
 
 

Participation in Sustainability Science: 
A Whole-Institution Approach 



Dragonfly’s inquiry phylogeny 
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A problem with our science media 

Exceptionally ineffective for Sustainability Science 

Knowledge creation 

Marginalization 



Publish, broadcast, exhibit, or otherwise share  
children’s investigations and discoveries 



Sustainability Science will need networks of  
investigation, communication, and action 
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Zoos & aquariums 
Suited for environmental stewardship 

But have historically failed to engage audiences in science and conservation 



            Wild Research Stations 



 

Deepening 

Engagement 

Can visitors investigate at zoos 

and aquariums? 

 

Can visitors create and 

communicate knowledge? 

 

Can visitors play a role in 

conservation stories? 

 



Building a culture of inquiry and action 

Programs 

Staff & Volunteers 

Conservation 

Exhibits 



Ant Evidence 
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Will families engage? 

5 min. 40 secs 

41 secs 

> 8X more time 



In a free-choice setting, without facilitation, families are not only engaging 
in inquiry on zoo grounds, they prefer the inquiry-enhanced exhibit over 
others by a striking margin. 
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Gorilla Station 







•  Visitors explore gorilla behavior   



Leaf-Cutter Ants 
New exhibit features over 75 feet of tubing connecting  

two choice foraging arenas to the nesting colony 

•  Visitors explore gorilla behavior   







Leaf-Cutter Ants 
New exhibit features over 75 feet of tubing connecting  

two choice foraging arenas to the nesting colony 

Families investigate exhibit habitat choice 



Which Gorilla Are You? PIM 

Families explore gorilla personalities 



Which Gorilla Are You? PIM 



Positive signs for Sustainability Science at ISE Institutions 

• Families will engage in inquiry on zoo grounds 

• This is a change in typical and expected visitor behavior 

• Demonstrates that zoos can improve as ISE institutions 

 

• Very high use rates 

• 55% of visitors engaged in Wild Research (exit-gate survey) 

• Wild Research Stations were recognized by nearly all (88%) visitors 

(use rates of screens and mobile phones at zoos are often <2%) 

 

• High appeal 

• Average Station ratings range from 4.3 (Wild Me Quiz) to 4.7 (Manatee Poster) 
 

• Impacts are experience-specific 

• More is needed to support generalization of outcomes and off-site impacts 

 



More signs 

• Increased awareness, knowledge, sense of taking a conservation action 

      e.g. significantly higher: 

•  knowledge of leaves chosen by leaf-cutter ants  

•  understanding of experimental setup of the leaf-cutter ant exhibit 

•  answered yes: “Have you helped spread the word today?” 

•   answered yes: “Do you feel you have taken a conservation action?” 

 

• The Stations prompt high levels of communication and collaboration 

– 82% (376 of 456 tracked participants) invited others to join them 

– 75% of participants talked to others about the interactive 
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