mayfield, A., Roditi, H., Owen, C., Tecosky, L., Curtis-Bey, L. & 
Weinstein, M. (2025). Research and Evaluation in the Urban Advantage Program. Research Brief 
#23. New York, NY: American Museum of Natural History. https://doi.org/10.5531/edu.rb.15 

• Mayfield, A., Hoffman, M., Sienko, J., Abowd, N., Sheehan, A., Curtis-Bey, L., Mayfield. A, & 
MacPherson, A., (2025). BEES Year 2: What is the impact of a weeklong science teaching 
residency at the American Museum of Natural History on elementary teachers and students?. 
Research Brief #25. American Museum of Natural History. https://doi.org/10.5531/edu.rb.16 

• Hammerness, K., Wallace, J., Kinzler, R., Curtis-Bey, L., Wolff, D., Weinstein, M., & Smith, P.S. 
(2025). Frequently Asked Questions: AMNH RGGS MAT Earth Science Residency Program 
Supported by Research and Evaluation. Research Brief #22. American Museum of Natural 
History. https://doi.org/10.5531/edu.rb.14 
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REVENUE
General Unrestricted Support 3,175,989                                
Earned Income 4,189,610                                
Federal Support 3,165,811                                
City & State Support 6,539,398                                
Endowment Support 4,807,212                                
Other Restricted Support 7,440,746                                

29,318,766                              

EXPENSE
Personnel Services 18,182,064                              
Supplies 576,496                                    
Telephone 11,380                                      
Postage 4,450                                        
Travel 162,141                                    
Bank Fees 7,500                                        
Printing 48,850                                      
Advertising 93,767                                      
Plant & Equipment 4,000                                        
Equip. Repair/Maint. 30,000                                      
Outside Services 2,173,405                                
Professional Fees 1,004,952                                
Books/Periodicals 3,250                                        
Dues and Memberships 97,265                                      
Miscellaneous Expenses 6,919,246                                

29,318,766                              

Board-Approved Education Budget for Fiscal Year 2025



It’s Never Too Late or Too Early to Do Science! Programs That 
Promote Adult–Child Co-Learning in Museums
Jenny Ingber, K. Olson, I. April and B. Casado

ABSTRACT  
Intergenerational science education programs provide many 
opportunities to enhance content connection-making, foster 
classroom community, and cultivate science identity for participants. 
The Early Adventures Program (EAP) at the American Museum of 
Natural History (AMNH) serves as a model for adult–child co-learning 
programs for children (ages 2–5). In this article, we share EAP’s 
program goals and the design principles that work to support those 
goals. Central to the design of EAP is the emphasis on community 
and how building a “community of practice” enhances participants’ 
learning experiences. A vignette of an EAP class is included, 
illustrating the program’s design principles in practice. Lastly, we 
share insights from parents about their own and their children’s 
experiences as participants in the program.
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Introduction: early childhood science

Research increasingly highlights the importance of fostering young children’s interest in 
science to develop their science knowledge and skills, cultivate a mindset for lifelong 
science learning, and establish an identity as someone who engages with science.

1Early childhood programs that incorporate intergenerational science learning 
provide opportunities for children to explore the natural world alongside adults, nurtur
ing curiosity and setting a foundation for developing a sustained interest in science.2 For 
over 25 years, the American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) has been a leader in 
early childhood science and nature learning, offering programs for children ages 2–11 
and their parents or other significant adults in their lives. While these initiatives have 
existed for decades, little has been published on what makes them successful. The 
Early Adventures Program (ages 2–5) and the Science and Nature Program (ages 5– 
11) exemplify best practices in fostering joint learning experiences for children and 
adults within a collections-based museum setting.

Learning theories underpinning practice

Effective early childhood science teaching is grounded in learning theories that are 
mindful of who children are, their developmental stages, and the people and environ
ments shaping their learning. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory emphasizes 
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interconnected environmental layers that impact a child’s development.3 This theory 
suggests that children’s growth is shaped by multiple levels of interacting systems, 
from immediate surroundings like family and school (microsystem) to broader societal 
influences (macrosystem). In a museum setting, children’s learning is framed by exhibits 
and classroom elements, peers and adults, and the overarching museum environment. 
Ecological systems theory highlights the continuity of learning across settings, suggesting 
that a museum-based program can strengthen family bonds and foundational knowledge 
by leveraging these interactions.

