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 By engaging in collaborative arts-based and arts-informed narrative inquiry with my six-

year-old daughter, we explored self-guided materials in art museums in the North Texas area.  

Though the field of art museum education is becoming increasingly participatory, most academic 

research related to self-guided materials has fallen short of exploring visitors’ experiences with 

these materials.  Furthermore, the perspectives of children have been long overlooked in 

academic and, at times, institutional research about family experiences in museums.  Over the 

course of nine months, my daughter and I visited art museums and engaged with their self-

guided materials, ranging from audio tours to interactive galleries.  During this time we created 

collaborative works of art based on our experiences, which acted as both data collection and 

analysis in preparation for writing narratives.  Our narrative explorations allowed us each to 

better understand our collective experiences.  Though this research specifically targets self-

guided materials in art museums, any educator interested in intergenerational or collaborative 

family learning may find both our methodologies and our conclusions to be helpful in better 

understanding how narratives are essential to this type of learning.   
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PART I  

CRITICAL ANALYSIS 
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Chapter I  

Introduction 

Research Problem/Questions 

As both a mother and art museum educator, I became interested in re-presenting a 

family’s experiences with the self-guided materials offered by Dallas/Fort Worth art museums in 

hopes of better understanding how families might utilize these materials. Together, my six-year- 

old daughter and I visited six local art museums and engaged with the available family guides 

and/or self-guided materials. For the purposes of this thesis, we are re-presenting our experiences 

at four of the institutions where we explored the following questions: 

• How might families engage art within museum settings through family guides and/or 
self-guided materials? 

• How might family guides and/or self-guided materials promote 
intergenerational/collaborative family learning and participation with exhibitions? 

• How might collaborative research and art-making re-present the stories of both adults 
and children? 

 

Background to the Study 

My first experience in an art museum was during my junior year of high school, at which 

time my art class participated in a repeat visit program with The Modern Art Museum of Fort 

Worth. For a child once destined to be an engineer, that experience set me on a completely new 

path. After focusing on my art practice during undergrad, my experiences as a summer intern at 

the Boston Museum of Fine Arts reminded me of the educational importance of art museums. 

Following my internship, I entered into public education as a middle school art teacher for four 

years. During this time, I made it a priority to take my students on field trips to art museums, 

even when it involved a forty-five minute bus ride or an hour-long public transit train rides. 
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Because my parents had never taken me to art museums, I knew firsthand my class might be the 

only opportunity students had to experience art in a museum setting. 

As a mother, I introduced art making to my daughter, Julia, at an early age. Her earliest 

art endeavors were watercolors on scraps of mat board. I’ve never pushed her to create art, but 

always felt it was an important option she should have available along with reading books, 

building with blocks, and playing dress up. During my first semester as a graduate student 

studying art museum education, I realized I had never taken Julia to an art museum. For a writing 

assignment I took her to three art museums in Fort Worth, documented our visits, and wrote a 

ten-page narrative detailing our experiences. It was through these visits that I became aware of 

self-guided materials for families such as brochures, pamphlets, sketchbooks, games, and other 

materials designed for use by families visiting art museums (Sanzer-Oz, 2001). Throughout my 

coursework, I focused other major assignments on similar topics. During Spring 2011, I created a 

family guide that utilized concepts from the Modern’s Ten Pages, the Amon Carter’s Postcard 

Tour, and Project MUSE’s Generic Game. During Fall 2011, I conducted a historical research 

study on the family guides, brochures/pamphlets produced to provide information and 

conversation topics for families, at the Kimbell Art Museum, in which I made connections 

between changes in the content and design of their guides with developments in art museum 

education. These endeavors have given me some insight into an area I was unaware of as 

recently as 2010 and have served as a starting point for further research involving family 

experiences with self-guided materials in art museums. 

 

Justification 

A major finding from my study of the Kimbell Art Museum family guides was that over 
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time their guides have shifted from didactic to a more constructivist approach (Fuentes, 2011). 

While their earliest guides were content heavy, later guides incorporated a sense of collaborative 

learning between adult and child, prompting discussion about works of art (Fuentes, 2011). This 

is inline with the shift in the field of art education from a traditional teaching method in which the 

educator is sharing their knowledge, to a constructivist approach in which the educator acts as a 

facilitator of conversations (Hein, 2000; Mayer, 2005). While constructivism has been embraced 

by many institutions, more recently, the ideas supporting constructivism are evolving in support 

of participatory institutions, specifically, museums which promote collaboration and participation 

as ways to engage their visitors (Simon, 2010). 

Concepts of collaboration and participation have been around for decades in learning 

environments (Vass & Littleton, 2010) and art practice (Downey, 2009; Roberts, 2009), so it 

seems natural that art institutions dedicated to education should also be incorporating these ideas. 

As museums strive to connect with their communities (Simon, 2010; Skramstad, 1999/2004; 

Waltl, 2006), or their customers, they can also been seen as businesses. Recently these same 

concepts of collaboration and participation are also appearing in business-customer relations as a 

way of promoting transparency and accessibility (Gorry & Westbrook, 2011; Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy, 2004). And so, as the museum embraces its role of educator and simultaneously 

attempts to remain relevant in the 21st century, it seems that collaboration and participation are 

natural ways to approach education as well as business-customer relations (Skramstad, 

1999/2004). 

Collaboration can be better understood as broken down into two categories: consultative, 

in which an institution approaches experts and/or representatives from a certain community for 

advice/guidance; and co-development, in which staff members work with community participants 
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to develop new exhibitions/programs (Simon, 2010). The National Building Museum (2011) in 

Washington, D. C. has been collaborating with teens in their photo-based project, Investigating 

Where We Live since 1996. This is an example of a co-development project, because, though the 

staff members set up the project framework, they work collaboratively with local teenagers to 

create an exhibition (Simon, 2010). Recently, the Kimbell consulted key figures in Fort Worth’s 

Hispanic community to stage a daylong celebration in conjunction with their Fiery Pool: The 

Maya and the Mythic Sea exhibition (C. Hatchette- Barganier, personal communication, 

November 10, 2011). However, this level of collaboration  is rarely seen in regards to the 

development or assessment of family guides or self-guided materials for families (Gerety, 2005; 

Prabhu & Bergquist, 2006). 

Generally, studies of family guides, self-guided materials, and family learning in art 

museums fall under two categories: academically (Gerety, 2005; Sanzer-Oz, 2001) or 

institutionally (Black, 2005; Pontin, 2006) initiated. The academic research has typically 

gathered data by surveying or interviewing art museum staff members and/or utilizing the 

museum’s attendance records and evaluation forms (Gerety, 2005; Sanzer-Oz, 2001). Many 

museums conduct visitor studies and program evaluations using both quantitative and qualitative 

(Pontin, 2006) approaches such as surveys, informal interviews, and observations (Black, 2005). 

While nationally some museums, such as the National Gallery and the San Jose Museum of Art 

(Sanzer-Oz, 2001) conduct focus groups with families in order to assess or develop their family 

programming (Gerety, 2005), few publish their research and so little is known about frequency or 

effectiveness of these focus group studies. Locally, the Kimbell (C. Hatchette-Barganier, 

personal communication, November 10, 2011) and the Nasher (C. Borsh, personal 

communication, December 12, 2011) have both utilized surveys in the past to evaluate family 
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guides; the Amon Carter (L. Eklund, personal communication, December 15, 2011) has used 

anecdotal and observational data; but across the board, it appears that evaluations are not 

currently being conducted (C. Borsh, personal communication, December 12, 2011; C. Hatchette-

Barganier, personal communication, November 10, 2011; L. Eklund, personal communication, 

December 15, 2011). In a time when collaboration and participation are being embraced, it 

would seem that these methods should also be utilized in approaching the design and evaluation 

of self-guided materials for families. However, there is little information available that 

demonstrates how museums might collaborate with the families in their communities in order to 

understand family experiences with family guides and/or self guided materials from a family’s 

perspective, an issue I have addressed through this study. 

