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Abstract 

 

Stories of What One Family Values as Revealed through  

Their Experiences at the Denver Art Museum 

 

 
Mary Angela Houdyshell, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Melinda M. Mayer 

 

My narrative case study focuses on how one family uses the exhibitions and 

educational resources at the Denver Art Museum. I gathered stories of the family’s 

experiences at the museum in order to determine what their choices reflected about their 

family values and how they integrated those experiences into their daily lives. This study 

draws upon socio-cultural and constructivist learning theories by proposing that each 

family member contributes their prior knowledge and life experiences to the process of 

making meaning and drawing connections within the art museum. Moreover, even 

though the family acted as a social learning group, each member constructed personal 

knowledge in different ways from their shared experiences. 

 I used narrative analysis and coding as means to interpret the meanings of the 

family’s stories. In addition to identifying the family’s values regarding art museum 
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learning, findings pointed to the imperative need for museum educators to address 

preparing adult learning partners for visits to art museums with children. 

 The lack of current research pertaining to family learning in art museums was a 

chief motivator for conducting this study (Sterry & Beaumont, 2006). Research of family 

interactions in museums has largely focused on non-art museums (Borun, 2002; Borun et 

al., 1998; Ellenbogen, Luke, & Dierking, 2007). Family art museum experiences are 

distinct and should be studied separately from those in other types of museums. Research, 

such as this study, that look specifically at how families use art museum exhibitions and 

educational resources will address the lack of literature and emphasize the value of art 

museum experiences for life-long family learning. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The motivation to conduct this study came about during months of research on 

family learning in art museums. The more I read about how families learn in art 

museums, the more I realized the research and studies focused on art museums were 

missing from the literature. I learned about how families interacted in museums and what 

kept them engaged in learning activities. I also found out that many families visit 

museums with learning as a main goal. Missing from this literature, however, was a 

close-up view of a family, how they used the museum educational resources, and what 

these experiences revealed about what was important to the family in these learning 

experiences.  

During my research, I was constantly reconnecting to my experiences growing up 

and how my family was instrumental in my early learning. My family had a strong 

influence on my desire to learn in and outside of school. Many of my family’s outings 

included science centers, zoos, art museums, historical parks, and American 

battlegrounds. Some of these experiences were exciting and engaging, while others were 

less than thrilling to me at the time. What impacted me the most was my parents and 

grandparents’ unquenchable thirst for knowledge. I always remember how they were 

constantly poring over historical novels, biographies of Texas legends, and historical 

accounts of Texas history. Many of the books they read would lead us on adventures to 

explore an abandoned railroad tunnel or a century-old post office converted into a candy 

store, which was always a favorite of mine. Looking back on these experiences, it 
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became obvious to me that these early experiences with my family have a great impact on 

how and what I choose to learn and what I choose to learn as an adult. Through my 

childhood experiences with my family, I realize the value my family places on life-long 

learning. My family’s values are evident when I look back on these past experiences. 

With this in mind I began to wonder about how other families interact and engage in 

learning experiences. Would it be possible to discover what a family values based on 

their experiences in an institution, like an art museum?    

My research explores how a family used educational resources and programs at 

the Denver Art Museum (DAM) and what these experiences revealed about what they 

value as a family. This study looks closely at one family rather than many families in 

order to become as familiar as possible with their museum behavior and interactions. In 

order to do this I observed, corresponded with, and gathered data of how the family used 

the educational resources and programs at the DAM. I focused on uncovering patterns in 

their behavior in an effort to determine what their museum experiences might reveal 

about what they value as a family. I also observed the family in various places outside the 

museum to find out in what ways these experiences at the DAM were integrated into the 

family’s daily life. The places outside the art museum included the park and science 

museum because the family visits these places on a regular basis. I also observed them in 

their home. The family met with me at the museum and at other sites for one month while 

I was in Denver working as an intern at the DAM. 

This study will be significant to the field of art education because of the current 

lack of research on family visitors in art museums. There have been a number of studies 
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(Borun, 2002; Borun et al., 1998; Ellenbogen, Luke, & Dierking, 2007) that focused on 

family learning in science museums, but very few focused on art museums (Sterry & 

Beaumont, 2006). Families are a significant audience within the scope of museum 

visitors. A recent study conducted by Reach Advisors (March 4, 2010) found that even 

though some museum visitors are spending less money during these tough economic 

times, the number of families with children under five-years-old visiting museums is 

increasing. These families repeatedly visit museums because they value the 

developmental and learning experiences that museums offer for their children (Reach 

Advisors, March 4, 2010). This same study also found that families with children eight-

years-old or older are reducing their visits to museums. This can be attributed to increases 

in extra-curricular activities, curtailing spending, and a generally busy family schedule 

(Reach Advisors, March 4, 2010). I used this information to help determine how I would 

choose a “normal” museum-going family. With this survey data in mind I intended to 

choose a family with children between the ages of 5 and 18 in order to understand how a 

family with school-aged children would use the museum and possibly understand why 

they might be reducing the number of museum visits made. School-aged children would 

also ensure that the children could write and blog about their experiences in the art 

museum. The ideal family size for this study would be close to the size of the average 

American family, 3.14, as reported by the United States Census. A family that fits these 

criteria could make museum educators aware of what a family values in their museum 

experiences. Museums must be even more aware of family values and needs as family 

priorities shift and spending trends change. If art museum educators can understand 
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family visitors, then they will be better equipped to plan programming and resources to 

motivate family visitation and in turn influence children to become life-long museum 

visitors.   

I chose to observe the family at the DAM because of the nature of the museum’s 

family programming. The DAM received funding from The Pew Charitable Trusts in 

1997 to develop programming for children six to twelve-years-old, and their adult 

companions. This funding has been used to create permanent services for families that 

can be maintained at minimal costs over time (Denver Art Museum, 2002). The DAM 

considers families to be a target audience for their museum because families make up 

40% of the Denver metropolitan area (Denver Art Museum, 2002). The funding drives 

their efforts to attract potential family visitors to the museum. The DAM’s commitment 

to transform the museum into a family-friendly space made it a great resource for my 

narrative case study (see Appendix A for a copy of the letter from the Denver Art 

Museum’s Family Programs department granting me permission to conduct research at 

the museum). 

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

How does a family use the exhibitions and educational activities at the Denver Art 

Museum? What do these experiences with art at the Denver Art Museum reveal about 

what they value as a family? How do these experiences become integrated into their life 

outside the museum?   
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PROBLEM STATEMENT AND PROFESSIONAL MOTIVATIONS 

Families come to art museums with their own agendas, which include creating 

experiences for their children, learning by engaging with the art, and spending quality 

time together (Borun, 2002). Art museums struggle to attract family visitors when 

compared to other types of museums. Family visitors accounted for 43% of visitors to 

science museums, 34% to American subject matter museums, and only 17% to art 

museums (Borun, Cleghorn, & Garfield, 1995). Families bring past experiences and 

background knowledge with them when they arrive at the museum. They construct 

meaning and interact as a family unit within the museum (Ellenbogen et al., 2007; Falk & 

Dierking, 2007). If families learn and interact through experiences in the museum, then 

we must understand how they learn and make meaning in order to increase the number of 

family visitors to art museums. 

Children learn social behaviors and cognitive skills from direct observation of 

those around them, including their peers and adults. Children do not just imitate what 

they see, but they also observe in an active, constructive way (Gauvain, 2005). 

Vygotsky’s research (as cited in Gauvain, 2005) on human social life further affirms that 

children learn from others. As children interact with a more competent partner, they 

develop their memory, higher mental functions, conceptualization, problem solving 

skills, and they acquire knowledge. As children interact with more experienced partners 

they see how problems are negotiated and how to solve problems (Gauvain, 2005). With 

this knowledge of family learning, art museums can begin to design programs that not 
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only attract families, but also involve children and adults in problem solving activities to 

promote further development of children’s knowledge and skills. 

PERSONAL MOTIVATIONS 

 Without even realizing it at the time, this plan for research began to develop 

within the first few months of my graduate studies. When I was asked to consider the 

influences on my educational path to art education I thought back to all my school, social, 

and family influences. The more I reflected, the more I realized how instrumental my 

family was in forming my art beliefs and love for art. When I began to explore the current 

research and studies on art museum education I found that research on family learning in 

art museums was severely lacking. One reason for conducting this study, which is 

extremely important to me, is to find out how other families negotiate and connect their 

museum experiences to their lives. What can we learn about a family and what they deem 

important based on their experiences within museums and connections to their lives?   

Many of the experiences I have had at art museums have impacted my life and my 

view of the world. Throughout my life I have visited art museums with family members 

and friends, who also value these experiences because of similar impacts on their lives. I 

hope that others will see the value in art museum experiences, much like I have. My love 

of art and understanding of it was influenced by my art experiences with my family at a 

young age. Most of my memorable and life-shaping museum experiences have been with 

members of my family. My dad and I love to visit local art and history museums together. 

His knowledge of history and my knowledge of art are a perfect combination for an 
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enjoyable museum experience. Many years ago my grandparents and I started a museum 

tradition that I will always cherish. After I moved away from Dallas, Texas, I still found 

myself returning there for various reasons and most times I would stay with my 

grandparents. It became harder and harder to find ways to spend quality time together 

when I visited until we began choosing art exhibits to explore. Each time I would visit I 

would call them in advance and discuss what was currently on view in area museums and 

chose one museum to visit. This was the best way to spend time with them because of our 

shared interest in art and the chance to spend time together without the rest of the family. 

Gran and Granddaddy have traveled extensively so they always shared stories about their 

travels that would connect back to the art or the area of the world from where it came. 

These special times with Gran and Granddaddy will continue to be fond memories for 

me, especially since their decline in health has made it virtually impossible for them to 

accompany me on these excursions. Just like my experiences with my grandparents, I 

consider the museum a culturally enriching place where I can learn about current issues, 

politics, and history while also spending quality time with my family members, especially 

my grandparents. 

When I plan a museum visit I consider who in my family might be interested in 

the exhibit. My companions’ interests are a determining factor because their interests 

dictate the overall learning experience within the setting. Our shared knowledge and past 

experiences that relate to the objects provide a forum for meaningful conversations that 

promote learning and discovery. A family outing to the museum is a leisure activity that 

affords so much more bonding and learning than what many art museum staff realize. I 
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hope that more art museum educators will plan and produce family programming to 

engage young learners so that they will become life-long museum learners who will one 

day share these experiences with their families. 

SPECULATION ABOUT THIS INVESTIGATION 

 My intentions for this study were to find out if there appear to be any strong 

correlations between family museum experiences and family daily life. Based on my 

experiences, I thought that there were many correlations to be identified. My art museum 

experiences have brought about many conversations with my family members that might 

not have been initiated otherwise. Through my experiences I have learned about my 

family’s past and have learned about how certain family members think and what they 

believe. I think this study will reflect the same kind of interactions and revelations. I 

believe the family I chose for this study would share knowledge and past stories with 

each other. They would use conversation as a tool for making connections with the art 

and with each other. I also thought they would continue some of these conversations back 

at home as they went about their daily routines. I was very interested to find out what this 

family valued most in their experiences at the art museum.   

RESEARCH METHODS 

This qualitative narrative case study focused on a family in Denver who used the 

educational resources and programming at the Denver Art Museum. The purpose of the 

study was to find out what a family’s art museum experiences reveal about what they 

value as a family. I used narrative case study as the methodology to answer my questions 
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and gain a general understanding of family interactions in relation to art museums. Stake 

(1995) describes a case study as a “study of the particularity and complexity of a single 

case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstances” (p. xi). This 

study strived to know a particular family well, not how it was different from other 

families that visit art museums, but how they interacted and what they did (Stake, 1995). 

Even though this study was not broad enough to make assumptions about all families, it 

was an intensive study of a particular family (Gerring, 2007).  

Narrative case study was the preferred method for my research because of my 

intentions to find out about a particular family’s experiences at the DAM. I chose to 

conduct a narrative case study in order to reveal the complex stories of the family’s 

experiences with art and each other, something that would be difficult to capture using 

quantitative methods (Webster & Mertova, 2007). Stories are part of everyday life, which 

are told not to show reality but to reveal our perceptions of what happens to us and 

around us. I chose certain incidences of observed family experiences to tell a story of the 

family, in an effort to uncover how the family used the museum and what their 

experiences revealed about what they valued as a family (Webster & Mertova, 2007). 

Various tools are helpful when gathering data in different types of settings. 

Closely examining other research projects that were similar to mine was useful when 

planning data collection methods. Ellenbogen (2003) conducted a study similar to mine 

on families and their uses of museums. Her dissertation outlines the most useful tools for 

her study. Participant observation, field notes, interviews, audio recordings, videotaping, 

and the collection of family artifacts from museum trips were used in her research. Audio 
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recordings and field notes were employed most often to capture the interactions, 

conversations, and interviews between the family members and between the family 

members and researcher (Ellenbogen, 2003). The use of various types of tools supported 

and strengthened the findings of the study. The data collection tools that I chose closely 

resemble those that Ellenbogen utilized. For the art and science museum site visits with 

the family, I employed audio recordings to capture the conversations between family 

members. I also recorded observations in a field notebook in an effort to capture body 

language and interactions amongst the family that could not have been captured by the 

audio device.  

  My role as a qualitative researcher was crucial in the outcome of the study. As a 

researcher I focused on the participants’ meanings in relation to family interactions in and 

outside of the museum, not the meanings I brought to the issue (Stake, 1995). This was 

crucial in my quest to find out what ordinary interactions were like for the family. I 

strived to observe this case long enough to find out what was ordinary within it. My 

limited time in Denver dictated the span of time I was able to dedicate to observing the 

family in an effort to discover what was ordinary for the particular family (Stake, 1995). 

With this in mind, it was imperative to establish a trusting relationship with the family so 

that they would be comfortable with my presence, and my observations of their 

experiences would reflect as much of an ordinary situation as possible.  

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Ideal Family – a family that used the exhibitions and educational activities at the DAM. 
 



 
 
 

11 

Values – the beliefs and priorities that the family demonstrates through their discussions 

and interactions with art. 

Museum Experience – any time spent in a museum involved in viewing the art as well 

as involvement in activities such as tours, lectures, family programming events, and 

educational activities, installations, and programs. 

Educational Installation – any type of activity or resource incorporated into the museum 

space that enhances visitors’ understanding of or connection to works of art. 

Educational Resources – activities or programs provided by the Educational Department 

that serves the community. 

Family Programs – resources, activities, or programs provided by or planned by the 

Family Programs Department for the purpose of attracting and engaging families with the 

art museum. 

Create Playdates – monthly program at the Denver Art Museum planned for parents and 

their three- to five-year-olds to hear stories, learn about the art, create art, and become 

familiar with the museum. 

Early Childhood Education – any formal or informal means of educating children 

before they begin kindergarten. 

Connection – recognizing a relation between an activity, object, or experience to another 

activity, object, or experience.  

Facilitator – person who leads the way or initiates an activity.  

Art-Making Station – any station within the DAM that was planned, organized, and 

stocked with materials by the Educational Department to encourage visitors to create art. 
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LIMITATIONS TO THE STUDY 

 This qualitative case study of a family and their experiences at the Denver Art 

Museum was not a longitudinal study. The study occurred over the course of a two-

month period while I was working as an intern at the DAM. This study was limited to one 

family rather than multiple families, which made this a single case study and therefore is 

not generalizable. The family’s interactions and conversations that pertain to their 

experiences at the DAM were the focus of this study. The resources at the DAM are 

similar to those at other museums, but different as well in that the family used the DAM 

and their resources differently than they used resources at other museums, such as the 

science museum. The limitations of time, participants, and resources made this study 

dissimilar from others that have been previously conducted. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

 The field of art education lacks extensive study of valuable educational practices 

and programming for art museums. Museums are no longer perceived as just being 

institutions of extensive collections of rare objects, but rather are more recently becoming 

institutions that provide knowledge, cultural encounters, and learning experiences for 

community members. In an effort to increase accountability, museums have been more 

focused over the past decade on the visitors’ motivations, intentions for learning, culture, 

and background (Sterry & Beaumont, 2006). Art education research must contribute to 

the changing face of art museum education in order to best serve the current institution’s 

purpose, visitor attraction.   
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A recent longitudinal case study (Ancelet, 2010) on family learning in art 

museums contributes to the art education field. Researchers observed and interviewed 

seventeen families in three art museums in an effort to understand how these families 

used the spaces and what they valued. The purposes of this study were very similar to 

mine, but their study was carried out over a full year. This longitudinal study (Ancelet, 

2010) and my focused study on one family in an art museum will help to inform art 

museum educators about what attracts families to art museums and what they value in 

these experiences. Studies that have been conducted on family learning in museums of 

other types will also contribute to educators’ understanding of family museum 

experiences (Borun, 2002; Borun et al., 1998; Crowley et al., 2001; Ellenbogen et al., 

2007). I hope that my thesis motivates more researchers to conduct longitudinal studies 

on families in art museums.  

The remainder of this thesis is comprised of four chapters. In an effort to 

understand family learning in art museums, Chapter 2, Review of Pertinent Literature, 

reviews studies on family learning in museums, family learning theories, and adult 

learning theories. Chapter 3, Research Methods and Pertinent Literature, explains why I 

chose narrative case study as my research method as well as how my study was organized 

and conducted. In Chapter 4, Stories of One Family’s Experiences at the Denver Art 

Museum, I tell the story of the family and their experiences at the Denver Art Museum. 

This chapter illuminates the most significant vignettes of the family’s experiences in the 

DAM as well as outside the museum. Chapter 5, Family Values as Revealed through Art 

Museum Experiences, wraps up the study by answering the research questions central to 
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my study. Here I also explain how my study is significant to the field of art education and 

propose ideas for further research on family learning in art museums. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Pertinent Literature 

This review of literature contains three sections. The first section discusses recent  

studies on family learning in museums. It is important to know what these studies  

explored in relation to family visitors and how the studies were conducted. Most museum 

studies focused on families are based in other types of museums, like science and 

children’s museums (Borun, 2002; Borun et al., 1998; Ellenbogen et al., 2007). The 

studies in other museums provide a framework for family studies in art museums. The 

next section reviews theories on family learning in general and family learning in 

museums. Knowledge of these theories serves to construct an understanding of how 

families relate to their museum experiences as well as the criteria that create meaningful 

museum experiences. These theories focus almost exclusively on how the child learns 

within the family unit. The last section explores how adults learn in museums. Family 

studies and theories tend to focus solely on the child and family unit. This section 

presents studies and knowledge on the learning needs of adults, needs that should be 

considered when planning family programming in museums. It is important to align this 

study with existing theories of learning and studies centered on the child, adult, and 

family unit in order to inform my research. Collectively, this knowledge informed my 

research plan and the interpretation of my data.   

STUDIES ON FAMILY LEARNING IN MUSEUMS 

 Family is a distinct social group that must be studied separately from all other 

social groups that come to museums to learn. According to Ellenbogen, Luke, and 
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Dierking (2007), a family is a “unique learning group of mixed ages and backgrounds 

bound together by a complex shared system of past experiences, beliefs, and values” (p. 

17). Families are made up of adults and children who bring their own individual 

experiences with them to the museum (Callanan & Valle, 2008; Falk & Dierking, 2007; 

Knowles, Holton III, & Swanson 2005; Sachatello-Sawyer et al., 2002). While children 

share some similar learning characteristics with adults, they also learn in different ways. 

When children and adults come to the museum as a family unit, however, they comprise 

a learning institution distinctly different from other social groups. The family as an 

institution of its own has an agenda to learn (Borun, 2002; Ellenbogen et al., 2007). 

