Astrobiology exhibit design: Applying research (and researchers) in informal science education
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While most acknowledge the power of museums in disseminating research results to large numbers of people, few astrobiologists have had the opportunity to develop exhibits.  Although true in all fields of science, astrobiology—with its fast pace of discoveries and relative unfamiliarity to educators—may have the greatest need for active involvement by researchers with museums.

In building an astrobiology exhibit at the California Academy of Sciences to serve about 200,000 visitors in 2006, astrobiologists from NASA Astrobiology Institute (NASA Ames Research Center and SETI Institute) and Academy educators and exhibit staff developed content related to habitatability, the search for liquid water, extremophiles, and comparative planetology (Mars, Europa and Earth).  Based on this experience, we propose that important elements must be implemented for successful exhibits:

*Specific roles and tasks for team members need to be delineated and communicated clearly from the start.

*An early phase of discussion allows for exploration of exciting questions, controversial topics, and new frontiers—some which may be unfamiliar to non-scientists.   Surprisingly, we found that the same topics fascinated both the scientists and exhibit staff; this strongly suggests that the most interesting scientific questions will also be the most engaging to the general public.

*Exhibit staff must develop a “style sheet” which defines the types of exhibit labels and their suggested word counts if scientists are to write any text.  Since scientists are not familiar of the educational research conducted on visitor comprehension and attention spans, label templates will produce both scientifically accurate and educationally appropriate exhibit text.