Theoretical Framework 

While there is a long-standing precedent for the use of collaboration and participation in 

education and art-making, the advent of social media and Web 2.0 technologies are encouraging a 

more participatory society (Bhalla, 2011; Lee, 2009; Simon, 2010; Skramstad, 1999/2004). 

Recently in the art museum world there has been a push to become participatory institutions. As 

defined by Simon (2010) this entails being more audience-centered, recognizing that visitors 

construct their own knowledge based on their personal and cultural identities, and understanding 

that visitor voices can inform museum practice. These concepts have existed and been 

implemented in other institutions, such as science, history, and children’s museums (Simon, 

2010; Skramstad, 1999/2004), institutions the public has more experience with compared to art 

museums, as evidenced in Table 1.1. 
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Table 1.1 

Median Annual Attendances from AAM 2009 Museum Financial Information Report 

Art Museum 44,878 
Children’s/Youth Museum 130,870 
General Museum 58,500 
Historic House/Site 11,700 
Living Collections 208,574 
Natural History/Anthropology Museum 28,176 
Science/Technology Center/Museum 357,103 
Specialized Museum 22,000 

 
 

It is for these reasons that my research is grounded in participatory learning. In general, 

participatory learning is built on concepts of constructivism (McLoughlin & Lee, 2007). 

Constructivism refers to Piaget’s cognitive-development theory, which recognizes that children 

construct their own knowledge based on their prior knowledge and personal experiences (Berk, 

2003). In order for this to occur, children must be actively engaged in the process of learning 

(Berk, 2003). Likewise, participatory learning seeks to engage learners as active participants and 

co-producers of knowledge (McLoughlin & Lee, 2007). With this definition, participatory 

learning could take place in physical environments, such as the interactive spaces offered by 

science museums, or online environment, such as wikis. 

When referring to participation in a museum setting, Simon (2010) recognizes the diverse 

meanings participation can have, and breaks down the concept of participation into the following 

categories: contribution, co-creation, and collaboration. Contribution refers to visitors sharing 

their opinions and/or artistic creations in a public way (Simon, 2010); this public space may be a 

physical space in the museum, or an online space such as a blog or Flickr page. Co-creation 

refers to a partnership between a museum and the community in which an exhibit is developed to 

meet the needs of both groups (Simon, 2010). Collaboration is similar to co-creation, but, the 

concept of the partnership and/or project is generally initiated by the institution (Simon, 2010). 
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For the purposes of this study, I have focused on collaborative participation as defined by Simon. 

Throughout my literature review, collaboration is further defined within various contexts. 

Literature Review 

My research is multifaceted and at each step has involved concepts of collaboration and 

participation. By engaging with self-guided materials with my daughter, there were inherently 

some aspects of collaborative learning. In our analysis of our experiences, we worked together to 

create collaborative works of art. The intention of working this way was to illustrate what might 

be learned through an institution’s collaboration with families in their communities. Therefore, 

my literature review begins with examples of collaboration in learning environments, art practice, 

and business-customer relations. Then, I examine methods used by art museums to conduct 

visitor studies and program evaluations as well as review academic studies on self- guided 

materials for families. The purpose of this is to provide a backdrop for my study, which 

incorporates aspects of collaboration across learning, art making, and business practice contexts, 

as well as museum visitor studies. 

Collaboration 

Collaborative learning. The Oxford Dictionary (2010) defines collaboration broadly as 

“the action of working with someone to produce something,” however, in education the term 

collaboration can be more narrowly defined. Vass & Littleton (2010) make a distinction between 

the terms collaborative and cooperative in this way: 

[peer cooperation] involves the subdivision of tasks for a shared goal, with each 
participant responsible for one particular aspect of the activity [and] peer collaboration 
assumes the relative symmetry of abilities and sharedness in respect of both the process 
and the products of learning. (p. 106) 
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The developmental theories of Piaget and Vygotsky form the basis of many current 

educational practices (Berk, 2003), including collaborative learning (Vass & Littleton, 2010). 

Piaget’s cognitive-development theory, sometimes referred to as the constructivist approach to 

cognitive development, understood that children construct knowledge as they interact with their 

surroundings (Berk, 2003). This theory questions traditional roles in education; whereas the 

teacher was once a dispenser of knowledge, now they are a facilitator, allowing children to 

construct their own knowledge (Vass & Littleton, 2010). Furthermore, Piaget suggested 

cognitive development was more likely to occur due to peer interactions than interactions 

between children and adults (Palincsar, 1998). These findings have led to an emphasis on 

collaborative group work in classrooms for decades (Vass & Littleton, 2010). 

While peer collaboration has proven to be important in formal learning environments 

(Vass & Littleton, 2010), other studies have shown that children who collaborate with adults are 

more successful than those who collaborate with their peers (Palincsar, 1998). Contradictory to 

Piaget’s theory, Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory places an emphasis on the need of a child to 

have a supportive adult figure with which to dialogue (Berk, 2003). This concept supports the 

notion of adult-child collaborative learning, which is especially relevant in informal learning 

environments where family learning takes place (Borun, 2008). 

A family group is generally defined as a multi-generational group, which consists of 

people related biologically and/or by residence (Borun, 2008). Typically the idea of adult-child 

collaboration is tainted by the traditional adult-child power structures, perhaps because in most 

contexts the child is turning to the adult for guidance (Mackenzie, 2010). Likewise, in 

Vygotsky’s theory, the emphasis was placed on the child learning from the adult (Berk, 2003), 

however, children have their own perspectives to bring to these interactions (Borun, 2002). 
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During her 2010 TED Talk, the prolific twelve-year-old short story writer and blogger, Adora 

Svitak spoke about what adults can learn from kids, pointing to children’s ability to think 

imaginatively and creatively. 

Another term for collaborative learning between children and adults is intergenerational 

learning (Kerka, 2003). Specifically, intergenerational learning refers to a type of learning, 

which is “relational and reciprocal” (Kerka, 2003). In informal learning environments such as 

museums, intergenerational learning among family members is being addressed (Borun, 2008).  

In 1998 the Philadelphia/Camden Informal Science Education Collaborative (PISEC) published a 

study investigating family learning in four Philadelphia area museums (Borun, 2008). Through 

this study, they determined seven characteristics of family friendly exhibitions, including the 

creation of collaborative opportunities by increasing accessibility to various age groups and 

multi-user capabilities (Borun, 2008). While children’s museums along with science and history 

museums have been approaching these ideas for quite some time, art museums have recently 

begun to address these same issues (Skramstad, 1999/2004). Interactive spaces in museums such 

as the Dallas Museum of Art’s Center for Creative Connections (S. Diachisin, personal 

communication, October 5, 2011), the Seattle Art Museum’s Knudsen Family Room 

(Gutschmidt, 2007), and the Green Hill Center for North Carolina Art’s ArtQuest (2011), are 

encouraging families to participate by engaging with hands-on activities that seek to provide 

collaborative opportunities. While spaces like the Center for Creative Connections have defined 

themselves as places for all ages (S. Diachisin, personal communication, October 5, 2011), and 

family guides by their nature suggest an element of intergenerational learning, through my 

research I have come to better understand how these spaces and materials promote 

intergenerational learning. 
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Collaborative art making. Since my daughter, Julia, and I embarked on a collaborative 

art making endeavor in response to the self-guided materials we used, I felt it was important to 

understand the nature of collaborative art making. Collaboration has differing definitions 

depending on the context; Roberts (2010) understands collaborative art making in three 

categories, including object-centered, relational, and dialogical. Rather than qualifying these as 

three separate entities, Roberts (2010) sees them as a continuum on which collaborative art exists, 

where borders are at times blurred. 

