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Great Lakes Planetarium Association

250 Marquette Ave #400

Minneapolis, MN 55401 

November 11, 2004

Dear NASA Explorer Institute:

The Great Lakes Planetarium Association (GLPA) is a non-profit, educational organization that provides professional support to its members and planetarium educators around the globe.  Planetariums are arguably the best conduits between NASA and a citizen’s desire to learn more about our  exploration of Earth and space.  Located in large and small cities alike, these planetariums serve the entire spectrum of audiences. 

Celebrating its 40th Anniversary, GLPA is the world’s first regional planetarium association.  GLPA is an affiliate of the International Planetarium Society (IPS) and the National Science Teachers Association (NSTA).  GLPA’s members primarily come from Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota.  Additional members come from 25 other states and four countries.  GLPA members work in public and private schools, universities, museums, astronomy camps, and portable planetariums.  

GLPA has three elected officers (President, Secretary-Treasurer, & IPS Representative) and five committee chairs (Education, Instructional Materials, Publications, Conference Planning, & Development.)  

The annual GLPA conference has grown to be one of the largest venues in the nation at which the planetarium community meets for educational papers, poster presentations, hands-on workshops, astronomy lectures, and networking.  NASA and the Office of Space Science (OSS) are featured participants.  GLPA and the OSS broker/facilitator at DePaul University have a solid relationship that flourishes today.  For example, DePaul funds ten Planetarium Learning and Teaching Opportunity (PLATO) grants to encourage innovative programs by GLPA members.

GLPA has provided numerous resources for the entire Planetarium community:

· Script and Slide Bank; Quarterly Newsletter;

· Planetarium shows.  The Most recent one produced through a Toyota Tapestry grant was on The Transit of Venus;

· “Tips” booklets that provide new ideas on running an efficient and effective planetarium.   The newest one being developed will be on addressing science standards in the Planetarium.

· Collaboration with other institutions such as the University of Chicago to help provide two short courses on cosmology and high energy astronomy.

Sincerely,

Robert Bonadurer

GLPA President-Elect

1.0   Proposal Summary for NASA Explorer Institute Focus Groups

The Great Lakes Planetarium Association (GLPA) proposes a two-day focus group conference consisting of small and mid-sized planetarium educators and NASA staff.  The meeting's objective will be to identify up to five strategies on how to best disseminate the NASA message and explorations by leveraging the planetariums' unique interface with their area communities.  GLPA has worked very successfully with NASA in the past and this will be another chance to build upon that relationship.  
GLPA will invite participants from all seven regional planetarium associations across the nation, from several of the NASA regional centers representing all sciences and technologies, and from other relevant parties who can further the focus group objective.  Organizers of this conference will be GLPA officers Robert Bonadurer (President-Elect) and Chuck Bueter (International Planetarium Society Representative.)   Consultants to the focus group session will be planetarium expert Dr. James Sweitzer, Principal, Science Communications Consultants, and Dr. Elizabeth Monroe-Cook, a qualitative researcher and idea generation facilitator.
The focus group will be held at the Glenn Research Center on February 17-18, 2005.   On the morning of the first day, NASA representatives will start the conference with updates on its new educational directives. (This will be done in person or by a video-teleconference.)  James Sweitzer will then lead sessions on the role and the potential of the small and mid-sized planetariums today and in the future.

Then in the afternoon on the first day and all during the next day, participants will through moderator Dr. Liz Monroe-Cook: 
· Collectively discuss ideas and strategies that will best leverage each other's resources and capabilities.
· Collectively select the leading strategies.

· Break into groups to develop and to write a summary of each strategy to be adopted by the entire group.

· Present strategies to the entire group for comments and changes
· Collectively agree on the strategy(s) for submission as a final document to NASA by the March 4, 2005 deadline.
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2.0  Merit of the Proposed Activity 

The proposed Focus Group will bring together two key players—NASA & Planetariums—to identify the best strategy that will most effectively leverage each other’s resources.  This strategy will be based on NEI’s overall goal of exciting youth and improving the public’s understanding of Earth and space science, especially those that are underrepresented and underserved.
Planetariums worldwide serve approximately 69 million people each year.  They are the single institutional providers of astronomy education to the public.  They serve many diverse audiences including public, private and home schools, colleges, general public of all ages, daycare centers, scouts, private & public clubs, artists, musicians, etc.  