Museum educators must recognize that knowing how children and adults learn is not 

enough because the family is a distinct group that is not just a sum of its parts but a 

learning institution in itself. Museums must come to know how families use educational 

activities and what should be considered when planning family activities and programs.  

Observing families as they interact in art museums and interviewing them about 

their interactions can help researchers begin to understand how families use educational 

activities and programming. Findings from a recent longitudinal study of 17 families in 

three art museums were released in 2010 (Ancelet, 2010). This longitudinal study 

spanned the course of one year and asked questions similar as the ones I posed in this 

thesis. Researchers looked at how families used art museum interactive galleries as well 

as what their use of interactive galleries revealed about their core values. Many families 

spent a significant amount of time in the interactive galleries while also finding time to 

visit the museum’s collections. Families valued spending time together as a family, 
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learning about each other, helping children develop personal identities, and creating art 

with materials that were not available at home (Ancelet, 2010). Longitudinal studies that 

focus solely on families in art museums are scarce.  Hopefully, studies such as this one 

will pave the way for similar projects.  

Due to the limited amount of studies in art museums, art museum educators must 

rely on research projects focused on other types of museums. Recent studies (Borun, 

2002; Borun et al., 1998; Ellenbogen et al., 2007) have illuminated how families interact 

and make meaning with objects in the museum setting. The studies have included 

informal learning institutions such as children’s museums, science museums, history 

museums, zoos, and aquariums. Informal learning within these institutions is best suited 

for families because they can incorporate exhibit aspects that involve various learning 

modalities. Unlike art museums, other types of museums can appeal to various senses by 

including items to touch, smell, and manipulate (Hein, 1995). Studies, such as the 

Philadelphia/Camden Informal Science Education Collaborative (PISEC), have shown 

that when the senses are involved in exhibits then visitors spend more time in the exhibit 

(Borun, 2002; Borun et al., 1998). More time spent in an exhibit equates to increased 

learning and interaction between family members (Hein, 1995). Art museums tend to lack 

the family-friendly exhibits that motivate families to visit. These museums struggle to 

engage visitors’ senses, which encourage families to spend more time in the museum. If 

art museums can design exhibits with the family in mind, then they may be able to 

increase family visitorship to the museum and affect learning in a meaningful way to 

encourage them to come back again and again. 



 
 
 

18 

Studies at other types of museums provide useful information and models for art 

museums. These studies do not make up for the lack of studies in art museums, but are 

jumping off points for such research. PISEC investigated family learning in four 

Philadelphia museums of various subjects (Borun et al., 1998). The purpose of the study 

was to create exhibits that facilitate family learning. PISEC studied visitor behavior 

within exhibits that were transformed to align with seven family-friendly characteristics 

they developed for the study (Borun et al., 1998; Borun, 2002). The study supported the 

belief that when exhibit designers plan with the seven characteristics of family-friendly 

exhibits in mind then family learning is enhanced (Borun, 2002). The seven family-

friendly characteristics dictate that, (a) exhibits are multi-sided so that the family can 

group around it. The exhibit must be, (b) designed for multiple users and, (c) accessible 

to both children and adults. When multiple users can gather around the exhibit at once 

then several people can interact at one time. A family-friendly exhibit should also be, (d) 

designed for multiple outcomes, which means that interactions and observations are rich 

enough to encourage group discussion. An exhibit that encourages multiple people to use 

it at once while also attracting children and adults must, (e) accommodate various 

learning styles and levels of knowledge in order for all users to remain engaged in the 

activity. Another important characteristic of family-friendly exhibits is that, (f) the text is 

arranged in a way that users can easily understand what they read. Finally, the exhibit 

must be relevant to all visitors. Exhibits that, (g) provide ways for visitors to connect 

their knowledge and backgrounds with what they experience within the exhibit could 

prove to be meaningful for the users (Borun et al., 1995). Museums that plan family-
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friendly exhibits with the seven characteristics in mind are dedicated to accommodating 

the unique learning styles of families. 

 A study conducted at the Children’s Discovery Museum in San Jose, CA 

highlights how adult-child interactions with family-friendly exhibits can contribute to an 

increased amount of time spent at the exhibit as well as expanded opportunities for 

learning (Crowley et al., 2001). This study videotaped participants’ interactions with a 

science exhibit at the museum. The conversations that occurred between the participants 

were analyzed and compared across three social groupings in an effort to determine 

whether adult-child conversations caused children to better understand scientific concepts 

and theories. The researchers compared conversations between adults and children, 

children with their peers, and any spoken words by children who interacted with the 

exhibit on their own. The results of the study found that when adults and children 

interacted together they spent more time at the exhibit. Children and adults were more 

likely to engage in talk, with both contributing to the conversations, than child-peer 

groups. In child-peer groupings the majority of talk was one-sided, where one child spoke 

and the other did not respond. The findings from the study also “suggested that children 

engaged in shared scientific thinking with their parents had greater opportunity to learn 

than children engaged in scientific thinking with peers or by themselves” (Crowley et al., 

2001, p. 728). This study of visitor interactions with science exhibits strengthens the need 

for continued research in family learning in art museums. Children do learn and engage 

in significant conversations with adults in science museums, but we must continue to 

search for whether or not such correlations occur in art museums. 
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These studies provide a small sample of research on family learning in museums. 

The significant message from these studies is that families do learn as a group. They 

affect each other’s knowledge base and contribute to the overall experience. Families also 

enjoy collaborating together and benefit from participatory activities that promote 

collaboration. If science and children’s museums can motivate and encourage family 

learning, then art museums must learn from the research based on these museums in an 

attempt to increase family visitorship. Art museums must entice families to spend more 

time collaborating in their spaces to affect learning and create life-long visitors and 

learners. Coupled with the knowledge of how families interact and make meaning in 

museums, it is imperative to understand what causes families to interact differently from 

other social groups in museums. Looking closely at theories of family learning will 

situate our understanding of what causes families to interact and make meaning in 

museums. 

UNDERSTANDING HOW FAMILIES LEARN  

Families learn in museums through interactions with objects. Educational 

philosophers such as John Dewey, Johann Friedrich Herbart, and Jerome Brunner  

believed that the educational experience with genuine objects is very significant (Falk, 

2007). Firsthand experiences with objects stimulate curiosity, exploration, and emotions. 

Cognitive learning theory states that the learning experience is further enhanced when 

objects and people interact. These interactions aid learning within the museum setting by 

encouraging conversation and explorations within groups of people (Falk, 2007; Hein, 
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1995). Conversations can produce narratives about life and identity, thus enhancing the 

relationships between members of the group (Falk, 2007). My observations of families in 

museums support the idea behind this theory. These observations demonstrate that 

through conversation each family member contributes personal anecdotes regarding their 

connection with objects. These anecdotes reveal truths about the family member, which 

contribute to relational ties within the family. Families visit museums for leisure time 

while also learning about the objects and each other in this informal setting.   

Children learn social behaviors and cognitive skills from direct observation of 

those around them, including their peers and adults (Gauvain, 2005). Children do not just 

imitate what they see, but also they observe in an active, constructive way. Vygotsky’s 

research on human social life further affirms that children learn from others (Gauvain, 

2005). As children interact with a more competent partner, they develop their memory, 

higher mental functions, conceptualization, problem solving skills, and knowledge 

acquisition. As children interact with more experienced partners they see how problems 

are negotiated and how to solve problems (Gauvain, 2005). With this knowledge of 

family learning, art museums can begin to design programs that not only attract families, 

but also involve children and adults in problem solving activities to promote further 

development of children’s knowledge and skills. 

Understanding how people learn and make meaning in museums is necessary 

when designing educational programs. In family designed programs we must look at how 

children learn so that we know whether or not to place the emphasis on the child’s 

experience alone, or to situate it on the overall family experience. Callanan and Valle 
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(2008) compare and contrast the constructivist learning theory with the socio-cultural 

learning theory and propose an integration of the two to optimize learning. The 

constructivist approach theorizes that the child is the unit of analysis because 

development happens in the child’s mind. Development is the process of acquiring new 

concepts and skills that help the child to better understand the world (Callanan & Valle, 

2008). Through active participation people make meaning of experiences by drawing 

conclusions that make sense to them based on prior experiences and personal 

backgrounds (Hein, 1998). The constructivist theory sees the social context only as input 

in the developmental process. The child learns as others teach them or as they explore 

(Callanan & Valle, 2008). The socio-cultural approach theorizes that the social group is 

the unit of analysis for development. This theory asserts that the social context is the 

setting for learning and the driving force of change. In family learning the social context 

is comprised of the children and adults who act on each other and shape the learning 

activity. The child makes sense of experiences through participation in the social world 

(Callanan & Valle, 2008). The constructive learning theory and socio-cultural learning 

theory places the child in contrasting roles in the process of learning. The child makes 

sense of things through observations and interactions or as an active explorer under the 

constructivist theory. In the socio-cultural theory, the child’s engagement in the activity 

within the social group causes the child to become more of an expert in the activity and 

the skills that accompany it (Callanan & Valle, 2008).   

Callanan and Valle (2008) believe, however, that neither theory fully provides a 

comprehensive view of the processes of development. The constructivist view is one-
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sided in that it only accounts for children making sense of what they learn and explore in 

their mind based on prior knowledge and experiences. Constructivist theory does not 

account for learning that happens as a result of the child’s involvement in the social 

group. Social groupings have shown to be influential in learning experiences as well. A 

solution to this problem would be to consider integrating some aspects from each theory 

into one theory of learning and development (Callanan & Valle, 2008). I align my 

thinking with this combination of theories because children integrate their prior 

knowledge and experiences into new learning while participating in social groups. 

The Contextual Model of Learning supports that children bring past experiences, 

previously learned knowledge, and content with them to new learning experiences (Falk 

& Dierking, 2007). The model also asserts that learning is influenced by children’s 

participation in a social group. The model depicts three contexts that interrelate and 

influence learning. The personal context, physical context, and socio-cultural context 

overlap and build up over time to contribute to the learning process. The personal context 

accounts for the past experiences, knowledge, interests, and motivations for learning that 

people bring with them to the museum. The physical context includes the sights, sounds, 

smells, and design of the setting that affect the experience with the objects. The socio-

cultural context explains how learning can occur individually, in a group, or through a 

knowledgeable facilitator (Falk & Dierking, 2007). The socio-cultural context is 

significant to this study because it is focused on the family as the social group in which 

learning occurs. Each member of the family can shape and influence learning by 

contributing their unique experiences and perspectives to the situation. With this being 
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said, it is imperative to know how each family member learns. Many of these theories 

account for how children and families learn but do not shed light on how adults learn.  

UNDERSTANDING HOW ADULTS LEARN 

 Engaging the child in family activities and programs at the museum is not enough 

for an enriching and valuable experience for the whole family. Considering that adults are 

the decision makers and facilitators within the family, museum educators must not solely 

focus on how the child learns. Educators must also focus on how adults learn and what 

motivates them since they choose when and how often the family will visit the museum 

(Jensen, 1999). Both children and adults contribute to family experiences within 

museums so it makes sense to focus not only on children, but also on adults. As Sheppard 

(2009), Executive Director of the Institute of Learning Innovation, noted in her lecture at 

the Engage Families! Workshop, both children and adults should be empowered within 

the museum experience. Children and adults should be encouraged to engage in museum 

activities (Sheppard, 2009). In order to satisfy all family members, knowledge of how 

adults learn must supplement knowledge of how children and families learn. 

 Adult learning and how it is dissimilar from child learning has been studied from 

many perspectives. Andragogy is the art and science of helping adults learn. Knowles 

(1970) has been studying and contributing to this body of knowledge for several decades. 

Knowles argued that adults have more experience than children, have an increased 

readiness to learn, crave life-centered learning experiences, and are more internally 

motivated to learn. He argued that adults learn better when these things are considered in 
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planning adult education. Knowles (2005), along with several scholars (Jarvis, 2010; 

Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007), worked to revise the initial points he made 

about the differences between andragogy and pedagogy because they found that children, 

too, learn better when these things are considered. It is true that adults will have more 

experiences than children, but the quality of experiences matter more than the quantity. If 

adults cannot link what they learn with a past experience then, just like children who lack 

past experiences, adults will not be able to relate to what they learn (Knowles et al., 

2005). Another point of contention with andragogy is adults’ increased readiness to learn. 

Knowles (1970) argued that adults respond better to learning situations when they can 

identify how the knowledge will pertain to their lives. Jarvis (2010) argues that adults, 

just like children, must be ready to learn what they need to know as it pertains to their 

lives. Children also benefit from being able to apply what they learn to real-life 

situations. None of the initial points that Knowles (1970) made concerning andragogy 

can be supported to differ completely from the practice associated with pedagogy (Jarvis, 

2010; Knowles et al., 2005; Merriam et al., 2007). Adult’s internal motivation to learn is 

one point that Knowles (Knowles et al., 2005; Knowles, 1970) made that can help us 

understand how adults learn differently from children. 

Adults, like children, must be motivated to learn in order for the learning process 

to occur. Motivation to learn is caused by incentives such as curiosity, uncertainty, and 

unfulfilled wills (Illeris, 2007). Adults are more self-directed in their learning than 

children, who are most often directed to learn certain topics chosen by adults and parents 

(Illeris, 2007; Knowles et al., 2005; Knowles, 1970). Of course children can also be self-
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directed in their learning, but it takes much more motivation and guidance from adults for 

this to occur. Jarvis (2010) questions whether or not children are less self-directed to 

learn than adults. He states that children could have the same readiness to learn as adults 

when a problem arises about which they want to find out more and solve. Another 

difference in motivation is that adults are driven to learn more by internal versus external 

motivations. Adults are motivated to learn by internal factors such as improving self-

esteem, increasing the quality of life, and achieving job satisfaction (Knowles et al., 

2005; Knowles, 1970). I argue that children can also be motivated internally, but the 

educational system and parents place so much emphasis on external motivators like 

grades, rewards, and money that it is often hard to distinguish whether a child is 

motivated internally or externally.  

It is arguable whether adults are more motivated to learn than children. However, 

it is clear that adults have a broader store of experiences and knowledge because of the 

various roles they have played throughout their longer lives. Adults, especially parents, 

seek new knowledge based on changing roles in their lives. Roles change for adults as 

they become parents, spouses, switch jobs, and take on new leisure activities (Jensen, 

1999). Adults will search for educational programs that answer questions they have when 

they take on these new roles. Planning education that will relate to adults’ experiences 

increases their motivation to learn independently (Jensen, 1999). As adults acquire 

knowledge from new engagements, they build on old knowledge gained from past 

experiences. Under the constructivist theory, this process aids in the development of new 
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perspectives or meaning-making (Sachatello-Sawyer et al., 2002). This process of 

developing knowledge is in line with how children construct and build up knowledge. 

When it comes to museum participation, the criteria for adult programs are similar 

to those for family programs. Hood (1981) studied adult museum participation in relation 

to leisure activities and art museums. Although Hood’s study of adult museum 

participation is rather dated, it has continued to influence more recent research and 

studies by museum educators (Gunther, 1989; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999; Sachatello-

Sawyer et al., 2002). Her study found that adults crave active participation through 

practical hands-on experiences that require new information in order to make discoveries. 

It is important that these experiences result in an end product (Hood, 1981). Adults also 

look for opportunities to collaborate with others while exploring and learning. They enjoy 

social interactions, especially when they are new to an area and are looking to meet adults 

with similar interests (Grenier, 2010; Hood, 1981; Sachatello-Sawyer et al., 2002). When 

Hood focused on leisure activities for families, some of her findings contradict much of 

the current research of families in museums. Hood claimed that parents of young 

children, six to eleven-year-olds, wanted social interactions and entertainment through 

leisure activities. This particular group of museum-goers did not value learning 

opportunities and doing something worthwhile in art museums (Hood, 1981). On the 

contrary, studies (Borun, 2002; Borun et al., 1998; Ellenbogen et al., 2007) conducted 

more recently on families in various types of museums found that parents do place a lot 

of value on learning as a family while participating in leisure activities, such as museum 

activities and programming. The family agenda is learning in museums. Parents want fun 
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museum activities that encourage learning (Borun, 2002). From these studies I concluded 

that parents and children alike spent more time at exhibits that encouraged the whole 

family to collaborate together while they learned. 

A recent study by Grenier (2010) explores adult play in museums and sheds more 

light on Hood’s claim that adults want to explore and learn through hands-on activities. 

Play consists of voluntary activities that enhance creative thinking and opportunities to 

learn. In line with the constructivist theory, adults enjoy experimental activities that give 

them the opportunity to problem solve and make sense of their discoveries (Grenier, 

2010). Grenier and Hood assert that adults look for many of the same qualities in 

museum education programs as families do. The difference though would be that adults 

look for quality content that relates to the current role they play in life. Adults also look 

for ways to socialize and collaborate with other adults through active participation. 

Socialization and active participation are important to family learning and interactions as 

well, but educators must find ways to make collaboration and active participation 

relevant to children and adults alike.  

Parents take on the active role of facilitator more often when museum activities 

provide opportunities for parent and child collaboration (Falk & Dierking, 2000). Along 

with opportunities to collaborate, parents act as facilitators in museums when they feel 

comfortable with content and experiences provided in the museum (Falk & Dierking, 

2000; Hood, 1981; Rennie & Johnston, 2004). Parents are comfortable not knowing all 

the answers when visiting museums, but they do crave familiarity with the content and 

activities (Ellenbogen et al., 2007). Piscitelli and Weier (2002) echo parents’ need to be 
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comfortable in the museum in a study they conducted. They found that parents were 

better equipped to engage their child in learning when the museum provided materials 

that effectively communicated details about the exhibit. Suggestions for previsit activities 

were also significant in familiarizing parents and children with exhibit content (Piscitelli 

& Weier, 2002). Collaboration and comfort are key factors for promoting family learning 

and fun at museums. When theses needs are met then parents, especially females, assume 

the facilitator role more actively. Females have been identified more often than males as 

the facilitator or leader of learning in museums (Borun, 2002; Borun, Chambers, Dristas, 

& Johnson, 1997). Fun learning activities that promote collaboration amongst all family 

members benefit both adults and children. It is necessary to understand how each family 

member learns and what they require from educational activities and programming in 

order to execute beneficial learning experiences for the whole family. 

CONCLUSION 

The knowledge and studies of family learning presented in this chapter guided me 

through the planning and implementation of this study. This knowledge becomes 

increasingly important during the data interpretation process. With this knowledge in 

mind, I am well equipped to draw conclusions about the family observed in the study as 

well as make recommendations for further studies of family educational activities and 

programming in the field of art museum education. 

 

 



 
 
 

30 

Chapter 3: Research Methods and Pertinent Literature  

 This qualitative narrative case study focuses on one family’s experiences at the 

Denver Art Museum (DAM). I observed this family so that I could see if and how 

museum experiences contributed to their lives outside the museum. These experiences are 

told through stories that reveal what the family values. This study was born out of the 

Contextual Model of Learning, which theorizes the personal, physical, and socio-cultural 

contexts all contribute to the learning process. The socio-cultural context in this case is 

the family (Falk & Dierking, 2007). The family brings past experiences to the museum 

and uses these experiences to construct knowledge in the museum experience. Studies on 

family learning in museums have largely been focused on museums other than art 

museums, such as children’s museums, science museums, history museums, zoos, and 

aquariums (Borun, 2002; Borun et al., 1998; Ellenbogen et al., 2007). This narrative case 

study explores family experiences in art museums and what these experiences reveal 

about what this family values. 

 This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section presents the 

methodology used, the reasons for choosing narrative case study, and the roles I played as 

researcher. The following section introduces the settings of observations and the methods 

for selecting the family. The last section focuses on the tools and methods utilized to 

collect data, my changing roles throughout the study, and data analysis methods. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Narrative case study. 