The term object-centered has been used in art museum education to refer to a focus on the 

message of an object rather than the meaning the viewers create (Rice & Yenawine, 2002). 

However, Roberts (2010) uses this term to discuss collaborative works of art that focus on form, 

or the visual object, as the carrier of meaning rather than the process of creation. Furthermore, 

she differentiates this type of collaboration from others based on the relationship between the 

artist and their collaborators (Roberts, 2010). Typically in object-centered collaborations, the 

artist works with collaborators, technical experts, assistants, and other artists/persons; however, 

sole authorship is claimed by one artist (Roberts, 2010). A contemporary example of this style  

of collaboration can be found in the processes of Paul McCarthy (PBS: Art21, 2009). Though 

McCarthy relies on a team of experts and his family members to assist in bringing his sculptural 

dreams to fruition, the vision of the completed piece is McCarthy’s and he claims authorship of 

his works (PBS: Art21, 2009). 

Relational aesthetics, a term coined by Nicolas Bourriaud in the mid 1990s (Simpson, 

2001), references works of art that seek to incorporate the once passive viewers as active 

participants (Roberts, 2010). In 2002, Bourriaud curated a show entitled Touch, at the San 

Francisco Art Institute, including artists such as Rirkrit Tiravanija and Felix Gonzalez-Torres 
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(Cobb, 2002). Each of the works involved some level of artist-audience collaboration and in 

general focused on process over product. Gonzalez-Torres’ piece, Untitled (Portrait of Ross in 

L.A.) (1991), consists of a pile of candy weighing 175 pounds, the same weight of his partner 

who died of AIDS in 1991; the audience is encouraged to take a piece of candy (Art Institute of 

Chicago, 2011). 

Kester (in Wilson, 2007) finds similarities between Bourriaud’s term relational aesthetics 

and his own term, dialogical aesthetics. He notes both terms describe artworks that incorporate a 

social aspect, however, the main difference for Kester being relational art refers to art in which an 

artist creates an experience with the intention of viewer participation, whereas dialogical art tends 

to “involve a more open-ended form of participatory interaction” (Kester in Wilson, 2007, p. 

112). A pertinent example given by Kester (in Wilson, 2007) is that of Navjot Altaf’s water 

pump sites and children’s temples created in collaboration with indigenous Indian artists as well 

as children. As a part of the creation process, art workshops were held to encourage dialogue 

between the artist and the communities; the completed structures result out of a community 

dialogue (Kester, 2005). Dialogic collaborations, as defined by Roberts (2010), address 

socio/political issues where goals of transformation, form, and process are intertwined, each 

participant has an equal say, and the line between creator and participant is blurred. For the 

purposes of this study, I felt it imperative that the collaboration I engaged in with Julia was 

dialogical in nature. 

Contemporary artists are currently engaging in each of these types of collaborations, 

object-centered, relational, and dialogic (Roberts, 2010). However, the concepts of collaboration 

and participation as utilized in the dialogic method seem to be transforming approaches across 

12 



various contexts including learning (Wells, 2000), art creation (Kester, 2007), and even business- 

customer relations. 

Business-customer collaboration. Though museums reside in the arena of non-profit 

organizations, they are businesses, and for any business to serve its customers it must first 

understand them (Gorry & Westbrook, 2011; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Businesses have 

used various methods in attempts to understand their customers, qualitatively and quantitatively 

in the past (Garver, 2001), however, “the abstraction of customers into graphs, charts, and 

statistics—or even qualitative research summaries—never fully recompenses for the loss of direct 

interactions with them and knowledge about them” (Gorry & Westbrook, 2011, p. 576). For this 

reason, managers and executives are being counseled to get out of their offices in order to get to 

know their customers as individuals (Gorry & Westbrook, 2011). An emphasis is being placed 

on the value of personal stories of individual customers (Garver, 2001; Gorry & Westbrook, 

2011). Companies such as Ritz-Carlton, Levi Strauss, Harley Davidson, and Kimberly-Clark, are 

listening to these stories in order to better serve their customers and to rethink their products and 

services (Gorry & Westbrook, 2011). However, beyond just listening to customer stories, there 

has been a push to allow customers to collaborate with companies (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 

2004). 

“The role of the consumer has changed… from isolated to connected, from unaware to 

informed, from passive to active” (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 4). Thus, the way 

businesses engage their customers/communities is changing as well. Once roles were strictly 

defined such that companies produced and customers consumed (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 

2004), now customers are assisting in the production process (Bhalla, 2011). This concept of 

collaboration with customers has been reinforced by the advent of social media (Bhalla, 2011). 
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Instead of merely listening to customers’ stories, businesses are able to participate in a dialogue 

with their customers (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). 

In 2007, Dell (2011) launched IdeaStorm, an online community with the goal of giving 

customers a voice. Through this site, customers can post their ideas, view others’ ideas, vote on 

ideas, and see the ideas that have been implemented (Dell, 2011). One interesting aspect of the 

IdeaStorm is that Dell (2011) marks each post so users can see if it has been read, reviewed, 

implemented, not implemented, or archived. Of the 10,000 ideas submitted by customers, Dell 

(2011) has implemented 400 of them. Clearly, Dell and other businesses are incorporating 

aspects of collaboration and participation to listen to and engage with their customers to better 

serve them. In the new era of social media, our society expects this type of interaction and 

transparency (Bhalla, 2011). 

 

Studying Museum Visitors and Families Using Self-Guided Materials 

Many museums understand the necessity of collecting feedback from their visitors to 

understand their visitors and evaluate their experiences. The methods art museums use to study 

their visitors (Black, 2005; Pontin, 2006) and evaluate self-guided materials (Prabu & Bergquist, 

2006; Sanzer-Oz, 2001) are diverse and include surveys, interviews, and observation. While 

quantitative data collection, such as surveys, may be helpful in illustrating demographics and 

visitor trends, such as who is coming to the museum, who they are coming with, and how often 

they are visiting, visitors experiences can perhaps be best understood through qualitative means 

(Black, 2005). However, problems also arise with qualitative forms of data collection (Berk, 

2003; Black, 2005). For example, leading questions in informal interviews may provide results 

that validate a hypothesis, but may not be truly representative of a visitor’s experience (Black, 
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2005). Observation has the potential to be marred by the observer influence (Berk, 2003). This 

refers to the fact that a person’s behavior is likely to change when being observed by an 

unfamiliar individual (Berk, 2003). 

Museum initiated visitor studies. While some art museums evaluate their programs or 

study their visitors on their own, others hire an outside service. Whatever the process, generally 

these results remain unpublished. Notably, the Dallas Museum of Art (2011a) and the British 

Museum (2011) have made their visitors studies available online. Both of these studies (DMA, 

2011a; British Museum, 2011) go beyond the typical data collection methods in an attempt to 

better understand visitor experiences. 