Concurrently, NASA is the world’s leader in Earth & space exploration.  Also, NASA’s generation of educational material is unmatched.  Though NASA and planetariums enjoy an inherently symbiotic relationship, together they lack a coherent national plan.  
While larger planetariums and science museums have been able to utilize new 3-D and full-dome visualization technologies of NASA explorations, small and mid-sized planetariums have not been able to employ these frontiers.  Still, they have tremendous potential to present NASA explorations in their educational programs.  The question is how to best do that.  This focus group will provide the answer.
In a planetarium survey paper given at the 2003 GLPA conference by Dr. Bernhard Beck-Winchatz, Associate Director, Space Science Center for Education and Outreach, DePaul University; Dr. Jeanne Bishop, Director Westlake Planetarium; and Mr. Gary Sampson, Wauwatosa Science Teacher; it was found that:
· The majority of GLPA planetaria have only one staff member. Over two thirds have two or less. Only about 10% have four. 

· 75% of GLPA members have domes with less than 100 seats. 

· Smaller and mid-sized planetarium domes reach more people than the larger planetariums.

· Geographic distribution is more even with small and medium sized planetariums. 

· 90% of small and mid-sized planetariums have programs for elementary school, middle school, and high school. 

· 85% say they serve primarily K-12 

· 15% are aware of the NASA Space Science Resource Directory 

· 90% say they are interested in NASA workshops specifically designed for planetariums.
· 80% thinks that such workshops should be designed by an advisory group of planetarians with different needs, and NOT by missions, large planetariums, or commercial production companies. 

· 90% say they are interested in space science updates by scientists. 


3.0  Goals & Objectives
The goal of this endeavor is to help NASA respond to the public’s interest and demand to understand more about our nation’s Earth and space exploration through the nation’s small and mid-sized planetarium community.  The proposed Focus Group objectives are: 
1) clarify and define NASA’s new educational objectives;

2) clarify and define the small and mid-sized planetarium’s role in science education; 
3) define specific strategies that will maximize each other’s potential for the most effective school and public science education.  
When these goals are achieved, a new formal NASA and planetarium relationship will effectively increase the public’s understanding of science.  
Today and in the past, NASA has worked with the Planetarium community by providing educational materials, press releases, speakers, and grant funding for various proposals.  However, with NASA’s new organizational goals and a changing planetarium environment, an opportunity exists to craft new comprehensive strategies.  Once implemented, better access to Earth and space science for all the various audiences will be achieved.
4.0  Focus Group Format

A Focus Group of NASA personnel and planetarians will meet for two days at NASA’s Glenn Research Center in Cleveland, Ohio to identify approximately five specific strategies on how planetariums can serve as an interface between NASA and the planetaria’s diverse local communities.  
The Focus Group will build on recent efforts of GLPA and OSS to quantify the needs of the planetarium community.  In 2002, GLPA and the OSS broker/facilitator at DePaul surveyed GLPA members to identify the needs of planetarians and to illuminate some areas that NASA could better serve planetariums.  One outcome of the survey was that the OSS brokered two professional development workshops (a heavily requested survey item) between GLPA and University of Chicago.   National Science Foundation (NSF) grants funded the short courses Extreme Astronomy at the Planetarium and Cosmology at the Planetarium.
The dates of the Focus Group meetings will be February 17-18, 2005.  Qualitative researcher Liz Monroe-Cook will design the final format of the Focus Group upon acceptance of this proposal.
On the first day, NASA representatives will open the meeting with updates on NASA’s new educational directives and input from its regional centers across the nation.  Multiple NASA centers are invited to present their signature work in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, which varies from center to center.    

Sweitzer will then lead discussions on the role of and the potential of the planetarium in education; the planetarium's technological capabilities; the planetarium as a conduit to stakeholders in the NASA mission; and the future of the planetarium.  

