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JAY HOLMES
Museum Educator 
American Museum of Natural History

LESSON PLAN:  Using Exhibition Halls at the American Museum of Natural 
History to Teach Science

LESSON TITLE: Expedition to North America

Developing a Cloud Activity 

In thinking about how to design a lesson plan for English Language Learners that 
utilized the exhibition halls at the American Museum of Natural History, AMNH 
educators considered the situation of our audience, many of whom are new to 
the New York City area and to this country.  We identified several key content and 
skill areas that fulfilled the requirements of the New York City Scope and 
Sequence for Middle School Science and also met the learning needs of this 
particular audience. The lesson includes:
- an introduction to weather, cloud and atmospheric observations
- an introduction to the biomes of North America
- an introduction to the geography of North America
- several hands-on learning activities to build visual literacy and English 

language skills

We also wanted to have a document that was structured around the use of 
drawing, visual illustrations, and other visualizations which allowed the English 
Language Learners to direct their own observations. 

The Expedition to North America activity is a collection of six diorama-specific 
activity sheets: one worksheet for each of three dioramas (Mule Deer; Alaska 
Brown Bear; Bison, White Sheep, Grant Caribou and the Musk-Ox); an 
“Expedition Map” of North America with latitude and longitude lines; an optional 
Cloud Chart; and a follow-up classroom activity sheet. (See LESSON 
WORKSHEETS  Below for entire Lesson Plan and Activity Packet)

LESSON CONTEXT

Pre-Museum Visit Classroom Activities

Before visiting the museum, we suggest that teachers do a hands-on 
investigation in the classroom called “Cloud in a Bottle” to introduce students to 
the study of clouds. This activity will help students understand what a cloud is 
(small droplets of water condensed around a particle) and how clouds are 
formed. 
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Links to Cloud in Bottle Activity 
http://www.weatherwizkids.com/cloud1.htm
http://www.wikihow.com/Make-a-Cloud-in-a-Bottle
http://www.chias.org/www/edu/activities/activity1/activity1.html

For the more advanced students, this lesson could be followed with the 
NASAcast podcast called “Cloud Makers.”  There is a nice discussion about 
aerosols and cloud formation that will engage students.

http://www.nasa.gov/multimedia/podcasting/CloudMakers.html

Students should also be introduced to the multilingual Globe Cloud Chart so they 
know how to use it to identify cloud types. 

Cloud Chart: http://www.globe.gov/fsl/pdf/en_fr_es.pdf

It is also important for students to learn the longitude and latitude system of 
describing locations on a globe before they go to the museum. One of the NOAA 
teachers has provided a lesson plan for teaching latitude and longitude.

LINK to Norma Peekʼs Lesson Plan on Latitude and Longitude 
(norma_webdraft1_lesson plan.doc)

LESSON PLAN

FIELD TRIP TO THE MUSEUM

When students come to the Hall of North American Mammals at the Museum, 
they will come with the materials from the Expedition to North America Activity 

Packet: 1) the Expedition Map;  2) 
diorama work sheets for two of 
the six dioramas; and 3) the 
Globe Cloud Chart if desired. 
Students select a diorama to 
observe and draw the animals 
and the clouds. The worksheets 
in the packet include a line art 
depiction of the landscape in the 
diorama, without the animals, for 
the students to use to make their 
drawings and record their 
observations. The worksheets 
include a few short questions 
about the clouds, the water in the 
scene, and the animals.  
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The students are also asked to mark the actual location of the scene in the 
diorama on their Expedition Map and to transcribe the distribution sites of the 
animals depicted in the scene. Wall labels help students find where the animals 

are found in North America. It is 
recommended that students work in 
pairs to do these activities. 

Throughout these activities, the ELL 
students are working with words, 
illustration, and maps, a variety of 
learning modalities that facilitate their 
ability to describe various aspects of 
the scene without having to be 
proficient in English.

Post-Museum Visit Classroom 
Activities

Upon returning to the classroom, the 
lesson plan continues wit an optional 
extension of the Museum activity that 
is designed to build studentsʼ map-
reading skills. Students can return to 
their Expedition Map and use the 
scale provided on the map to measure 

distances between the animal 
distribution sites and other aspects related to the geographical distribution of the 
animals in the diorama.

The activity packet also includes additional guidelines for the teacher and a map 
of the Hall of North American Mammals to show the location of the six dioramas.

LESSON WORKSHEETS:
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