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Exploring Children’s Learning from “Keeper for a Day” Experience in Zoo:
Using a Free Association Method
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Abstract: Zoos have shifted from being a repository of wild animals to a center for dealing with
important global issues such as species preservation, conservation of biological diversity, habitat and
global environment education. They have seen themselves as having an educational role in order to
be engaged in these missions and have developed various learn-by-experience type of programs.
Among these is a “Keeper for a Day” program, which provides kids with three-hour-experience of
taking care of zoo animals with professional keepers. This study investigates effects of this program
on the participants using a free association method. A questionnaire was given to the participants
before and after the program. They were asked to write down any words that came to mind when
they heard the word “animals in the zoo.” Altogether 805 words (420 before the program and 385
after the program) were collected from 96 participants and classified into five categories. The words
were analyzed in terms of difference of the number and contents between pre-experience and
post-experience. The result shows that participants extended their knowledge of animal diversity,
came to be aware of animal nature and deepened the understanding of keeping animals.
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