I used case study as my methodology to answer my questions and gain a general 

understanding of family interactions in relation to art museums. Stake (1995) describes 

this methodology as a “study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming 

to understand its activity within important circumstances” (p. xi). I examined this 

particular family in depth, not how it is different from other families that visit art 

museums. The intention was to find out how the family interacts while exploring the 

museum and what connections they make between the art and their experiences (Stake, 

1995). Gerring (2007) writes about case study as an intensive study of a single case so 

that it can shed light on a larger population. Even though this study was not broad enough 

to make assumptions about all families, it was an intensive study of a single family. Case 

study is the preferred method for my research because of my intentions to find out how 

one particular family uses their experiences at the DAM in their daily life. In order to do 

this I focused closely on their interactions as a family in an effort to know them well.   

Narrative inquiry is appropriate for gathering data and presenting findings in a 

descriptive, holistic way so as to paint a picture of the family unit’s experiences at the 

Denver Art Museum. When considering how to begin my inquiry of the family, I 

wondered about the most practical way to gather and reveal the data. Since my goal was 

to gain an understanding of the family’s use of their experiences at the DAM in their 

daily lives, I realized that much of the data would connect to other aspects of their lives. 

These connections contribute to complex data in that the family’s stories do not follow a 



 
 
 

32 

simple linear path from beginning to end. By using narrative inquiry I consider that 

people are living their stories through current experiences and telling stories of their past 

experiences as they reflect upon them and explain their lives to others (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990). People are “engaged in living, telling, retelling, and reliving stories” 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p.4) all at the same time. The constant tellings and 

retellings of life stories complicate the researcher’s role, which will be discussed further 

in section C.   

Stories are a familiar part of human experience that help people understand and 

make meaning of their lives and the lives of others. Stories are part of every aspect of our 

lives because much of our understanding and learning is based on the oral tradition of 

storytelling (Webster & Mertova, 2007). Stories do not exist in isolated forms, though. 

Stories take on new forms and shapes when new events occur. Considering that the 

purpose of this study is find out how new experiences at the DAM are integrated into the 

family’s daily life, stories of these experiences will reflect new “growth and that 

understandings are continually developed, reshaped, and retold informally” (Webster & 

Mertova, 2007). Narrative inquiry is an appropriate method for telling the family’s stories 

because unlike quantitative methods, narrative inquiry can address the complex issues of 

human experience. Other research methods tell understandings of studied subjects or 

phenomena at certain points but tend to omit the intervening stages (Webster & Mertova, 

2007). Narrative inquiry attempts to tell the whole story, not to produce conclusions of 

certainty but instead to produce well-grounded and supportable findings. Narrative strives 

for verisimilitude to show that the results have the appearance of truth or reality rather 
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than aiming to represent the truth (Webster & Mertova, 2007). The use of narrative in this 

case study strived to present what the family values through stories of the family’s life. 

Various forms of data collected in many settings over the course of six weeks shed light 

on how past experiences and experiences outside of the museum contribute to my 

understanding of the family’s values in relation to the DAM.  

Researcher roles. 

My position as researcher changed constantly throughout the observation process. 

I played different roles throughout the study and engaged in even more diverse roles in 

my presentation and analysis of data. Stake (1995) describes the researcher’s various 

roles and how these can shift depending on the stage of the study and the changing 

intentions of the researcher. My goal of getting to know the family and their intentions 

for visiting the museum closely aligns with the role of biographer. The biographer often 

studies one phase of the participants’ lives (Stake, 1995). I set clear boundaries and 

limitations by observing the family in the museum and collecting data outside of the 

museum that pertained to their museum experiences and what they valued as a family. I 

closely studied the family and how they related to the DAM, in order to reveal the 

complexities within their relationships (Stake, 1995). As an interpreter, I tried to 

understand the family’s motivations for visiting the museum and the value they placed in 

such experiences. The observations and conversations with the family provided evidence 

for their motivations and values. I followed Stake’s (1995) proposal that the interpreter 
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uses the collected data and observations and finds ways to connect it to what is already 

known about the issue at hand.   

My role as a qualitative researcher was crucial in the outcome of this study. As a 

researcher I tried to focus on the participants’ meanings in relation to family interactions 

in and out of the museum, not the meanings I brought to the issue (Stake, 1995). This was 

crucial in my quest to find out what ordinary interactions were like for this family. My 

goal was to observe the case for long enough to find out what was ordinary. Even though 

it was important to observe the family in a way as to not disturb the case, this was 

challenging to do because of the inquisitive mind and watchful eye of the young child 

(Stake, 1995). The key in qualitative research is to observe as naturally as possible, which 

can be achieved best through direct observation (Stake, 1995). Stake’s writing on the 

researcher’s role emphasizes the importance of the researcher’s observations of the case 

in a non-disruptive way. The best way for my observations to reflect as much of an 

ordinary situation as possible is for me to build a relationship with the family. An 

established relationship with the family provides a foundation of trust amongst us that 

will in turn reflect as much of an ordinary situation as possible.  

The role the researcher plays in narrative case study affects the outcome of the 

study. The initial concern of my role in the data collection process was building a 

relationship with the family. I feared that they would not be comfortable enough with me 

observing them and would therefore interact and discuss much differently than usual. My 

presence would inevitably affect their experience to some extent but I was hoping to be 

more of an observer than a participant observer. My role as observer was constantly 
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negotiated and challenged throughout observations of the family because I did form a 

bond with the family rather quickly.   

The general inquisitiveness of the young child made it impossible to separate 

myself completely from the family’s experiences at the museum, and therefore I was 

oftentimes a participant observer. Over the course of the research study, I formed a 

relationship with him. When we visited the museum together, he would make sure that I 

was following along when they moved from gallery to gallery. He was aware of the audio 

recorder and would ask what it was used for and why mom or dad was holding it. 

Throughout the observations, the child and I talked periodically about his understandings 

of experiences with his family and the art. I asked him questions and in turn he asked me 

questions. We came to form an interactive relationship. These interactions were 

necessary in order for us to connect and establish a trusting relationship. This trusting 

relationship also arose between the mother and me. Like with the child, we would ask 

each other questions during my observations of the family. I would ask her to clarify 

what I observed and heard while at the museum as a way to check my understanding of 

family dynamics, past experiences, and inferred meanings that were revealed during these 

observations. The mother also utilized my professional teaching expertise to answer her 

questions about early childhood education and primary public school education. In this 

way she too acted as a researcher in this study. The relationships that quickly formed 

between the family and myself caused my role to switch back and forth between observer 

and participant observer.   
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SELECTING THE OBSERVATIONAL SITE AND THE IDEAL MUSEUM-GOING FAMILY 

There are many factors that make the Denver Art Museum an appropriate site for 

my case study. When considering what type of internship to pursue for my degree 

requirement and which museum would best suit my interests, I was immediately attracted 

to the DAM. The research I conducted during my first semester of graduate school 

focused mainly on family learning in museums. In 1997 the DAM received funding from 

the Pew Charitable Trusts to enhance their educational resources for family visitors. The 

population of the Denver metropolitan area is comprised of 40% families, which was a 

driving force in deciding to revamp the museum’s family programming (Denver Art 

Museum). My first application was sent to the DAM in hopes of working closely with 

their educators, who promote a family-friendly museum environment. I was offered an 

internship at the DAM just two weeks after the application deadline. This opportunity 

drove my research towards an on site study of family programs at the DAM. Once I 

decided to conduct my research at the DAM and planned to intern there for the summer, I 

secured permission from the education department to pursue my research at the site 

(Appendix A). These factors, along with the opportunity to work in the family programs 

department of the museum, made the Denver Art Museum a desirable site for my study.   

This purposeful choice propelled me to craft a study that would involve the DAM 

and serve my interests as well. Silverman (2000) argues that qualitative researchers 

should use purposive sampling when choosing the case to study. Purposive sampling 

guides the researcher to choose the case based on the features and processes that are of 

interest to the researcher. Unlike quantitative research that entails choosing random 
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samples in an effort to represent a broader population, qualitative researchers choose a 

case because it provides access for explaining and answering the pertinent questions of 

the study (Silverman, 2000). Random sampling in qualitative studies is unrealistic 

because choosing a representative sample of cases for the study would likely yield a 

sample set that is too large to be able to study all cases intensely (Silverman, 2000). My 

single case for study is not representative of a larger population of family-focused 

museums, but the characteristics of the museum make it the right site for my study. This 

study aims to understand how art and family values might be revealed through 

experiences at a museum that is educationally focused on family visitors.  

Choosing the family to observe was an important step in ensuring the quality of 

this study. Initially, I planned to choose a “normal” museum-going family based on the 

size of the average American family. I also thought it would be important to choose a 

family with children between the ages of 5 and 18, so that they could contribute personal 

accounts of their museum experiences through journal writing and entries to an online 

blog. After discussing these criteria with my thesis chair and education staff at the DAM, 

I realized that these criteria would limit the selection of a family to participate in this 

study. Instead of choosing a normal family I began to focus on choosing an ideal family. 

Ellenbogen et al. (2007) define family as a learning group comprised of members of 

different ages and backgrounds that share similar values, beliefs, and past experiences. I 

considered their definition of family and the type of family that would fulfill the purpose 

of this study. My intention for this study was to find a family that used the educational 
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resources at the Denver Art Museum. Size and family member’s ages became 

unimportant when I shifted my focus to finding a family that was ideal for my study. 

One of the museum educator’s became interested in my research and offered to 

help me locate a family to participate in my observational study. She suggested that she 

would contact families who attend monthly Create Playdates at the DAM. Create 

Playdates invite families to visit the museum once a month with their three-year-olds to 

five-year-olds. Any community member who pays museum admission can attend the 

Playdates and this program tends to attract some of the same families each month. 

Summer kids’ classes at the DAM were another possibility for locating a family. Classes 

were in session for one week at a time and explore different collections, themes, and art 

media at the museum. Some kids return summer after summer and some register for 

many classes over the course of one summer. Families that regularly attended Create 

Playdates and families that registered for summer classes would serve as possible 

participants for my purposeful observations at the DAM.   

 The next step was to contact families through e-mail and in person to find a 

family who was interested in the study. The museum educator contacted some mothers 

through email and I began approaching families as they dropped off their children for 

summer art classes at the museum. I talked with mothers, grandmothers, and nannies and 

provided them with informational fliers about my research so they could contact me later 

if they were interested (see Appendix B for a copy of the informational flier). Initially, I 

thought face-to-face interaction would be the best way to create interest in my study, but I 

did not receive any follow-up emails or phone calls from these conversations.   
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While I was not acquiring any interest in my study through summer art classes, 

the museum educator was sending out emails to some mothers who regularly attended 

Create Playdates, as well as to some mothers who previously worked at the DAM. A few 

mothers indicated interest and gave me permission to contact them for a preliminary 

interview so that I could find out about their family and their use of the museum’s family 

programs (see Appendix C for phone interview questions). Of the few individuals I spoke 

with about my study, two had worked at the DAM in the past. Our conversations 

provided some great insight into why they saw their family experiences at the museum as 

valuable. One purpose of this study was to find out what motivates a family to visit the 

art museum so I knew that I did not want to choose families with museum ties. One 

mother with whom I spoke did not have museum ties and our phone conversation was 

intriguing. We had an interesting conversation about her experience at Create Playdates 

with her three-year old son. She mentioned some interesting connections that her son 

made between what he saw at the museum and his toys at home. After speaking with her 

I continued to speak with other mothers but I kept thinking about that initial phone 

conversation. Something about our discussion stayed with me for a few days, which 

indicated that her family would be a good choice for my research. Our conversation will 

be described later in Chapter 4.  

This family seemed to be the obvious choice for my research because they were 

already using the museum’s educational activities and were motivated to become more 

familiar with the museum. The family is comprised of a mother, father, and three-year-

old son who were fairly new residents to Denver. Both parents have advanced 
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educational degrees and value the visual arts in educating their young son. The mother 

stays at home with their three-year old son. She is in her early forties and is not originally 

from Denver. Her involvement in a local mothers’ group helps her stay connected with 

other mothers with young children who, like her, are always looking for engaging 

activities in Denver for families with children. When I met the family the mother and son 

had been attending Create Playdates at the DAM once a month for about six months. 

Prior to their first Create Playdate at the DAM six months before we met, her son had not 

been to the DAM. The father is a scientist who works at a nearby university. He enjoys 

spending time with their son at the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, where they 

have a membership. The family does not have a membership at the DAM, though mother 

and father believe that it is important to introduce their son to visual arts. The family’s 

decision to participate in the study was based on their desire to become more familiar 

with the DAM and the resources it has to offer their family (see Appendix D for sample 

consent forms). 

The initial conversation with the mother occurred through e-mail on June 21. I 

first met with the mother and child in the museum on June 30 to review my intentions for 

the study and plan our dates for observational meetings in the museum. The whole family 

met me at the museum for our first observation on July 3. Subsequent observational 

meetings occurred in the art museum and other settings over the course of the month of 

July and early August. I observed the family in sites outside the museum in order to 

understand as many aspects of their daily life as possible. The other sites of study were 

the park and science museum, where family outings typically occur for this family, as 
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well as the family’s home. I observed how the family interacted and engaged in 

conversation at these sites outside of the museum. The goal of meeting with the family in 

other sites was to discover whether their experiences in the art museum were integrated 

into everyday life.  

DATA COLLECTION 

Tools and methods. 

Stake (1995) writes about the preferred tools for data collection in qualitative 

research.  Information can be collected using various tools, such as unstructured or semi-

structured observations, interviews, documents, and visual materials. Various tools were 

helpful when gathering data in different settings. The data collection tools that I used 

closely resembled those used by Ellenbogen (2003). For the museum site visits with the 

family, I used an audio recorder to capture family conversations as they moved through 

the museum and interacted with each other and the art. I found that audio recordings were 

helpful in a pilot study I conducted on a family’s conversations in an art museum. This 

method of data collection was useful in my pilot study because the recording picked up 

on conversations that I may have missed while I was writing notes or was out of earshot. 

I also observed the family and recorded field notes to capture body language and 

interactions amongst the family that could not be captured by the audio device. I found 

that repeated listening to audio recordings revealed patterns in the conversations that I did 

not pick up initially.   
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Storytelling was also used as a method of data collection after the museum visits. 

My goal was to tell the family’s story through their experiences with art, so recording 

their stories supported this goal. I set up a blog for the family to post any thoughts, 

discussions, or connections that came up between our visits. The online blogging tool 

was intended to capture anecdotes that may have come up while I was not observing the 

family, but the family did not actively use this tool. Even though this blog did not thrive 

like I hoped it would, I still was able to gather various stories and intriguing data that 

helps me communicate the family’s story. 

Changing roles of the researcher. 

My level of interaction with the family changed, depending on the observation 

sites.  While at the DAM and the Denver Museum of Nature and Science I followed the 

family while they let their son lead the way through the exhibits. As I followed along, the 

family held the audio recorder and I wrote my observations of what the family did in my 

field notebook. From time to time the mother would interject to tell me more about the 

family. She would explain what some of the conversations meant and help me understand 

when the conversation made a connection to a past experience or discussion the family 

had previously. I would fluctuate between an observer and a participant observer at these 

points. These interjections added to the family’s story because these conversations helped 

me learn more about the family.   

When I met the mother and son at the park and at their home I was more of a 

participant observer. During these site observations I would talk with the mother about 
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the family. I would also play games with the son, which provided the opportunity to ask 

him questions about his art experiences and connections he made at the DAM. These 

visits were critical in my study because I was able to gain access to the family as more 

than just a researcher. I am an elementary teacher as well as a graduate researcher, which 

was particularly useful in forming a relationship with the mother. She sought my advice 

about her son’s education. Even though he was only three-years old, she was very 

concerned with the school options in Denver. She also confided in me by sharing her 

experiences as a stay-at-home mother and how she and her husband carefully considered 

their decision to have a child. We formed a trusting relationship because of these less 

structured observations.   

DATA ANALYSIS METHODS 

 The process of analyzing data began early on in this research project. Data 

analysis begins with the first observations and continues until the interpretation process 

(Stake, 2010). Analyzing the data was the most difficult task to begin in this process 

because there are no definitive ways to begin the process. Like the experiences of many 

other researchers, I attempted to start the process many times but became stuck on how to 

carry out the process (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). It was clear, though, that the first 

step was to begin archiving the various sets of collected data. I began to sift through 

audio recordings, field notes, email communication, and blog entries and categorized 

them by date, observational setting, and family members involved in each experience 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). After completing this step I began to transcribe audio 
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recordings and field notes. I had to consider if this process should yield clean or detailed 

data transcriptions. Clean transcriptions of audio recordings would include only the 

individuals’ spoken words. Detailed transcriptions would reveal how the words were 

communicated and would include false starts, repetitions, and pauses (Elliot, 2005). I 

decided that detailed transcriptions would produce more of a true reading of what was 

actually happening during the family interactions, not only the words that were spoken. I 

typed each set of transcribed data and dated each according to when the observation 

occurred. The transcription process was detailed and lengthy. Each time I delved into the 

process, though, I became more familiar with the data. I began noticing themes within 

and across observations of the family’s experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

 I was ready to uncover the significance of the family’s experiences now that I had 

the transcribed data available. Reading and rereading each set of transcribed data 

involved close examination of each family experience. I began to look for patterns, 

connections, and tensions within each family experience and across various experiences 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). When I noticed a pattern or connection I would change 

the font color of the pattern or connection within the transcribed data to signify this 

discovery. Each time I discovered a new pattern or connection I would use a different 

color to reflect a new discovery. This process of coding revealed several patterns and 

connections across the five observed family experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 

Webster & Mertova, 2007). The next step was to analyze each pattern and connection to 

determine which was significant and which was not. This process involved much data 

comparison in order to discover which patterns and connections occurred most often. I 
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also examined each pattern and connection to determine its relevancy to my research 

questions. For example, if a pattern emerged that reflect how the family used the museum 

or revealed what they valued as a family, then I determined that this was a significant 

pattern. This process was not orderly or linear because it required moving between each 

set of data according to which pattern or connection received my focus (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000). I encountered several roadblocks in the process and came to many dead 

ends. When this happened then I knew that the pattern or connection I was exploring 

would not be significant to my results. I eventually established a rhythm in the process 

after much trial and error. Significant patterns and connections ultimately led to the 

construction of themes that would dictate the structure of the narrative in Chapter 4. 

These themes reveal how the family used the museum’s exhibitions and educational 

activities and what the family’s uses revealed about their values. 

After analyzing the data and presenting my conclusions, how can I as a qualitative 

researcher assure that critical investigation of the data produced findings that were not 

just based on a few sources of information (Silverman, 2000)? This problem called 

anecdotalism questions the validity of many qualitative research projects. Triangulation 

and respondent validation are two ways to address the problem of anecdotalism 

(Silverman, 2000). The use of triangulation strives to get a true reading of the situation by 

looking at it from many different ways. Examining audio recordings and field notes from 

multiple observations of the family revealed similar findings across multiple data sets. 

Clear themes arose across conversations. I also referred to documented email and phone 

conversations with the mother to validate observational findings. Several times 
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throughout the study I revealed gathered data to the mother in an effort to verify that what 

I recorded, based on observations, was as she recalled. I also asked questions of the 

participants along the way in order to ensure that I correctly understood meanings of what 

was said or done during observational settings. Limited use of respondent validation was 

coupled with triangulation to solve the problem of anecdotalism. Respondent validation is 

the practice of revealing the data analysis results to the participants so that they can 

validate or refute the researcher’s interpretations of their actions. I limited the use of 

respondent validation because problems arise if the researcher privileges the participants’ 

accounts of their actions over all other data (Silverman, 2000). I contacted the mother 

during the data analysis process to ask clarifying questions about the family in order to 

address some information that was missing from my data. This contact helped to ensure 

that I had gained a clear perspective of the family and their interactions. 

