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ne barrier to effectively teaching Jewish history and other 
subjects is that we are limited by the four walls of the 
classroom. The museum is an antidote to this limitation 
because it provides authentic objects in three dimensions, 

multi-sensory exhibits, and a plethora of stories and perspectives that 
bring history alive in a way that is difficult in a classroom. They also 
give students choice over what they will learn.1 Learners are attracted 
to “hands-on” exhibits that give them new information and stimulate 
learning in a new way.2 For subjects like history, it is particularly exciting 
to see authentic objects in their context.3 While museum learning won’t 
replace learning in classroom, it can enrich curriculum and motivate 
students to learn more about the subject. In fact, research in education 
demonstrates that museums create a thirst to learn, as shown by the fact 
that after visiting museums, students have greater curiosity about and 
interest in subjects.4 

In addition, museums appeal to students because they are conducive 
to small-group learning. When students are interested in an exhibit, 
they will share their ideas about what they are viewing.5  Especially for 
teenagers, who enjoy communicating with peers, touring museums 
together facilitates sharing their discoveries with each other.6 Discussions 
can naturally erupt because they are surrounded by the subject matter in 
a more natural way than the classroom, in a setting that is conducive to 
discussing what they are experiencing.  

Though many Jewish educators find trips to museums worthwhile, 
they struggle to construct the experience so that students are fully 
engaged and have opportunities to deeply reflect on the meaning of 
the experience.  Moreover, these trips are costly and by creating more 
engaging trips and a way to document them, educators can then justify 
the costs to their institutions.

Museum education fits into the larger field of experiential education, an 
area growing in popularity in Jewish schools. 

What exactly is experiential education? It is a method where “educators 
purposefully engage with students in direct experience and focused 

Rebecca Shargel is an Associate 
Professor of Education at Towson 
University. Rebecca received her 
EdD at the Davidson School for 
Jewish Education at the Jewish 
Theological Seminary in 2008. 
That year, she began teaching 
at Baltimore Hebrew University, 
which then merged  with 
Towson University. In addition 
to teaching research methods, 
ethics, and the pedagogy of 
classical Jewish texts, Rebecca 
enjoys researching dynamic 
learning environments such 
as chavruta learning, museum 
learning, and curricular 
integration.RShargel@towson.
edu

Diane Zimmerman, Associate 
Educator at Temple Sinai in 
Washington, DC, has been an 
educational leader for over 
25 years. She has presented 
workshops (including an 
intensive on teacher training and 
development) at NewCAJE and 
at MANAJE.  One of her many 
roles at Temple Sinai, a large 
Reform congregation with over 
600 students in the religious 
school, has included designing 
worthwhile field trip experiences 
for her students. 
DZimmerman@templesinaidc.
org

How to Re-design the Field Trip to the Museum 
To Maximize Student Engagement and Reflection
Rebecca Shargel and Diane W. Zimmerman

O

mailto:RShargel%40towson.edu?subject=
mailto:RShargel%40towson.edu?subject=
mailto:DZimmerman%40templesinaidc.org?subject=
mailto:DZimmerman%40templesinaidc.org?subject=


NewCAJE                                                                                                                                  Summer 2016

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop skills, and clarify values.”7 This means that students directly 
experience something as in a museum and then have an opportunity to reflect on what it means to them 
and connect history to their lives.  In Jewish schools, experiential education plays a particular role, as we 
are especially interested in helping students develop their values and see Jewish tradition as useful in their 
everyday lives.

This article addresses two questions in Jewish education:

1. How can educators design learning and create accountability in the museum so that students can reflect 
afterwards on the meaning of the museum experience?

2. What roles can adults play in maximizing engagement?

The first question is answered through a case study of Jewish community high school students that was 
researched by Rebecca Shargel, an Assistant Professor of Education at Towson University. The study included 
collecting data through observations of trips, interviews of students and teachers, focus groups of students and 
teachers, and a survey of students. While methodology is not the concern of this article, a grounded theory8 
was used to analyze the data to find themes that characterized students’ engagement.

The second question is addressed through the experience of Diane Zimmerman, Associate Director of Religious 
Education at Temple Sinai in Washington, D.C., who designs field trips to museums (among many other 
things) for her students in a Reform congregational school. Zimmerman will provide practical advice to Jewish 
educators for successful design of future museum trips for supplementary school settings.

JEwiSh CoMMuniTy high SChool STudEnTS - REbECCa ShaRgEl

Shargel found a successful design for students to engage and reflect on their experience in museums at 
a Jewish day high school outside of Washington, D.C. Keshet Community Jewish Day School is a small 
community Jewish high school (52 students) that serves students from grades nine to twelve from a range 
of denominations. This program took place during an annual theme week between the second and third 
trimesters and involved a series of trips to Washington, D.C., over five days and a follow-up day to create a 
project to showcase their work to the entire school. While the trip was interdisciplinary, especially featuring 
United States history and civics, students also visited places of Jewish interest, such as the Holocaust Museum, 
lunched at the Israeli embassy, and viewed the play “The Chosen.”

