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Museums across the country are grappling with how to make themselves more acces-

sible to children and families. With histories steeped in elitism, academia, and privilege, 

how can museums and their collections be relevant in today’s world of diverse voices 

and experiences? How can museums transform themselves into institutions that are wel-

coming for all people and offer opportunities for different ways of learning?

	 In response to the need to better serve children and families, the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art (LACMA) took a bold step in April 2003 and implemented a free 

youth membership program: Arts for NexGen LACMA.

		  foreword
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Since 2003, over 
130,000 children 
have joined  
NexGen.

Initiated as a multi-departmental collaboration between Education, Membership, and 

Marketing, this unique membership program aimed to make the museum accessible to 

children and families and to foster a sense of connection with the institution. By offering 

a no-cost membership to everyone age 17 and under, the financial barrier of visiting the 

museum was eliminated, opening the doors to a more diverse socioeconomic commu-

nity. By offering free general admission for one adult family member (or caregiver, friend, 

neighbor, etc.) per each NexGen member, museum entry expanded to include a family 

unit. And by offering, under the umbrella of NexGen, free or low-cost programs that val-

ued the needs of children and families while focusing on making personal connections 

to art, attitudes about the museum and the museum experience changed.

		  program history
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NexGen programs are designed to enable children 
and families to make meaningful connections 
between their lives and art. The programs emphasize 
looking at, talking about, and making art.

	 Andell Family Sundays

NexGen’s highest-profile program, Family Sundays, is considered a gateway for discov-

ering the museum as a family-friendly destination. Collection-based activities for fami-

lies with children age 12 and under include artist-led workshops, bilingual (Spanish/

English) tours, and in-gallery sketching. An outreach component provides free transpor-

tation to school and community groups from low-income neighborhoods.

		  Overview of NexGen Programs

Since NexGen’s launch in 
2003, over 111,000 people 
have attended the Family 
Sundays program.
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“At LACMA the visit is centered around a joint experience.”

     —NexGen parent

	 Boone Children’s Gallery

This free, participatory space features changing exhibitions or experimental installations. 

Visitors of all ages are invited to join drop-in art-making activities or explore hands-on 

interactives. The current focus of the Boone Children’s Gallery is East Asian brush 

painting, as the space is located in the Korean art galleries. Inspired by the Korean art 

collection, families sit at communal tables to paint side by side, creating works of art to 

take home or hang in the gallery.

	 Target® Free Holiday Mondays

Visitors of all ages are invited to a free day at the museum on selected federal holidays. 

The day also includes live music, tours, and self-guided activities. An outreach compo-

nent provides free transportation to school and community groups from low-income 

neighborhoods.
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	 After Dark

A teen-only evening event co-organized by LACMA’s high school interns and the Education 

Department, this program presents the museum as a creative and social destination offering 

artist-led workshops, teen-led tours, exhibition viewing, and live music or deejays.

	 Weekend Art Classes and Art Camps

Weekend Art Classes and seasonal Art Camps offer unique opportunities to learn about the 

museum’s collection through studio projects, gallery discussions, and, most importantly, 

the viewing of artworks in the museum’s galleries. Summer Art for teens includes a one-

month portfolio-building class and weeklong workshops focusing on specific media. Schol-

arships are available for children and teens to participate in these fee-based programs.

Nearly 3,000 Southern California teens, from Simi Valley to San Pedro, have 
participated in After Dark. Some travel over thirty miles to attend this 
event with their friends.
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With an increased family presence at the museum, educators 
initiated a quarterly program to train the security staff on 
how best to help families at the museum.

areas of needed improvement by adjusting the program goals and teaching practice dur-

ing the evaluation period rather than waiting for the results to be analyzed. Education 

staff and gallery educators informed and participated in research throughout the course 

of the project.

		  Evaluation: Measuring Impact

As part of the Education Department’s ongoing interest in learning more about museum 

visitors, educators conducted an intensive evaluation to find out what kind of impact the 

free youth membership program is having on its members, how attitudes are changing 

about the museum experience, and what types of learning families are experiencing in 

NexGen education programs. This report shares insights into how LACMA measures 

the social and learning impact of Arts for NexGen. The evaluation process speaks to the 

depth of the museum’s commitment to the children and family audiences it serves.

