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» museum, in Brooklyn, New York, a
$42m expansion nearing completion
will double floor space on the same
city block it has occupied since 1899.
Unlike museums that emphasise
preservation, interactivity rules in
Brooklyn. Staffers encourage children
to touch anything they can reach.

A wravelling exhibit based on the
journals of Joshua Loper, an African-
American cowboy, replicates a chuck
wagon campfire on the Chisholm
trail; one small girl ladles out im-
aginary gruel for her adult compan-
ions. “Children’s museums are not
confined by the traditional muse-

um model,” says the president of
Brooklyn Children’s Museum, Carol
Enseki. “They can experiment with
ways to help children learn.”

Reality at play

Despite stiff competition from shop-
ping malls and weekend football
matches, children’s museums have
gained ground in communities of
every size. Foot traffic and member-
ships more than doubled after the
Children’s Museum of Pittsburgh
completed a major expansion in
November 2004. Under the banner
“Play with Real Stuff", exhibit space
bigger than a football field features a
tilted gravity room with an exit slide
crafted from a bowling alley floor
bought on eBay, a giant heron
built of parts rescued from
rubbish skips, and “Pulley
Rolling Slowly Bop”—a system
of pulleys, scoops and switch-
es that controls rubber play-
ground balls on wire tracks
suspended in a former
planetarium dome.

In rural Winchester,
Virginia, the
Shenandoah Valley
Discovery Museum
drew a record
43,000 visitors last
year to a neéw site on
land the city donated in
the hope of luring families
to its flagging downtown

shopping district. The Shenandoah
Valley Discovery Museum is one of
60 children’s museums tied directly
lo inner-city redevelopment.

As a new children’s museum
opens in Naples, Florida, with an
eye to boosting family tourism in
a town best known for retirees, in
Washington, Dc, the congression-
ally sanctioned National Children's
Museum aims to lure families from

the busy Capitol Mall to the up-and-

coming Anacostia waterfront just
blocks away. Scheduled to reapen
in 2009 with 140,000 square feet
of exhibit space, the former Capital
Children's Museum embarked in
January on raising $130m, a lofty
goal for any cultural institution.
Allied to making kids
smarter, museum agen-
das assign a high priority
to preserving the planet
they occupy. Five “green”
children’s museurns have
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achieved LEED cer-
tification, recogni-
tion for Leadership
in Energy and
Environmental
Design bestowed by
the Green Building
Council, a national
consortium in the
United States of 5,500 architects,
builders, contractors and product
vendors who promote sustain-
ability. Steps as small as building
bicycle racks or as large as installing
energy-efficient solar roofing win
points towards a LEED certificate.
The Children’s Discovery Museum
in Normal, lllinois, snared the first
LEED for its one-year-old location,
where visits have soared four-fold.
In addition to winning green cre-
dentials, the Children’s Museum of

Pittsburgh collected
one of the 2006
Honour Awards
for Architecture
from the American
Institute of
Architects—an
elite status conferred in years
past on the Getty Centre in Los
Angeles and the Whitney Museum
of American Art in New York.
Financial sustainability will de-
cide whether rejuvenated children’s
museums reach maturity. After fund-
raising campaigns meet aggressive
targets and the blush of novelty sub-
sides, museums can expect admis-
sions, store sales and out-
reach programmes to earn A\
tess than 70 cents for every ;
dollar of annual operating
costs. The rest will depend on
fresh donations. Fortunately,

many charitable resources favour
childhood development these days,
Museums are also tapping wider cor-
porate support, especially for exhibits
that showcase health and environ-
mental initiatives.

“It's certainly not a fad,” says
Leslie Bedford, who directs the
leadership in museum education
programme for New York’s Bank
Street College of Education. Author
and child-rearing expert, T. Berry
Brazelton, agrees. He predicts a
healthy future for children’s muse-
urmns that furnish havens where par-

ents can leam from each
( other and where
. children can teach
L) ® themselves.
e

S.L. Mintz is an arts and
science writer based in
New York,




