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Our fragile new world demands that we retool our 
mission and goals, our operations and our business 

models to play a far more meaningful role within our 
communities.   

 
Through deliberate planning, the cultural and social 

structures within our communities can become learning 
networks that serve a lifetime of learning. 

 
Introduction 
I once asked an audience to quickly list five words they would use to describe the 
state of the world today.  The results, though amazingly diverse, included many 
versions of a core sense of anxiety, words like “fragile”, “fragmented”, “confusing”, 
and even “frightening.”   Others words, like “global” and “information-driven”, 
“exciting,” and “advancing” suggested new opportunities and looming challenges.  
Although both positive and negative concerns emerged, by far the dominant theme 
was one of rapid change and its accompanying uncertainty.  
 
I could not help but contrast the audience responses with the tone of a white paper 
I had authored in for the Institute of Museum and Library Services (Sheppard, 
2000). The paper was a call to action to museums, libraries and other non-formal 
learning institutions to join together to form a broad learning network in service of 
a knowledge age.  The tone had a rush of energy and optimism: 
 

Never before have museums, libraries, and the whole of the non-formal 
sector of educational institutions faced such challenges and opportunities! 
(ibid, p.2) 

 
The learning age requires a daring new vision! (ibid, p.5) 

 
The paper was written, however, before 9-11, the collapse of Enron, the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, before soaring oil prices, Hurricane Katrina, and growing 
recognition of our environmental crisis.  It was written before the news was filled 
daily with talk of hybrids and ethanol, the world food crisis, the continuing 
devastation of AIDS, fears of pandemic, and the sinking of the American dollar.  It 
preceded the growing promise of nanotechnology and new genetic therapies, the 
advent of the WII, the I-pod, and mandated digital television.  It was, in short, a 
world beyond imagination in 1999 – in many ways -- another world altogether. 
 



Collaboration: The critical need 
Today, I am profoundly aware that the optimism of my earlier words has been 
replaced by a growing sense of urgency.  Though I feel no less driven to consider 
the power of collaboration among our cultural, civic and educational institutions, I 
no longer think of it as an option.  What once felt exciting in its potential now feels 
wholly essential and critical.  Our fragile new world demands that we retool our 
mission and goals, our operations and our business models to play a far more 
meaningful role within our communities.  More than ever, I believe that the 
greatest potential of our related fields lies in our ability to build community-wide 
learning networks.  For the giant screen cinemas, the promise of the future may 
well be in the partnerships that support lifelong learning, combining your unique 
kind of immersive learning with dynamic exhibitions, programs and additional 
technologies in the service of our communities and our audiences,  
 
The challenges you are facing is a familiar one to museums, libraries, and a myriad 
of other learning places.  Our once-comfortable silos, built on industrial-age 
business models, are under siege.  They are no longer as financially stable and 
resilient as at an earlier time, and they are feeling increasingly out of step with a 
changing world.  Yet, to ask any of our beloved institutions to change how they 
approach their core operations is a daunting request.  For years we have responded 
with an array of short-term solutions – from adding new business enterprises like 
shops and cafes to engaging the latest blockbuster.  What we have resisted is 
fundamental and perhaps revolutionary change.  No less, however, may be required 
if we are to be meaningful, relevant and vital in a new age.   
 
As Douglas Worts (2006, p.42) wrote in the Journal of Museum Education: 
 

The world has changed fundamentally in the past century as a result of 
technological advances, globalization, urbanization, pluralization and 
exponential population growth.  Human adaptation to our changing external 
reality and the internal integration of those adaptations, lies at the heart of 
our present cultural challenge.  It seems clearer than ever that museums 
[one might substitute any lifelong learning resource, including giant screen 
cinema] have the potential to play a vital role in this process, but only if 
there is the will and capacity to examine the core assumptions regarding 
what museums do and how they measure their impact in cultural terms. 

 
The capacity of free-choice learning institutions to initiate and sustain change may 
well be found in our ability to align ourselves as collaborators in meeting urgent 
social needs.  One of the most critical of these is the public need to understand 
current issues in health, the environment, energy use, and technological change – 
the topics at the heart of connecting society with science to serve the greater good.  
Individually, our institutions produce fine films, exhibits, publications and programs 
toward this goal.  Collectively, we can multiply our effectiveness many times over.  
 
