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If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder he needs the companionship of at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery of the world we live in.

—Rachel Carson 

Think about your earliest memory of reading. Perhaps what first comes to mind is where and when it occurred. A memory of being tucked into bed and being read to by a parent, a grandparent, or another family member is common, as is a memory of being helped to read a book by a family member. Pushing that memory a little further, try to recollect not just reading or being read to, but also the experience of the narrative itself. Do you have a memory of a world you mentally created, the intense reactions you felt about events in this world, or having wished to return to the world, even after the story was over?  Perhaps most difficult to retrieve would be supportive questions, comments, or probes offered by family members to help you understand the story. Do you remember being asked whether the Cat in the Hat was really silly or whose tracks Winnie the Pooh was following when hunting a Heffalump with Piglet?

For many people, the first experiences of literacy are with family, in the home. No matter our cultural or linguistic background, family members are often the first teachers of literacy by promoting the creation and understanding of symbolic meaning. According to Stephen Stroup, literacy is “more than the ability to read and write, but extends also to the use of oral and written language as well as other sign systems, such as mathematics and art, to make sense of the world and communicate with others.”1 Keeping families involved together in such literacy-related activities as reading, writing, and storytelling is called family literacy. Family literacy not only affirms the parent’s role as first teacher, but also identifies the family as a context that supports and promotes the literacy-related skills of each member. 
    
Museums in general, and children’s museums in particular, are institutions uniquely positioned to help visitors read the world by focusing on family literacy.  The Treehouse Children’s Museum in Ogden, Utah, is an interactive museum with a target audience of 2- to 12-year-olds and their caregivers, with a consistent and systematic focus on family literacy. In this article, we review our museum’s focus on family literacy, briefly examining how this orientation influences museum operations and offering some preliminary research results bearing on this focus. Our central message is that all museums can be a setting in which to read the world by providing an environment for families to practice family literacy.
Family Literacy as a Museum Philosophy

Children’s museums are designed to be interactive spaces in which children learn by actively engaging exhibits.2 A focus on family literacy does not change this general goal, but it alters how the objective is accomplished. As practiced at the Treehouse Museum, family literacy emphasizes the role of family members as teachers who mediate the learning process. The model of learning embraced by the Treehouse is captured by a triangular model of relations among the exhibit, child, and caregiver (fig. 1). In this model, exhibits serve as contexts for immersing the child in both an experiential activity and a social interaction. Exhibits are designed not only to be fun and engaging for the child (child-exhibit relation) but also to allow caregivers to mediate children’s learning and understanding (caregiver-child relation). Family members play this mediating role in children’s interaction with museum exhibits by directing actions, posing questions, discussing situations, negotiating goals, engaging in pretense, and so on. Of course, the caregiver’s mediation of the child’s activity with the exhibit must be informed by knowledge and understanding of the exhibit and its learning objective (caregiver-exhibit relation). 
The triangular model emphasizes the role of social mediation in the form of dialogues between caregivers and children in the process of learning. While children can certainly explore exhibits without adults, their experience of exhibits is richer and more engaging if parents are involved, too. Indeed, there is considerable evidence of the critical impact of caregivers in children’s learning in museums.3  

Family Literacy, Exhibit Design, and Museum Operations

Exhibits and spaces at Treehouse Museum are designed to be family- (not just child-) oriented, catering to children with minimal (i.e., prereaders), emerging (i.e., beginning readers), or substantial (i.e., practicing readers) literacy skills and their caregivers. The World Tales exhibit, which presents folktales from four different continents and activities that are drawn from the stories, is a good example. The opening paragraphs of each story and a color illustration are presented on the pages of four-foot-tall books with correspondingly large text and title information. The full story can be read by families in a traditional-size bound book located in a pocket on the back of the “opening paragraphs” book. These activities take place within a space framed by a giant (12-foot) open book representing an enormous, pop-up illustration that incorporates extension activities drawn from the folktale. On the pages of the giant book in the Treehouse exhibit for the traditional Japanese folktale titled The Fisherman is a version of a famous Japanese wood-block print by the artist Katsushika Hokusai showing a tidal wave and view of Mount Fuji.4 A wave machine is mounted in the illustration of the tidal wave, and a small wooden boat, complete with magnetic fishing net and fish and a turtle, is there for visitors to explore. Japanese costumes help children become the fisherman or the princess from the story. A low table has supplies for making an origami turtle to take home. A display case, integrated into the giant book’s illustration, houses a collection of Japanese artifacts, including dolls, lacquerware, children’s games and toys, and books. 

This exhibit, like those sharing stories from Kenya, Russia, and Argentina, gives families multiple opportunities to practice family literacy.  First, storytelling has intrinsic literacy-promoting value for prereaders listening to the story, beginning readers puzzling out words, and practicing readers answering story-related questions. Second, the literacy experience for all children is extended when they enter into the fiction and act as the characters, thus gaining better understanding of the characters’ actions and reactions. Third, the learning about the cultural significance of otherwise foreign images and artifacts (from Mount Fuji to the Kremlin) is in the context of universal themes played out in traditional fairy tales. Nonetheless, the impact of these activities on children depends on caregivers’ promoting and mediating literacy skills, such as storytelling and role-playing, as well as encouraging artistic expression and appreciation of cultural artifacts.

