
At the Chicago Academy of Sciences / Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum, you 

find yourself immersed in multiple exhibitions, permanent or temporary, that 

introduce you to the wonders of nature. Have you ever asked yourself, how 

does an exhibition come to life? How do you go from an idea, to an interactive 

multimedia experience for audiences of all ages?

Exhibition in a Shoebox is a guided activity for kids and adults alike, who would 

like to experience what it means to curate, design and produce an exhibition. 

The guide includes space for you to document the progress of your exhibition 

development. You can print it out and create a booklet each time you would like 

to repeat this activity, to create your personal collection of exhibitions in a 

shoebox. 





Step 1: From Idea to Concept 

You can use this space to create a concept bubble. You can also draw one 

on a big blank surface, then photograph it and tape your image in this 

space. You can always refer back to your original idea during the 

development of your exhibition. 

Now look at your concept bubble. Try to think about one or two sentences 

that can describe your idea. This will be your concept.

For example:

“Urban gardens are a great resource to grow your own food sustainably”

Now write your own!



Step 2: Collect and Prepare Specimens 

You can now go and search for materials for your exhibition. Think about what materials 

you can find in the environment around you that best represent your concept. You can 

look for plants, flowers, natural materials or objects in your house. Make sure to collect a 

lot of specimens and objects. You will not use all of them in your exhibition, but you will 

decide what fits best later. 

If you collect leaves, flowers or any other natural materials that can be subject to decay, 

and would like to preserve your exhibition project, you will need to treat specimens 

correctly. Next is a side activity for you to preserve your plant specimens. You can also 

find a video of this activity on the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum YouTube channel, 

part of the Curious by Nature series. 
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Step 3: Prepare Your Shoebox

ItÕs time to choose your exhibition space! Find a shoebox that you like and some acrylic 

paint. You will start by painting the inside of the shoebox in white. This will become the 

base for your exhibition space. You can always decide to add some color to your 

exhibition box later on, but starting from a neutral space is a good way to start designing 

an exhibition as if you were working on a blank canvas. You can also paint the exterior of 

your shoebox and the lid in white or in a different color. Let the paint dry completely and 

add a second layer of paint if needed. While the shoebox dries out, you can move to the 

next phase. 






