
Seattle Aquarium Road Trip Challenge!
Design a mobile experience to inspire 
 conservation action through empathy 
 for animals

continued next page

Level: Secondary school (entering grades 7–12)

Do you care about animals and the environment? So do we at the Seattle Aquarium! We work  
every day to take excellent care of the animals that reside at the Aquarium and help people  
connect with animals in their native habitats. We also enjoy sharing what our guests can do to 
help the marine environment.  

We know not everyone can visit the Aquarium—so we’re thinking about creative ways to bring 
the Aquarium to communities of the Puget Sound region. Imagine a mobile outreach vehicle 
traveling all around our region and beyond, helping people learn about and develop empathy 
for marine wildlife. As people connect with marine animals and learn about what they need to 
survive, they also start considering how they can help animals in the nature. With thousands 
of people visiting our mobile exhibit annually, we could inspire even more people to make a 
difference for Puget Sound! 

Our challenge to you: design a mobile exhibit that would take local marine animals to the 
community and help people care about the experience/perspectives of these animals in a way 
that will inspire people to take conservation actions for the marine environment. 

Why are we focusing on empathy?

At the Seattle Aquarium, we define empathy as a stimulated emotional state that relies on 
the ability to perceive, understand and care about the experiences or perspectives of another  
person or animal. Basically, that’s a fancy way of saying empathy is understanding what it’s like  
to walk in someone else’s shoes (or fins).   

Research shows that encouraging and developing empathy for animals  in people  motivates  
action on the animals’ behalf. Seeing animals receiving exceptional care at the Seattle Aquarium 
and learning about the importance of a healthy habitat for their well-being helps  people   
transfer their resulting feelings of goodwill to marine animals in the wild.  

That’s  why  the Seattle Aquarium is designing a mobile exhibit: to connect people with local 
marine wildlife, particularly those animals who are often overlooked and under-appreciated.   
The exhibit will travel to neighborhoods across our region to provide a space to foster empathy 
and connection with marine life, as well as encourage conservation action of our marine 
environment!  

Will you help us figure out how to take the Aquarium on the road so we can have fun while 
inspiring people across the region to make a difference in the lives of our local marine animals? 
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The challenge 

Design a mobile exhibit that would take local marine animals to the community and help people 
care about the experience/perspectives of these animals in a way that will inspire people to take 
conservation actions for the marine environment. 

Intended outcomes of a visit to the mobile exhibit:  

•	 People will demonstrate increased empathy for animals.  
•	 People will express an intention to take a conservation action after visiting the exhibit.  

Challenge parameters

For this category, you must be entering grades 7–12 in the 2021–2022 school year.

•	 The exhibit must be mobile (a car, truck, van or similar vehicle) or able to be easily moved 
in a van or truck.

•	 The exhibit may contain live animals, but live animals are not required. 
 ο If live animals will be a part of the exhibit, the design must create an 
environment the animals can thrive in.

 ο Featured animals or habitats must be from the Salish Sea. 

•	 The exhibit must be accessible to all community members, including those who use 
wheelchairs and other mobility assistance devices.

Getting started

1. Think about times you’ve had a visit from a zoo, library, children’s museum or science 
center at your school or in your community. What did you like or not like about that?

2. Think about elements that would be amazing to have in a mobile exhibit. Would there 
be animals? Would there be activities or games? Things to touch? What would it feel like 
to visit?

3. Now think about empathy: how it feels to experience what another person or animal 
feels. If you were a sea anemone or another animal, what would you need to make 
a comfortable and safe home? Some things to consider could be the size of habitat, 
temperature, salt water, food, light and whether the animal would want friends.  
Click here to see what kinds of animals can thrive in a traveling habitat.

4. Draw some plans for your exhibit. Try out different ideas! What works best?

https://www.seattleaquarium.org/empathy-vehicle#animals


5. Gather what you need to build a model or create a drawing of your exhibit—you are 
welcome to make a 3D model or drawing. Be creative with what you use! Do you have 
some materials you could reuse or recycle? What can you find outside? 

6. Create it! Your model/drawing can be any size, but make sure it’s big enough that  
we can see all of your ideas. 

7. When designing your exhibit, think about:

•	 What will people do in and around the exhibit? What are the activities?  
What will people touch, see, feel, hear, experience? 

•	 What marine animal(s) will people connect with? 
 ο What will people learn/experience/consider about the animal(s)? 

•	 How does the exhibit foster empathy for marine life?  

•	 What is the conservation message and encouraged action the visitor  
will leave with?  

 ο How will people share their experience with one another? 

•	 How will the exhibit travel to and from the community?

8. Share it with us! Take pictures, make a video of your model/drawing or create a  
PDF of your notes/drawing.

9. Submit your entry here. Submissions can either be a video (two minutes maximum 
length) where you show your model/drawing and describe key features and design 
elements; photos (up to five); or a PDF scan or photograph of your model/drawing.

10. Please also share a written description (up to 200 words) to accompany your design. As 
you’re writing it, imagine it’s opening day for your exhibit. What are people doing? What 
are they saying as they leave? How does your traveling Aquarium exhibit help people 
feel connected to marine animals and want to help keep their habitats clean and safe?

Prizes

All completed applications will receive a Seattle Aquarium sticker. The best design in each 
category (elementary school, secondary school, adult and mixed-age groups) will receive a one-
year family membership to the Aquarium. The best overall design will receive a one-year family 
membership and a gift certificate to the Aquarium’s gift shop. We will also award prizes for the 
design that is best at encouraging connection and empathy for animals, and for the design we 
think has the best conservation message.
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https://forms.office.com/r/TwHfJL70v9


Judging rubric: 

1. Creative ability (5 points)

a.  Is the design innovative and unique?  

2. Addressing solution requirements (5 points ) 

a.  How well does the design encourage connection to marine animals? 
b.  How well does the design encourage visitors to keep ocean habitats  

clean and safe? 

3. Design feasibility (5 points )  

a.  Is the design realistic? Will it work as a mobile exhibit? 
b.  If animals are incorporated, does the exhibit provide for the needs  

of the animals?

4. Presentation (5 points ) 

a.  Did designer(s) effectively communicate (either visually, orally  
or in writing) their concept? 

Connections for teachers:

This design challenge provides an opportunity to embed social-emotional learning (SEL), 
focusing on social awareness (OSPI SEL Standard 4) and the ability to take the perspective of and 
empathize with others, with STEM instruction about animal habitats, engineering and design 
concepts and calculating the size of vehicle/exhibit (calculate area, perimeter, volume of water, 
weight load of a vehicle).


