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IN  TH IS  I SSUE  January/February 2011

Science centers and museums are increasingly making the commitment to bring
science to all people. Yet there are many reasons why some members of our com-
munities do not typically visit us. In this issue, we look at the many creative ways
science centers are overcoming barriers—including cost, location, lack of interest,
language and cultural concerns, or perceptions of museums as unwelcoming or 
inaccessible—to extend their reach to new audiences. By building relationships
based on respect and mutual goals, science centers and museums are engaging
ever-diversifying audiences in personally relevant ways.
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In Frank Capra’s 1946 film It’s a
Wonderful Life, we see an example of
an idealized relationship between a

community and an institution. The
people of Bedford Falls rise up to save
George Bailey’s savings-and-loan
company—an institution that has long
been a part of their aspirations for them-
selves and future generations. This
community engagement was the out-
come of people acting out of a sense
of common purpose. I think there’s a
lesson for science centers in this story.

The Ontario Science Centre is lo-
cated in Toronto’s Flemingdon Park
(“Flemo”) district, a neighborhood rec-
ognized by the city as a priority area for
improved youth services and commu-
nity safety. But when it comes to access
to a science center, one would think
that this area should not be considered
“underserved.” We are just across the
street, for heaven’s sake. And we want
them to come! Our Community Access
Program provides thousands of free
passes annually. Yet the evidence from
the Admissions Front Desk suggests
there must be other barriers that inhib-
it a stroll across the street and through
our doors. We’ve realized that having
the means to go somewhere isn’t suffi-
cient; we need to have a reason and a
purpose for true engagement to begin. 

Asking the right questions

Science centers may ask themselves,
“What are our reasons for bringing the
community into our institution, and
what are their reasons for not coming?”
But framing the issue in this way invites
blame (“Who erected the barriers?”)
instead of a call to action (“How can
we work together to overcome these
barriers?”) 

Reframing the questions can lead to a
dizzying self-examination of institutional

values and assumptions: “Are we truly
interested in building deeper relation-
ships with our neighbors, or are we just
trying to change our demographic statis-
tics or boost attendance? Why are com-
munity relationships important? Are they
as important to our local neighborhood
as they are to us?” And perhaps the
toughest question: “Who is not being
‘reached’—‘them’ or ‘us’?”

Although the Ontario Science Centre
has been working with Flemingdon Park
for the past 20 years, we began asking
ourselves these hard questions just four
years ago. We have now come to recog-
nize that we are a part of, not apart from,
Flemingdon Park, and our goals have
shifted from “doing for” to “doing with”
our community.

This internal self-reflection was a
preamble to ongoing formal and infor-
mal conversations with our neighbors.
As a result, we’re working with the
community on several projects that ad-
vance a common purpose, including a
youth-run farmer’s market, job fairs,
school science nights, a local radio 
station, and the youth-produced film
The Real Flemo, which contrasts with
the negative portrayal of the neighbor-
hood in the media. 

Approaches to community
engagement

We are now in the process of establish-
ing an institutional strategy for com-
munity engagement, which includes
three approaches:

1) Be stubborn in viewing the
community through the lens of its as-
sets. The science center and its com-
munity represent two sets of assets,
coming together to address common
needs and goals. We have started to
forge authentic partnerships, rather
than parrot the social service model.

2) Never do for others what they
can and should do for themselves.
While we may help organize pro-
grams, provide tools, and even help
provoke the issues, the community
must lead us. Our neighborhood is
proud of what it has to offer; it
doesn’t see itself as a liability in need
of a program.

3) Listen. By listening to our neigh-
bors, we’ve realized we don’t need to
reinvent new resources and depart-
ments, but rather think differently
about how we apply our assets, includ-
ing facilities, equipment, staff talents,
financial resources, and political clout.

Instead of holding the gift up and
shaking it to see if we could guess

what was inside, we listened and let
the gift givers tell us which string to
pull to open the box. To our surprise,
we discovered that the gift we had ex-
changed with the community was the
gift of each other. That’s the lesson
George Bailey learned. And it’s pretty
wonderful. ■

Vishnu Ramcharan is project lead, visi-
tor and community engagement, at the
Ontario Science Centre, Toronto,
Canada.
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