Science, trust and the public  
Undertake a Google search to explore the “public understanding of science,” and 
the search engine will respond with hundreds, if not thousands, of responses.  In 
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many ways, the phrase – public understanding of science – has become something 
of a catch phrase, a way to distinguish between advances in science and technology 
on one hand, and a deficit in public embrace or awareness on the other.  And yet, 
there are not only more curriculum-based sources of science education than at any 
time in the past, but there are also more day-to-day sources of popular science 
education programs on television, in health columns in newspapers and magazines, 
and even kits for growing crystals or establishing ant farms at home. Many of these 
efforts, however, are singular and fragmented, lacking the kind of coordinated 
approach that goes hand-in-hand with good teaching.  
 
Sharon MacDonald (2002) wrote in her essay Exhibitions and the public 
understanding of science paradox, that despite the increasing number of museums 
and exhibitions of science, technology and medicine, accompanied with a strong 
public interest, the concern about public illiteracy about science-related subjects 
has grown.  She notes that calls for action have come from scientific lobbies as well 
as from government entities,  
 

All argue that science, technology and medicine are crucial to our lives and 
wellbeing, and that we need to be properly informed about them in order to 
make the right decisions in relation to our own live, both individually…. and 
collectively (ibid).  

 
All cite that such information is increasingly complex, and answers are provided 
from many suspect sources, alongside those that many would consider more 
trustworthy. 
 
In an age of “alternative” sources of information about health, science, the 
environment and many other science-related subjects, the need for trustworthy 
information that can be easily delivered to public audiences is critical.  In numerous 
studies, museums are seen to be such trustworthy sources, lauded for their even-
handedness in presenting both current science and history.  They make ideal 
candidates for partnerships with giant screen cinemas, and indeed, many science 
centers and natural history museums, share facilities. Yet, the two often fail to build 
their stories together, to take on common goals to enrich the public’s understanding 
of science-based topics. Despite an impressive history of operating in tandem, 
drawing from the same audience, such partnership might exponentially enhance 
their educational power if they can become more united in their purposes and their 
products. 
 
Repositioning museums 
The museum community continues to experience calls for radical change.  Its 
strongest step in recent years has been the deeper embrace of its educational role.  
Excellence and Equity: Education and the Public Dimensions of Museums (American 
Association of Museums, 1992) urged museums of all types to place education at 
the center of their work, stating that education is the business of the entire 
museum.  It is surprising to many, looking back, that such a call to action caused 
widespread controversy. 
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The document put forth an educational mandate defining an essential museum goal 
as  
 

to nurture an enlightened, humane citizenry that appreciates the value of 
knowing about its past, is resourcefully and sensitively engaged in the 
present, and is determined to shape a future in which many experiences and 
many points of view are given voice (ibid). 

 
What seemed new to many was the clear re-positioning of the museum in the 
center of society and the insistence on serving the greater good. 
 
Yet, change has taken time. Ten years after the AAM publication, Stephen Weil 
(2002) argued more bluntly that museums need to be judged for their “usefulness.” 
He defined a growing need for museums to apply their knowledge, work and service 
to making a difference in solving real world issues. Similarly, other museum 
professionals are adapting the language of Mark Moore whose publication Creating 
Public Value (Moore, 1995) initially addressed issues in managing government 
agencies.  Increasingly his analysis of the need for public authorization of agency 
activities is being applied to many not-for-profit learning institutions.  There are 
strong voices urging museums and others, such as libraries, public broadcasting 
and the giant film industry, to place public value at their core and thus directly 
address the needs of our learning society.  Collectively these institutions are 
exploring ways to combine their educational goals with more visible moral 
functions.   
 
Museums, giant screen and mutuality 
Thinking deliberately about the mutual goals that museums may share with the 
giant screen industry, among others, suggests potential strengths.  The debates 
over the public understanding of science, and the posturing that suggests science-
based decisions should be left solely to the experts, casts the issue in a deficit 
position, one that can be demeaning to and disdainful of the general public.  
Building exciting new science explorations that use the combined powers of 
museum and giant screen offer the public a far more positive experience, one that 
seeks to invite rather than convert.  Working together, the two formats can become 
a single, dramatic and reinforcing experience – one with the power to entertain, 
provoke, connect, and invite deeper inquiry.  Carefully structuring ideas in tandem 
can develop deeper and more positive public appreciation for science, the scientific 
process, and the impacts of scientific accomplishments.  The first vital step in 
supporting the public understanding of science is the creation of a positive affective 
environment for learning.  The giant screen/museum collaborative has such 
potential – offering seen and unseen worlds, using the power of the authentic 
object (in the museum) with the drama of immersion (in the theater).  
 