The DMA’s (2011a) Framework for Engaging with Art, came out of a seven year study 

by the hired research firm Randi Korn & Associates. The study used trained data collectors to 

conduct “face-to-face interviews using [a standardized] questionnaire as the interview 

framework” (DMA, 2008, p. 12). By using the questionnaire in conjunction with an in-depth 

interview, the DMA (2008) was able to encourage visitors to describe their experiences thus 

moving beyond collecting quantitative data. Demographic data was collected, but the study 

focused on how visitors engage with works of art and determined that most visitors can be 

categorized into one of four “clusters”: tentative observers, curious participants, discerning 

independents, or committed enthusiasts (DMA, 2011a). Taking what they learned about their 

visitors, the DMA (2011b) has since developed programs that seek to better serve their 

communities; one of their largest endeavors has been the creation of the Center for Creative 

Connections (C3). The C3 was designed, with all visitor types in mind, as a space for 

intergenerational learning that promotes participation and collaboration as a means of visitor 

engagement (S. Diachisin, personal communication, October 5, 2011). 
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The British Museum has worked with research team Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2011) 

for four years to conduct evaluations, which inform temporary exhibition development and 

improvements to permanent galleries (British Museum, 2011). In their evaluation of a temporary 

exhibition, Conservation in Focus, a researcher asked visitors “to talk them through their visit, 

describing their thought process behind every decision and continuously describing their  

thoughts and feelings at each element of the display” (British Museum, 2008, p. 9). These open- 

ended interviews allowed the British Museum (2008) to better understand their visitors than if 

they were to rely on more quantitative forms of data collection. Along with this style of data 

collection, visitors were tracked during their visit to determine where they went first, what they 

investigated, and how interacting with the conservators affected their engagement with the 

exhibition (British Museum, 2008). This information allowed the museum to determine patterns 

in visitors’ behaviors as they moved through the exhibition space (British Museum, 2008). 

A key element in the presentation of data in both the Dallas Museum of Art’s Framework 

for Engaging with Art (2008) and the British Museum’s evaluation of Conservation in Focus, 

was the inclusion of the visitors’ voices. Providing quotes from the participants enhanced the 

statistical information, and gave the institutions more meaningful data to work with when 

considering plans for the future (British Museum, 2008; DMA, 2008). 

Museum initiated evaluations of self-guided materials for families. Museum evaluations 

of self-guided materials are generally stored in the archives and are available upon request for 

research studies. Some museums test family guides on museum staff or school groups, others 

rely on observation and informal interviews of families (Prabhu & Bergquist, 2006; Sanzer-Oz, 

2001), still others use surveys given to visitors with their family guide (James A. Michener Art 

Museum, n.d.; C. Hatchette-Barganier, personal communication, November 10, 2011). Survey 
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evaluations carried out by art museums tend to quantify visitors’ experiences with questions and 

answer choices like the ones in Table 1.2.  

Table 1.2 

James A. Michener Family Guides Evaluation Form 

6. Did the guide enhance your learning experience in the museum? Please rate: 
Not at all- 0 1 2 3 4 5 -Very Much 

 
7. Did the guide help facilitate discussion and learning together with your 
child/children? Please rate: 

Not at all- 0 1 2 3 4 5 -Very Much 
 
 
 
Still, some museums consult families in a focus group style in order to obtain feedback about 

family programs, of which self-guided materials are only a small subset (Gerety, 2005; Sanzer-

Oz, 2001). 

Academic studies of self-guided materials for families. Aside from institutionally initiated 

studies, academic studies have also been conducted regarding museum visitors and programming 

(Gerety, 2005; Sanzer-Oz, 2001). As I am specifically focusing on family experiences with self-

guided materials, I am most interested in previous studies concerning these materials. The advent 

of self-guided materials has allowed families the freedom to explore the museum in a semi-

structured way on their own schedule (Sanzer-Oz, 2001). Self-guided materials are available at 

museums across the United States in the form of games, brochures, digital guides, and interactive 

spaces (Gerety, 2005; Prabhu & Bergquist, 2006; Sanzer-Oz, 2001). Each of the local museums I 

have studied offer some type of self-guided materials geared towards families, including 

sketchbooks, laminated family guides, audio tours, and interactive spaces. 

While self-guided materials are being created in museums across the nation (Gerety, 

2005; Prabhu & Bergquist, 2006; Sanzer-Oz, 2001), there have been few academic studies on 
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family experiences with these materials (Folk, 2007), and current findings give no insight into the 

real-world experiences of families using self-guided materials. Sanzer-Oz (2001) reviewed self-

guided materials from five American art museums, with the purpose of analyzing the available 

materials. She gathered information through interviews with employees of art museums, 

visitation records, and her own analysis of guides and their corresponding evaluation reports 

(Sanzer-Oz, 2001). Through her research she found that 1) parents appreciate the guidance and 

focus provided by self-guided materials, 2) museums attempt to balance entertainment and 

education in their guides, 3) effective family guides must be accessible, appealing to a mixed-age 

group, interactive, and should include evaluation methods from the beginning of the design 

process, and 4) museums use a large amount of funds and staff time on experimental projects 

with little or no research to determine the effectiveness (Sanzer-Oz, 2001). 

More recently, Gerety (2005) explored family learning in art museums in the Midwestern 

United States through examining family programs and surveying and interviewing museum staff 

members. She surveyed forty-eight art museum employees, most of whom were educators, each 

from a different institution (Gerety, 2005). These surveys included information regarding 

numbers of family visitors, specifics of family programming, and administrative support (Gerety, 

2005). Following the survey, Gerety (2005) interviewed seven of the participants. Gerety  

(2005) deduced the following: 1) most of the museums reported that families made up less than 

20% of their visitors, 2) while museums provide programming that is described as geared towards 

family, in some cases these programs are truly geared towards either children or adults not an 

intergenerational group, and 3) administrative support is an important factor in creating family 

programming. Regarding self-guided materials for families, Gerety (2005) found that 1) most of 

the museums surveyed had these materials available on a daily basis and 2) these materials varied 
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greatly in both design and content. 

While each of these studies (Gerety, 2005; Sanzer-Oz, 2001) shed light on issues 

concerning self-guided materials for families, their research does not give a voice to the families 

who utilize these materials. In neglecting to include family voices, neither study attempts to 

understand the experiences of families in art museums. Though, in their conclusions, both 

studies highlight the importance of communicating with families in order to more effectively 

meet their needs. 

The unheard voices of children. Though many realize the significance of listening to the 

voices of their audience, the voices of children are almost completely absent from museum 

studies (Black, 2005; Potter, 2006; Sterry & Beaumont, 2006). When museums consult parents, 

they assume that they speak for their children as well (Potter, 2006). Sterry and Beaumont 

(2006) specifically warn against making these assumptions when studying families in museum 

settings. Potter (2006) speaks of the concept of training children to become researchers, stating 

“children’s participation recognizes them as subjects rather than objects of research, who ‘speak’ 

in their own right and report valid views and experiences” (p. 129). To shed light on the issue of 

the unheard voices of children in museum education research, I have involved my daughter as co-

researcher. 

 

Methodology 

In order to better understand family experiences with self-guided materials and evaluate 

these guides from a family’s perspective, I chose to engage in qualitative research. My focus was 

on highlighting one family’s experiences at four Dallas/Fort Worth art museums. Specifically, the 

family I studied was my own, which is composed of my six-year-old daughter, Julia, and myself. 
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Because my goal was to capture not only the experience of the family, but also the voice of both 

adult and child, I rooted my methodology in narrative inquiry. Furthermore, my research involved 

aspects of arts-based narrative inquiry and arts-informed narrative inquiry as defined by Mello 

(2007): 

…when art is applied in narrative inquiry as part of the method, as a way of composing 
and gathering field texts, it is considered to be the base of the whole research process… 
but when art is used as part of the analysis, during the transition from field texts to 
research texts, as a way of informing the meaning made, it can be considered as arts- 
informed narrative inquiry. (p. 214) 
 

 
 

Narrative Inquiry 

I have chosen narrative inquiry because of its potential to show, rather than tell, the reader 

about an experience. Freeman (2007) argues narratives, more so than a scientific approach, help 

us to understand people objectively. Narrative inquiry understands “experience as a storied 

phenomenon. Lives are composed, recomposed, lived, told, retold, and relived in storied ways on 

storied landscapes” (Clandinin, 2010, p. 2). Furthermore, narrative inquirers use stories as a form 

of both process and product in research (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). Used as process, narrative 

inquiry can take the form of either collecting stories or analyzing experiences based on concepts 

of stories such as plot, character, and theme (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). In terms of product, 

narrative inquirers use interviews or information collected in field notes to construct a story, 

which exemplifies an experience (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). Perhaps because stories have the 

power to elicit empathy and understanding (Gorry & Westbrook, 2011), storytelling has been 

utilized throughout history as a way to share knowledge, accrue wisdom, and memorialize shared 

experiences (Lamb, 2008). 

