Program Description:
At the Portland Children’s Museum and Opal Charter School, young minds learn math, science, writing, and research through the lens of art. Our vision is to provide a place where children and adults share moments of discovery and creativity through the wonder of learning, a place that imparts knowledge as a continuum. In order to achieve this goal, we have molded an inquiry-based learning pedagogy with two centers of discovery. Inquiry-based learning is a form of active learning where the student is encouraged to seek out questions and discover answers through the environments that surround them. In inquiry-based learning, the teacher is the facilitator for children to discover the answers for themselves. 

The following poem and quote describe an inquiry-based activity that the first graders experienced at the Opal Charter School
Imagine a world where a child believes that learning is wild:

One day a boy is able to play with clay, he discovers tigers.

With clay, he creates his cat. The next day, the teachers say,

"Go to the zoo and wear your tiger mask." The boy asks,

"Will the other big cats see me as free?

Will they be sad, or glad to see a likeness in me?"

The next day the boy and his class follow the path

to where the wonderful cats watch and waltz.

A leopard spots the tiger in his mask behind the glass,

She paces back and forth looking for his faults,

She turns to stare at his face...close...calm,

She presses her paw against the glass; his hand reaches to connect.

         -Natanya Hernandez

"The animals played with us and communicated with us." -Anna, 6

The Center for the Research and Documentation of Children’s Learning (The Center) is a project that enhances learning curriculums by observing and documenting how children develop. While using qualitative research, our teacher-researchers observe children in two distinct branches of inquiry-based learning. The first branch is the Children’s Museum as an external source of observation. In this branch, we look at informal learning by watching how children use and approach the exhibits, and how they interact with their caregivers. The second branch is the Opal Charter School where the observation of more formal learning takes place. In each classroom, there are two educators: one facilitator and a teacher-researcher that observes and documents the children’s activities, projects, and class assignments.


The following proposal will describe the museum and the Opal Charter School, the impact our organization has on the community, and how funding will affect the continuation of this valuable educational resource.

Portland Children’s Museum

The Portland Children’s Museum, founded in 1949, is one of the oldest museums in the United States. Catering to children aged birth through ten, the museum brings families and communities together using a hands-on, arts-based exploratory environment. Permanent features include art studios and spaces for reading and writing. There are also unique play arenas that promote splashing in a water works exhibit and grocery shopping in a child-sized food mart. Traveling exhibits, such as The Roar of Dinosaur Evolution stage a themed setting that challenges both children and adults with trivia and climbing walls in order to discover Triassic, Jurassic, and Crustaceous periods. 
Amongst the wonder of learning that happens at the museum, it also operates as a research lab for staff and teacher-researchers. Documentation takes place by means of recording verbal and physical communication, while inquisitive minds explore what is around them. This documentation includes communication between children, the ways that children and their caretakers interact, and the children’s behavioral approaches to the various exhibits. This research provides teacher-researchers with elements to create innovative curriculum for the Opal School. The Center also generates publications that support early childhood development and learning that we share through teacher-professional development.
Opal Charter School

Opal School, a charter elementary school inside the museum, aims to strengthen public education by provoking fresh ideas in environments where creativity, imagination and the wonder of learning thrive. The Opal curriculum draws its influences both externally from the educators in Reggio Emelia, Italy, and internally from the museum exhibits, programs, and The Center. Within this unique and vibrant environment, the curriculum is free to change and grow daily, with educators, teacher-researchers, and the students collaborating to explore new avenues in education impossible in environments that are more traditional. This pedagogy allows Opal School to be a particularly important research lab in itself. It also contributes to the existing knowledge about inquiry-based learning, about how to apply those methods at higher levels than pre-school, and simply about how children learn.

Impact on the Community

The number of art programs in America’s public schools continues to decline. In the U.S. only 7 states require a statewide art assessment. Because the arts are not assessed in the remaining 43 states, class is structured to leave little time for the arts and focuses more on the curriculum in which assessment is mandated such as reading and math.
 Budget cuts drive out the art programs because public schools are compelled to enhance their math and reading test scores in order to compete for federal funding. Reduction and elimination of art programs has compounded the challenges that already face the education system.

Studies show that a well-rounded curriculum increases a child’s ability to think critically, engage socially, set goals, and perform quality tasks. By reducing or eliminating the arts from public schools the population served is greatly reduced. Not all students learn or engage socially in the same manner. The arts, whether the project is painting, pottery, theatre, or music, offer a variety of ways to learn as well as enhance a student’s ability to learn subjects such as math and science. Creativity also encourages student interaction and minimizes the all too common memorization style of learning. In addition, creativity allows children to better express themselves and feel unique and appreciated.

The current and most used education methods discourage the natural process of inquiry. Children want to ask questions and seek answers through exploration. Hands-on learning invites one to seek truth, information and knowledge by utilizing the senses of touching, hearing, smelling, tasting and seeing. “Memorizing facts and information is not the most important skill in today's world. Facts change, and information is readily available -- what's needed is an understanding of how to get and make sense of the mass of data.”
 The inquiry-based learning model, exercised by few public schools in the U.S., integrates a well-rounded curriculum and provides a greater depth of learning for all students.