	 LACMA’s educators worked over the course of a year, June 2009 through May 2010, 

with the independent consultant and researcher Susy Watts to measure and evaluate 

NexGen’s effectiveness. The educators chose a participatory evaluation method called 

“Theory of Change.” The nature of this method allowed education staff to respond to 
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		  Evaluation Components

The evaluation used a mixed-methods approach that included family interviews, member 

surveys, a family journal project, and gallery educator training and assessment. Throughout 

the evaluation process the learning and social goals of NexGen were refined and articulated.

	 Family Interviews

Through family interviews, museum educators were able to hear from both parents and 

children about their museum experiences and ask follow-up questions to dig deeper into 

families’ responses.

	 Families were randomly chosen in the outdoor plaza area of the museum and in the 

Boone Children’s Gallery. Families were prompted to share their first as well as recent expe-

riences with Andell Family Sundays. Special attention was focused on the balance families 

were striking between looking at, talking about, and making art.

86% of the families came to make art.
71% of the families looked at art in addition to 
making art.

50% of the families interviewed had attended 
a family program more than five times. 
30% of the families were attending for their 
first time.
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Family Interview Findings

•	 Families value both art-making workshops and bilingual family gallery tours.

•	 Families were first inspired to come to the museum for a variety of reasons  

	 (there were no strong trends). 

•	 Once families attended a family program, they tended to repeat the experience  

	 because of their previous positive associations with the event.

•	 The majority of families feel that LACMA’s family programs are different and  

	 more positive than other family experiences. All families interviewed spoke  

	 positively about their museum family experiences.

•	 Families said the greatest benefits of being a NexGen member were: 1) free  

	 museum access; 2) getting close to the art; and 3) working together as a family.

“I think it started when I was a baby, 1 or 2. We’ve come a lot.”

      —11-year-old NexGen member

Interviews were conducted on 
four separate occasions. Families 
had more to say the longer they 
had been involved in NexGen.
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750 surveys were mailed to Arts for NexGen 
members age 5 and up living in Los Angeles 
County. 125 mailed surveys (17%) were returned 
to the museum. An additional 83 surveys were 
completed on-site for a total sample of 208 
surveys. The final survey tally represented 
60% mailed and 40% site-based returns.

	 Member Surveys

To deepen the museum’s understandings about NexGen membership, children were 

asked to complete a written questionnaire. The bilingual (Spanish/English) multiple-

choice survey asked members to share how they use their membership, what they feel 

the best part of being a NexGen member is, what they like best about LACMA, and what 

art-related activities they participate in. They were also asked to elaborate on their 

NexGen experience using their own words.

“I love LACMA: my favorite museum of all time. I brought my family 
after going with friends. They loved it too.”

     —17-year-old NexGen member



24 25

Member Survey Findings

•	 Arts for NexGen members confirm that their memberships are serving the primary  

	 goal of family programs: to look at, talk about, and make art. 

•	 NexGen members attest that they engage with art in significant ways while at the  

	 museum. 

•	 Socially, families come to the museum because it is a valued family resource.

•	 Families note the opportunity to come to the museum as a family unit as one of the  

	 greatest values of membership.

•	 NexGen members bring friends and neighbors to the museum, and those friends  

	 and neighbors often become members as well.

“The best time to spend family time with my family.”

     —10-year-old NexGen member
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“We love this program! It’s a wonderful way for us to share our excitement about art with our son. 
He enjoys it too, and we look forward to many years of coming here.”

     —NexGen parent

Survey respondents valued LACMA as a museum—even children 
at relatively young ages noted the quality and diversity of 
the art itself. A noteworthy number of respondents mentioned 
the Boone Children’s Gallery as a value-added experience and 
the breadth of activities available at the museum, including 
music and dance as well as art-making opportunities.
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documented their associations with LACMA, family history, daily activities, and personal 

interests and thoughts.

	 While limited to only four families participating over a short period of time, the con-

sistency of the responses gave validity and reliability to the project and the evaluation. 

All families completed every facet of the project and contributed responses significantly 

beyond what was asked, deepening the understandings of the evaluation.

Families took their journals on vacations and to 
community events and made frequent entries at 
home. “At first we were worried about filling it up, 
and then we ran out of pages.” —NexGen parent

	 Family Journal Project

Four NexGen families were selected to participate in a family journal project. Through 

this evaluation component the educators were able to learn more in depth about the 

ways NexGen families think about LACMA, participate in the museum, place value on 

family activities, and experience the benefits of their memberships. Three of the families 

had relatively long personal and NexGen membership histories with the museum going 

back as far as the parents’ childhood or early adulthood before their own children were 

born. One family was selected because they were relatively new to the museum, although 

they are an equally committed NexGen family who frequently visit and use the museum.