My first experience with narrative inquiry was in a course taught by Dr. Terry Barrett at 
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the University of North Texas. After reading about narrative inquiry, we embarked on our own 

autoethnographic narrative inquiry. In autoethnography, the researcher writes in an 

autobiographical way and associates his/her experiences with the experiences of an entire  

culture, or group of people (Marechal, 2009). As an example, and perhaps to help us feel more 

free in our sharing, Dr. Barrett read aloud his contribution to an essay entitled “Three Art 

Educators in Cancerworld” (Barrett, Smith-Shank, & Stuhr, 2008). The power in his writing was 

undeniable. Listening to his story, I was immediately drawn in and at the conclusion of the 

reading felt an empathetic understanding that would have been unknowable any other way. I  

was reminded of the lyrics of a Saul Williams song, “cause when you open to it, vulnerability is 

power” (Williams, 2004). Though my writing may not fit into the category of autoethnography, 

by writing in an autobiographical narrative way, I hope to foster this level of understanding as it 

pertains to families’ experiences with self-guided materials. In academic research, family voices 

are missing from the texts in regards to self-guided materials (Gerety, 2005; Sanzer-Oz, 2001).  

In research initiated by museums, visitors voices tend to be cut down to short quotes, sound bites 

(British Museum, 2008; DMA, 2011a), in their presentation of data. Using narrative inquiry I 

have included both the perspectives of my daughter and myself, therefore presenting, rather than 

quantifying or cutting down, the personal stories of a family’s engagement with self-guided 

materials. 

The paper I wrote for Dr. Barrett’s narrative inquiry class served as a precursor for my 

current research. I took my then four-year-old daughter to three art museums in Fort Worth with 

the goal of documenting and sharing our experiences. Through that study, I found that each 

museum offered self-guided materials for families. As my daughter and I engaged with these 

materials, I collected data through audio recordings, field notes, and artifacts. Then, I wrote 
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about our experiences in narrative form using snippets of our dialogue when possible. This first 

attempt was successful in conveying our experiences and received positive feedback from my 

classmates and professor, however, when embarking on this research, there were several aspects 

of the previous study that I changed and expanded. First, we visited more museums in order to 

portray the array of experiences offered at Dallas and Fort Worth institutions. Also, while I 

attempted to incorporate my daughter’s voice in the first study, the paper was written from my 

perspective. Involving Julia as a co-researcher has given our voices equal weight. Finally, in the 

presentation of our stories, I was able to portray a fuller experience by finding a virtual form for 

the stories and collected data to coexist together. 

Arts-Based and Arts-Informed Research 

While narrative inquiry was a key aspect of my research, as an artist, artistic re- 

presentations were also important to me. Though there are varying definitions for both arts- 

based and arts-informed research, I have come to an understanding of both terms based on the 

words of Mello (2007), where in arts-based research artworks serve as the way of gathering data 

and in arts-informed research artworks are used in the analysis process transforming data into 

research text. Through her definitions, it became apparent that researchers are incorporating 

aspects of arts-based and arts-informed research within the methodology of narrative inquiry 

(Mello, 2007). 

Mello (2007) cites several examples (Bach, 1998; Mickelson, 1995; Murphy, 2004) of 

researchers working in one or both of these fashions. Rather than rehashing one of her examples, 

I present the research of Leitch (2006) as an example of both arts-based and arts-informed 

research. Leitch (2006) worked with six teachers, who created reflexive works of art, in order to 
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provoke narrative writing. This served as a base for gathering data, in order to better understand 

themselves. Her purpose for beginning with artworks was to tap into the subconscious feelings 

or beliefs held by these teachers, as these things are typically difficult to articulate in words 

(Leitch, 2006). It is evident, then, that the works of art served as a jumping off point for 

constructing creative narratives expressing their subconscious feelings (Leitch, 2006). Though 

Leitch (2006) describes this work as arts-based narrative inquiry, by Mello’s (2007) definitions it 

could be considered both arts-based and arts-informed narrative inquiry. Clearly the works of art 

serve as both a form of data collection and analysis leading to the final text. 

In regards to my research, art has been both the process for gathering data, through 

photography and artifacts, and the process of analyzing that data, through collaborative art- 

making with my daughter in response to our experiences. Within the concept of arts-based 

research, I used artifacts, artworks created during museum visits, and photographs as forms of 

data collection. Along with audio recordings, this data served as a documentation of our 

experiences with self-guided materials in art museums, and a base for the whole research project. 

This data has been included in Part Two of my thesis alongside the narratives of my daughter  

and myself, as a new take on the traditional photo essay such as Talner’s (2010) or Sensoy’s 

(2011). The arts-informed aspect of the study involved collaboration on reflexive artworks, 

paintings and picture books. This enabled Julia and myself to analyze our experiences in 

preparation for organizing our narratives. 

 

Participants 

Since this research was sparked from my personal experiences as a mother wanting to 

take my young child to an art museum, the participants in this study were my six-year-old 
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daughter, Julia, and myself. Though I am artistically inclined, I have been apprehensive about 

taking my daughter to art museums, for reasons that are similar to those of other parents. Until 

recently, I was unaware of the family guides offered by local art museums, and was concerned 

that my daughter would be bored in such an adult-centered environment. 

While some might be hesitant to accept this as educational research, based on the personal 

nature of the study, there is a long-standing history of parent-researchers (Kabuto, 2008). As 

early as the 1930s, Piaget was studying his three infant children (Berk, 2003; Kabuto, 2008), and 

as recent as 2008, Kabuto studied her daughter’s biliteracy. However, where Kabuto (2008) 

admits that her research is from her perspective, I have included Julia’s perspective by working 

collaboratively with her and presenting both of our narratives. 

 

Procedures 

From May through December of 2012, Julia and I visited and wrote about six art 

museums. For the purposes of this thesis, we have re-presented our experiences at four of them: 

the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, the Amon Carter Museum of American Art, the Dallas 

Museum of Art, and the Nasher Sculpture Center. Seeking to equally represent the Dallas/Fort 

Worth area, we have included the same number of museums from each city. Also, each of the 

museums we have chosen presents themselves as family friendly by offering a variety of family 

programs, unlike institutions such as The Rachofsky House, the Dallas Contemporary, or the Sid 

Richardson Museum. The idea of visiting these museums was also appealing because each 

institution offers a different type of self-guided material. This is similar to Sanzer-Oz’s (2001) 

study of family guides, in which she visited five museums each with its own specialty and a 

different take on self-guided materials for families. I chose the initial six museums without 
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consulting my daughter because she was unfamiliar with the array of local museums, however, 

she was included in the decision as to when we would visit each museum and which museums we 

included in the final product. Together we decided to exclude the Crow Collection of Asian Art 

because it did not offer self-guided materials for a family or child audience and the Kimbell Art 

Museum because its guides were similar to those of other institutions. 

After obtaining permission to conduct research in these institutions, we visited each 

museum and utilized the self-guided materials the institution had to offer. Prior to each museum 

visit, Julia and I reviewed guidelines for behavior in art museums and discussed specifically 

which of the museums we are interested in visiting that day. The purpose of this conversation 

was preparatory, so that she would be reminded of behavioral expectations and to include her in 

the decision making process as to which museum we will visit. In recent talks with other art 

museum educators (C. Hatchette-Barganier, personal communication, November 10, 2011; S. 

