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Teachers find field trip treasures, free development workshops, and exhibits that travel at Discovery Museum
CHERRY HILL, N.J. – Roree Iris-Williams knows the many challenges teachers face. A former educator who founded the Garden State Discovery Museum, Iris-Williams has never lost her passion for teaching. She just does it in a different venue, and she's happy to share her tools and techniques with schools across New Jersey.

"The most successful learning experiences don’t come together in a snap," Iris-Williams said. "They start with a kernel of an idea, then develop as a teacher figures out how to engage the students, meet the curriculum standards, and stay within budget. One of my goals is to make the Discovery Museum a partner in that process."

Iris-Williams taught at the elementary level with a specialty in science before being named Director of Education for The Children's Museum in West Hartford, Conn. In the Philadelphia region, she joined the Franklin Institute's education department and rose to the position of Vice President of Education. She co-founded the Discovery Museum in 1994 with another teacher, and she remains its Executive Director.

Together with Museum Director Kelly Lyons, also an educator, Iris-Williams seeks corporate sponsorship to offer free teacher workshops each fall and spring. Together, they design educational programs for groups who take field trips to the Cherry Hill site and established the Museum on the Move outreach for schools that aren't able to send students. They have overseen development of multi-week lesson packages that send a Museum staffer into classrooms. Under their watch, the Museum recently started offering replicas of popular on-site exhibits to schools who want to re-create its learning experiences.

"We're known for giving parents an easy way to entertain and educate their children," Iris-Williams said. "Teachers should know that we're there for them, too."

Among the Museum's most innovative efforts are the Multi-Week Programs -- module-style lessons that meet the dual goals of keeping students interested and staying on track with state curriculum standards.  Some are a clever spin on what is already proven to draw kids in, like Hogwarts School of Science or a CSI television show take-off. Others feature food or earth-friendly practices that appeal to kids who want everyday fun. 

Less of a time commitment are Discovery Museum field trips, where a day away from the classroom is still a day of learning. The action is child-driven and highly interactive, but also quality education in delightful disguise.

Programs are tailored to excite at any grade level

Just opening the doors to the Museum is enough to spark smiles from students lucky enough to attend. But the Museum takes it one step further with a focused activity sandwiched among freestyle fun. Such staff-directed programs take the pressure off teachers.

"We regularly partner with teachers to offer a slice of action-based learning they might not be able to replicate in their classrooms," Iris-Williams said. "And sometimes it's just more exciting when it's presented in a new setting."

Groups making the trek to the Museum can consider one of a slew of intriguing special programs. Sessions for students as young as pre-K consider bird identification, a comparison of modern-day reptiles vs. prehistoric dinosaurs, and a close examination of creepy, crawling bugs. Older students can learn the basic of theater, chase the mysteries of space or become Planet Pirates pledged to reduce, re-use and recycle. The popular Stuffee stars in sessions for kindergarten through grade four so kids can discover what they’re made of. Stuffee is the Museum's 7-foot, blue-haired friend from Gift of Life who turns his insides outside. In the middle of it all are lessons about nutrition and how to stay healthy.

Our engaging exhibits are available to schools

Sometimes a Museum field trip enlightens a teacher to the benefits of having similar exhibits right at the school. By popular demand, the Museum has launched Exhibits to Go, a selection of its most popular play centers that can be incorporated into school curricula. Classrooms can share the equipment as the school year goes on, and it can be used from year to year without added cost.

From digging for dinosaur bones to determining perfect class pet, Exhibits To Go puts the Museum's considerable resources at the hands of teachers.

"We have spent years developing exhibits and activities that excite young learners," Museum Director Kelly Lyons said. "Our educational philosophy promotes discovery and learning through hands-on fun, and we are proud to share our tools with teachers."

All exhibits are made to order right at the Museum. In several cases, the Museum will even assist teachers in developing correlating activities to maximize an exhibit's benefits. From anatomy to geometry, life cycle to light patterns, Exhibits To Go can bring field trip excitement to a classroom.

The Discovery Museum is located at 2040 Springdale Road in Cherry Hill, just minutes from the main arteries of Routes 70 and 73 and I-295. Complete directions, admission information and a calendar of upcoming events are available at www.discoverymuseum.com. Field trip planners can find information about Museum programs, group rates and free chaperone admittance on the website. An on-site dining area and the Discovermore Store complete a fun-filled day.

Find out about Exhibits to Go, Multi-Week Programs, Museum on the Move and group visits by calling (856) 424-1233, extension 305.

Free workshops give teachers an edge

Teachers looking for inspiration and information look no further than the Discovery Museum's free workshops. Each spring and fall, the Museum offers a trio of two-hour workshops right at the Museum, 2040 Springdale Road in Cherry Hill, N.J. They require advance registration but no fee for teachers in New Jersey and the Greater Philadelphia region.

These workshops are offered by the Discovery Museum's Subaru Center for Learning, a not-for-profit branch of the Museum providing specialized programs that benefit teachers and schools, museum visitors and the community. For more information about the teacher workshop series, call 856-424-1233 or send an email to onthego@discoverymuseum.com.
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