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The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact
of a museum visit on preconceived notions of scientific ex-
planation. Our hypothesis was that many naive preconcep-
tions or notions are difficult to change even when people are
exposed to correct information.

Methods
The participants consisted of three groups of 20 ran-

domly selected visitors (31 males and 29 females) whose
education levels varied from 8th grade to the Ph. D. level.
Ages ranged from 13 to 56 and all were residents of Wiscon-
sin.

Visitors were given a paper-and-pencil survey com-
prised of one of three basic, open-ended questions relating to
the specific science concepts explained in the exhibits: "How
were the Rocky Mountains formed?"; "How are glaciers
formed?"; and "Why are some insects brightly colored?".
After responding to the survey question, the visitors were
then asked to view the exhibits. Following visits to the
exhibits, subjects were given the opportunity to change or
modify their previous response.

Volume V Number 2 Page 9

"How are glaciers formed?"
Similarly shown in Table 2, freezing rain and moving

sheets of ice were the most noted preconceptions for this
science concept. Climate changes, existing bodies of water,
snow compression and various other responses followed
respectively. Here too, we can see the change in response
after viewing the exhibits were negligible.

"Why are some insects brightly colored?"
Table 3 shows camouflage and mating to be the most

frequently reported responses followed by self-protection,
protection of territory, warning predators and warding off
predators. Once again it is evident that there was little change
in responses as a result of viewing the exhibit.

Results
"How were the Rocky Mountains formed?"

As shown in Table 1, glaciers and earth movements
(other than earthquakes) were found to be the most popular
preconceptions, followed by earthquakes, volcanoes, ero-
sion, evaporation and then various other responses. These
responses show no significant change even after viewing the
exhibits. As one can see, most of their preconceptions were
retained.

Discussion

"A common misconception about misconceptions
is that they are held by children and replaced through
formal instruction, but there are indications that naive
notions are widespread among adults."

Minda Borun (1989)

The results of the current study strongly support the above
statement by Borun. For all three exhibits, visitors precon-
ceptions were unlikely to change as a result of viewing the
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exhibit. It is unclear whether the lack of change in preconcep-
tions was due to the resistance of visitors to change their
beliefs or to the failure of the exhibits to communicate their
message. Formative evaluation of labels (e.g., Screven,
1988) might determine if the exhibits are capable of teaching
the scientific information involved in this study.

Results of this study are consistent with others (e.g.,
Boron, 1989; Clement,1989; McClosky, 1982; Nussbaum,
1979) in demonstrating that people do not approach exhibits
with a "blank slate" ready to be written on. Preconceptions
may have a significant impact on visitors' experience.  In
the current study visitors were "primed" to look for the
correct answer in the exhibit by the pre-visit treatment.
Despite such "priming" visitors rarely changed their re-
sponses following their visit to the exhibit.

References
Borun, Minda. (1989). What research says about learning

in science museums: Naive notions and the design of
science museum exhibits. ASTC Newsletter, March/
April, 9-10.

Clement, J. (1989). Students' preconceptions in introduc-
tory mechanics. American Journal of Physics, 50 (1).

McClosky, M. (1982). Naive conceptions of motion.
Proceedings of the annual meeting of the American
Education Research Association, New York, USA.

Nussbaum, J. (1979). Children's conceptions of the earth
as a cosmic body: A cross-age study. Science
Education 63 (1), 83-93.

Screven, C. G. (1988). Formative evaluation: Concep-
tions and misconceptions. In S. Bitgood, J. T. Roper,
Jr., & A. Benefield, Visitor Studies-1988: Theory,
Research, and Practice. Jacksonville, AL: Center for
Social Design.

Note
This article is a summary of a research project completed

for course credit under the direction of C. G. Screven.

ASTC Publishes Articles in
"What Research Says" Series

Do people read exhibit labels? Is front-end evaluation
worthwhile? These are some of the questions explored in the
ASTC series, "What Research Says about Learning in Sci-
ence Museums." The first ten articals in the series, which is
a regular feature in the ASTC Newsletter, have been pub-
lished as a single, softbound, 38-page illustrated volume with
an introduction by Beverly Serrell, coordinating editor of the
series. Providing information on research applicable to
museum settings and ample resources and references for
further reading, these concise articles are invaluable to museum
professionals and others in the field of informal education.

Beginning with the debutarticle on naive notions and the
design of science museum exhibits, written by Minda Boron
of the Franklin Institute Science Museum, the series has
covered such topics as formative evaluation, discovery rooms,
label writing, applying learning to the science museum envi-
ronment, methods of measuring learning, going beyond the
"aha" phenomenon, the elusive qualities of affect, science
centers as research laboratories, and learning styles.

To order "What Research Says," send prepayment of
$14.00 for nonmembers, $12.00 for members, to ASTC,
1413 K Street, NW, Tenth Floor, Washington, DC 20005.
Phone: 202-371-1171. A discount applies to bulk orders of
ten or more copies.

AAM Museum Classics

Problems of Installation in Museums of Art

by Arthur W. Melton
This classic report is a must for all who work with

visitors in all exhibition centers. The findings and principles
revealed by this work should be a fundamental part of the
knowledge of museum professionals.

Paperback 280 pp. $15 (Member) $18.00 (Nonmember).

Experimental Studies of the Education of Children in a
Museum of Science by Arthur W. Melton, Nita Goldberg

Feldman, and Charles W. Mason

This report is particularly helpful for those involved
in museum field trip education. Studies includemethods of
pre-trip preparation andthe effectiveness of varying dura-
tions of on-site lectures.
Paperback 112 pp. 1988 $10.00 (Member) $13.00 (Non-
Member)

Contact: American Association of Museums, 1225 Eye Street
NW, Washington, DC 20005.