CONCLUSION 

Chapter 4 presents data collected from all observations of the family. This chapter 

tells the family’s story by using data gathered through audio recordings, observational 

data from my field notes, email communication, and blog entries. I strive to retell what 

occurred during my observations of the family without revealing any conclusions that 

arose through the analysis and interpretation of the data. Interpretation of collected data 

occurs in Chapter 5. The family’s story is complex, but in Chapter 4 is narrated in 

sections according to prevalent themes. 
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Chapter 4: Stories of One Family’s Experiences at the                     
Denver Art Museum 

 This chapter is comprised of multiple stories pertaining to the family’s art 

museum experiences. As previously discussed in Chapter 3, patterns and connections 

were carefully examined throughout the data analysis process to determine apparent 

values revealed through the family’s experiences. I identified that the family valued 

education, social interaction, construction of personal identities, and familiarity in family 

activities. Each value evolved into a theme that drove the writing of this narrative 

chapter. Each section title within this chapter was carefully worded to reflect each theme 

and provide a preview of significant values within each story. The thematic sections are 

loosely ordered according to how significant I found each value to be for the family. 

They are loosely ordered because several values appear throughout each section, making 

it difficult to strictly write to one value within a certain section. The obvious values acted 

as threads weaving in and out of various family experiences. For example, education 

became an apparent value from initial conversations with the mother. I chose to place this 

thematic section before other sections because it was obvious to me during the early 

observational phase that the family valued education. The emphasis that the family places 

on education is apparent in other sections as well.  

 Each section was carefully written by choosing the most relevant vignettes from 

the family’s experiences as they related to each theme. There were many more vignettes 

from the family’s experiences that would have fit into each section, but for the sake of 

length I had to be restrictive when choosing which vignettes to include or omit. I 
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carefully sewed together multiple vignettes to reveal an overall narrative, much like a 

garment that begins with separate, intricate pieces and is carefully crafted through much 

planning and care. The first section, From the Lone Star State to the Rocky Mountains, 

relays the story of my journey from the University of Texas at Austin to the Denver Art 

Museum. Follow the Leader - Childhood Education tells stories that relate to the value 

the family places on education. Negotiating a New Identity focuses on the mother’s 

struggle to redefine herself in her new role as a stay-at-home mother. The family values 

familiarity in their museum experiences and this is revealed in the section entitled, A 

New Friend – Building a Relationship with the Denver Art Museum. The final section, 

Through the Eyes of a Child, emphasizes how the child negotiates his art museum 

experiences and his focused attention on the physical space of the museum. The 

following narrative emphasizes the family’s values as revealed through their art museum 

experiences. 

FROM THE LONE STAR STATE TO THE ROCKY MOUNTAINS 

Colorado has always been one of my favorite places to visit. Thus when my 

research on family programs led to the Denver Art Museum, I focused my efforts on 

devising a way to conduct my research there. This family-friendly and always dynamic 

museum has a great reputation with families in the Denver area. I decided to set my 

sights on an internship at the DAM in order to begin my thesis research journey. To me, 

the allure of cooler summer temperatures, a family-focused art museum, and a summer 

internship were the perfect combination to begin my research.  
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The application for the summer internship at the DAM was the first one of many I 

submitted. After I took this first step, the rest seemed to easily fall into place. Only a 

week after I submitted my application I received a phone call from the education 

department at the DAM to schedule a phone interview. I anxiously awaited the interview 

and hoped I would be a good fit for the family programs internship. During the interview 

I began to envision how my research could benefit from working at the DAM. The 

resources and people at the DAM would surely lead my research along the right track to a 

better understanding of how the museum motivates families to visit and what attracts 

families to the museum. After the interview I was set to spend the summer in Denver 

with a part-time unpaid summer internship at the DAM. My excitement for an unpaid 

internship was probably ridiculous to others, but I could not wait to embark on a new 

journey with new faces, new places, and much to learn. 

In the months leading up to my departure for Denver I planned how I would 

conduct my research while I was at the museum. As I narrowed my research focus to 

center on one family, I began to worry about how I would go about finding a family that 

would be willing to be the subject of my study. I began to plan my research schedule and 

realized that two months in Denver did not leave me with much time to find a family, 

build a trusting relationship with them, and observe their experiences in the art museum 

and other places. With this short timeframe in mind I began exchanging emails with my 

future supervisor at the museum in hopes that she could connect me with some families 

that used the museum resources. After consulting with my supervisor and my thesis 

advisor, I realized that this would be challenging because education departments are 
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rarely in direct contact with families who visit the museum. My overwhelming need to be 

in control and have a plan in mind was being challenged by this circumstance of 

uncertainty. I decided though that the best thing to do was to listen to my advisors and 

begin to search for the family once I arrived in Denver. 

My anxiety over finding the right family for my study subsided during my first 

day at the DAM. I joined my supervisor at a meeting with other museum educators and 

was surprised to hear that one of the educators was intrigued by my study. After we 

talked briefly about what I proposed to do, I scheduled a meeting with her to discuss 

possible ideas for locating a family to observe. Her suggestions led to a two week search 

that finally ended up with a family ideally suited to participate in the observational study.  

The first mother that I contacted, Virginia1, was inquisitive about my study and 

expressed interest in participating. She and her three-year-old son, Samuel, had been 

visiting the DAM each month for Create Playdates. Our first conversation was intriguing 

to me because she mentioned her desire to become more familiar with the museum. She 

considered the Create Playdates the right avenue for doing this. I immediately started 

thinking about how this response related to my goal of understanding how a family uses 

the educational activities at the museum. Virginia also told me that she enjoyed the 

Playdates with Samuel because they were free with museum admission and were a great 

way to translate the museum experience to her young son. It was important for her to 

introduce Samuel to visual arts at a young age, yet she was not very confident in her 

ability to lead her child through the museum. Before Samuel was born, Virginia and her 
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husband, Noah, lived in New York City and visited the Metropolitan Museum of Art at 

least twice a month. Virginia’s visits to the DAM had been limited, though, and she was 

unsure about what the museum had to offer her three-year-old son. Our initial phone 

conversation sparked my interest for several reasons, yet I wanted to make sure that I 

considered all my options. Over the next week I spoke with several mothers about 

participating in my study, but I kept on remembering the conversation I had with 

Virginia.  

There was a story that Virginia shared with me during our phone conversation 

that kept popping up in my head and caused me to ask her family to participate in my 

study. Virginia and I were discussing Create Playdates at the DAM and I asked her if she 

thought they were significant experiences for Samuel. She told me the story of when she 

realized that Samuel was making connections between his life and his museum 

experiences. Samuel and Virginia had been attending the Playdates for a few months. The 

next monthly Playdate was coming up soon and Samuel kept telling Virginia that he 

wanted to bring his toy car to the museum. She could not understand why he wanted to 

take his car with them to the museum. She just thought that he liked his toy cars and did 

not want to part with them, even when going to the museum.  When the day of the 

Playdate arrived Samuel insisted on taking his toy car with them to the DAM. It was not 

until after they arrived at the museum that Virginia realized how Samuel had made a 

connection to a prior Playdate experience. Virginia and Samuel went to look at an 

architectural model of the museum complete with outdoor plaza, outdoor sculptures, 

                                                                                                                                                 
1 All participant names have been changed to ensure confidentiality. 
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surrounding buildings, and city streets (see Appendix E1 for photographs of the museum 

complex). According to Samuel, the only things that were missing were his cars. Virginia 

finally realized the meaning behind his desire to bring his car to the museum. When I 

observed the whole family during our first visit to the DAM, Virginia took Noah and 

Samuel to the architectural model. Virginia asked Samuel if he remembered how he 

wanted to bring his cars to play on the model. Samuel examined it for awhile and finally 

said, “I want to roll my cars on here one day.” This is when Virginia understood that 

Samuel was remembering his museum experiences and was able to connect his interests 

and personal belongings with what he had seen at the museum.  

When I began to plan how to conduct this study I worried about the family 

selection process. I researched qualities for a normal museum-going family but had 

trouble defining what this meant, exactly. I was reminded of the difficulty in defining a 

normal family during a conversation with Virginia. As we talked one day, Virginia 

recounted a discussion she had with her friend about my study. She told her friend that I 

was looking for a normal family to observe inside and outside of the art museum. 

Virginia’s friend laughed and said in a joking manner that there is nothing normal about 

Virginia’s family. At the time I was not exactly sure what her friend’s comment meant. I 

had realized, though, how difficult it was to define a normal museum-going family and 

concluded that I should have been focusing on selecting an ideal family. In relation to my 

study I defined an ideal museum-going family as one that used the educational resources 

at the DAM. This family satisfied this definition and was therefore ideal as it pertained to 

my study.  
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The story about the toy car, Virginia’s desire to introduce Samuel to the visual 

arts, and their involvement in Create Playdates, led me to ask this family to participate in 

my study. The mother and son were already using the educational programs at the 

museum and were making connections between their museum experiences and daily life. 

I was eager to find out more about how they used the educational activities and resources 

at the DAM and what these experiences reveal about what they value as a family. I was 

also looking forward to meeting the father to see how he interacted with the family in the 

museum. 

FOLLOW THE LEADER - EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

 My career as an elementary teacher was bound to influence this study in one way 

or another. I told Virginia during our initial conversations that I was an early elementary 

teacher in order to ease any apprehensions she might have had about trusting my 

intentions for this study. Considering that I would be in direct contact with her family and 

her three-year-old son I wanted to make her feel as comfortable with me as possible. I 

was not sure if this motivated Virginia and Noah to agree to participate in my study, but 

my teaching experience did become a resource for Virginia. I quickly realized that my 

relationship with this family was not only beneficial to me but was also valuable to 

Virginia and Noah. Their dedication to raising a well-educated and well-rounded child 

became apparent early on in my study. 

 One warm and sunny Friday afternoon I rode my bike to the park to meet Virginia 

and Samuel at the playground. Virginia called me that morning to let me know that they 
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would be there playing and enjoying lunch. It was only a week into our observational 

meetings and already I could tell that Virginia was eager to help make my study 

successful. Like with many other meetings that we arranged, Virginia was instrumental in 

setting up times and places for us to meet that coordinated with the family’s usual 

activities. A trip to the park on a beautiful afternoon was typical for Virginia and Samuel 

and this trip would be my first observation of the family outside of a museum. 

 Samuel had quickly grown fond of me and was excited about showing me how he 

played on the playground. He was especially enthusiastic to show me how he could slide 

down the slide over and over again. While Samuel climbed and played on the playground 

Virginia noted that Samuel used to be scared of the slide. Today he showed off his 

confidence by running over to mom to tell her about each trip he took down the slide. As 

I watched him play and followed him on the playground, I was reminded of our recent 

trip to the DAM. Samuel loved showing his dad how he could climb on the turtle in the 

kids’ Just for Fun Family Center at the museum. He even told me that his favorite thing at 

the DAM was the turtle. The Just for Fun Family Center at the DAM was a space 

dedicated to families. There was a large turtle sculpture on the floor in the space and 

Samuel, like many other children, loved to crawl up on it to sit on its shell. Of course for 

a three-year-old boy anything that he could climb on, play on, and touch would be a 

favorite.  

 Keeping up with Samuel on the playground was a challenge. He was running 

from place to place and was quick to change his mind and move on to something else, 

much like he did on many of our museum visits. I finally decided to take a seat next to 
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Virginia as she watched after Samuel and encouraged him to drink water on this hot 

Denver day. Virginia and I had not had a chance to sit down and talk since our initial 

phone conversations. I was interested in getting to know her as a mother and was eager to 

find out what motivated her to visit the art museum with Samuel. It did not take long for 

me to figure out that Virginia takes her job as a full-time mother seriously. 

Our conversation did not linger on the Denver Art Museum for very long that day. 

Instead, Virginia began to talk about her concerns for Samuel’s education. Samuel would 

not begin kindergarten for another two years but already Virginia was looking into the 

Denver public school system and alternative options for his education. Since their family 

had only been in Denver for a few years Virginia had been investigating and consulting 

as many people as possible about the Denver public school system. Virginia took the 

opportunity to ask for my professional opinion about what dictates a child’s success in 

school. Virginia and Noah are committed to making the right educational decisions that 

best suit Samuel. As we talked about the importance of parent support and involvement 

early on in a child’s life, I realized that this study was not just my research, but also hers.  

Even though Virginia is a full-time mother, she and Noah decided to enroll 

Samuel in preschool in the fall. Samuel is the only child in the high-rise condominium 

building where the family lives. Since Samuel does not live near other children in his 

neighborhood, Virginia is always looking for various opportunities for Samuel to interact 

with children. Preschool will give Samuel the chance to meet other children and learn 

how to interact with them in a structured school environment. She also noted the 

importance of alternate authority figures in Samuel’s life. Mom and dad are looking 
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forward to Samuel being with other adults and learning from them. At the time of my 

observations mom and dad acted as his sole adult knowledge sources. Virginia and Noah 

are very intelligent and well-educated people and they realize the importance of another 

person’s perspective in their son’s education. 

 Before Samuel was born, Virginia worked in publishing in New York. She 

attended boarding school and stays very active with her alumni group. During our 

observational study she was planning an upcoming alumni reunion trip for families from 

her boarding school. Virginia does not do anything halfway. She puts her heart, soul, and 

mind into all she does and this is apparent in the way she raises Samuel. Noah is an 

atmospheric scientist and works at a university in another city close to Denver. Noah is 

interested in how things work, which has seemed to influence Samuel’s inquisitiveness. 

Noah’s vast scientific knowledge and extensive vocabulary were great sources of 

information for the family during our museum visits. Like Virginia, he is committed to 

providing the best education for his son. I saw this commitment to education when we 

visited the Denver Museum of Nature and Science and the Denver Art Museum. Both 

parents have truly embraced these public institutions as sources for family fun and 

education. 

Samuel and Noah have a special relationship that really came alive when we 

visited the Denver Museum of Nature and Science. The family has a membership to the 

science museum, which gives them the chance to visit the museum frequently. Dad and 

son usually visit the science museum at least twice a month. It is rare that all three of 

them come together to the museum. Virginia and Noah take turns accompanying Samuel 
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in order to give the other some free time of their own. The whole family came when I 

visited the science museum with them, but dad really took charge as the facilitator. 

When I met the family at the science museum, I was eager to observe how Noah 

and Samuel interacted. Virginia took on the facilitator role in previous meetings we had. 

She and I were developing a friendly and trusting relationship very quickly. Considering 

that Virginia stays at home with Samuel full-time and Noah works in another city, my 

developing relationship with Virginia did not come as a surprise. It seemed that she 

planned most activities for Samuel and acted as the sole family contact when setting up 

our family meetings. Virginia might have been the coordinator of family events, 

especially during the week, but Noah was the expert and leader at the science museum. 

As we walked into the moon and space center at the museum, dad gave Samuel 

the choice of what to do by asking him where he wanted to go first. Samuel was 

immediately drawn to an interactive simulator that showed how various objects cause 

craters on the moon. When Samuel said, “I want to do it. I want to go up,” mom and dad 

reminded him to stand in line and wait his turn. Samuel waited as patiently as a three-

year old could and finally was able to sit down at the simulator with dad. Virginia and I 

stood back as the two scientists began investigating together.  

Dad and Samuel looked like a perfect pair for exploring the science museum. Dad 

took on the role of facilitator as Samuel sat on his lap so that he could help guide Samuel 

while he used the simulator. It was very important to both Noah and Virginia that Samuel 

interacted as much as possible with activities at the museum. Samuel always had the 

chance to try things out by himself but mom and dad were nearby to help Samuel when 
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he struggled. Like a typical three-year-old, Samuel wanted to do everything first and had 

a lot of questions about how things worked. Noah really came alive when Samuel began 

firing questions at him: “What does this do? What’s this? Why is that open?” Samuel 

asked dad as they worked together to investigate. The scientist in Noah had an answer for 

everything. Virginia even stopped him at one point and asked, “How do you know that?” 

It seemed that there was not a question that dad could not answer.  

After they simulated impacts on the moon’s surface, Samuel moved over to a 

computer screen that showed how stars are born. Dad explained to Samuel how to 

navigate the screen in order for Samuel to do it on his own. Samuel navigated the buttons 

and would not take his hand off the controller ball. He kept it there and moved it 

constantly as dad explained what they were seeing on the screen. Noah treated Samuel 

like a fellow scientist by using large vocabulary words as he explained everything to 

Samuel. When Samuel wanted to know why the stars form, Noah’s response was, “the 

gravity pulls it all together. Our sun will become a red giant after 10 billion years.” 

Samuel wanted to know more and asked, “Why is it going to become a red giant?” Noah 

explained that the sun will become a red giant, “because it runs out of fuel. It runs out of 

hydrogen to burn. It doesn’t have as much gravity.” Challenging concepts and large 

vocabulary words did not deter Samuel’s interest nor thwart his understanding. Samuel 

even used some of the same words when asking his dad for more explanations and 

clarification.  

Samuel’s questions and thirst for more explanations did not subside throughout 

the rest of our visit to the museum. As the designated leader for the family, Samuel 
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bounced around from room to room and from activity to activity. Noah was always by 

Samuel’s side to field the seemingly endless barrage of questions, including the always 

fitting question of “Why?” No matter how much information Noah tried to impart to 

Samuel, he still found a way to ask for more. At a young age, Samuel had already learned 

that dad is the go-to parent for knowledge at the science museum. This role of knowledge 

facilitator shifted between mom and dad quite frequently, however. 

The science museum was Noah’s comfort zone, where he could use all his 

knowledge to impart a fun and meaningful experience for Samuel. The facilitator role in 

the family shifted to Virginia when we were at the Denver Art Museum. Our first 

meeting at the art museum was with the whole family. For Virginia and Samuel, who had 

been coming to Create Playdates at the DAM for about six months, the museum was 

becoming a familiar space where they enjoyed visiting together. Noah had not been to the 

museum before so Virginia enlisted Samuel’s help in guiding the family throughout his 

favorite galleries. Much like the visit to the science museum, Samuel was given choices 

about where to go based on what he remembered from past visits. Like Noah at the 

science museum, Virginia assumed the role of main facilitator at the art museum because 

of her familiarity with the space.  

As we entered the art museum Virginia asked Samuel, “What are we going to 

look at?” Samuel told his mom earlier that day that he had to go back to African art, 

which he had visited that week. Samuel restated his choice for mom and dad and took 

dad’s hand to lead him to the African art gallery. When we entered the gallery space 

Samuel mentioned the African music mixing station and told dad, “This is from African 
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art. This is from Africa.” For Samuel, the most intriguing part of the gallery was the 

music mixing station that he had played with before (see Appendix E2 for photographs of 

the music mixing station). The music mixing station was an educational installation set 

on a low ledge near objects in the African art collection. The station had several beanbags 

and each had a picture of a different African instrument on it. When the beanbags were 

placed on the mixing station platform it would activate speakers to play the instrument 

pictured on the beanbag. The purpose of this installation was to activate the sense of 

hearing by making connections between displayed African art and the musical sounds 

one would hear in African culture. Samuel returned to this station every time we visited 

the museum and on this day Samuel led his parents straight to the beanbags. Mom 

continued to facilitate by gesturing to the beanbags and asking Samuel, “Are you going to 

show dad how this works?” Samuel responded by placing one of the beanbags on the 

center platform that activated the music to play. Several beanbags could be placed on the 

platform at once to create different musical combinations. Samuel, mom, and dad had fun 

placing different combinations of beanbags together to make the music change.  

