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I received a travel grant to attend the National Science Teacher’s Association (NSTA) regional 

conference held October 2014 in Richmond, VA. The focus of this conference was on learning in and out 

of school settings and highlighted environmental literacy as well as informal education. As such, the 

conference was themed “Celebrate Science Inside and Out!” Though the conference was regionally 

located on the east coast, K-12 science teachers, higher education researchers, and informal science 

educators travel from all the United States based on the theme of the conference.  The organization 

itself consists of more than 60,000 professionals who support science education both professionally and 

personally.  

Conference Contribution 

I presented a workshop on how to develop a successful Family Science event for your school or 

community.  In the course of the presentation, I focused not only on tips that I had learned over the past 

few years from running our own event, but I also presented some descriptive data from previous year’s 

attendees. Bethany Thomas from the Children’s Discovery Museum also presented with me.  We 

highlighted how we developed Family Science Day at ISU, how the event has grown, and where we plan 

to go in the future. We discussed exhibitors, sponsors, volunteers, community resources, but most 

importantly we focused on feedback we had received from attendees and the importance of 

understanding the goal for your event. We highlighted the fact that 63% of our survey respondents 

indicated a STEM career when asked what they wanted to be when they grew up, and that 98% would 

recommend the event to a friend. Also, we highlighted the reasons why respondents attended our 

event, with the most popular reasons being to learn/explore, to have fun, and to get excited about 

science. We explained to the audience that the purpose of our event is to highlight the fact that science 

and the STEM disciplines are all around you, and then we discussed other purposes for similar events, 

such as focusing on STEM career exploration, or developing science skills through experiments and 

research. Finally, we had a discussion on how to help teachers get started with their own event and 

shared pitfalls and tips that we had learned along the way. 

Supporting my Research and the Value to COE 

During the conference, I had the opportunity to attend numerous sessions on ways that 

teachers and researchers are blending formal and informal science learning. As a doctoral student, I am 

especially interested in the ways in which students acquire 21st century skills in the informal learning 

environment, and how those experiences are connected to their formal education. I found there to be 

rich experiences from teachers and a great need for more blending of informal and formal learning 

measures. Much of the research and stories highlighted in the sessions focused on the growing desire to 

incorporate those experiences into the classroom but the tight budget constraints that often prevent 

that from happening.  For me personally, it was most interesting to learn that there seems to be a major 

gap in research being done in these settings and that there is a lot of action research that could be 

happening in this field.  This has implications for the College of Education because the learning pathways 



of our students often cross formal and informal learning environments, and it is important for us to 

recognize the impact that these events can have on student learning and understanding as well as the 

development of student identity and self-efficacy in relation to science. 