This program was different from most museum trips, because it required students to create a product to 
document and reflect upon their experience. Keshet high school students explored museums in teams and 
were required to collect information and photos to co-create an online scrapbook. A Judaic studies teacher and 
an English teacher co-designed the project and provided directions for the students to create a well-researched 
wiki that documented each trip and included data gathered from the experience, as well as reflections 
from each team member. They asked students to document each excursion and particularly attend to what 
fascinated them. Below, the strengths of the program are enumerated in terms of accountability, as well as the 
positive student-to-student interaction.
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accountability:

Students selected roles so that their team functioned as a cooperative learning group. The school was divided 
into four teams, with 13 students each. They depended on each other to fulfill their roles that would help them 
co-create the final product, a wiki scrapbook. A wiki is an online web page that students can view and change. 
Multiple students write, change, and add to each other’s ideas, making this type of project very dynamic.9 
Students signed up to perform a role in their teams and carried the appropriate equipment with them on the 
trips. The roles included: 

w director: Oversaw the group, took attendance, made sure to get to know each team member. 
w Journalist: Took notes on trips, recorded experiences and reflections. 
w Photographer: Captured pictures of students in action interacting with exhibits. 
w artist: Drew in a sketch book objects and objects that impressed them on the trip. 
w artifact collectors: Collects brochures and other handouts with descriptions of exhibits and related  
   materials. 
 
Student-to-student interaction

Students were excited about the trips to the museums, since they had ample time to talk to each other on the 
bus rides as well as tour the museums together. As they were responsible for their roles in the trip and knew 
that they would be documenting the trip, they attended to the various exhibits, although there were varying 
degrees of engagement based on the interests of the students. Teachers chaperoned the trips to museums 
and let students roam freely through the exhibits. Sometimes they would remind students sitting in a café that 
there was more to see in the museum. They also made suggestions about what to see and sometimes visited 
certain exhibits with students.

The greatest collaboration amongst team members occurred on the culminating day of the week, when 
students worked together to create the wiki to document their experiences. Students crowded around 
computers and made sure to include the opinions of each team member. They covered all the areas that they 
visited and made sure to provide original captions for each picture (also required in the assignment). Since not 
all students saw the same exhibits or even visited the same museums, they interviewed each other to make 
sure that they covered all the terrain covered in the trips. They remembered their experiences, peppering each 
day with humor. For example, when they recounted visiting the presidential monuments, one team wrote in 
their wiki: “Sunday was a monumental day.”

Challenges

While students enjoyed documenting their trip and hearing each other’s opinions, they did not necessarily 
deeply reflect on their experiences. Instead, because their approach was rather cursive, they just “covered’ 
what they did, rather than delving deeper. This was due, in part, to the assignment, which asked students 
to document what they did each day, and, for the most part, students listed and explained what they found 
interesting. This could be remedied by more dialogical interactions with the teachers, who could look at their 
works-in-progress and ask questions to help refine the project. Through these dialogues, students can practice 
“digging deeper” and the leaders of the group, in particular, could help foster making the wiki even richer. 
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The assignment also could be constructed to require students to reflect through questioning. Some examples 
of these questions could be: What did this experience mean to me and my team-mates?  Why might this be 
important for the Jewish community? What questions does this raise for me?

Moreover, there were opportunities to discuss topics related to students’ Jewish identity that could be 
furthered explored. For example, one of the dilemmas that students and teachers grappled with was the 
approach to kashrut [Jewish dietary laws] when students were eating food in non-kosher cafes in the 
museums. Though the school has a policy that students could eat only cold food out, in some museums, where 
bringing your own food was prohibited, the only non-meat lunch option was pizza. The leadership of the 
school consented that cheese pizza was OK, but there was not much of a dialogue around this. This situation 
could have been utilized for a study of kashrut.

Another missed opportunity was for students to respond to protesters in D.C. and to discuss their own values. 
For example, one team portrayed a photo of a “right-to-life” activist, a child holding a sign, “abortion is 
murder.” While the students included this in their wiki, there was no ensuing conversation with each other or 
with their teachers. This leads to us to question how we challenge students in documenting their experiences 
in museums to reflect more deeply on how their Jewish values related to these experiences.  

The aforementioned case of teens on a trip to museums in D.C. showed how designing an accountability 
structure for a museum experience increases team work and invites students to reflect on their experience. 
This type of accountability structure can be adapted to other experiential learning practices in a variety of 
Jewish educational settings. 