By bringing multiple formats to the learning experience, such a partnership also 
builds on long-accepted learning theories.  It supports the impact of the physical 
context for learning, the ability of all ages to learn in social groups, and the need 
for reinforcing new ideas through repetition.  Whether in a formal learning 
environment, such as a classroom, or an informal learning setting, such as a 
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museum or full-dome theater, making connections is a critical part of expanding 
both knowledge and interest. 
 
As stated in a study by the National Research Council (Bransford, Brown & Cocking, 
2002), 
 

Knowledge that is taught in only a single context is less likely to support 
flexible transfer [the ability to extend knowledge to other contexts] than 
knowledge taught in multiple contexts. With multiple contexts students are 
more likely to extract the relevant features of the concepts and develop a 
more flexible representation of knowledge. 

 
Different environments and modes of interpretation support multiple learning 
styles, appeal to many different ages, and encourage deeper questions.  Through 
deliberate planning, the cultural and social structures within our communities can 
become learning networks that serve a lifetime of learning.  The sorts of 
educational experience that take place in giant screen cinemas and museum 
exhibitions – and elsewhere in the community -- are generally viewed as fun and 
entertaining, qualities than can be social in nature and can support 
intergenerational groups, having fun side-by-side.  They have the capacity to both 
attract and retain interest, and with thoughtful planning, they can extend the 
experience well beyond the theater or museum.  
 
Consider, for example, a project undertaken by the Institute for Learning 
Innovation (then called Science Learning, Inc.) that added to a collaboration 
between the National Museum of Natural History and a 3D IMAX experience 
exploring the Galapagos Islands.  The Institute staff, working with curators, 
producers and an advisory panel of scientists, developed an interactive family guide 
designed to deepen and extend the onsite learning experience.  The project fully 
respected the desire for families to learn together and have the tools for ongoing 
conversation and discovery – reinforcing their sense of power and efficacy as a 
learning unit.  It also provided many different types of activities, respecting a 
variety of interests and making as many connections as possible. 
 
The exploration of learning partnerships can cast a wide net.  Our communities are 
filled with informal learning institutions, from libraries to boys and girls clubs.  The 
use of technology to reinforce learning experiences is still in its infancy.  Imagine 
introducing a vital scientific concept through the drama of the large screen and then 
continuing a conversation through websites, blogs and wikis and the burgeoning 
technology-aided possibilities for deeper questioning and more prolonged study.  
Imagine further using the giant screen experience to kick off a “Café Scientifique” – 
building on the kind of informal conversation that has attracted wide audiences 
from the general public to discuss and explore even the most complex of science-
based concepts.  Think of the ways in which images from a film production could be 
met again in the midst of an exhibition, this time inviting visitor comments or 
questions through a “talk back” mechanism.  Or, including scenes from an 
exhibition within the film, using the magic of filmmaking to probe more deeply or 
share what cannot be experienced with the human eye.   
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Conclusions 
Working across formats is not a simple matter.  It requires a will to change and to 
experiment.  It often feels simpler to tinker around the edges rather than to change 
boldly.  I would argue, however, that as much as we cherish the past, our goal 
should not be to perpetuate it.  What we have accomplished in the history of our 
institutions is notable, but no longer relevant.  What would be richly rewarding is to 
use our powerful tools to build the kind of public understanding of science that is so 
well articulated on the web-page of the Charles Simonyl Professorship for the Public 
Understanding of Science (1995): 
 

The goal is for the public to appreciate the order and beauty of the abstract 
and natural worlds which is there, hidden, layer-upon-layer.  To share the 
excitement and awe that scientists feel when confronting the greatest of 
riddles. To have empathy for the scientists who are humbled by the grandeur 
of it all. 

 
Such a noble goal requires the imagination, skills and talents, commitment and 
dedication of all who are so well poised, as is the giant screen industry, to make a 
significant difference.  It demands respect for a public that deserves to be active in 
the ethical, political, social and financial debates that are fueled by science-based 
dilemmas and discussions.  It sets forth a philosophy that learning is the rightful 
province of all – novice and expert alike –  and it places wonder at the heart of the 
human imagination and quest to learn. 
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