
P o l i c y B r e a k f a s t E x p l o r e s R o l e N Y C ' s S c i e n c e - R i c h I ns t i t u t i ons P l a y i n S T E M E d u c a t i o n 

Zack, a middle school student at MS 255, the Salk School of Science, was studying experimental design. He had a hypothesis: 

puffins spent more t ime in water than on land. To test his hypothesis, he went to the Bronx Zoo to collect data. Whi le s o m e of 

his peers were observing gori l las, f lamingos, or zebras, Zack spent his afternoon in the aquatic b i rdhouse, observing puffins. 

As a student who benefits f rom New York City's public schoo l partnership wi th 

Urban Advantage (UA), Zack had a unique opportunity: he could collect data wi th 

his peers during a Friday field trip to the Bronx Zoo, and then, wi th an adm iss i on 

voucher provided by UA, visit the zoo again with his family on Sunday afternoon to 

double- check his results. 

The role of science-r ich cultural institutions in s tandards-based science educat ion 

was the topic of a NYU Steinhardt Education Policy Breakfast on March 11
t h

. 

"While children raised in New York City may lack many of the ameni t ies of those 

raised in the suburbs -- they go without backyards and share bed rooms wi th their 

s ib l ings - they have the birthright of many of the wor ld 's greatest cultural 

organizations," said Steinhardt Acting Dean Beth Weitzman. 

In his State of the Union address in January, President Obama talked about the 

importance of STEM education to the nation's economic wel l -being, and reiterated 

his call for recruiting 100,000 new STEM teachers over the next decade. The 

theme of Steinhardt 's 2011 breakfast ser ies explores the cha l lenges and 

promises of Science Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) education. 

At the breakfast meeting, Lisa Gugenhe im of the Amer ican Museum of Natural History and Preeti Gupta of the New York Hall of 

Science, descr ibed the Urban Advantage (UA) program, which gives students opportunit ies to conduct hands-on invest igat ions 

that engage them in science. Launched in 2004, with leadership funding f rom the New York City Counci l , UA l inks partner 

institutions, including the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, the New York Hall of Science, and the Wildlife Conservat ion Society's Bronx 

Zoo, with the New York City Department of Education. 

Guggenhe im, senior vice president for institutional advancement, strategic planning and education at the m u s e u m , descr ibed 

the program as one that has created "a model for science education, a new civic architecture that connects our inst i tut ions wi th 

middle schools and, most importantly - fami l ies of middle school students." 

Partner institutions work collaboratively to develop a shared v is ion of 

effective p rogramming that emphas izes scientific research. An evaluation 

of Urban Advantage undertaken bv the Institute for Education and Social 

Policy at Steinhardt shows that UA schoo ls outperformed non-UA schoo ls 

in 2007-08 with an average of 54 percent of s tudents meet ing the 

standards on the 8th Grade New York State Science Examination, 

compared to 46 percent of students at non-UA schools . 

"Our results also show that Black and Hispanic s tudents are do ing better 

at UA schools," says Meryle Weinstein, co-principal investigator of the 

Catherine Milne, associate professor of science education at Steinhardt, 

enriched the d iscuss ion by descr ib ing Molecules and Minds, a three-year 

project funded by the IES National Center for Educational Research, which has enabled Steinhardt 's researchers to develop 

effective chemistry s imulat ions for a broad range of learners, including students of ethnic or racial minority g roups that are not 

meet ing academic goals. 

As principle investigator of the project, Milne has seen how effective mul t imedia can be in explaining what can appear to be 

ineffable. 

"The chal lenge in science, particularly in chemistry and biology, is that in order to understand, you need to be able to visualize 

someth ing you can't see," Milne said. "Mult i-media al lows us to communicate the dynamic relat ionship that everything on earth 

is made up of a toms that are moving all the t ime. It's an idea that just b lows kid's minds. " 

With s imply a textbook, Milne noted that "all you end up with is kids that have a descriptive understanding of the way the wor ld 

works." She added , " This is not really enough because if you want kids to be scientif ically literate they need to understand the 

role that mode ls and model ing play in how we understand the world." 

Guggenheim, Gupta, and Milne agreed that the key to unders tanding is a tangible 

connection to authenticity and nature, which both real wor ld and an onl ine multi-

media component can provide. 

In the quest ion and answer period fol lowing the presentation, Zack's mother, the 

writer of this article, said that her son left the zoo with a respect for puff ins and a pride 

in the data he had collected. 

"He was a little d isappointed to learn that counter to h is theory, puff ins spend more 

t ime on land than in water," she said. 

Photos: Left to right: Preeti Gupta, senior vice president tor education and family programs, New York Half of Science; Lisa 

Guggenheim, senior vice president of institutional advancement, strategic planning, and education, the American Museum of 

Natural History; Steinhardt Acting Dean Beth Weitzman; Catherine Milne, associate professor of science education, NYU 

Steinhardt. 

Zack observing puffins on land and water at the Wildlife Conservation Society's Bronx Zoo. 
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