The AMNH has incorporated this concept of interaction with the environment and close 
community members, as described by Bronfenbrenner, alongside the learning theory 
initially introduced by Vygotsky.4 Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory underscores 
the critical role of social interaction in constructing meaning, mainly through guided learn
ing within the zone of proximal development (ZPD).5 The ZPD refers to a time when a 
learner is between doing something with assistance from a peer or mentor and being able to 
do it independently. Vygotsky determined the following as necessary to support learners: 
(1) A guiding mentor or peer with knowledge and skills to support learning the skill, (2) 
Social interactions, which provide opportunities for modeling and practicing the skill, 
and (3) Supportive activities that can scaffold the learning and skill-building for the learner.

Building on this framework, Lave and Wenger’s Situated Learning Theory proposes that 
learning occurs most effectively within authentic contexts through participation in a “com
munity of practice.”6 A community of practice entails a group of people (i.e. educators, care
givers, children) who collaboratively engage in activities and practices to deepen their 
understanding of a shared interest or goal and learn from each other.7 This mutual engage
ment in shared practices, values, activities, and interactions supports the learning and identity 
development of the community’s members, allowing the development of individual and col
lective expertise over time.8 This trajectory of learning and participation within the commu
nity enables newcomers to the community of practice to access and engage in authentic 
community practices, moving from newcomers to more experienced members.9 In an 
adult–child museum program, the museum becomes a unique community of practice 
where educators, parents, and children engage together with exhibits, natural objects, 
museum specimens, and live animals. Educators and parents embody Vygotsky’s scaffolding 
approach by modeling curiosity and exploration for children.10

As Vygotsky emphasized, social interaction is essential for constructing meaning.11 In 
museum programs, educators and parents can enable children to move from indepen
dent observation to deeper engagement and understanding through guided discussion 
and exploration. Educators act as “experts,” demonstrating how parents can support 
their children’s learning while providing opportunities to practice within the museum 
and classroom environment. In this shared community of practice, children, parents, 
and educators collectively engage in the authentic activity of doing science, empowering 
even the youngest participants to contribute meaningfully to the knowledge generated.

Early childhood science learning and the Early Adventures Program at the 
museum

Young children learn best in environments where they can safely explore and exper
iment. Productive science environments give children a sense of safety, value their 
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contributions, and frame their work as meaningful. Such environments foster curiosity, 
self-expression, and intrinsic motivation – essential for engaging with science and 
engineering.12

Museums are effective for early science learning because of their ability to provide 
tactile, hands-on experiences.13 Programs such as The Early Adventures Program 
(EAP) leverage interactive exhibits, sensory activities, and child-friendly materials to 
foster inquiry and exploration. Adults (e.g. educators, parents, grandparents, and care
givers) play a vital role in class, interpreting exhibits and demonstrating how to be 
curious for their children. Adult–child discussions in these contexts foster deeper con
nections between children’s experiences and the scientific concepts on display.14

This article focuses on the EAP as a model for adult–child science classes. Specifically, 
it explores how EAP’s design integrates adults in the learning process and examines how 
parents perceive their roles and experiences as co-participants alongside their children. 
The program’s theoretical underpinnings and practices demonstrate how museum- 
based programs can nurture educational and relational growth, strengthen families, 
and cultivate an early love of science.

The Early Adventures Program design principles and vignette

EAP aims to foster a love of science and the natural world in young children and their 
adult learning partners. Children and adults engage with the museum’s science disci
plines through exploration and play, visits to Museum halls, and discussions within 
their class community. Opportunities to sign up for the program happen annually, 
and children and their adults, often parents, grandparents, or caregivers, attend a one- 
and-a-half-hour class at the Museum weekly during the school year.