NASA Glenn will also coordinate either a two-hour live videoconference with other NASA field centers or a two-hour teleconference by which planetarians and NASA interests who cannot attend may provide input into the Focus Group’s discussion.  Such communication eliminates the cost of travel for participants, augments the input from each region, and is a trial communication network for a planetarium/NASA partnership.

After NASA and the planetariums have each conveyed their respective viewpoints, the participants will collectively discuss unique strategies for leveraging each other's resources and capabilities.  This discussion—the prime activity of the Focus Group—may carry over into the second day as new third-party partnerships are identified.  That is, as the “meat and potatoes” of the Focus Group, the attendees will specify how NASA and planetariums can reach out to known, yet underserved audiences.  

On the second day, the Focus Group will collectively select five leading ideas, liaisons, and recommendations that they wish to advocate.  The Cleveland attendees will break into five sub-groups, each to develop and to write a summary of a selected strategy.  Each sub-group will present their respective write-up to the entire group for comments and changes.  Finally, the Focus Group will collectively compile and agree on a final document of strategies and ways to implement those strategies to submit to NASA by the March 4, 2005 deadline.  

It is important to note that the Focus Group will seek opportunities for underserved groups in partnership with the planetarium community, as opposed merely to finding underserved audiences to attend planetarium programs.  Perhaps a strategy developed by the Focus Group will be that a film school or a community college—a known underserved audience—could produce planetarium programs with NASA content and input.  Or perhaps Girl Scouts will correlate star counts and NASA data to light pollution issues then simulate the effects in the planetarium for the community to reflect on.  A robust brainstorming session will yield multiple ideas beyond the confines of traditional programs (or of this grant application).








5.0  


Location & Date
As the field center for the Great Lakes region, NASA Glenn Research Center (GRC) will host the Focus Group on February 17-18, 2005.  GRC is conveniently located adjacent to Hopkins International Airport with nearby lodging and restaurants; has the ability to coordinate either a videoconference or teleconference; is a leading institution on education as it relates to the NASA mission; and seeks greater involvement with GLPA.  


Mid February dates are selected so that a representative from the New Detroit Science Center’s NEI Focus Group—pending acceptance of their grant application—can contribute their findings to this Focus Group.  Though neither grant proposal is dependent upon the other for acceptance, if they are both funded then this Focus Group will immediate leverage the results of the Detroit Science Center Focus Group.  
6.0  Key Personnel & Recruitment

 


Jo Ann Charleston, from NASA Glenn Research Center’s Educational Programs Office has written a letter of support for this NEI focus group.  She states that, “one of NASA’s goals is to create new cooperative agreements with the informal science education.”  We are thankful Glenn is willing to host this Focus Group to start bringing NASA and planetaria closer together.
The Focus Group organizers and writers are GLPA President-Elect Bob Bonadurer and GLPA International Planetarium Society (IPS) Representative Chuck Bueter.  GLPA’s Executive Committee unanimously passed a motion supporting Bonadurer and Bueter to host this conference with the Glenn Research Center.  

Mr. Bonadurer, a 15- year member of GLPA, is director of the Minnesota Planetarium. He has produced over 20 star shows and films and two directly for GLPA.   Bueter, a 12-year member of GLPA, recently developed and coordinated educational programs related to the 2004 transit of Venus in concert with the Penn-Harris-Madison Planetarium in Mishawaka, IN, as noted at www.transitofvenus.org.
The Focus Group consultants and moderators are astronomer, Dr. James Sweitzer and psychologist, Dr. Liz Monroe-Cook.  Dr. Sweitzer has been a leader in planetaria and science education for almost 30 years.  He has worked at both the Adler Planetarium in Chicago and the Hayden Planetarium in New York.  Dr. Monroe-Cook has been helping clients ask the right questions, understand complicated answers and translate information into action for more than 20 years.  Conducting qualitative research, she employs innovative techniques to provide in-depth and meaningful information for strategic planning, product and service development and communications.  