CongREgaTional SChool STudEnTS - dianE w. ZiMMERMan

The following example points to practical advice as to how adults can structure a visit to maximize 
congregational school students’ engagement. 

As a director of supplemental religious schools with over 25 years of experience in Jewish education, I have 
found that museum field trips often do not live up to expectations for student learning and engagement.  Why, 
even with great attention to the planning stages, are students observed not engaging in the museum 
experience or frustrated because they want more time to explore? How can the field trip to the museum turn 
into an experience that is engaging and memorable for the students?

Museum experiences for my students usually take one of four designs:

1. Docent-led tours, where students learn by lecture about artifacts.

2. Students viewing an exhibit through locating and answering questions on a worksheet. This is typically called 
a scavenger hunt.

3. An educator briefly introduces the museum and sets students loose to explore on their own.
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4. Chaperones, often parents, taking small groups of five or six students through the museum. 

The first two designs are particularly problematic as they do not sufficiently engage students. In the first 
design, the docent, usually an older volunteer, while knowledgeable about the exhibit, lacks teaching skills. As 
she explains the exhibit, she points out items she or he finds interesting, and tells a few stories. Students often 
do not appreciate the docent’s skills, since pedagogy is lacking. And as students go from one room to another, 
they briefly glance at artifacts and, after a while, tune out the lecture-based tour.  In the second model, 
students complete a scavenger hunt or a list of questions to answer as they explore the museum.  These 
worksheets help the students focus on specific areas, but often students focus only on answering the 
questions, ignoring the other areas of the exhibit. Or the students spend so much time trying to answer the 
questions, they see only a few exhibits. This model precludes engagement of students’ interests. In both 
cases, students are directed by adults and leave frustrated as they do not have the opportunity to follow their 
curiosities nor discuss the exhibits with each other.

The third and fourth models are improvements on the first and second. When students are left to their 
own devices, as in the third design, they often race through the exhibit, chatting with each other (and not 
necessarily about what they are seeing). They only briefly engage with the museum articles. While they 
might be content with the opportunity to socialize, they do not truly experience the museum. In the fourth 
design, when chaperones, often parents of the students, lead five or six students, there are varying degrees 
of leadership. Some take charge of their group, form a community, and successfully explore the museum.  But 
often, chaperones are not sure how to manage the group or may not know what in the museum is important 
or relevant to the students or to the curriculum.

Recommendations

For both day school and supplementary school students, museum trips provide both opportunities for students 
to explore learning related to their curriculum and valuable social interaction.  The four designs described 
above have positive components that can be blended to create a better learning experience for students. This 
year, as I begin planning the details of our annual sixth grade overnight field trip to a historical museum, I want 
to take the best of the designs described above and create a more engaging experience for our students that 
also include opportunities for reflection. 

Here are the components that will be put into place: 

w Groups of 5 – 6 students (based primarily on friendships) with one parent or teacher chaperone. Leaders will 
focus on building community within the group, making sure the students have time to talk and have fun, in 
addition to learning. 

w Chaperones will have a handout that includes photographs of one to three highlights in each area of the 
exhibit. The handout will help chaperones know which items are important for students to see or explore.  

w Chaperone-led groups will go from exhibit to exhibit (each starting at different place), staying as a group, but 
allowing students to freely engage in one exhibit area for a period of time before moving on to the next. 

w Docents will be stationed throughout the museum. Their role, when prompted by students or chaperones, 
will be to share the stories related to the exhibits and to answer questions.  

w Students will be asked to take a photograph or make a quick sketch of one artifact or item from each part of 
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the exhibit that they find interesting or would like to investigate further. 

w The leader of trip will not chaperone a group. Instead, this person will flow among groups, facilitating 
engagement and monitoring behavior as needed. 

w When students return to class the following week, they will share two or three of their photographs or 
sketches, along with their reflections, with their classmates, including those who were not on the trip. These 
photographs will then be gathered into an online scrapbook or photo collage, depending on the interests of 
the students.

The new plan will be incorporated into the upcoming sixth grade field trip and will allow for student interaction 
and choice, guided by the chaperones. The expertise of the docent is still available, but the often long-winded 
lecture-style delivery will be limited. And, finally, the most important component of student reflection has 
become part of this new learning model.

Conclusion

These two aforementioned examples of museum field trips show that students in both full-time and part-time 
Jewish schools thrive under these conditions: small group learning, assignments requiring accountability, and 
adults playing a role to dialogue and engage students according to their interests. We hope that these accounts 
and recommendations spark a critical conversation in more Jewish schools so that museum learning becomes 
even more engaging, inviting students to deeply reflect on the meaning of their experience.
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