After a short time, Samuel noticed an Engungun mask by a Yoruba artist that was 

turning on a display next to the beanbags (see Appendix F1 for an image of Engungun 

Mask by Yoruba Artist). Virginia and Noah were caught up in conversation trying to 

figure out how the music mixing station worked while Samuel walked over to investigate 

the mask. The beanbags were conveniently placed at kid-level to invite play and 

manipulation but the mask was set further back on the ledge, for looking only. “What’s 

that one?” Samuel asked as he pointed to the mask. Mom explained that the mask was 
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used during festivals in Africa. She was concerned with providing the right information 

for Samuel and often consulted wall labels and gallery brochures to help her explain, as 

she did with this mask. All of a sudden Samuel noticed how the mask was similar to a 

picture on a musical beanbag and exclaimed, “Hey, that’s the same as that!” Mom 

seemed impressed and excited by his connection and said, “Hey that’s right; it is. That’s 

very observant.” Samuel walked over to pick up the beanbag and compared the picture on 

it with the turning mask to confirm his connection. He then walked back to mom and dad 

to show them, pointed to the mask, and asked, “Why’s that turning?” Mom explained that 

it rotates so that we can see all sides of it. As Samuel looked around to see other masks in 

the gallery, he asked “Why isn’t that one turning and why isn’t that one turning? Why 

aren’t those two turning?” Mom explained further by saying how those masks were just 

displayed differently and we could not see the whole mask like we could with the turning 

mask.  

Throughout this experience in the African gallery Virginia guided Samuel from 

activity to activity. She shared facts and information with him and introduced him to new 

things. Noah tagged along to observe but became more engaged when the activity was 

interactive. The beanbags were especially intriguing to Noah because he wanted to know 

how they worked. He took time to investigate the musical beanbags and conjured up 

possible ideas for how the music played. Much like at the science museum, Noah enjoyed 

interacting with exhibits and figuring out how various things worked. This trip was not 

only educationally fulfilling for Samuel, but for Noah as well.  
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Noah was exploring the rest of the gallery when Virginia suggested the next 

activity for Samuel to explore. Virginia and Samuel sat down together at the African art- 

making station to create art out of reusable cardboard boxes (see Appendix E3 for 

photographs of the African art-making station). They had just looked at a large work of 

art, Rain Has No Father? by El Anatsui, which was made by flattening bottle caps and 

attaching them together with wire to produce an undulating wave covering at least eight 

feet of the wall (see Appendix F2 for Rain Has No Father? by El Anatsui) Virginia 

gestured to the bottle cap piece and said, “Art isn’t just painting is it?” She explained to 

Samuel how they were going to reuse pieces of cardboard to make paper sculptures by 

putting them together with twisty ties and adding them to the interactive wall of recycled 

art. All visitors were invited to add paper sculptures to the art wall. When she began to 

give Samuel choices about what materials to use, Noah came close and sat down with 

Samuel and Virginia to help facilitate and interact. All three of them worked together to 

help Samuel use the twisty ties and the hole puncher. His small hands were not strong 

enough to punch holes. Dad helped Samuel choose what cardboard to use and mom 

helped him hold and squeeze the hole puncher. Virginia had told me on a few different 

occasions that Samuel was not interested in creating art. She was not sure if this was due 

to his young age or because she was not an artistic person and as a result did not 

encourage his artistic abilities. I observed Samuel creating art on several different 

occasions at the art museum. Even though his attention span was short, he appeared 

interested and focused on what he was doing. On this day, Samuel was quietly engaged in 

his creation even in the midst of other families and children creating and talking around 
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him. Why was Samuel, however, so deeply engaged in the creative process in spite of the 

fact that Virginia did not encourage his artistic abilities? 

Virginia continued to facilitate by explaining the concept of reusing materials to 

create art. Samuel worked diligently to finish his creation while Virginia explained 

recycled art. It was important to her that Samuel was exposed to the visual arts and 

educated about different art media. Virginia told Samuel, “This is kind of showing us 

how we can take things that are other people’s trash and we can make some art or 

something beautiful out of it. Because this is just scraps of paper that people might throw 

away. We can try that at home. Can we look at our trash and see what we can make art 

out of?” Samuel was engaged in making art and instead of answering her, he exclaimed, 

“All done, mom!”  

The process of attaching Samuel’s creation on the wall was not a quick one. 

Virginia asked Samuel to attach it to the wall but he told her to do it instead. Because 

Virginia liked to give him as many choices as possible, she asked him to find a place on 

the wall where she could attach it. Samuel did not seem to care much about where to put 

it until he noticed something on the wall that resembled a kite. When Noah suggested that 

they put Samuel’s creation near the kite, Samuel became fixated on it and immediately 

realized that he wanted to be in control. After Virginia attached his to the wall, Samuel 

protested by saying, “No, no, no, no, no! I don’t want you to do it. I want to do it.” 

Virginia stepped back to give Samuel space to find the perfect spot for his creation near 

the kite. Samuel then suggested that she put her creation next to his. When Samuel 
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stepped back to admire their additions to the wall he noticed other pieces that looked 

familiar, like spiders.  

As they walked away, mom and dad asked Samuel where they should go next. 

Dad told Samuel to, “lead the way,” but before they could pass through the gallery doors, 

mom called them back to check out one last work of art, R.A.W., by Nicola Lopez (see 

Appendix F3 for R.A.W. by Nicola Lopez). Samuel whined about coming back in because 

he was already focused on leaving to explore the next gallery. Dad gently guided Samuel 

back into the gallery to see the crisscrossing lines that twisted, turned, and intersected to 

create a system of roads on the white walls of a single room. Mom asked Samuel if he 

recognized the lines on the wall that reached to the ceiling and overhead. He identified 

them as roads and then asked, “Why does that look like a road? Why is it twisty?” She 

explained how roads go around in loops and have ramps. After a brief moment in the 

space, Samuel was ready to leave the gallery and head for the elevator. Mom and dad 

always put him in charge of pushing the elevator buttons. He was excited to take up his 

post as the elevator conductor to lead us on the next adventure in the art museum. 

Virginia turned to me as we walked toward the elevators. She laughed as she told me how 

she cannot focus on her interests in the museum now that she has a three-year-old child, 

“and that’s OK.” Virginia and Noah were committed to their important roles as parent 

and along with this role came sacrifices and challenges. Even though Virginia is 

dedicated to her family as a full-time mother, she struggles with her own identity and 

oftentimes her needs go unfulfilled. 
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NEGOTIATING A NEW IDENTITY 

 Looking here and there, moving from this place to that place, changing focus 

from this to that, and always being on the go are typical navigational paths for Samuel 

when he makes his way through the science or art museum. After observing the family 

for a few hours in the art museum, I was curious about how they navigated museum 

visits. I noticed that Samuel made a lot of choices about where to go in the museum and 

asked Virginia if it was typical for him to lead the way. Virginia said “Yeah, that’s very 

typical for us.” This appeared to be true from my observations of the family. Virginia 

added that, “if there’s a museum that we visit regularly he has the things that he enjoys 

the most.” This was certainly obvious after repeated visits to the DAM. Samuel was 

attracted to most of the same galleries and activities from previous trips, like the African 

gallery and music mixing station. But when do mom and dad get to choose what they 

want to explore? Every now and then they can divert his attention and deter him from the 

scattered path he leads. Virginia knows though that these attempts are rarely successful 

and hardly ever allow the time she needs to soak in the objects of her interest. The best 

she or any parent can do is brace themselves for the ride and cherish any moments they 

get to linger.    

It did not seem out of the ordinary to me that Samuel led the family through 

museums, especially the ones they visited most often. I actually expected this to happen 

and would not have thought twice about it except for a few conversations between 

Virginia and me. During trips to the art and science museums, Virginia relayed that it was 

difficult for her to take in all that the museum had to offer when Samuel was with her. On 
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the day that we visited the science museum Virginia and Noah stopped in mid 

conversation with me to rush over and console Samuel when he fell and hit his head. In 

less than a minute Samuel was back on his feet and tearing off through the room to 

another interactive activity with dad trailing behind. Virginia and I laughed about his 

ability to quickly recover and shake off his fall. As we walked closer to Noah and Samuel 

at a star simulator, Virginia said, “You really don’t get a chance to soak things in here.” 

She mentioned something to this same effect during my first observation of the family at 

the art museum.  

 My first trip to the science museum was with the family. I knew I would have to 

go back on my own to be able to really soak in everything it had to offer. With Samuel as 

the leader though, I did get to see an amazingly large portion of the museum. Within the 

span of about ten minutes, Samuel led the family to a star simulator (a video screen that 

stretched across the wall to show how satellites travel) mission control for kids, back to 

the video, and then returned again to mission control. It certainly was a whirlwind for me 

and must have been for Virginia, too, because she said to me that it’s “hard to soak 

anything in because Samuel dictates the path and doesn’t spend much time in one place.”  

When Samuel led them to mission control for the second time both mom and dad 

let out audible groans. The first time Samuel went to mission control Virginia noted how 

wild and loud it seemed with several kids in there. Noah stayed outside and watched the 

satellite video. This time around they tried to persuade Samuel to go somewhere else but 

finally submitted when they realized that the rowdy bunch of kids had left the room. 

Now, with the room all to themselves, the whole family pushed buttons, pretended to be 
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astronauts, and helped Samuel try on astronaut costumes. Virginia and Noah seemed 

more relaxed. 

After Samuel had pressed enough buttons, dad had finally got the astronaut suit 

on Samuel, and he had asked what seemed to be countless questions, mom and dad were 

able to suggest a change of location. Samuel really appeared to be in charge with the 

subtle way that mom and dad suggested what to do. They would say, “Why don’t we go 

here?” or, “How about we check out the rooftop terrace?” Usually in agreement, Samuel 

took off with the rest of the family in tow. If Samuel protested then they simply and 

calmly asked, “Where should we go next then?” Even though mom and dad gave him 

choices and let him lead the way, they really were the ones in control.  

As our trip to the science museum came to an end I could not help but wonder 

how Virginia or Noah kept up with Samuel when they came to the museum without each 

other. During our trip, the family interacted with countless activities, climbed up and 

down several sets of stairs, and rode the elevator to different floors. I was so turned 

around and disoriented that I had no idea what, if anything, I had missed. This maze of a 

journey did not tire Samuel, though, because he still wanted to explore some more. The 

only saving grace for us all was that it was 4:45 and the museum closed at 5:00. 

Throughout our tour I gained a little insider knowledge from Virginia, the professional 

mother. As we briefly walked through the diorama room, Virginia revealed a secret of the 

trade. She told me that this is a “good place to come for tired moms.” I looked around the 

enclosed space and saw several benches for resting and numerous dioramas behind glass 

that depicted real-life nature scenes. I could just imagine Virginia breathing a sigh of 
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relief as she slumped down on a bench that had a perfect view of all angles of the room. 

She could relax and watch Samuel explore without having to help him do anything or lift 

him up to touch something. Other moms were probably there doing the same thing. I 

could hear them sharing their latest discoveries about what parts of the museum were the 

perfect places for moms to take a breather. 

 Virginia’s comments did not seem to be ones of frustration and she certainly was 

not complaining. It was not in her nature to complain, nor was she a whiner. Rather, 

Virginia was an extremely honest mother. She was not just going to smile and act like 

everything was perfect and easy. Virginia’s stance on motherhood was that it took 

sacrifice, hard work, and a willingness to devote your entire life to your child and family. 

The decision to become a mother was not an easy one to make for Virginia. When we sat 

on the playground one day and watched Samuel play, Virginia told me how she and Noah 

thought long and hard about their decision to become parents. They did not take their 

opportunity to have children for granted but considered their options and examined their 

lives from every angle. Virginia expressed that she was concerned about becoming a 

mother in her early forties. She told me that she knew her age would make her job as a 

mother harder than it would have been many years ago.  

How would her career fit in with their decision to have a child? Prior to moving to 

Denver, Virginia worked in publishing in New York and had built her career as a full-

time career woman. She worried about being able to make the switch from the working 

world to mommy world and what effect this would have on her identity. After all options 

were considered, they decided they wanted to have a child and Virginia would transition 



 
 
 

69 

from a full-time career in publishing to her current career as a mom. Virginia and Noah’s 

decision to have a child was carefully considered and one to which they have committed 

their lives.  

Virginia is still negotiating her identity and figuring out how to get her needs met, 

while also being a loving and devoted mother and wife. One way Virginia does this is 

through the Denver Mothers and More group. Virginia joined this mothers’ support group 

after moving to Denver. She joined the group to meet new people, especially other 

mothers with young children like Samuel. Mothers in this group share ideas about 

everything from the best places to spend a rainy afternoon with your child to how 

mothers can reconnect with themselves. The group’s purpose statement reads like a 

personal ad for mothers seeking other mothers:  

Craving a little adult conversation? Want to get out of the house more, both on 
your own and with your kids? Do you find it hard to get to know other moms at 
child-focused activities? Need a little more fun & support in your day? Mothers 
and More may be the moms' group for you! 
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When I read the purpose statement I thought that it described exactly what Virginia was 

looking for, more adult contact. She craved those adult interactions that she once had on a 

daily basis when she was working. Transitioning from a full-time career in publishing to 

being a full-time mother in a new city was difficult for her. Now as a full-time mother she 

had to seek out adult interactions that would not take her away from Samuel. She 

constantly searched for new ways to interact with Samuel that would be engaging and 

educational for both of them. This group helped her meet new friends while also learning 

about child-centered activities for Samuel.  

One thing that the mothers’ group could not give Virginia was some much needed 

rest and rejuvenation. About a week into my observations I realized that the stresses of 

motherhood were taking a toll on Virginia. We sat on the playground watching Samuel 

run, play, and slide. We talked about Samuel’s education and Virginia and Noah’s 

decision to have a child. She candidly explained how the demands of her full-time job as 

a mother were all consuming. Her patience was tested now more than it ever had been 

tested in her life. The shift from working amongst adults to interacting solely with her son 

all day long with minimal adult conversation had left her searching for a piece of her 

former self. How could she find her identity when she was always working to shape her 

own child’s identity? The Denver Mothers and More group could offer her some support 

but they could not help her redefine her identity.  

In an attempt to reconnect with her self, she decided to get away from Denver for 

several days. Virginia was leaving the next day for Hawaii to do something that she had 

never done before, travel alone. When she told me initially that she was going out of 

town I expected to hear that she would be traveling with a friend or family member, but 
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not alone. I thought about how Noah might have reacted when she decided to take this 

trip on her own. I thought about what Samuel and Noah would do without her at home 

and wondered if this would be the first time they would be alone without her. I imagined 

how she would feel when she was alone with her thoughts. There were many questions 

that I wanted to ask her, but instead I listened to what she said about her need to take 

some time for herself. Virginia appeared to be taking the initiative to discover how she 

could restore her mind and body so that when she returned she would feel relaxed, 

refreshed, and able to provide love, care, and support to her family. 

Virginia had shared some very personal feelings with me that day. My worries 

about building a strong relationship with the family, one that would entice open and 

honest conversations of family life, were immediately discarded. Here I was, a research 

student who had only known this family for a week, listening to this mother’s frustrations 

over how to identify with herself now that the most important person in her life is no 

longer herself, but her child. 

As I left the park that day I wondered what Virginia would discover about herself 

while she was in Hawaii. I wondered if she would become more familiar with her new 

role as a mother. I was already getting the impression that Virginia and Noah found 

comfort in what was familiar. Noah searched for answers and wanted to know how things 

worked. Virginia had been working diligently to become familiar with Denver and all it 

had to offer her family. Our trips to the museums further revealed how important 

familiarity was to the family.  
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A NEW FRIEND – BUILDING A RELATIONSHIP WITH THE DENVER ART MUSEUM 

Virginia heard about Create Playdates at the DAM through the Denver Mothers 

and More group. She was immediately interested in these Playdates because she wanted 

Samuel to become familiar with visual arts. Virginia and Noah had regularly gone to the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City when they lived there. A few weekends a 

month they would explore the museum together and visit their favorite works of art while 

discovering new ones. When Virginia talked about their experiences at the Met, it was 

almost like they had a relationship with the museum. They visited it frequently and 

learned something new about it each time. They even introduced their friends to it when 

they were in town visiting. When they took their friends to the museum they would make 

suggestions of what they should go see and then split off to explore on their own. At the 

end of their trip, they would meet back together to share what they had seen along with 

their thoughts and insights. Each time their relationship developed a little bit more as they 

learned something new from someone else’s perspective. The museum, to them, was just 

like their old friends that came to visit. They were excited to see it, they wanted their 

friends to know it, and they knew that they could always count on it to be there for them. 

The Denver Art Museum was unknown to Virginia and Noah but was a potential 

friend they were dying to meet. They knew about the DAM and its great reputation but 

they did not know how well Samuel would get along with it. What could an art museum, 

a place that was not synonymous with touch and play, offer to their three-year-old child? 

Virginia decided to take Samuel to the Playdates to find out just that. What she 

discovered was a relaxed atmosphere that welcomed children and their playfulness. The 

group met once a month to embark on a journey of making connections between art and 
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storybooks. Each month they came to the museum they would go to a different gallery to 

see new art and listen to a story that connected with the art. Virginia could look around 

the gallery during the story while Samuel was engaged. Repeatedly visiting the museum 

was necessary for her to get know what Samuel enjoyed doing there. She told me that 

repeat visits make a huge difference when her family is getting to know an art museum. 

“All of us feel the same way about an art museum,” she said. “The first time you go, how 

do you find your way, your access points?” she explained. Virginia wanted to become 

familiar with the museum and feel comfortable in the space. The play dates were a non-

threatening and engaging way to do this. Virginia and Samuel were getting to know the 

museum better and building a relationship with the DAM. I could tell that Virginia was 

eagerly anticipating the day this new friend would feel more like the old friend they left 

behind in New York, the Met. 

 The visual arts were a bit of a roadblock for the family that prevented them from 

being completely comfortable in the art museum, like they felt in the science museum. 

Virginia had mentioned on several occasions that both she and Noah were more familiar 

with performing arts than visual arts. It became even more difficult to get to know the art 

museum with a three-year-old. Virginia voiced her concerns about this. She told me, “I 

don’t often know how to engage him with the art itself. I mean it’s very static.” She then 

confirmed for me that familiarity was important when she said, “I almost think there’s 

almost like you have to get the parents to a familiarity level.” She said, “Not having gone 

to the DAM before I went to a Playdate I have a totally different ground. I don’t even 

have the same sort of ability to frame it, to talk about it.” Virginia said that the play dates 

at the DAM were a great introduction to the museum. Their relationship with the DAM 
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was just beginning to develop through Virginia and Samuel’s monthly visits. Virginia 

and Noah’s relationship with the Met had developed in quite the same way, from monthly 

visits over the course of several years. 

 What Virginia did not realize though, was that she and Samuel had already begun 

to build a great relationship with the museum. They were familiar enough with it after 

visiting for six months that they had their favorite parts of the museum to show Noah on 

his first visit. Even before arriving at the museum Samuel had told Virginia that he had to 

go back to African art. This continued to be a favorite of his throughout my observations. 