To promote adults’ mediating their children’s experience, we train volunteers and staff in techniques for modeling literacy behaviors and interactions and station them throughout the exhibit spaces. Some exhibits rely more on these individuals, as is the case in the Castle Theater, where children are literally directed in “partici-plays” promoting skills in role taking and creating fictional worlds. Other exhibits rely less on the staff, as in the pioneer-era exhibits (including a turn-of-the-century schoolhouse and mercantile), which are designed to promote pretend-play between and among children and their caregivers.  


Making settings a context for social mediation is a goal of numerous programs sponsored by the museum. Alphabet Soup is one such program, which engages caregivers and children together in activities, projects, and games revolving around the highlighted letter of the alphabet. Taking place Friday nights, with underwriting for reduced admission provided by a local foundation, the program models forms of caregiver mediation of children’s activity that will become a foundation for all kinds of learning at home, including the forms of dialogue appropriate for promoting language skills,5 reading comprehension,6 writing,7 and science,8 not to mention communicating effectively in homework situations.9

Evidence for the Value of the Family Literacy Orientation

The emphasis on caregiver mediation of children’s learning in the museum has focused our interest on a set of questions about whether caregivers visiting the museum spontaneously pose exhibit-appropriate questions to their children and adapt their mediation of children’s experience over repeated visits. To answer such questions, we have conducted two preliminary research projects focusing on spontaneous caregiver-child dialogues, which we see as the focal point of learning and development in the museum. In the first study, parent-child dialogues were unobtrusively observed at various exhibits in the museum.10 Particular attention was placed on whether caregivers’ questions posed to children were really serving the exhibit goals. We predicted that distinct exhibit goals would be clear to caregivers, who would guide children with exhibit-appropriate questions. 

Two student-researchers rotated between two kinds of exhibits: those promoting problem solving and those promoting fantasy. Problem-solving–promoting exhibits encourage activities leading to a specific goal or product, such as solving a puzzle (Toddler Nest), finishing an arts-and-crafts project (Art Garden), or creating a block structure (Build with Me). Fantasy-promoting exhibits (which include the Days of the Knights area, Pioneer Mercantile, and Pioneer Schoolhouse) advance activities such as role-playing and creating a fictional world, which lead to increased variation and exploration rather than to narrowing in on a specific goal or project. The researchers spent approximately 20 minutes at each exhibit, transcribing all conversations of a targeted family group. Museum visitors on two consecutive afternoons were notified of the project, and a total of 27 caregivers (with 28 children) were unobtrusively recorded.  While the entire caregiver-child dialogues at particular exhibits were recorded, we analyzed only the 112 of the questions caregivers posed to children (a mean of 4.3 questions per observed dyad or triad). Questions were categorized into three types—orienting, procedural, and exploratory—with an interrater agreement of 80 percent.   Orienting questions served to bring the child’s attention to a phenomenon, object, activity, or task. For example, caregivers asked, “What do you see?” at the Zoetrope exhibit and “Do you want to make a hat?” at the Art Garden. These questions were by far the most frequent ones posed (69 percent of all questions). While it is important to focus children on relevant features of each exhibit,11 these questions were of little interest to the hypotheses specifically tested, which addressed whether caregivers’ questions to children reflect differences in exhibit goals.  

It was expected that in problem-solving exhibits, adults’ questions would predominately focus on goal states or procedures to achieve them, which we called procedural questions
. Examples of these include, “What is the next letter?” while playing a letter game; “Which piece goes next?” at the Art Garden exhibit; or “Look carefully; does it really fit?” while completing a puzzle in the Toddler Nest exhibit. These accounted for 21 percent of the total number of questions posed and, as predicted, all but one was posed in problem-solving–promoting exhibits. 

In the role-play and fantasy exhibits, it was expected that adults’ questions would focus on variations, novel aspects, or possibilities of the activity, which we called exploratory questions. Examples of these questions include, “Would you like to buy something else?” asked as a “grocer” at the Pioneer Mercantile; “What else does a teacher do?” at the Pioneer Schoolhouse; “What are your orders, Your Majesty?” asked (dripping with irony) while bowing at the Days of the Knights exhibit. Exploratory questions accounted for 10 percent of the total number of questions posed, and, again, as predicted, all but one was posed in fantasy-promoting exhibits.

The distribution of questions by exhibit type was statistically significant, suggesting that caregivers tailor their questions to children in accordance with the problem-solving or fantasy goal of the exhibit. While caregivers guide their children differently in exhibits with different goals, what of return visits to the same museum exhibit? To explore this issue, a second study examined changes in caregivers’ dialogues with the same child over repeated visits to the Treehouse.12 The pilot study was run as a case study, with a student-researcher audiotaping five visits to the Treehouse with her two-year-old son. The first 20 minutes of the first and third visits, which were about two weeks apart, were transcribed and coded for the scene (i.e., space or exhibit) in which activities were occurring, the nature of the interaction in the scene (the set of utterances with shared topic, globally coded for its goal), and the specific utterances used in the dialogue (form, function, and reference [caregiver or object] of the utterance). Interrater reliability for the coding was at 74 percent.