Diachisin, personal communication, October 5, 2011), it became apparent that museum educators 

realize experiences at art museums extend to pre and post-visit. In fact, many museums provide 

pre and/or post-visit activities either online or in their family guides (Fuentes, 2011). This is one 

reason I was interested in documenting the conversations that happen outside of the museum. 

During each museum visit, I recorded audio of our conversations—this allowed me to 

actively participate in the study without worrying about taking notes or operating a video camera. 

Also, Julia and I both had access to digital cameras for the purpose of visual documentation, 

which we used individually as we saw fit, complying with museum regulations. Instead of 

including only my perspective, as Kabuto (2008) did in her studies of her daughter’s biliteracy, I 

was interested in giving Julia’s voice equal weight so that the multiple perspectives we bring 

might re-present a truer version of our combined experiences. And so, the purpose of providing 
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Julia with a camera was to gather images from her perspective. This idea is not new and has been 

used successfully in various studies with children (Mello, 2007; Richards, 2009; Sensoy, 2011). 

Artifacts created during the art museum visits such as drawings, paintings, sculptures, or 

writings, in conjunction with the family guides, were collected as data as well. These photographs 

and artifacts served as the basis for later artworks and writings. 

Following each museum visit, Julia and I discussed and reflected on our experiences, 

these conversations were also recorded. During this time, we discussed creating a work of art 

together that was representative of our experiences with self-guided materials. For each museum 

visit we created two collaborative pieces, a painting and a picture book. Whereas the painting 

was a dialogical collaboration (Roberts, 2010), the picture book was an object-centered 

collaboration (Roberts, 2010) with Julia as the author. Generally, the picture book was created 

first. On the first day following our museum visit, I would ask Julia to make some drawings 

about our experiences. When her drawings were complete, I asked her to tell me a story using 

her drawings. She would put them in order and narrate a story, which I would record. Later I 

typed her words and combined them with her images, creating a digital picture book. Once this 

was complete, I read her the story and together we edited the text. In some instances, she would 

also create more drawings to fill out her story. So, though I assisted in the editing and assembly 

of the picture book, the images and narratives are solely Julia’s. 

Our collaborative paintings each outline the respective museum floor plan and were 

painted to illustrate the areas, which we visited. We began each painting with a discussion about 

what we did chronologically during our visit and how the space looked. Together we laid out 

tape to represent the walls on a large, unstretched canvas, approximately four feet tall by six feet 

wide. We then used charcoal to outline the tape and later painted with watercolors. On some 
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paintings we left the blue tape, while on others we removed it. When necessary, I added minimal 

text to designate certain areas. For example, the first floor and second floor might be labeled one 

and two. 

In effect, these collaborative works of art served as an analysis of our experiences, and 

also prepared me for the writing process. This is similar to Leitch (2006) in which the process of 

art making served as a catalyst for the writing of narratives. Throughout the span of our  

research, both artifacts and collaborative artworks were shared online in a blog with the intention 

of reaching an audience of art museum educators, parents/families, and fellow artists and/or art 

patrons. This blog organized my thoughts, our data, and our artworks, preparing me to re- 

present all of these things in a more formal online document. The culmination of this research 

has resulted in four separate Prezi presentations, where the data and narratives coexist in a virtual 

space. These Prezis can be navigated either through a chronological pathway which I created, or 

the viewer has the option to navigate freely through the virtual space which I have designed.  This 

virtual space uses our collaborative paintings as a backdrop for the presentation of data and 

narratives. 
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Chapter II  

Critical Analysis 

At the onset of this study, I sought to find answers to three main questions regarding 

families and self-guided materials at art museums. I have organized this chapter to address each 

of these questions. I begin with an analysis of how Julia and I engaged with art through self- 

guided materials. This section details the surface level differences between the materials and 

institutions we researched and uses our artifacts and artworks as evidence. This is followed by a 

look at how these materials promoted intergenerational/collaborative family learning. Again, our 

experiences are evidenced in our artifacts and artworks. Next I address how our process of 

collaborative research and art-making re-presents our narratives. In closing, I state the potential 

implications this research poses for both self-guided materials and museum visitor studies 

regarding families. 

 

Engaging with Art 

When first considering the question, “How did these self-guided materials encourage and 

enable Julia and I to engage with works of art?” I became aware of the inherent differences 

between them. Each of the four museums included in part two of this thesis offers a different 

style of self-guide for families. Out of the six museums we visited, I have included these four 

specifically to highlight the variety of experiences they offer. In this section I discuss each self- 

guided option in regards to Gardner’s (1999) multiple intelligences and concepts of 

constructivism (Berk, 2003). 

 

28  



The Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth 

The Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth offers the Ten Pages sketchbook for visiting 

children/families. Ten pieces of eight inch by ten inch paper varying in color and texture are 

packaged in a gray folder. The front cover defines what a sketchbook is and gives examples of 

how artists have used sketchbooks in the past. The museum also provides a small pencil without 

an eraser. The act of sketching can be classified as both a spatial and kinesthetic activity, as it 

requires both the ability to visualize and to control your body in order to make a representation  

of something (Gardner, 1999). This activity is also a free-choice activity in that there is no clear 

directive of what or how much to draw. Being an independent child with a Montessori 

background, this was non-threatening for Julia. She felt quite comfortable leading the way and 

vocalizing her wishes. With some artworks, like the Anselm Kiefer pieces, she took more time 

while with others, like the Gerhard Richter, she rushed through. Julia, like many young children 

is not intimidated by drawing because she does not feel the pressure to make a realistic 

representation. Perhaps because of this, the act of sketching allowed her to look more closely at 

the works of art and become more familiar with the pieces. Though there was little conversation, 

it was clear that she was thoroughly engaged with the works of art. 

According to both theories of constructivism (Berk, 2003) and participatory learning 

(McLouglin & Lee, 2007), active engagement is an important criterion. The other criteria being 

that the child constructs his or her own knowledge (Berk, 2003) or is a co-producer of that 

knowledge (McLouglin & Lee, 2007). Through the act of drawing on repeated visits to the 

Modern, Julia has begun to construct her own knowledge about the museum and certain pieces 

from the permanent collection. She has a familiarity with particular works that she chooses to 

draw each time she visits. So much so, that when visiting other institutions, she has begun to 
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recognize the works of some artists based on their work at the Modern. For example, when 

visiting the Houston Museum of Fine Art, she recognized a Robert Motherwell piece as being by 

the same artist “who made the triangles at the Modern.” 

The act of drawing has clearly cemented details about these artworks in Julia’s mind. 

Following our museum visit, Julia created some drawings depicting our experience at the 

museum. Out of the seven drawings she made, only two were of her drawing with the Ten 

Pages. However, I was impressed with the level of detail she included considering she was not 

looking at the work of art when she made the drawings. Notice in Figure 2.1 how she has been 

mindful to color the painting, but only used pencil for her drawing of the painting. She also 

included the wire barrier in front of the work of art as well as the wall label. All of her post-visit 

drawings for the Modern contain a similar awareness of details. 

Figure 2.1 Julia’s post-visit drawing from the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth. 
 
 
The Amon Carter Museum of American Art 

The Amon Carter provided the Postcard Tour, which gets its name because the guide is 

roughly postcard size, and each of the images on the tour are available as a postcard from the 

museum shop. The first page in the Postcard Tour is instructional and is followed by eight 

images with text on the back of each. The text clearly promotes the idea of dialogue within an 
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intergenerational group by asking questions and giving minimal contextual information. Because 

this guide focuses on conversation, it appeals more to linguistic learners (Gardner, 1999). Julia is 

a chatterbox. She talks so much at dinnertime that it takes her twice as long to finish a meal that 

is a fraction of the size of mine. This served her well at the Carter where she readily answered 

questions and engaged in conversation with me about works of art. Though the depth of these 

conversations varied depending on the type of question being asked, Julia was actively engaged 

throughout the visit and together with my input and bits of contextual information provided by 

the institutions, was a co-producer of her knowledge. Many of the questions encouraged Julia to 

make connections between her real life experiences and the works of art. As a parent, I enjoyed 

the conversations and was surprised to learn things about Julia that I perhaps would not have 

learned otherwise. 