He loved to combine the different sounds at the music mixing station and enjoyed 

creating paper sculptures to add to the wall of recycled cardboard. Virginia suggested to 

Samuel that they show Noah Bubbloo, an educational installation in the museum (see 

Appendix E4 for photographs of Bubbloo). This installation used technology to project 

virtual bubbles on the museum floor outside one of the galleries. Visitors of all ages were 

encouraged to jump on bubbles to pop them. As the bubbles popped puzzle pieces would 

appear on a screen that would finally fit together to create a full image of one of the 

works of art in the museum. Visitors were then given directions for where to find that 

work in the museum. The family did not use Bubbloo as a guide to lead them to discover 

new works of art in the museum. Instead, Virginia and Samuel showed Noah how to get 

to the North Building but did not make it far because they became distracted along the 

way by familiar places and activities from past visits. Throughout the two-hour visit, both 

Virginia and Samuel recalled what they had done on previous trips. There were not any 

lapses of time when they stood around and tried to decide where to go next. Their 

relationship with the DAM had already progressed past the introductory stage. Virginia 
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and Samuel remembered what they had done and where they had gone in the past and 

were now introducing Noah to their new friend, the DAM. 

 Another roadblock between Virginia and the DAM was her lack of artistic ability. 

Virginia was a self-proclaimed uncreative person. This was one of her qualities that she 

mentioned on several occasions. She blamed her lack of creativity for her apparent 

inability to easily introduce Samuel to visual arts. Virginia does not create art herself so it 

is not something she encourages Samuel to do. Because of this she struggled with her 

relationship to the DAM. In her blog entry, Virginia asked, “How does an art museum 

provide information for parents that helps them naturally integrate the art museum 

experience with life outside the museum walls, especially with a child like Samuel who 

isn't exactly interested in coloring, drawing, etc.?” This was an interesting question for 

Virginia to pose because so many of the interactions the family had at the museum were 

ones when they interacted to create something together. They may not have been drawing 

or coloring much, but as Virginia said to Samuel, “art isn’t just paintings.” Virginia’s 

implication was that art could be in many different forms. Ironically, she did not consider 

their family to be creative even though the whole family had been engaged in many 

artistic activities while at the museum. If she read this story, would she still view her 

uncreative self as a roadblock to becoming familiar with the DAM? 

 The next story was one previously discussed in the section about education, but I 

will discuss it again here in relation to familiar spaces that attracted the family. Even 

though Virginia did not think of herself as artistic she did find comfort at this art-making 

station because it was familiar to her. When Virginia and Samuel led Noah through the 

art museum on his first visit, one of the initial activities they enjoyed together as a family 
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was the African art-making station. The art-making station was busy with kids and 

families involved in their own creations. There were cardboard pieces in bins, left on the 

tables, and ones that had fallen on the floor. The twist ties that they would use to attach 

multiple pieces together were all over the place, as well. The art-making station, squeezed 

between two walls in a cramped space in a corner of the gallery, was hardly large enough 

to fit all that were there. The mess and the crowd at the bustling station did not matter to 

Virginia and Samuel. They sat down and began gathering materials and choosing their 

tools to create their own piece of art to add to the wall.  

Virginia suggested that Samuel pick out the cardboard pieces that he wanted to 

use and demonstrated by choosing pieces she liked to use. Virginia carefully held the 

hole punch for Samuel and talked to him about how they were creating art from 

cardboard boxes that had once been used for other purposes. Soon, Noah came over and 

began to get involved as well. As they all sat together Virginia and Noah acted as 

facilitators by helping Samuel with the tools and explaining each step to him as they 

worked to complete it. Samuel chose more pieces of cardboard to attach together with 

twist ties and Noah suggested that he choose various colors to make his art more 

interesting. Virginia acted just like an art teacher would. She showed Samuel what to do 

as she talked him through the process. She gave him choices but was ready to jump in 

and choose for him as his wandering young mind was easily distracted. While they were 

creating, Virginia even made a connection between this art and materials they could reuse 

at home to make art. “Could we do this at home?” she asked Samuel, revealing that she 

knew art was not always confined to certain materials or media. Would they create 

something like this at home? Virginia had labeled Samuel as an uncreative person, like 
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herself. On this day though, this uncreative family spent over nine minutes creating art. 

Nine minutes was much longer than any amount of time they had spent looking at any 

one piece of art. The time they spent here and the connections they made were not easily 

forgotten. 

 This was the first time the whole family had sat down to create something 

together at the DAM, but this was something Virginia and Samuel had done before and 

would do again. Prior to this visit with dad, Mom and Samuel had spent time creating in 

this space. They would also return to this space later that month when just the two of 

them came back to the museum with me. During their trip without dad, mom and Samuel 

sat to create in the same space just like they did close to a month prior. This time Samuel 

was focused on finding a kite-shaped piece that he remembered seeing on the wall when 

they were there with dad. As he examined the wall and thought back to their last creative 

activity at the museum Samuel asked, “Where’s the kite?” He was curious about why he 

could not find the kite and continued to ask about it. During this art making experience 

Samuel could not remember how he had made art here the last time he created, and could 

not remember how to use the tools he used last time either. For some reason, though, that 

kite stuck in his head. Virginia finally suggested they make their own kite to add to the 

wall. Samuel was pleased with this idea and the two of them began their project together. 

Samuel turned to me as I observed from a distance and said, “We’re making a kite. There 

was a kite there but they took it away. Why did they take the kite away?” He scanned the 

wall again in hopes of finding the long lost object of his desire. Even with the project 

underway, Samuel could not forget about that kite and was focused on figuring out where 
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it could have gone. Samuel had made a connection between his art making experience 

and the kite, so much that it drove his curiosity even a month later. 

 It was typical that the family revisited some of the same galleries and activities at 

the art museum they had previously done on Playdates. Many of the things I observed 

them doing were introduced to them on Playdates. The last time that I observed Virginia 

and Samuel in the museum I noticed that they were exploring new spaces and trying new 

art stations that they had not tried before. Virginia’s need for more familiarity and a good 

introduction to the museum did not hinder them from exploring new areas. Virginia and 

Samuel were their own tour guides for this museum, which was quickly becoming more 

and more like their old friend in New York. 

 Their relationship with the DAM was developing more and more into a 

friendship. Samuel led the way through galleries and into rooms they had never ventured 

into before. Virginia was becoming more comfortable in the museum and she was 

making more meaningful connections between their lives and what the museum had to 

the offer. After drawing and creating a postcard to send to Samuel’s friend, Samuel led 

mom into a small room where a video was playing. The video showed how an artist, 

Daniel Sprick, created one of the paintings in the museum’s collection. Daniel Sprick 

demonstrated all the different tools he used to make his piece, Release Your Plans, which 

was displayed right around the corner from the video (see Appendix F4 for an image of 

Release Your Plans by Daniel Sprick). Samuel’s curiosity ignited when he noticed that 

the artist used a toothbrush as one of his tools to create the painting. Virginia explained 

why artists might use various tools, like a toothbrush, to paint. Virginia explained to 

Samuel that, “Being an artist is kind of messy work.” When Samuel wanted to know 
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why, she responded, “Because they are using all kinds of paints, and chalk, and ink.” 

“What’s ink?” Samuel asked. Virginia told him that ink is like what is in the magic 

markers that he uses at home. This immediately clicked with him. “I have magic markers 

at home. I use magic markers all the time,” Samuel said. They continued to discuss how 

the ink gets on his hands when he uses the markers, much like an artist who uses different 

tools, inks, and paints to create. They were able to make a connection between the work 

of a professional artist and Samuel, a budding novice artist. If I had asked Virginia that 

day whether Samuel was an artist she would have said no. Even though he may not 

choose to create art at home, over the course of this visit and other visits to the museum 

he had been engaged in several art making tasks. Samuel was exploring his creativity and 

becoming more familiar with his abilities through art. 

In spite of the fact that Virginia said that she was more familiar with performing 

arts than visual arts, she was clearly finding her comfort zone within the museum. At the 

end of my last observation of the family, I realized that Virginia’s relationship with the 

DAM had progressed past the getting to know you stage. We talked about their 

experiences with the art museum over the past six months. She began to talk to me about 

what she thought parents needed from an art museum. She wanted to share her thoughts 

and ideas with the education department at the museum because she thought her insight 

would make it easier for other parents to get to know the DAM. Virginia suggested that 

the museum should compile a brochure that highlights certain works of art that parents 

could take home with them to study before returning to the museum with their child. In 

her experience, she found that the museum did a good job with children six-years-old and 

up but that many of the activities required time and focus, which made them challenging 
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for younger children. Virginia needed help identifying where to take Samuel in the 

museum and wanted more resources that would help her become more familiar with these 

areas. She said that, “I think a parent is going to spend the most time at the place where 

the parent feels the most adequate or comfortable.” She reflected back on her relationship 

with the Met and how she had the certain places she would go in the museum where she 

had read about the art and was very familiar with it all. Even though Virginia may not 

have spent as much time at the DAM as the Met, she had become very familiar with what 

the DAM had to offer. She was familiar enough that she felt comfortable making 

suggestions about how the museum could be introduced to new visitors so that they could 

begin building a relationship with the DAM.  

THROUGH THE EYES OF A CHILD 

 Brushstrokes on canvas, large metal sculptures, tribal masks, ancient vases, and 

much more adorn the walls and spaces of the Denver Art Museum. But three-year-old 

Samuel only had his sights set on one thing, and it was not even art. The freight elevator 

at the DAM had been enticing the young boy ever since the day he was lucky enough to 

take a ride in it. Samuel loved all kinds of elevators, not just the freight elevator. He was 

excited to act as the elevator conductor each time we visited the art museum or the 

science museum. If we decided to take the stairs instead of the elevator, he had to know 

why. He took this job seriously and did not want to miss an opportunity to push the 

buttons that would carry us to the next level of our museum adventure.  

 I first found out about Samuel’s infatuation with the elevators on our first trip to 

the art museum. Each time we arrived at the elevators Samuel had reached them first and 
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would ask whether we were going up or down. He pressed the button and waited 

patiently for the elevator to come. When the elevator arrived he would wait his turn to get 

on the elevator and take his post near the buttons. Samuel announced what floor we were 

going to next and pressed the buttons for us on all the elevator rides. At three years old he 

could read the numbers and easily identified the numbers to press that would get us to our 

next destination. He never asked for mom or dad’s help to find a numbered button. As we 

rode up or down Samuel would stand by the buttons and look up as the numbers changed 

from floor to floor. To Samuel, the elevators were not just a means for moving from floor 

to floor. These elevator rides were part of the experience of being at the art museum. At 

one point Noah even commented on Samuel’s interest in the elevators. Towards the end 

of their visit at the museum, Noah asked, “Are we gonna go somewhere else? Elevator? 

Is the elevator the most exciting thing here?” Noah quickly noticed that Samuel’s 

enjoyment at the art museum did not only have to do with the art and activities. Samuel 

loved riding up and down the elevators so much that not even a suggestion to take the 

stairs could deter him, especially when he was already standing and waiting at the 

elevator. No elevator, though, could come close to comparing with the freight elevator at 

the art museum. 

 Samuel’s obsession with the freight elevators started at a Playdate. The parents 

shuffled the young kids from floor to floor to hear a story that would engage them with 

the art. One day there were so many parents and kids that they had to take the freight 

elevator to keep them altogether. Ever since that day Samuel had been “quite obsessed 

with the freight elevator,” as Virginia described it to me. When I was with Samuel at the 

museum the freight elevator was always a topic of discussion. Most of the discussion was 
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centered on why we could not take the elevator. On several occasions Virginia and Noah 

had to explain to Samuel that the freight elevator was used only to move large works of 

art. When Samuel did not see anything in the elevator he asked, “Why does it have no 

things, no big things?” One of them would explain that they were not moving any big 

things in it that day. It must have been confusing for Samuel to understand that one day 

he got to ride in the freight elevator but now he could not. Once he even took off running 

toward the freight elevator in hopes of jumping on it before mom or dad caught up to 

him. To his disappointment, they caught him in mid-dash and told him they were going 

outside instead of up to another floor. Samuel looked like he might give up right then and 

there in a full temper tantrum. Before this could happen, though, mom enticed him with 

the excitement of seeing even more art outside. Surprisingly, this approach successfully 

deterred him and we were all saved from a complete and total meltdown. Samuel never 

got to ride on the freight elevator while I was observing the family, but he spent plenty of 

time in the regular elevators pressing the buttons that would carry us to different floors. 

 The mind of a three-year-old must be a pretty remarkable thing. Samuel was 

exposed to many different places which had so many conflicting rules and boundaries 

that I am not sure how he kept up with it all. One thing that puzzled him, though, were 

the boundary lines and ropes at the art museum that kept people from getting too close to 

the art. His confusion over this became compounded when we entered the modern art 

gallery at the museum. There were several works of art that even I wanted to reach out 

and touch, but of course I resisted the urge. Samuel did as well. In fact, Virginia and 

Noah rarely had to remind him not to get too close to anything in the museum. This did 

not stop him, though, from asking several questions about why he could not touch.  
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 Virginia and Samuel met me at the museum one afternoon after they had spent a 

few hours at a train show somewhere else in town. Virginia warned me that it had already 

been a long day because Samuel had a meltdown when they left the trains behind to come 

to the museum. Just like all other times that I saw Samuel, he was in good spirits and full 

of energy and excitement as we made our way to the modern art gallery. Virginia and 

Samuel weaved in and out of sculptures, up and down stairs, and finally found 

themselves in front of a large work of art that had back boundary lines on the floor 

around it (see Appendix F5 for an image of Wheat Fields by Jim Dine). After he visually 

examined Wheat Fields by Jim Dine, Samuel looked down on the floor and asked, “Why 

do they have lines there?” Mom explained that the lines keep people from getting too 

close to the art. This must not have made much sense to him because he asked why. She 

told him how we could not touch art at the museum and the lines prevent people from 

touching art. Samuel seemed to accept this answer. 

They stood outside the boundary lines and Samuel said, “There’s a man with 

wheels!” Samuel had spotted a large tractor axel with strange objects of various sizes 

sitting on top. Virginia asked him what he saw in the work of art. He stared and stared at 

the art. Finally, Samuel identified a rake, a stick, two paddles, wheels, a parrot, a lion, a 

goose, and an egg. After putting this together in his head Samuel exclaimed, “It’s a man 

with wheels, mom, it’s a man with wheels. That is pretty funny!” In all his excitement he 

got too close to the art. Mom had to remind him to not get too close and make sure not to 

touch anything. Samuel asked, “Why can’t you touch anything in the art museum? I want 

to go back to the elevator.” Mom agreed to go somewhere else in the museum. As they 

walked towards the elevator Samuel asked, “Can you touch anything in here? Can you 
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touch here?” Mom told him, “We can touch things in the kids’ area.” The modern gallery 

had really confused him with all the objects and interesting things that he wanted to 

touch. There were no games or activities in here for kids to do so Virginia and Samuel 

made their way to other places in the museum where he could touch. 

The Denver Art Museum was full of things for kids to touch and play with but 

still Samuel was confused when he encountered things he could not touch. The furniture 

on display in multiple galleries confused him even more. He saw chairs he wanted to 

climb on, beds he wanted to sleep in, and a chaise lounge set up on a platform and roped 

off to prevent visitors from taking a rest on it. As Samuel stood there with mom and dad 

wondering why he could not sit on the furniture, the alarm blared in the gallery. Samuel’s 

eyes grew big as he was startled by the loud noise. Dad said jokingly, “Somebody’s 

trying to steal something.” Mom laughed and explained to Samuel that, “they got too 

close and they made the alarm go off.” Samuel could not understand why the alarm went 

off and asked over and over again, “Why did they get too close?” Dad tried to explain 

again why the alarm sounded. Samuel still could not understand why. As he was leaning 

on the ropes that kept him from getting too close, mom explained that the ropes are there 

to keep you from touching the art just like the alarm that sounded when someone got too 

close. Even after repeated explanations in many different ways, Samuel still asked 

question after question. Shortly after, mom suggested that they go to the Western gallery 

where they could try on hats, chaps, and vests. This was just what Samuel needed, a place 

where he could touch. 

This problem was not encountered at the science museum. When Samuel visited 

the science museum he was invited to touch, manipulate, and operate. Many exhibits used 
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touch screens as teaching tools. Samuel enjoyed sitting with his dad while they touched 

the screen to understand scientific concepts. He also loved to press the buttons over and 

over again or roll the ball at many of the computer stations. The whole family got 

involved at an interactive touch screen that demonstrated natural selection. They all 

crowded in front of the screen on stools to play together. The object of the game was to 

touch as many of the butterflies on the screen as possible. When the game started, mom, 

dad, and Samuel raced to touch the butterflies before they disappeared from the screen. 

They played the game multiple times and each time they got more and more butterflies 

and Samuel learned what kinds of butterflies survive best. As they played, mom and dad 

explained to Samuel why certain butterflies survived. By the end of the game Samuel was 

able to summarize what they did. He shared with mom and dad his observations about 

what happened by using some of the words he heard in the game. His desire to touch and 

play was satisfied through many of the activities at the science museum. There were not 

any boundary lines or ropes that kept him back from touching. Of course, there are many 

things he could not touch, like dinosaur and whale skeletons, but they were hanging high 

from the museum ceiling or behind glass in a protective case.  

Samuel chose to spend the most time in the mission control area of the science 

museum. Here Samuel could pretend he was an astronaut and control the shuttle by 

pressing buttons and pulling levers. Dad also helped him dress up in costume to complete 

his transformation from young kid to professional astronaut. Samuel seemed to be most 

intrigued by the other children who played here too. When Samuel came into the space 

there were two older girls and a boy controlling the shuttle. He began pushing buttons but 

the lights were not working. As he tried to figure out what to do the older girls were 
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yelling as they directed each other on their mission to the moon. Samuel began asking 

them questions about the buttons and took cues from them as they played. Virginia even 

asked them what they were doing and where they were going. The girls were obviously in 

charge of the shuttle and Samuel used their expertise to figure out how to play in the area. 

Even though the girls were great models for Samuel in the play area, they were not 

adequate in explaining the functions of all the buttons. When Noah became engaged with 

Samuel he explained what each button did in more technical terms. Samuel would switch 

back and forth between asking dad questions and asking his young girl mentors. After 

some limited interaction, Noah, Samuel, and the girls were asking each other questions 

and trading tips on how to control the space shuttle. Samuel had so much fun in the space 

shuttle that he chose to go back there later in the museum visit. 

Samuel enjoyed trying on costumes and pretending he was someone else when he 

was at the art museum, too. The Denver Art Museum had several places for kids to try on 

costumes. Kids could pretend they were an Egyptian pharaoh or princess, transform into 

a cowboy, or morph into an animal. Samuel donned several costumes in many areas of 

the museum during my observations of the family. He giggled when he looked at himself 

in the mirrors but loved it even more when mom or dad pretended along with him. 

Samuel craved playful interactions like this with his parents and peers. This kind of play 

caused so much excitement and laughter from Samuel.  

On Noah’s first visit to the DAM Virginia and Samuel took him to the Western 

American art discovery library to try on cowboy hats. The costumes were not just fun and 

games. They were authentic cowboy wear complete with hats, leather jackets, vests, 

chaps, and even a powder horn. Mom offered Samuel different hats for him to choose his 
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favorite and Samuel giggled as he tried on the different possibilities. When Samuel tried 

on a hat and jacket dad told him that he looked good, just like Buffalo Bill. Samuel asked, 

“Why am I a buffalo?” Dad explained that Buffalo Bill was a cowboy from a long time 

ago. While they chose the right pieces to transform him into the perfect cowboy they 

talked about cowboys from the past. Mom explained to Samuel that the clothes were 

made of animal skin to keep them comfortable as they rode their horses. Dad explained 

that the powder horn came from an animal’s horn and was used to carry gunpowder. 

Samuel had not seen many of these things before and was interested in what they were 

and how to wear them. The chaps were puzzling to them all. They examined the garment 

and finally decided they were meant to protect the legs. Samuel and mom discovered how 

to put them on but mom ended up wearing them because they were too big for Samuel. 