Program goals and design principles

EAP has four goals: (1) Learning about science and nature; (2) Supporting young chil
dren’s development and life-long learning; (3) Building community among children 
and adults in the class; and (4) Introducing the Museum as a context for learning and 
family time. To accomplish these goals and bring learning theory to practice, AMNH 
has articulated five design principles for EAP classes and learning spaces: (1) Adult 
and Child Participation; (2) Leveraging the Resources in the Museum; (3) Exposure to 
Scientific Phenomena; (4) Engaging in Science Practices;15 (5) Focus on Developmentally 
Appropriate Pedagogy.

Design principle 1: adult and child participation
By pairing children with adults, children can get one-on-one attention, make stronger 
connections between their classroom learning and home experiences, and create 
shared memories with loved ones or significant adult figures in their lives. The involve
ment of parents and/or caregivers in the learning process is critical to supporting young 
children’s development and life-long learning. Adults are considered learners alongside 
their children and as individuals who can help children make connections between learn
ing at the Museum and home, creating links between different microsystems in Brofen
brenner’s model16 and as a result, deepening learning. Life-long learning of science 
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involves making connections and being aware of what is understood and what questions 
remain. Adults (educators and parents/caregivers) constantly model this process as infor
mation, objects, dioramas, art, manipulatives, or tools are brought into the class.17

Parents become learning partners that co-construct classroom understandings as part 
of a “community of practice”18 and create a stronger sense of belonging and community 
in the class.

Design principle 2: leveraging the resources in the museum
The Museum offers assets unlike those anywhere else in the world. Collections of speci
mens, objects, and live animals and plants are handled, studied, and compared as part of 
EAP. Halls and exhibitions are visited during class to give learners first-hand experience 
viewing organisms in their natural environment or as an opportunity to learn more about 
the anatomy or behaviors of individual animals. Each resource provides learners with 
opportunities to observe and explore with guidance in ways not available in a typical 
classroom. “The process of inquiry in a museum setting engages children, or for that 
matter any visitor, in investigation, questioning, examination, and exploration. It is a 
social process in which discoveries by individuals within the group contribute to colla
borative learning.”19 To observe and integrate new science understandings, learners 
engage in science practices that leverage the assets (e.g. natural and human-made 
objects) of the Museum.20 Specifically, learners are encouraged to ask questions and 
test ideas (e.g. manipulating materials) as they connect to other familiar environments 
or experiences.21

Design principle 3: exposure to scientific phenomena
While children (and adults) observe scientific phenomena daily, EAP learners examine 
specific phenomena together. Learners make observations of the phenomena, learn 
new terminology to describe what they observe, and come to new understandings 
about the phenomena with the guidance of museum educators. For example, educators 
reenact animal behaviors in class with children and adults, like emperor penguin parents 
caring for their eggs. This behavior is one of several investigative phenomena used in the 
program to support the understanding that animals have adaptations that are beneficial 
to the survival of their species.

Design principle 4: engaging in science practices
Foundational experiences akin to science practices are integrated into the learning 
experiences of EAP participants. Children may not ask scientific questions verbally, 
but they may “test” their ideas through experimentation or play. To engage in “investi
gations,” children observe and gather simple data. Their reflection on these observations 
(data) builds skills that will help them later with “data analysis and interpretation.” The 
ideas they generate inform their ability to make evidence-based arguments later in their 
schooling and life. Across the year, EAP learners investigate strategies for survival using 
these foundational science practices. Studies highlight the importance of fostering 
environments that encourage children to define questions and plan explorations. 
Giving children a voice in decision-making supports a sense of ownership and fosters 
a classroom community that emphasizes meaningful sensemaking.22 “When all children 
feel they have a stake in and responsibility for their peers’ learning and well-being, more 
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children recognize themselves and get recognized by others as competent and capable.”23

In EAP, this allows children to guide their inquiries and experiment with new ideas over 
time in a safe environment supported by their parents and educators, strengthening their 
confidence and deepening their understanding of scientific concepts. The literature also 
suggests that early childhood learning environments prioritizing curiosity, self- 
expression, and play-based exploration positively influence children’s cognitive and 
social outcomes.24

Design principle 5: focus on developmentally appropriate pedagogy
Developmentally appropriate pedagogy (or “practice”) refers to teaching that promotes 
children’s learning and development “through a strengths-based approach to joyful, 
engaged learning.”25 Because children are active learners from the time they are born, 
new experiences in a playful and material-rich learning environment, such as the 
Museum and Museum classrooms, provide opportunities for young children to 
observe patterns and begin to construct their understanding of how the world works. 
Toys, games, crafts, and specimens accessible during class contribute to children’s play 
and sense-making. Educators in EAP pay careful attention to children’s interests and 
encourage community and individual choice to ensure that children feel a sense of 
belonging and agency in the class.