Of the six works of art we looked at, Julia drew three of them following our visit. One of 

these drawings (Figure 2.2) included a shortened version of our dialogue, which reads, “What do 

you think she feels? She is sad.” The painting depicted in this drawing is not as detailed as 

others, but the details Julia included were things that we discussed during our visit.  For example, 

the pink cheeks and the black and white clothes were both things we specifically talked about at 

the museum 

Figure 2.2 Julia’s post-visit drawing from the Amon Carter Museum of American Art. 
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For example, the pink cheeks and the black and white clothes were both things we specifically 

talked about at the museum. 

 

Dallas Museum of Art 

At the Dallas Museum of Art, Julia and I used a self-guided tour and spent time in the 

Center for Creative Connections (C3). The self-guided tour was a trifold pamphlet, which 

provided information and questions about works of art from the permanent collection. This 

specific tour was titled Seeing Red and focused on works on the fourth floor that incorporated the 

color red. For the most part, this was a didactic tour filled with more information than 

conversation starters. Though it includes one question for each work of art, the didactic nature of 

this guide does not lend itself to the ideas of constructivism. Both information and questions 

appeal to linguistic learners (Gardner, 1999). Similar to the Carter’s Postcard Tour, some 

questions led to deeper conversations than others. Listing the colors in Chihuly’s Hart Window 

was less engaging than hearing about why Julia would love to have the big red bed as her own. 

Julia and I breezed through this guide, spending about fifteen minutes total looking at six works 

of art. Out of her original four drawings, two were of works of art from the self-guide. 

Interestingly all of her drawings from the DMA were less detailed and neat than her previous 

drawings. Also, her drawings about our time in C3 depicted us playing, not looking at works of 

art. 

While we were in the C3, we spent a majority of our time doing things rather than looking 

at art. The C3 has many activities, which might appeal to a variety of learners, however, Julia 

was drawn to kinesthetic and spatial experiences. We created sculptures at the Space Bar, drew 

in the gallery, played a game on the touch screen computers, and played in the Young Learners 

Gallery. 
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Figure 2.3 Julia’s post-visit drawing from the Dallas Museum of Art 1. 
 

While all of these things have some artistic quality to them, only the touch screens and drawing 

were directly connected to the works of art in the space, though this was not apparent in the 

drawing prompts. In fact, after our visit, when I asked Julia to draw more pictures of our research 

she exclaimed, “But we really didn’t do any research!” She did go on to make more drawings, 

but they were also messy and the narrative she wrote about our DMA visit was less detailed than 

the ones she wrote about other museum visits. In Figure 2.4, it is difficult to make out amidst the 

scribbles that there are two figures seated at a table making sculptures. 

 

Figure 2.4 Julia’s post-visit drawing from the Dallas Museum of Art 2. 
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The Nasher Sculpture Center 

The Nasher Sculpture Center offers audio tours for both a general adult audience, and a 

family/child audience. These tours mostly accommodate musical learners as defined by Gardner 

(1999), or those who learn best through sound, but also attempt to address other senses (A. 

Smith, personal communication, January 30, 2013). Julia and I each used an audio tour, but I let 

her lead the way as far as which objects we looked at. Together we quickly learned the different 

symbols that indicated child tours and adult tours. The child tours were, like the Seeing Red tour 

at the DMA, mostly didactic. However, they did ask questions prompting an internal dialogue for 

the visitor. Julia was willing to listen to either if she wanted to hear about a work of art that did 

not have a child friendly option, though I doubt she retained much from the adult tours. This is 

evidenced by her post-visit drawings in which she chose to draw two artworks that had child- 

centered tours. Her attention to detail in these drawings was impressive, especially her drawing 

of Miro’s Moonbird (Figure 2.5).  

Figure 2.5 Julia’s post-visit drawing from the Nasher Sculpture Center. 

At the time of our visit, she also seemed more engaged with these works of art. For instance, 
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after learning about the graffiti on the Serra piece, she wanted to find and photograph it, however, 

after the adult audio tour for Segal’s Rush Hour, as soon as the tour ended she was ready to move 

on. 

 

Intergenerational Learning 

An important aspect of this research has been the concept of collaborative learning.  Being 

a proponent of intergenerational/collaborative family learning, I was interested to discover if and 

how self-guided materials were addressing this. Of the four museums, two included some 

wording, which alluded to the fact that their materials were intended to provide an 

intergenerational experience. The Dallas Museum of Art’s Center for Creative Connections (C3) 

states in its mission that it is a place for visitors of all ages and specifically mentions a desire to 

help visitors connect with art and with community (S. Diachisin, personal communication, 

October 5, 2011). Though it is not implicitly stated on the Seeing Red tour, it was designed for 

intergenerational use, unlike other available self-guided tours designed instead for an adult 

audience (A. Blake, personal communication, February 15, 2013). The Amon Carter’s Postcard 

Tour encourages the adult to allow the child to ask questions as well so that both can take turns 

sharing ideas and responses. Both of these institutions’ self-guided materials provide 

collaborative opportunities by being accessible to multiple users of all ages. Since these materials 

are intended to be used collaboratively, they naturally appeal to visitors with an intrapersonal 

learning style, that is, those people who learn best through social interaction (Gardner, 1999). 

Out of the social activities mentioned, I found that the Carter’s Postcard Tour was most 

successful in encouraging intergenerational learning. While Julia could not read the questions to 

me, she did get in the habit of asking me for my opinions. I offered my knowledge about things 
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such as definitions of words, historical information about certain time periods, and technical 

information about the photographic displays. Equally, I learned from Julia. The knowledge I 

gained from Julia was more of a personal knowledge. Some of the conversations we had were 

about things that might not have come up in any other situation, such as a brief conversation 

about guns, and later about freedom. As a parent, I appreciate any opportunity to learn more 

about my child; as an educator I found the learning to be reciprocal. 

At the DMA, both activities provided opportunity to share, but not necessarily the same 

depth of learning. In the Center for Creative Connections (C3), Julia and I engaged in mostly 

hands-on activities. At the Space Bar we created our own sculptures and I was able to help Julia 

learn some new vocabulary words in the process. In turn, she helped me come up with a creative 

title for my artwork. In the C3 gallery, we drew simultaneously, but not collaboratively, and 

when we finished we discussed our drawings. Then we played with a touch screen computer, but 

mostly it was Julia playing and I giving assistance in the use of technology. When we moved 

upstairs to the permanent collection with the self-guided tour, the sharing continued. I read the 

information from the guide and asked the questions, while she listened and answered. The most 

compelling thing I learned from Julia was that she would love to have a large bed like the 

furniture piece we saw on the tour. While this was a fun bit of knowledge, it was not the same 

level of insightful information as I had learned about her at the Amon Carter. 

An analysis of Julia’s drawings also demonstrates that she saw these museums as having 

more of a together effect. The drawings she made following our visits to these institutions by and 

large depicted the two of us interacting together. For example, in Figure 2.6, Julia depicts us 

sitting on the floor, clearly facing each other and interacting with the Seeing Red self-guided tour. 

Similarly, in her post-visit drawing from our trip to the Amon Carter, we can be seen sitting near 
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each other, interacting with the Postcard Tour (Figure 2.7). However, her drawings of us in the 

other institutions tended to depict her alone or us on the same page not interacting (Figures 2.1 

and 2.8). 