Bouncing up and down and giggling with excitement Samuel touched the leather chaps to 

feel the animal skin. When other kids came to the costume area Samuel had to share the 

space and costumes with them. He looked on as they played and watched what they did 

to see what costumes they chose to wear. Much like his time at mission control, Samuel 

observed the children’s behaviors to see how they played while learning and exploring 

new concepts with mom and dad. This type of creative play that gave Samuel the chance 

to explore and pretend was perfect for him.  

Samuel’s interests and curiosity extended much past the art on the walls at the 

Denver Art Museum. He was most interested in the buttons he could push, the costumes 

he could wear, and interacting with his parents and peers. The museum experience meant 

something totally different to Samuel than it did to Virginia and Noah. Samuel noticed 

the art, asked questions about the art, and made connections with the art in many ways. 
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His time and energy, though, were devoted to areas where he could touch, play, and 

pretend. His favorite things at the art museum were not the paintings or sculptures, but 

the musical beanbags, the turtle in the kids’ center that he could climb on, and the 

elevator where he could take control. Just like Virginia, Samuel is building a relationship 

with the DAM as he makes connections between his experiences there and experiences 

outside the museum. Through a continued relationship and over the course of many more 

visits, perhaps Samuel might begin to name the art as some of his favorite things at the art 

museum. 

CONCLUSION 

 The family interacted in many interesting ways through their use of the 

exhibitions and educational activities at the Denver Art Museum. They engaged in 

conversation with each other that increased their knowledge base, familiarity with the 

museum, and familiarity with each other. Their uses of the museum and its resources 

reflect that they find experiences in the art museum to be very valuable experiences for 

several reasons that will be explored in the concluding chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Family Values as Revealed through                                      
Art Museum Experiences 

The qualitative methods of this narrative case study offer art museum educators 

an exclusive look into the behaviors, conversations, and interactions of one family in an 

art museum. The final chapter of this thesis report will reveal what this family values by 

interpreting their stories. I chose to begin this chapter with a fictional story told from 

Virginia’s point of view because her voice was powerful and clear throughout the 

narratives in Chapter 4. She played the lead facilitator role in the family’s art museum 

experiences and was vocal about her desire to make family experiences in the art museum 

as valuable as possible for her family, but most importantly valuable for Samuel. When I 

stopped to think about how this study purposively focused on one family it made sense to 

begin this chapter by communicating meanings from the family’s perspective. During our 

last observational meeting Virginia mentioned to me that she wanted to share some 

suggestions regarding how museums could help families use museums with members of 

the DAM Education Department. Throughout the analytical and interpretive processes I 

often imagined what Virginia would recommend to educators at the DAM. In an effort to 

stay true to the nature of narrative research I crafted the following imaginary 

conversation between Virginia and one of the educators, Sarah2. To construct the story I 

used various comments from Virginia and my interpretations of what she valued in her 

family’s art museum experiences and that I witnessed during the course of the study.  

 

                                                 
2 All participant names have been changed to ensure confidentiality. 
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THE “STORY” OF VIRGINIA’S RECOMMENDATIONS FOR A VALUABLE FAMILY ART 

MUSEUM EXPERIENCE  

 One cold winter morning, after she dropped off Samuel at preschool, Virginia 

drove to the Denver Art Museum to meet Sarah. Virginia had been looking forward to 

Samuel starting preschool because of the extra time she would have to herself. Of course 

much of this time was taken up by errands to the grocery store and taking care of family 

business, but nevertheless it was time to herself. On this day she had decided to spend her 

time talking with Sarah about Virginia’s experiences at the museum with her family. True 

to her nature, Virginia decided to spend some of this long sought after free time engaged 

in conversation about her family. 

 They sat down to talk on the couches in the museum’s family fun center. Sarah 

told Virginia, “It is really great to be able to sit down and talk with you. I’ve been dying 

to know what you think about everything.” Sarah was the educator responsible for family 

programs and resources at the DAM and had worked to incorporate a new, additional 

family center in an underutilized space in the museum. Sarah continued and said, “I’m 

particularly interested to find out what you think about the Create Playdates and how they 

work for the younger kids.” The Playdates were also relatively new to the museum and 

Sarah had seen Virginia at several of them. Virginia said, “I have thought a lot about it; 

about what works in the museum and what doesn’t and specifically for this age.” She told 

Sarah that the Playdates were a great introduction to the museum and has helped her feel 

more comfortable in the museum with Samuel. Sarah responded and said, “That’s exactly 

what we were hoping for; a way for parents to come to the museum without feeling 

stressed about a plan or wondering how to engage their young child.” Virginia agreed 

that it took the initial pressure off of her shoulders as a mother. She now wants to be able 
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to do more in the museum with Samuel, though, because his preschool schedule conflicts 

with the times set for Create Playdates. 

 Sarah began to realize that Virginia needed more from the art museum than the 

possibility of monthly Playdates. Sarah asked, “What would you suggest? How could we 

help you when you come with Samuel?” Virginia was ready to give specific ideas for 

improving family resources at the museum. She had been thinking about this well before 

her family participated in the thesis study because she was looking for a comfortable 

relationship between the museum and her family. Virginia explained that, “I think a 

parent is going to spend the most time at the place where the parent feels the most 

adequate or comfortable. I don’t often know how to engage him with the art itself. I mean 

it’s very static. He can ask questions. I think that you have to get the parents to a 

familiarity level.” Sarah agreed and said, “Yes, knowing where to go and what to do is 

important.” Virginia continued to explain that even though her goal was to engage 

Samuel in learning in the museum, she also wanted to learn through these experiences. “I 

want to understand what I see in the museum, just like Samuel does. I think that there 

could be a booklet for parents to take home with them, not long, about ten pages, and it 

should show you rooms in the museum where you could take your kids. It could highlight 

certain art and different perspectives so that parents could read up on it and learn before 

taking their child.”  Sarah nodded and said, “You want more information about the art, 

the collection; what could appeal to a child and how to engage in conversation with 

them.” Sarah stopped and thought then said, “That’s interesting. We have thought that 

giving more information would turn parents off, you know, think it’s too much to invest 

in.” Virginia thought about Sarah’s reaction and said, “Well, I want to feel 
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knowledgeable and empowered when I’m here with Samuel. I want to learn along with 

Samuel and have new experiences right along with him. I think we could engage in more 

conversations if I knew more about the art.” Sarah was intrigued by Virginia’s advice and 

wondered if other parents would share similar suggestions. Sarah said, “Talking with you 

has been great. What you’ve said has supported some of what I already knew and thought 

as well as giving me new ideas to ponder. I would love to talk with you and other parents 

more about this as you continue to come to the museum with Samuel.” Virginia assured 

Sarah that she would be happy to talk with her whenever possible. Virginia knew that 

Sarah was truly interest and invested in her family’s learning experiences in the art 

museum. 

FAMILY VALUES REVEALED 

 Virginia not only acted as a participant throughout the observational process, she 

also took the role of researcher right along with me. She benefitted from her family’s 

participation in this study because she observed, analyzed, and reflected on her family’s 

experiences and how the Denver Art Museum could work to improve family resources to 

foster relationships between the museum and Denver families. The imagined 

conversation above between Virginia and Sarah reveals what Virginia deems valuable in 

family art museum experiences. An overwhelming desire to become familiar with the 

museum, all family members learning through museum experiences, and nurturing 

personal interests are all valuable aspects of visiting the museum for Virginia and her 

family. Virginia was invested in this study because these values not only pertained to art 

museum experiences, but also to family experiences in general. I will now discuss the 
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importance of these values in relation to this family and what the revelation of these 

values can impart to art museum educators. 

Familiarity in the museum space.  

Observations of how the family used the museum programs and activities at the 

DAM revealed that they relied heavily on their previous museum experiences because 

they returned to the same spaces and activities time and time again. Each time when 

Virginia and Samuel came to the museum she would ask him where he wanted to go first. 

When Samuel was given the choice he requested some of his favorite spaces, usually 

interactive spaces. Throughout the museum visit, as Samuel’s attention began to fade in a 

space, Virginia would suggest the tried and true galleries and spaces where the family 

had enjoyed interacting during previous museum trips. These areas were comfortable to 

her because of her growing familiarity with the DAM. Virginia was more familiar with 

the art museum than her husband, Noah, because she had been attending Create Playdates 

with Samuel for several months. She was the unofficial facilitator at the art museum. 

Virginia had been visiting the art museum for months, though, she still felt uncomfortable 

at times because she did not have specialized training in art that would allow her to easily 

answer questions and help Samuel make connections with art. Virginia believed that if 

she felt comfortable in the art museum she could then act as an effective facilitator for 

Samuel. Noah, on the other hand, was most familiar with the Denver Museum of Nature 

and Science. The family’s membership to the museum gave him the opportunity to visit 

the museum of nature and science as often as he and Samuel liked. Noah’s education and 
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career in atmospheric science situated him well for facilitating family experiences within 

the museum.  

Even though Virginia and Noah had a long history of visiting several different 

types of museums, including art museums, their overall comfort level with museums did 

not seem to translate to their experiences at the DAM. Virginia said that familiarity in the 

museum setting would help her feel more capable when bringing Samuel to the museum. 

Virginia’s desire to build a comfortable relationship with the art museum echoes other 

researchers’ findings (Ellenbogen et al., 2007; Piscitelli & Weier 2002), suggesting that 

parents feel at ease in the museum when they are familiar with museum content and can 

rely on materials to help them communicate details about museum exhibits to their 

children. But no matter how familiar Virginia became with the museum’s resources, 

activities, and programs, she still felt inadequate facilitating meaningful visual arts 

experiences for Samuel. Perhaps Virginia was challenged because she was trying to 

negotiate the art museum with a three-year-old, something she never had to do at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. When Virginia and Noah visited the Met 

before Samuel was born they could choose where to go, read about the art in the 

collection, and engage in conversation with each other. Now they struggled to engage 

Samuel in conversation about art that was rather unfamiliar to them all. The art museum 

was also very different from the types of museum the family had enjoyed visiting for the 

past three years. Unlike the museum of nature and science, the art museum had far fewer 

things with which Samuel could interact and touch. Virginia and Noah were not only 

striving to become familiar with a new art museum, but also they were negotiating their 
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new roles as parents and struggling to act as effective facilitators for Samuel’s art 

museum experiences.  

I am struck by how heavily this issue of familiarity weighed on Virginia’s 

experiences at the DAM when I reflect on the family’s stories. It was not enough to visit 

the museum, interact with museum activities, and attend family programs. This family 

needed help engaging their child in conversation about the art. They needed to know 

what Samuel could do at the art museum. The DAM provided various activities and 

resources with which families could interact, and this family successfully engaged with 

the activities and each other over the course of several hours while at the museum. 

However, there still appeared to be a barrier between the art museum and facilitating 

meaningful art experiences for Samuel. If Virginia and Noah, well-educated and 

seasoned museum visitors, struggled to feel comfortable in the museum space with their 

child then how could less knowledgeable parents even begin to feel comfortable? Art 

museums continue to be plagued by the traditional notions of quiet, pristine, white walls 

where no one is allowed to touch. Even museums like the Denver Art Museum, with 

resources and activities that encourage visitors to touch and manipulate, can still be 

perceived as fortresses of cherished objects that are revered above even the visitors. 

Learning through museum experiences. 

Virginia suggested that a family guide to supplement her very limited knowledge 

of visual arts would be helpful when trying to engage Samuel in discussions about art. A 

family guide like this would be a great resource for a parent like Virginia who was 

already using educational resources to facilitate more meaningful experiences for 
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Samuel. The family showed that they were already successfully utilizing the educational 

resources and activities at the Denver Art Museum to supplement their lack of knowledge 

in the visual arts. These museum resources that were already in place had led the family 

to great learning experiences. Mom and dad did not just tell Samuel facts about the art 

but rather asked him questions, engaged him in conversations focused on making 

connections to past experiences, and carefully explained answers to the countless 

questions he asked. Virginia and Noah were well-educated parents, who understood the 

importance of developing Samuel’s analytical skills rather than just filling him full of 

information. The value this family placed on learning is not unique to them, as several 

studies (Borun, 2002; Borun et al., 1998; Ellenbogen et al., 2007) have also confirmed 

that families place much importance on learning as a family in museums. It was apparent 

to me when I first observed the family that Virginia and Noah valued the education that 

comes with family free-choice experiences. 

Education for this family meant broadening their knowledge through experiencing 

new things and engaging in unfamiliar activities. Interactive activities were the greatest 

attractions because all family members became actively engaged when they could 

participate together with these activities. The educational installations, such as the 

African music mixing station, costume nooks, and art-making stations were popular 

attractions for the family. They interacted as a family by working together to understand 

how to use the activities and even made connections to previous knowledge and past 

experiences. Both mom and dad collaborated with Samuel to make the experience 

enjoyable and fulfilling for him, but mom and dad gained much in the process, as well. 
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I observed that educational and technological installations at the DAM, such as 

the African music mixing station and Bubbloo, appealed to both child and adult. This is 

significant to note because museum educators must consider the learning needs of 

parents, not only children, in order to successfully engage the entire family. Mom, dad, 

and Samuel became involved because several senses were engaged at once. As 

referenced earlier in Chapter 2, visitors become involved in activities more often and for 

longer amounts of time when several senses are engaged (Borun, 2002; Borun et al., 

1998). Installations were appealing to Samuel because he could touch, manipulate things, 

and be active. Noah was intrigued by educational installations because he wanted to 

know how the technology worked. He asked questions and conjured up various 

possibilities of how things actually worked. Like other adult learners, Noah’s motivation 

to learn about these installations was fueled by curiosity and uncertainty (Illeris, 2007). 

As the PISEC model demonstrated, the family spent more time engaged in activity at 

these installations because each installation successfully catered to various learning styles 

and levels of knowledge (Borun, et al, 1998).  

The costume nooks also engaged the whole family in role-play, which led to fun 

and learning. The costume nooks were large spaces where all family members could 

participate in role-playing activities with costumes that would fit both children and 

parents. Initially I thought that only Samuel would enjoy trying on costumes and 

pretending that he was a cowboy or an Egyptian pharaoh, but mom and dad got involved 

in the costuming, too. Samuel truly enjoyed pretending he was someone else but loved it 

even more when mom and dad got involved. Virginia and Noah assumed their new 

parenting roles as creative play and learning partner by trying on costumes and 
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pretending to be somebody else right along with Samuel. While the family examined 

costumes and tried them on they also talked about how the pieces were worn and the 

purposes each served. They learned about unfamiliar garments, like cowboy chaps, by 

making connections between the costume pieces and works of art in the collection. When 

Virginia and Samuel picked up the chaps to examine them they asked questions about 

what they were and how to wear them. Images of cowboys in chaps filled the Western art 

gallery at the DAM but Virginia and Samuel had not stopped to consider what chaps 

were until they had this clothing item in their hands. With the chaps in their hands 

Virginia and Samuel were able to look closely at them, hold them to their bodies to 

determine what body part they would fit, and eventually realize the purpose of the chaps. 

This knowledge did not come from a museum label or brochure but was discovered 

through interacting with the clothing item while building upon previous knowledge. The 

family’s discussion provided context for understanding how people from different 

cultures lived and dressed. Interactions in the costume nooks engaged the parents and 

child in play, discovery, and knowledge construction.  

Art making experiences at the museum gave the family opportunities to develop 

their creativity skills, which were skills that they did not attend to often. It was significant 

that Samuel was exposed to art making because Virginia deemed herself an uncreative 

person and therefore did not often expose Samuel to creative processes. She worried that 

her lack of artistic abilities was imposed upon Samuel because of the sheer fact that she 

did not encourage him to create art. When Samuel was exposed to artistic activities at the 

museum he seemed fully engaged in the creative process. The activities were set up so 
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that any visitor could feel comfortable creating art, no matter what their artistic 

background was. The staff refilled materials on a regular basis to ensure that any visitor 

at any time would be able to sit down and create. Art activities were also fairly easy to 

understand. Limited text explained the purpose of the activity while displays showcased 

other visitors’ work that could be used for reference. With all of these supports in place 

Virginia was able to successfully explain to Samuel the purposes for creating in each 

specific space and how he could use the tools to create. When the right conditions were in 

place for creative activities both Samuel and Virginia spent close to ten minutes making 

art in these spaces. For a three-year-old child, whose attention span is very short, this was 

a significant amount of time. Virginia’s lack of creativity did not hinder Samuel’s 

creative process when the right creative environment was made available. Both Samuel 

and Virginia became involved in new creative activities at these stations that broadened 

their experiences and increased their knowledge of the creative processes. 

All these educational experiences at the DAM started with Virginia and Samuel’s 

first encounter with the museum, Create Playdates. These Playdates introduced the family 

to the museum and the educational resources and activities that they would use to 

facilitate family learning experiences. Museum resources and activities engaged Samuel 

as well as Virginia and Noah. All members of the family enjoyed hands-on activities that 

gave them all the opportunity to participate at once. Discussions were significant to these 

interactions. The family conversed and shared knowledge, which led to questions. These 

interactions as a family group led to learning, which supports the findings of several 

studies (Borun, 2002; Grenier, 2010; Hood, 1981; Sachatello-Sawyer et al., 2002). They 
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spent more time engaged in activities than simply looking at art, and this led to increased 

learning and interaction (Hein, 1995). The interactive activities like those at the DAM 

were created so that visitors could learn through doing. Virginia was preoccupied with 

her lack of visual arts knowledge because she wanted to talk about the art with Samuel. 

However, conversations about art were occurring when the family was engaged in 

interactive activities.  

Nurturing personal interests. 

Virginia and Noah each brought their own interests and personal learning styles to 

the museum. While Virginia liked to learn about visual arts from museum brochures and 

labels, Noah thrived in the museum of nature and science as he learned from videos and 

simulators. Samuel was interested in both art and science and learned best when he could 

interact with an activity. It was apparent that both parents strived to expose Samuel to 

various experiences that catered to different learning styles. Neither parent imposed their 

personal interests or preferences for learning upon Samuel instead they let him develop 

his own identity by giving him choices and exposing him to multiple types of learning 

experiences.  

Samuel learned best when he was engaged in activity at the museum. As a three-

year-old child, he learned much differently than his parents did and had unique interests. 

He became excited about art but was most intrigued by things that were not art. The 

physical space of the art museum, including the sounds, the building, and modes of 

moving from floor to floor, were all intriguing to him. Virginia and Noah did not down 

play these interests by ignoring them or diverting his attention from them, but validated 
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his interests by answering his questions and engaging him in conversations. This 

signified that they encouraged the development of his own identity by allowing him to 

think independently and explore those things that caught his attention. Virginia and Noah 

nurtured his personal interests by giving Samuel opportunities to act as the facilitator for 

the family throughout their visits to the art and science museums. As with any three-year-

old there were many times when mom and dad had to divert Samuel’s attention or they 

would have ended up riding the elevator all day long. Samuel took time to look at art and 

engage in educational activities at the DAM, but he seemed to be most intrigued by the 

physical space of the museum itself. If Samuel had acted as the sole facilitator at the art 

museum, then the family would have had a much different experience. For children like 

Samuel, the art museum experience is as much about the physical space and non-art 

objects in the museum as it is about the art. Museum educators should devise ways to 

make a trip to the art museum about the physical space as well. For Samuel, this might 

have been an art experience in the elevators or an interactive station that let him decide 

where the boundary lines separating the art from the visitors should be. Children like 

Samuel notice some of the things that adults consider mundane and ordinary because 

young children are still developing and negotiating their understanding of the world 

around them. Nurturing this development would definitely place importance on the 

child’s interests. 