 Notably, across both visits there was a tendency for the child to initiate dialogue with his mother, who extended it. Overall, there were more child utterances referring to caregiver (146) than to objects or things (49), and there were more caregiver utterances extending (142) than redirecting activities (13). Additionally, there was more caregiver-child dialogue (60 percent) than other forms of global interactions (including monologues or control activities by the child or the caregiver).

This pattern of interaction suggests that this caregiver was not just seeking to control or regulate the child’s behavior at the museum but was seeking to socially mediate his experience by directing child-initiated dialogue. There were two differences between the first and third visits. There were more and longer naming rituals in the first than the third visit (a first-visit naming ritual is presented in table 1). A naming ritual is a common and routine interaction, particularly for two-year-olds, in which the child asks, “What’s this?” and the caregiver responds with the name of the object. In contrast, dialogue interactions, which are closer to true conversation than are naming rituals, while no more frequent, were much longer on the third visit (M = 6.18 utterances) than the first visit (M = 3.71).  A particularly long third-visit pretend-play dialogue is presented in table 1. 

The replacing of naming rituals with extended dialogues reflects a change from a more superficial naming activity to deeper dialogues. The linguistic change also marks an important change in activity—from the child’s acting alone with the exhibit artifacts to acting in consort with his caregiver. In important ways, then, the same exhibit has become for the mother and child an evolving social context for increasingly complex activities and interactions. Further research is being planned to validate and extend these findings and to continue to explore the process of social mediation in children’s museums. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the Treehouse Children’s Museum’s adoption of family literacy as a learning model has influenced the philosophy and operation of our museum. This influence is perhaps best noted metaphorically, in the terms of this special issue of the journal, as a change in the purpose of a museum from “keepers of objects” to “keepers of stories.” Every object collected, exhibit built, and program offered is seen as a way of helping visitors not only to experience, but also to share and understand, the world.  Promoting literacy as a natural part of an exhibit and of the museum environment, not only by providing a label at adult height but also by presenting adults with the opportunity to model literacy and mediate their child’s experience, is a valuable way all museums can support family literacy. Creating contexts for visitors to engage in dialogue about museum artifacts through storytelling, pretend-play, problem solving, creative dramatics, and art and music activities—all important family literacy skills—allows the adults to share and the children to grasp the meaning of cultural artifacts and ultimately to read the world.  
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Figure 1. Triangular View of the Child-Exhibit-Caregiver Relation.



Table 1. Naming Ritual (Visit 1) and Dialogue (Visit 3) at the Dinosaur Exhibit

Naming example (Visit 1)

Child

Mine, mine, favorite.
Mother
            Is that your favorite?  His name is stegosaurus.
Child

Ya.
Mother

Can you say stegosaurus?

Child

Stegosaurus.
Mother
            Good job.
Dialogue example (Visit 3)

Child

Hey.  He’s eating!  He’s eating!  (Puts dinosaur on grass.)

Mother

Good job.  What’s he eating?

Child
 
Uh . . . grass.

Mother

Grass?

Child   

Is he eating grass, too?  (Puts another dinosaur on grass.)

Mother  
Is he going to eat grass, too?  Is it yummy?

Child 

Hello.  (Using dinosaur voice and holding up to Natalie.)

Mother  
Hello.  How are you? (Using high voice, too.)

Child

Can I play, too?

Mother

Yes, you can play, too.

Child

Mom can play, too. 

Mother

Can I play with stegosaurus?

Child

Yeah!

Mother
  
I’m going to take a bath. Hello. (Puts dinosaur in lake.)

Child

Mom, follow me. (Moves dinosaur upriver.)

Mother

Okay.

Child

I missed it. (Dinosaur by wall where river disappears.)

Mother 
Drinking water (gulping noises).

Child
 
(Makes gulping noises too) 

(Takes dinosaur over to tar pit and makes drinking, gulping noises.)

Mother

Did he just drink the mud?

Child

Yeah.
Mother

Oh, Euww.
Child

(Biting noise)


(Puts dinosaur by volcano and has dinosaur take a bite.)

Mother

Did he take a bite out of the mountain?

Child

Can you take him?  (Getting up to leave.)

Mother

No, he has to stay here.

Child

Take stegosaurus home.

Mother
No, these have to stay at the Treehouse. We can come back and visit them though, okay.

Caregiver





Exhibit





What the exhibit is about?�(Caregiver assesses the exhibit’s goals)





Child








What the exhibit means? �(Caregiver mediates the child’s activities so that they are coordinated with the exhibit’s goals)





What the exhibit affords?


(Child plays with exhibit’s features and artifacts)