The Center seeks to further research and collect data in order to provide better documentation and more publications to parents, educators, and communities worldwide. The current techniques of research include audio, video, photography, and written documentation that assist teacher-researchers in gaining an understanding of what activities best fit each of their unique classrooms. The goal of The Center is to increase awareness and methodology in early childhood education by incorporating hands-on research and applying it directly to the Portland Children’s Museum and the Opal Charter School in hopes of improving public education. The idea is to effectively provide all public schools with proven, well-rounded primary education methods that create a more independent and innovative thinker.

Methods and Evaluation

The primary focus of The Center is to document the inquiry-based learning process that takes place in the Opal School as well as the Children’s Museum. In the classroom, teacher-researchers observe and document children’s behavior, social interaction, and different learning styles. 

The teacher-researcher uses multiple methods of documentation. These include observation, video recording, audio recording, photography, and note taking. After all this information is gathered, the educators collaborate and analyze the data in order to create the inquiry-based curriculum.  

“The act of drawing helped Josephine know more about the cat.” 

– Opal School Teacher Researcher

The main objective for The Center is to make the research available to the community and educators. In order to achieve this we provide products and publications including educational DVDs, pamphlets, journals, newsletters, and books.

We also hold professional development seminars and quarterly symposiums where educators from all over the country gather to learn about the research acquired from the inquiry-based learning style.

We will measure our objectives through surveys, comment cards, attendance at the seminars and symposiums, and by how many educational products and publications are purchased. The evaluations demonstrate the value, interest in, and usefulness of the research in the community and the public school system.

The research at The Center affects multiple branches of the community. Through the sharing of information about inquiry-based learning, educators apply to their own classrooms what they learn at symposiums and seminars. Opal students gain social and critical thinking skills through teamwork and tactile learning. The successful curriculum of Opal School will be implemented in the museum, making the research available to children, families, and the community through exhibits, projects, and programs featured at the museum. Then the children’s work will be displayed throughout the museum. 

We welcome you to share in our vision of providing a well-rounded educational method that encourages independent and innovative young thinkers by granting financial support for The Center.  

Budget
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	REVENUES:
	
	

	Paul G. Allen Family Foundation 
	$100,000.00
	

	Qwest Foundation
	15,000.00
	

	Subaru of America
	5,000.00
	

	Earned Revenue
	51,000.00
	

	TOTAL REVENUES
	
	$171,000.00

	
	
	

	
	
	

	EXPENSES:
	
	

	Center staff time (+ benefits) professional development workshops
	$14,000.00
	

	Center staff time (+ benefits) research, printed publications & DVDs        
	114,640.00
	

	Center support staff time (+ benefits) 
	58,000.00
	

	Programs, Material & Supplies
	12,560.00
	

	Food & Snacks
	3,000.00
	

	Transportation
	500.00
	

	Furniture and Equipment
	33,000.00
	

	Space Rental 
	4,000.00
	

	Printing
	9,100.00
	

	Graphic Design
	5,000.00
	

	DVDs
	500.00
	

	Postage
	2,500.00
	

	TOTAL EXPENSES:
	
	256,800.00

	
	
	

	DIFFERENCE:
	
	($85,800.00)


Funding sources to support The Center for the Research and Documentation of Children’s Learning project include earned income from Portland Public Schools, $100,000 in the second year of a three-year $250,000 grant from the Paul G. Allen Family Foundation, pledges from the Qwest Foundation for $15,000 and Subaru of America Foundation for $5,000.

A portion of the financial sustainability of this project will come from expected revenue of $51,000 from fees collected for professional development workshops presenting the research and documentation of The Center, training of educators on inquiry-based learning methods, the sales of publications and products sharing the research done by the center and the student experience with educators and parents. Contracts and community partnerships will generate additional financial support.  

 

The (grant dollar amount) provided by (grant /foundation name) will directly support teacher-researchers, program materials, and documentation equipment to enable The Center to advance their processes of research and documentation of inquiry-based learning. The development of educational programs around inquiry and the arts along with the sharing of this knowledge with educators will inspire children ages 3 to 10 to become inquisitive and innovative learners.

� “Impact of No Child Left Behind on Arts Education.” 7 August 2008 <http://aco.artsnet.org/Portals/10/documents/      Educational _ Theories_2004/2-23_Impact_of_NCLB.pdf>


� “Cutting the Arts in America's Public Schools is a Serious Problem.” 10 August 2008 <http://www.associated content.com /article/358726/cutting_the_arts_in_americas_public.html>


� “What Is Inquiry-Based Learning?” Concept to Classroom. 10 August 2008 <http://www.thirteen.org/edonline/ concept2class/inquiry/>
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