Virginia’s interests were important too. As Virginia transitioned from working 

full-time to working as a stay-at-home mother, she searched for ways to thrive as a stay-

at-home mother while also exploring her passions. The mothers in the Denver Mothers 
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and More group were a support system for Virginia who recommended attractions in the 

city that were appealing to her. These mothers led her to Create Playdates at the DAM, 

which introduced Samuel to visual arts and gave her opportunities to pursue her interests 

as well. Virginia was interested in forming her own relationship with the DAM, much 

like the one she had enjoyed with Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Playdates were a 

great way to begin. Her former relationship with the Met grew over the course of several 

years and countless visits. Virginia and Noah used to choose what to look at and how 

long to spend at the museum. They made personal choices in the galleries that reflected 

their individual interests. Now their museum trips were quite different. Forming a 

personal relationship with the DAM was not Virginia’s first and foremost concern, as it 

may have been years before. Instead she became focused on helping Samuel develop his 

personal relationship with the museum. Virginia could no longer concentrate only on her 

interests and personal connections within the museum space because she now was 

charged with a new goal of finding activities that would engage Samuel on their trips to 

the museum. She understood how important it was for Samuel to make a personal 

connection with the museum, but she longed for the days when she could stop in front of 

a work of art to look intently while contemplating its meaning.  

The family learned as a group in the museum. Virginia, Noah, and Samuel 

interacted with each other, learned from each other, and relied on each other’s past 

experiences to make sense of new experiences in the museum. Each family member had a 

unique perspective and different sources of knowledge that contributed to their learning. 

The socio-cultural context played a significant role in their learning. As Falk and 

Dierking (2007) argued, each family member contributed to learning within the group, 
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which was certainly apparent in the various narratives shared in Chapter 4. Each family 

member, though, was unique in their learning style and carried their own experiences 

with them when they came to the museum. Museum educators should realize that a 

family visit to the museum is as much about each individual as it is about the family 

learning unit. Educational resources and activities are most effective when educators 

consider the learning styles of both children and adults and incorporate ways for all 

family members to draw from their personal knowledge base and previous experiences.  

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

  Family museum trips have the ability to provide children their very first 

experiences looking at art, talking about art, and interacting with art. All these 

experiences with art are educationally and developmentally significant to the child’s 

growth. As many of my findings revealed, Samuel not only learned information about art 

while in the museum with his parents, but he also made connections to past experiences, 

formed opinions about the art, and became creatively engaged in art making activities. 

The emphasis that Virginia and Noah place on early childhood education is evident in 

their interactions at the Denver Art Museum. The experiences at the museum not only 

contributed to Samuel’s knowledge base, but also his ability to think critically. While all 

the educational and developmental benefits are important, most significant was Samuel’s 

desire to revisit his favorite galleries and activities within the museum. Samuel’s 

attraction to the DAM demonstrates that he has already begun forming a personal 

relationship with the museum, which will hopefully pave the way to a lifetime of 

appreciation for art museums and what they have to offer. 
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 Virginia and Noah cherish their museum experiences, which encourages them to 

share the love and fulfillment they get from the museum with Samuel. The value they 

place on the educational and interactive experiences in the museum is apparent in how 

they engage with the museum experience. Virginia and Noah are dynamic museum 

visitors because they explore all that the museum has to offer, from programs to gallery 

activities. Virginia even offered suggestions of ways to improve the art museum 

experience for young children. She not only sees herself as a visitor, but also as a possible 

agent of change.  

This family’s relationships with museums are changing and evolving. From a past 

relationship with the Metropolitan Museum of Art to their current relationship with the 

Denver Art Museum and the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, this family intends 

to foster their museum relationships well into the future. These relationships are two-way 

streets that will require a lot of effort from the museums they have grown to love and 

trust. Art museum educators must realize that their expertise should focus to constantly 

evaluate family resources and programs in order to provide fulfilling and relevant 

resources to the families that visit art museums. In order for museums to continue 

attracting visitors like Virginia, Noah, and Samuel, while also attracting new visitors who 

have not yet formed lasting relationships with museums, art museums must also develop 

new programs and resources that situate art museums as a key center for free-choice 

learning. Art museums must provide experiences that engage all ages, backgrounds, and 

learning styles to remain even more exciting and thrilling than the elevators that carry 
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young children, like Samuel, to the activities and galleries that they name as their 

favorites. 

The family that participated in this study was certainly ideal for the intended 

purposes of discovering how families use museum resources and what their uses reveal 

about what they value. While the study focused specifically on this family, museum 

educators can benefit from this family’s stories because they are like many other families 

with young children. Virginia and Noah are searching for the best learning opportunities 

for Samuel. They want him to pursue his interests and develop a love of learning. They 

began by exposing Samuel to their passions in hopes of sparking his own interest in 

something that was familiar to them. Virginia and Noah are similar to other parents 

because they want Samuel to benefit from the best education, experiences, and fulfilling 

relationships that encourage him to grow and develop.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Before I chose to observe this family and their experiences in the art museum I 

was well aware of the lack of research on family learning in art museums. My goal for 

this study was to supplement the rather small amount of research that has been focused 

on normal museum-going families in art museums. I suggest that replicating this study 

with many different families would produce different findings and add to research on 

family learning. Choosing families that are much different from my participants would 

further add to family learning research considering that the family I chose for this 

narrative case study is atypical when compared to the general public. Both Virginia and 

Noah completed graduate degrees and the father is the sole financial provider for the 
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family, which is not normal considering that less than 30% of the American adult 

population has earned a bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S. Department of Education, 

2009). The family’s frequent visits to various museums a few times a month is unique as 

well (Hood, 1981). According to a recent study conducted by Reach Advisors (April 21, 

2010), only 18% of frequent visitors to art museums are families with minor children. 

Most families are not frequently visiting the art museum like Virginia, Noah, and Samuel. 

Considering that this family was ideal for the purposes of this study but not typical when 

compared to American families, I suggest that a study focused on a family that does not 

frequently visit the art museum should be conducted. Museums are currently focusing 

more of their efforts on becoming inclusive institutions that attract community members 

of all backgrounds. It would be interesting to understand what barriers are in place in art 

museums that prevent families from visiting the museum frequently.  

A longitudinal study focused on how a family uses educational resources and 

activities would be another beneficial approach. I observed this family outside the 

museum to find out how their museum experiences became integrated into their daily life. 

This question was difficult to answer because of the limited time I spent with the family 

beyond their museum visits. In order to answer this question I would have needed more 

time to observe the family in the course of their daily lives. A longitudinal study would 

follow a family for at least nine months and would need to emphasize observations both 

inside and outside the art museum. I was unable to determine whether there were 

connections between the family’s museum experiences and their daily life but suggest 

that a study over a longer period of time could better explore these connections.  
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BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

 Families comprise a small percentage of the total number of visitors to art 

museums each year as compared with history, children’s, and science museums (Reach 

Advisors, April 21, 2010; Borun et al., 1995). Other types of museums are able to attract 

family visitors because of interactive resources that provide opportunities for family 

members to engage with museum resources while interacting with each other. Art 

museums present a significant barrier to many visitors because visitors can rarely interact 

with art objects in a tactile manner. History, children’s, and science museums are better 

equipped to provide interactive resources because these museums can more easily 

provide tactile experiences for their visitors. Art museums like the Denver Art Museum 

are creating activities and resources that provide tactile experiences and encourage 

interaction between family members within the museum, thus enhancing their ability to 

make more direct connections with art. The art education field will benefit from more 

studies that focus on family interactive experiences in museums like the DAM by 

learning how families use interactive activities and what makes these experiences 

worthwhile for families. Art museums will motivate more families to visit and revisit the 

museum when there are more opportunities for families to interact while participating in 

museum activities.  

The discrepancy between family visitors to art museums and other types of 

museums is troublesome because several reasons support that families greatly benefit 

from museum experiences. First, learning occurs in various venues throughout each day 

over the span of one’s entire life. Learning is not just limited to the classroom where 

formal education occurs. Free-choice learning opportunities, such as experiences with 
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one’s family in the museum, are much greater than opportunities to learn through formal 

education (Dierking, 2010; Sheppard, 2009). Second, learning within a socio-cultural 

group, such as a family, enhances the learning experience by encouraging conversation 

and exploration between members of the social learning group (Dierking, 2010; Falk, 

2007; Falk & Dierking, 2007; Hein, 1995). Family members learn about each other as 

they share personal experiences through stories (Ancelet, 2010; Dierking, 2010; Falk, 

2007; Falk & Dierking, 2007). Additionally, visiting the museum and interacting as a 

family encourages children to build their own identity because they are able to make 

choices and form personal tastes through creative and interactive opportunities (Ancelet, 

2010; Dierking, 2010). Art museum educators must work to increase interactive 

opportunities like those opportunities at history, children’s, and science museums because 

art museums are not attracting as many families as other types of museums do. Lastly, 

family learning in the museum emphasizes the significance of free-choice learning 

opportunities. Children can begin their life-long learning journey in the museum and 

carry this love of learning into adulthood, resulting in life-long museum visitors 

(Dierking, 2010). Art museums must commit to encouraging family visitors to use and 

re-use museum programs and resources in order to become part of the life-long learning 

equation. Family visitors who frequently use museum resources will become more 

familiar with the museum and feel comfortable in the space. Committed family visitors to 

art museums will encourage life-long learning opportunities for children who will benefit 

from free-choice learning environments well into adulthood.  
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Over the course of the few months that I observed Virginia, Noah, and Samuel I 

noticed how the comfort and ease with which they used the museum resources increased. 

Each time the family came to the museum they explored more unfamiliar galleries and 

interacted in new ways with educational activities. Their relationship with the DAM 

began when Virginia and Samuel first came to Create Playdates. Virginia had been 

seeking out possibilities for igniting Samuel’s interest in visual arts and the Playdates, 

designed specifically with young children in mind, motivated her to dive into a 

relationship with the DAM. The Playdates gave Virginia the courage to spark up a 

conversation with the DAM in hopes of forming a lasting friendship that would benefit 

the whole family. Virginia’s desire to nurture this relationship and feel comfortable in the 

space compelled her to further explore the museum with her family. When I stop to 

consider each friend, Virginia and the DAM, I wonder about which friend made the first 

move. Was it Virginia’s passion for visual arts that lead her to the museum or was it the 

Playdates that drew her in with the allure of engaging activities for young Samuel? 

Though this question will remain unanswered I can say with great confidence that the 

family’s relationship with the DAM will thrive well into the future. Will Virginia, Noah, 

or Samuel make the next move or is it up to the DAM Education Department to nurture 

this budding friendship? 
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Appendix A: Site Consent Letter 
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Appendix B: Informational Flier 

 

Does your family love the DAM? 

Your family could be perfect for an 

engaging summer project. 
 

What is the project? Why get involved? 
 Graduate student research at the DAM 

 

 Great way to spend more time at 

the DAM 

 Meet with researcher at least 5 times 

between now and beginning of August 

 Spend quality time together as a 

family 

 Exploration of the museum as a family  Realize what your family really 

values in museum experiences 

 Discussions about family museum 

experiences 

 Contribute to family research in art 

museums 

 

Contact Angela Houdyshell, DAM intern 

angela@houdyshell.com 

Graduate Student 

The University of Texas at Austin 

Art Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:angela@houdyshell.com
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Appendix C: Phone Interview Questions 

Semi-structured Phone Selection Interview with Family for 
Participation in Research Study 

 
This interview will be conducted over the phone with families that are a desirable for my 
study and who have been identified by educational staff at the museum. These questions 
will be asked to at least one adult in the family.   
 

1) How many people are in your family (live in the same place at least a few nights  
      every other week)? What are their ages? 
 

 
2) What is your connection to the Denver Art Museum? 
 
 
3) How often do you visit the Denver Art Museum or any other type of museum, 

such as a natural history museum, science museum, children’s museum, 
aquarium, or zoo? 

 
 
4) Do you value the museum experience as an appropriate means of spending time 

with your family? Why or why not? 
 
 
5) What is usually your purpose when visiting the Denver Art Museum? 
 
 
6) Are museums a typical family outing for your family? Why or why not? 

 
 
7) Would your family be interested in participating in a research study focused 

finding out whether art experiences reveal what a family values? 
 
 
8) If so, then would your family be available to meet with me at the Denver Art 

Museum at least two times and off site at least once every two weeks? The study 
will include direct observation by the researcher. Family discussions will be 
captured through audio-recordings and field notes. Adults and children will be 
asked to tell stories of their experiences and contribute to an online blog. 
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Appendix D: Sample Consent Forms 

Adult consent form 
 

Title:  Stories of What One Family Values as Revealed through Their Experiences  
           at the Denver Art Museum 
 
Conducted By: Angela Houdyshell    IRB PROTOCOL # 2010-05-0045 
Of The University of Texas at Austin: Art Education/Art & Art History Department   
Telephone:  512-789-0602 
Faculty Sponsor:  Dr. Melinda Mayer, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Art Museum Education 
mayermm@austin.utexas.edu, 512-471-5319 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 
about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary.  You 
can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  
You can stop your participation at any time and your refusal will not impact current or future 
relationships with UT Austin or participating sites.  To do so simply tell the researcher you wish 
to stop participation.  The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your 
records. 
 
The purpose of this study: 

 Is to find out if experiences at the Denver Art Museum reveal what a family values.   

 Find out whether these experiences become integrated into the family’s life outside the museum. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

 Visit the museum at least two times as a family. 

 Allow the Principal Investigator (PI) to record conversations and use audio data. 

 Meet with the investigator as a family at sites other than the museum at least once every 
two weeks. 

 Contribute stories or documentation of conversations to an online private blog. 

 Allow the PI to check data observations for accuracy with the research participants 
anytime during the study and as late as August 13, 2011. 

 
Total estimated time to participate in study: 

 Face to face meetings will occur for seven weeks from June 25 to August 13, 2010. 

 Each meeting will occur for about two hours at least once every two weeks. 

 Participants must be available for accuracy checks of observation data until August 13, 
2011. 

 
Risks of being in the study: 

 Potential for compromised confidentiality of the collected data from the participants. 

 Interviews will be conducted with the family as a whole and with the children separately.  
If any information pertaining to abuse is disclosed the information will be reported to 
Child and Family Protective Services.   
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 Participation may involve risks that are currently unforeseeable. If you wish to discuss 
the information above or any other risks you may experience, you may ask questions now 
or call the PI listed on the front page of this form. 

 
Benefits of being in the study: 

 The family will benefit by being able to spend more time together.   

 The family could learn more about themselves and each other.   

 They might be encouraged to spend more family time in museums, which could increase 
their ability to understand their community and the world around them.   

 The family will contribute to a greater understanding of how families use the resources at 
the DAM. 

 
Compensation: 

 No compensation will be offered for participation in this study. 

 The PI will be cover any costs for museum visits or family outings associated with this 
study. 

 
Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 

 Participation or lack of will not impact current or future relationships with the Museum. 

 Audio recordings will be kept in a secure file cabinet at the PI’s residence. 

 All data, including audio recordings, will be kept for five years and then will be 
destroyed. 

 The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in 
the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the 
data will contain no identifying information that could associate participants with it, or 
with your participation in any study. 

 
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from 
The University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional Review Board, and (study 
sponsors, if any) have the legal right to review your research records and will protect the 
confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  All publications will exclude any 
information that will make it possible to identify you as a subject. Throughout the study, the 
researchers will notify you of new information that may become available and that might affect 
your decision to remain in the study. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, want 
additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers conducting the 
study.  Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this page.   
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, 
complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with the 
study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The 
University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at 
(512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be protected to the extent possible. As an alternative 
method of contact, an email may be sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB 
Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A 3200, Austin, TX 78713. 
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You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
I agree to participate in this study and allow audio recordings of conversations related to the 
study. 
 _______________________________   ____________________ 
Signature      Date 
 
 
___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
 
Signature of Investigator:__________________________ Date: ______________ 
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Child assent form 

 
Stories of What One Family Values as Revealed through Their Experiences  

at the Denver Art Museum 
 

I agree to be in a study about family art experiences at the Denver Art Museum (DAM).  
This study was explained to my (mother/father/parents/guardian) and (she/he/they) said 
that I could be in it. The only people who will know about what I say and do in the study 
will be the people in charge of the study. 
 

In the study I will be asked to visit the DAM with my family.  The person in charge 
of the study will record what we say and write down what we do and how we act with 
each other and the art.  I will also talk with the person in charge of the study and draw 
pictures to tell and show them what I experienced.  I will also be able to add my 
stories and thoughts to an on-line private blog. 

 
Writing my name on this page means that the page was read (by me/to me) and that I 
agree to be in the study. I know what will happen to me. If I decide to quit the study, all I 
have to do is tell the person in charge.  
 
__________________________________________ __________________ 

          Child's Signature Date 
 
______________________________________________             ___________________ 

        Parent’s Signature     Date 
 

__________________________________________ __________________ 
     Signature of Researcher Date 
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Appendix E: Photographs 

E1: Denver Art Museum complex 
 

 
 

 
 

Photographs have been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
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E2: Music mixing station 
 

 
 

 
 

Photographs have been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
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E3: African art-making station 
 

 
 

  
 

Photographs have been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
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E4: Bubbloo, installation at the Denver Art Museum 
 

 
 

 
 

Photographs have been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
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Appendix F: Works of Art 

F1: Engungun Mask by Yoruba Artist 
 

 
 

Image has been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
 
Yoruba Artist                                                                                                                       
Engungun Mask                                                                                                                    
Nigeria, 1950s 
Wood, pigment, cloth                                                                                                         
Denver Art Museum, 1997.154                                                                                           
Native Arts acquisition fund and partial gift of Michael and Patricia Coronel 
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F2: Rain Has No Father? El Anatsui 
 

 
 

Image has been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 123 

Rain Has No Father? El Anatsui 
With African art-making station in background (Appendix E3) 

 

 
 

Image has been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
 
El Anatsui (Ewe, b. 1944)                                                                                                     
Rain Has No Father?                                                                                                                
Ghana, 2008                                                                                                                        
Found bottle tops with copper wire                                                                                   
Denver Art Museum, 2008.891                                                                                           
Funds from Native Arts acquisition fund, U.S. Bank, Richard and Theresa Davis, 
Douglas Society, Denver Art Museum Volunteer Endowment, Alex Cranberg and Susan 
Morris, Geta and Janice Asfaw, Saron and Daniel Yohannes, Lee McIntire, Milroy and 
Sheryl Alexander, Dorothy and Richard Campbell, Wayne Carey and Olivia Thompson, 
Morris Clark, Rebecca H. Cordes, Kenneth and Rebecca Gart, Tim and Bobbi Hamill, 
Kalleen and Robert Malone, Meyer and Geri Saltzman, Ann and Gerry Saul, Mary Ellen 
and Thomas Williams, Nancy and James Williams, Forrest Cason, First Western Trust 
Bank, Howard and Sandy Gelt, Gene Osborne, Boettcher Foundation, John and Eve 
Glesne, The Schlegel White Foundation, Jeffrey and Nancy Balter, and Tamara Banks 
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F3: R.A.W. by Nicola Lopez 
Installation at the Denver Art Museum 

 

 
 

Image has been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
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F4: Release Your Plans by Daniel Sprick 
 

 
 

Image has been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
 
Daniel Sprick                                                                                                              
Release Your Plans      
Oil on canvas                                                                                                                     
Denver Art Museum, 2006.25 
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F5: Wheat Fields by Jim Dine 
 

 
 

Image has been reproduced with the permission of the Denver Art Museum. 
 
Jim Dine 
Wheat Fields 
Denver Art Museum 1993.110 
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