Vignette: experiencing a 3-year-old class

Table 1 contains a narrative of an hour-and-a-half-long learning experience in a three- 
year-old EAP class. Here, it is possible to visualize how design principles align with 
what happens in a typical class and how individuals in the community experience 
them. The design principle is named in the middle column, and in the right column, a 
description of how the vignette supports it is included.

Parent experiences and motivations for being in the Early Childhood 
Program at the museum

Examining parents’ perspectives about themselves and their role in their children’s learn
ing helps refine the implementation of the program to ensure learning by classroom com
munity members. The following five perspectives have surfaced among parents as they 
engage in EAP: (1) Learning about their child’s learning; (2) Modeling enthusiasm for 
and an interest in science; (3) Feeling safe and comfortable and boosting their child’s 
confidence; (4) Making connections between the experiences they had in class and 
their lives outside of the museum; (5) Learning new things themselves.

Parents find it valuable to be in class with their children because they can learn 
about their child’s learning, which helps them directly support their child both in 
and outside the program. One parent expressed, 

We get to experience and observe our child in an educational setting with other children, 
educators and parents. This allows us to experience their learning style while in class … 

Another parent shared that,
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Figure 1. A table set up for free exploration. Students are free to engage with the objects on the table 
that are specific to the topic of the day. (Photograph by Ashley Estevez).

Figure 2. Child pretending to be a worm moving through its burrow. Objects are set up around the 
room to encourage imaginative play during free exploration. (Photograph by Marcus Dormena).
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Figure 3. Children using science tools to further observe live worms in the classroom compost bin. 
(Photograph by Marcus Dormena).

Figure 4. Children using flashlights to observe an earthworm in a Museum diorama depicting 
enlarged life in the leaf litter. (Photograph by Marcus Dormena).
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It’s invigorating, it reignites the playful side of learning in me and has evolved how I see my 
toddler (he is more expansive and capable than I realize outside of a fostered learning 
environment). Now we are able to do more at home with him seeing what he does in class.

The quotes above highlight how parents learn about their children’s learning and gain 
insight into their own learning processes. They reflect on how they learn alongside 
their child and the other adults and children in the class. To further support parents 
in learning about their child’s learning, the structure of EAP classes provides multiple 
learning activities, including discussion prompts and encouragement of further explora
tion. EAP focuses on doing science and developing science practices rather than learning 
or memorizing the “correct answer.”

Parents identified modeling enthusiasm for and an interest in science as one of the 
benefits of having adults participate in the program alongside the child. One parent 
stated that, 

… The adult provides guidance and encouragement. By participating and modeling curios
ity and love for science, they help foster the child’s curiosity and love for science and nature.

Another parent shared that, 

… Mirroring her (their child’s) excitement about certain topics is also powerful and when I 
don’t know something too, she feels like it’s ok to not have all the answers.

Figure 5. Children and their adults work together to make an interactive craft inspired by earthworms. 
(Photograph by Marcus Dormena).
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Adults need to model enthusiasm for science learning. In EAP classes every week 
throughout the year, the classroom community practices learning together. A priority 
of EAP is to provide families with fun and engaging science learning experiences that 
foster children’s love for science and their identity as someone who does science. Educa
tors emphasize to children that they are “doing science,”26 and educators engage parents 
and children in conversation about their questions in class, taking an active interest in the 
child’s curiosities.

In all learning environments, it is critical that participants feel safe. Parents shared 
that their presence ensured that their children felt safe and comfortable and that parents 
can offer encouragement and boost their child’s confidence, better supporting their class 
participation. One parent shared that, 

It’s very fulfilling to spend that kind of focused time with her (child) and it’s confidence 
building for both of us. To know that she feels that I am fully present and have her back 
if she has any questions is affirming.