To provide geographical diversity, two representatives from each of the seven regional planetarium associations in the United States will be invited.  Each regional President will help select the best participants that represent small and mid-sized planetaria.  In addition to these 14 planetarians, six more participants will be selected from varied backgrounds, such as portable planetariums and underserved populations. The regional planetarium associations are: 

· Great Lakes Planetarium Association (GLPA)
· Southeastern Planetarium Association (SEPA), 

· Mid-Atlantic Planetarium Society (MAPS), 

· Great Plains Planetarium Association (GPPA), 

· Rocky Mountain Planetarium Association (RMPA), 

· Pacific Planetarium Association (PPA), 

· Southwestern Association of Planetariums (SWAP).  

Ten people from NASA will also attend the Focus Group.  These participants will be suggested by key personnel at NASA Headquarters, NASA brokers/facilitators sites, and/or from NASA field centers.  
· 
· 

A teleconference by NASA GRC will be implemented for additional participation deemed necessary for  planetarians and NASA personnel who can not attend in person.



To insure participation, funds awarded from the Focus Group grant will pay a travel stipend up to $800 for each participant.  School districts that need to a hire sub-teacher can be reimbursed.   

 7.0  Potential Products 
 

The Focus Group is strategy-driven as opposed to product-driven.  However, strategies will lead to new products or programs by small and mid-sized planetaria that will improve Earth and space science education in schools and for the public.
All strategies developed will be presented on the Focus Group website to be created by the organizers and hosted by DePaul University.  DePaul currently hosts the Paper Plate Education website, inspired by GLPA members and maintained by Bueter.  Results will also be disseminated on dome-l, a planetarium e-mail list serve.
An example strategy might be to develop a consortium of small mid-sized planetarians, NASA personnel, and production specialists (perhaps a film school) that will produce a low cost planetarium star show for smaller planetaria.  
Another example may be to develop a connection from NASA to underserved public schools through planetaria.  This connection could be developing a teaching unit that utilizes the local planetarium for more in-depth, hands-on instruction in Earth and space science education.  Typically, a student may visit the planetarium once during their school years.

7.1 Expected outcomes and potential for broad impact
It is fully expected that the strategies developed by 





the Focus Group will match the mandate found in the NASA Mission:
· To understand and protect our home planet, 

· To explore the universe and search for life, 
· To inspire the next generation of explorers….. as only NASA can. 
It is hoped that these strategies can be developed, replicated, and implemented across the nation.  If so, these strategies will have significant impact that NASA and planetariums expect.


8.0  Evaluation Plan 

 The organizers will measure whether the Focus Group met its goal to help NASA respond to the needs of the national planetarium community in two ways.  First, Dr. Monroe-Cook will develop a short written evaluation instrument to be completed by the attendees at the meeting itself.  Second, before the payment of the travel stipend, each participant will be queried in a short telephone interview about the perceived success in reaching the Focus Group’s objectives.  Questions included in the evaluation will be linked to the session objectives, such as:
· How well did the Focus Group clarify the respective strengths and needs of the planetarium community?  Of NASA?  Cite examples that are pertinent to you.

· How well did the Focus Group session help you to define specific actions you will undertake to maximize your existing outreach?  Cite examples of actions you will undertake.

· How well did the session help you to identify new, atypical parties to serve or new partnerships you can develop?  Which ones?  What plans to you have for proactively serving or working with new groups or parties?

· How useful was it for communicating innovation and opportunities to bring together regional planetarium associations and regional NASA centers?  In what ways?  For what ends?  How would you rate the value of the videoconferences?  How would you rate their practicality?

· What are your ratings of the five strategies that were developed?  What are your reasons for those ratings?

By assessing participants’ reactions both at the meeting itself and after they have returned to their respective home institutions, the evaluation will be able to include more specific and realistic information about participants’ action plans.




· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
9.0  Estimated Budget and Justification 

A maximum of 34 people will attend the focus group.  They include twenty planetarians, 10 NASA personnel, two conference organizers and two moderators/consultants.  All costs are based on this number.  A budget for $50,000 has been forecasted.  However, it is expected that not all of the $27,200 will be spent, as some participants will not need to spend their maximum travel stipend of $800.   
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