   
Figure 2.6 Julia’s post-visit 
drawing from the DMA 3. 

Figure 2.7 Julia’s post- visit 
drawing from the Amon Carter 2. 

Figure 2.8 Julia’s post- visit 
drawing from the Modern 2. 

 

Both the Nasher’s and the Modern’s self-guided activities are designed more for an 

introspective learner, that is to say, learners that prefer an individual experience in which they  

can focus internally (Gardner, 1999). At both institutions, Julia and I had minimal conversations 

and/or interactions. At the Modern, Julia was so focused that I was hesitant to interrupt her with 

questions about her drawings. Our conversations happened as we transitioned between artworks 

and were mostly concerned with what we were going to do next. In Julia’s picture book, this 

point is illustrated well while we are looking at the Pistoletto (Figure 8). The Nasher’s audio  

tour was similar in that it is truly a one-person experience. Julia and I each had our own set of 

headphones, and though we listened to the same audio simultaneously, there was little interaction 

between the two of us. There were times when I wanted to pause the audio to talk with Julia 

about what we were hearing, to share in a moment with her, but that was not an option. While 
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both child-centered tours got us walking around the art and looking more closely, there was no 

direct prompt that initiated interaction between the two of us. 

Of the four museums, only two had activities that promoted collaborative learning, but it 

was also those institutions that clearly stated this as a goal of their materials. This 

collaborative/intergenerational learning was made possible by materials that were accessible to all 

ages and multiple visitors at once as suggested by Borun (2008) and was prompted by open- 

ended questions and engaging activities that may not have required interaction, but allowed for it 

to happen naturally. 

 

Re-presenting Our Stories 

When I chose the topic of self-guided materials for families and set out to include my 

daughter in my research it was important that I engage her as a collaborator and not merely an 

object of my research. This meant that she would be involved in each step of the process, both 

data collection and analysis. Involving Julia to this degree has enabled me to more accurately re- 

present our experiences through each of our perspectives. 

During our data collection phases, Julia had an equal say and was an active participant. 

Together we decided which museums to visit and in what order. During our museum visits we 

were each equipped with cameras for documentation purposes. All of our photos can be found 

on our respective Flickr pages and many of them appear both on our blog and in the Prezis (part 

two), which serve as a final document for our research. By using a recording device Julia and I 

were both able to be fully engaged throughout our research. Aside from one technical issue, all 

of our conversations were captured. Snippets of these conversations also exist in our Prezis. 

Following each museum visit we began our analysis process. The first stage of this 
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happened separately. I would make a blog post summarizing my first thoughts/reactions to our 

experience and Julia would make post-visit drawings. As a six-year-old, it is at times difficult for 

Julia to communicate her feelings and thoughts verbally. Having her create post-visit drawings 

allowed her to create a representation of moments that were meaningful and/or memorable for her 

and later it gave her a starting point for creating a more complete narrative. These narrative 

picture books that were arrived at via object-centered collaboration (Roberts, 2011), are from 

Julia’s perspective, I merely assisted in the refining process. Also, during this post-visit time, we 

collaborated on large-scale paintings. In these four-foot by six-foot paintings we laid out the 

floor plan of each museum and discussed our path through the museum. These paintings serve as 

backdrops for the Prezis, on which our verbal and visual narratives unfold. Julia’s narratives, 

along with mine are laid out in the Prezis (see Part II) and guide the viewer through our 

experiences. So, the viewer is given a linguistic and visual representation from both our 

perspectives. All of this information is then organized on top of the floor plan style collaborative 

paintings that Julia and I created of each museum we visited. 

 

Conclusions 

This thesis was a collaborative research endeavor between my six-year-old daughter, 

Julia, and myself. Together we explored self-guided materials in Dallas/Fort Worth area art 

museums. Our research was a form of both arts-based and arts-informed narrative inquiry, as 

defined by Mello (2007), in that art making was both a means of gathering and analyzing data in 

preparation for our narrative re-presentations of our experiences. By engaging in this research we 

sought to better understand how families engage with art in museum settings using self- guided 

materials, how these materials promote intergenerational/collaborative family learning, and how 
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collaborative research and art-making might re-present the stories of both adults and children. 

While collaboration and participation were cornerstones of this research and made up a large 

portion of the literature review, what I found was that learning is not just experiential, rather, 

intergenerational/collaborative family learning is strongly narrative. It is the stories that we live, 

remember, and tell that define our learning. Furthermore, these narratives are complex and can 

be exemplified in a variety of media utilizing both the visual and linguistic.  

 

Implications 

Each of the self-guided materials that Julia and I engaged with was successful to a certain 

degree. Success can be a broad term, and I use it here to state that each of these materials 

achieved, to some degree, the goal that was set by its institution. However, I have come to 

question what the goal of these guides should be. One thing that came up throughout the research 

process was that Julia truly enjoyed being a part of the research team. From some of her 

statements it was clear that the research gave purpose to our activities. If we had not undertaken 

this research together, I believe Julia’s interest in these types of guides would be diminished. 

During the summer in which we engaged in this research, we also took a trip to New York City. 

While there, we visited many museums, both arts centered and otherwise. I asked Julia at these 

institutions if she wanted to try their self-guided materials and each time she refused. So, perhaps 

the most important lesson that could be learned in respect to family experiences with self-guided 

materials is that an overall purpose or goal gives value and worth to the activity. Having a variety 

of experiences that appeal to various learning styles may be ideal, but may also be impractical 

depending on the size of the institution. To imbue a sense of  purpose is to create a more 

meaningful experience that perhaps will stay with the visitor long after they leave the museum. 
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Years from now, will Julia remember the artworks we saw, the drawings she made, the 

conversations we had, or the feeling of contributing to something important where her ideas and 

feelings mattered? 

A secondary, and equally important lesson learned was a realization of how the post-visit 

experiences enhanced and amplified our learning.  While many museum educators are aware of 

the importance of post-visit activities, few suggest that visitors engage in a reflective activity such 

as creating a narrative about their experience. In our research, I came to understand that the 

remembering, re-telling, and re-presenting of our stories enabled us each to better understand our 

own and each other’s experiences. A deeper level of learning is breached through this type of 

intentional reflection. Though Julia gained much from our actual experiences in art museums, it 

is when we reflected on and re-presented our experiences that we were analyzing and re- 

conceptualizing them. So it seems that a similar narrative based post-visit activity could benefit 

families utilizing self-guided materials in art museums. This activity could be the creation of a 

visual narrative using drawing and/or photographs the family took during their visit. Another 

option would be the creation of a linguistic narrative either through recording an oration or 

writing a story about their experience. 

 

Museums and Families 

This type of post-visit activity can also be of use to museum educators. Visitors’ storied 

experiences give museum educators insight into what visitors are doing at the museum, which 

experiences have been memorable, and how intergenerational learning unfolds within different 

family groups. Through this study, Julia and I have demonstrated the importance of 

understanding both the adult and child experience when a family group visits a museum. Though 
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our focus was self-guided materials, this idea of considering all perspectives of a family group 

can be applied to understanding other family experiences in museums. 

 

Areas for Further Research 

This collaborative research set out to address questions regarding family experiences with 

self-guided materials in art museums as well as understand how collaborative research and art- 

making may be used as a tool to re-present group experiences. While I gained valuable insight 

into these arenas, at the end of this process, I am left with more questions: 

• How might museums help families realize, re-present, and share their storied 
experiences with self-guided materials? 

• How might museums instill a sense of purpose in the self-guided materials they 
produce? 

• How might museums engage families in the development of self-guided materials? 

• How might digital technologies help or hinder the families’ experiences in art 
museums with self-guided materials? 
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