Another parent shared that, 

The adult participant plays a supporting role in the child’s exploration and learning. We 
help guide their curiosity by asking questions, encouraging deeper thought, and participat
ing in activities alongside them. This support allows the child to feel confident and engaged 
while learning, while also providing a sense of shared experience that strengthens the learn
ing process.

In EAP, creating a safe learning environment goes hand in hand with building a learning 
community. Children and their adults attend class weekly with the same classmates for 
an entire school year which provides consistency and an opportunity to form a sense of 
belonging and friendships. Additional community-building strategies are also built into 
the year-long curriculum.

Parents identified that by attending class with their children, they could make con
nections between the experiences they had in class and their lives outside of the 
museum. One parent shared that, 

Museum class is our favorite activity as parents because we get to see our son in the class
room. It’s so great being able to prompt him based on what we know happened at class, and 
it spurs discussion and a greater retention of information for him. He comes to us with ques
tions that arise from class because he knows we were there and would know what he’s 
talking about.

Another parent shared that, 

… I underestimated the level of connection I would have to my son’s scientific explorations 
and how this connection would deepen and grow over the years in the program … I can help 
draw connections to how important science is and how it affects our daily lives, taking my 
son’s learning outside of the Museum and the classroom.

Although many connections children make are spontaneous and unplanned, EAP aims 
to help adults support their child’s science learning at home. One strategy is distributing a 
“weekly wonder” sheet at the end of each class. This sheet contains a question to encou
rage further discussion on the class topic, book recommendations, and a link to an 
activity or video related to that day’s lesson.
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Finally, parents shared that they learned new things themselves. This learning is 
enriching for the parent, but it also aids in their ability and confidence to support 
their child in their science learning outside of the museum. One parent shared that, 

There have been many times I have learned something new during EAP, especially about 
various animals and their habitats. As a lifelong learner, this is something I also want my 
children to realize – the education journey never ends. When my child asks me other ques
tions about a topic I do not know well (i.e. space or minerals/gems), I find it an opportunity 
to learn more alongside him. The Weekly Wonders also help us and since we limit screen 
time, it has been great that the screen time we do show him is something that can help 
reinforce the topic that he learned.

In EAP, adults are encouraged to ask the educators questions about the content as they 
participate in class with their child. We hope the adults will feel motivated to explore the 
topics further outside of EAP.

Conclusion

The structure of the adult–child class of EAP is a hallmark of the program. It serves four 
significant goals: Learning About Science and Nature, Supporting Young Children’s Devel
opment and Life-long Learning, Building Community Within the Class, and Introducing 
the Museum as a Context for Learning and for Family Time. By situating learning 
within the Museum, the EAP offers rich, hands-on experiences that encourage children 
and adults to explore scientific concepts collaboratively as a learning community. This 
approach promotes curiosity, critical thinking, and meaningful connections, showing 
how museums are an ideal setting for nurturing foundational knowledge and family 
relationships through shared learning.

We aim to cultivate a community of like-minded thinkers, children who are doers of 
science, and adults who nurture and support this identity formation from a very young 
age. Through diverse learning experiences within a “community of practice,”27 including 
tactile, auditory, and visual pathways to exploration, the EAP program offers a unique 
intergenerational learning opportunity rarely found in other early childhood programs.

As evidenced by surveying parent participants in the EAP program, when adults and 
children have a shared learning experience, it strengthens and nurtures the child’s intel
lectual, social, and emotional growth. We encourage and advocate for early learning pro
grams to welcome adults into their spaces to promote co-learning and shared 
experiences, thus reinforcing learning across different environments and generations.

We recognize that further research on programs that promote co-learning is necess
ary. As noted in the American Museum of Natural History’s Models of Access report,28 we 
would like to continue to deepen our understanding of how parents’ participation in 
museum programs may contribute to families’ perspectives of science and capacity for 
learning science. The American Museum of Natural History will continue to deliver 
high-quality learning experiences for young children and families, aiming to leverage 
numerous opportunities for longitudinal studies in STEM education.

Notes
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