	 All four families participated in an entry and exit interview and kept a family journal 

for four months. The journals included pages with open-ended prompts specifically 

designed for adults and children, focusing on: 1) the family; 2) visiting LACMA as a  

family; 3) visiting other places as a family; and 4) at home as a family. There were also 

blank “free-choice” pages. All family members, from parents to the youngest child,  



30 31

Family Journal Project Findings

•	 NexGen families value educational opportunities and view museum events as  

	 educational.

•	 NexGen families are committed members of the museum, making frequent visits  

	 and using the museum in a variety of ways.

•	 NexGen families participate in an array of family activities but rate the museum  

	 as a primary and valued resource.

•	 NexGen families view the museum as a parenting and “life resource” for their  

	 children.

•	 NexGen families consider LACMA a museum that serves the community and  

	 specific family needs.

“We noticed that everybody is artistic in our family.”

     —10-year-old NexGen member

—NexGen parent, family journal excerpt
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	 Early observations of the tours showed less whole-family engagement than desired—

often with adults as the more reticent participants. It was clear that in order to reach the 

targeted goals, the gallery educators would need more training, so, as part of the evalua-

tion project, a new collegial gallery teacher training process was established.

All Andell Family Sundays programming responds 
to one collection area or special exhibition for an 
entire month. Tours and artist-led workshops 
repeat every Sunday over the course of the month.

		  Bilingual Family Gallery Tours

By using the Theory of Change method, education staff was able to respond to findings 

during the evaluation process. One of the greatest areas identified for improvement early 

in the process was the bilingual family gallery tour, one of the hallmarks of Andell Family 

Sundays. Tours average thirty minutes, with additional travel time to a specific gallery fol-

lowed by the opportunity after a tour to sketch in the galleries with a teaching artist. As 

part of the NexGen evaluation, specific learning and social outcomes were articulated to 

sharpen the purpose and achievements of these tours.

	 The goal was for 80% of child and adult participants to actively look at and talk about 

art on the family tour. Additionally, it was desired that families would voice a personal or 

familial connection between the art they viewed and their own lives. Socially, we wanted 

family members to engage with each other in talking about art in order to establish a life-

long process of looking at and talking about art together. 
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“We talk about how beautiful the art is and how amazing [that] the artist did the drawing.” 

     —11-year-old NexGen member

	 Gallery Educator Training and Assessment

The gallery educator training was restructured to be a group process. Gallery teachers 

previously had worked alone or one-on-one with a museum educator to develop their tours. 

Museum staff and gallery educators developed a process to brainstorm ideas and teaching 

strategies collaboratively. Meeting on a quarterly basis, museum educators and gallery 

teachers selected works of art for upcoming tours.
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The Big Idea is the overarching concept explored 
on a tour that is exemplified across time, culture, 
and geography. All the tour elements support 
greater understanding of the Big Idea.

Working together, the educators:

•	 Studied works of art in a permanent collection gallery.

•	 Narrowed their focus to one Big Idea.

•	 Selected three to four works of art to support the Big Idea.

•	 Discussed inquiry approaches and key questions for each work of art.

•	 Identified key information about the art.

•	 Discussed and developed a series of interactive gallery activities to support looking  

	 at and talking about art.

In addition, the gallery teachers were required to document and assess their tours, and the 

museum educators observed tours. The assessment format created a formal process for 

gallery educators to review their own teaching, assess the learning and social outcomes of 

their tours, and reflect on their practice.
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	 Gallery Educator Training and Assessment Findings

Museum educators successfully established a new strategy for training. The process 

established esprit de corps among the teaching staff. Gallery educators expanded their 

teaching strategies based on the ideas of their colleagues and museum education staff 

and confirmed that the new training strategy gave them confidence and refined their focus 

for leading gallery conversations.

	 By focusing intentions and changing the way gallery teachers worked with families, 

adult responses increased and family members engaged more fully in looking at and talk-

ing about art. Families participated in family interactive activities as a part of their tours.

Over the course of the evaluation time period, gallery teachers lessened the amount of 

information they gave and increased the type and amount of prompts crafted to guide fami-

lies to look at and talk about art. Participant voicing increased significantly during the 

course of this participatory evaluation period.

“The art guides are friendly, open, ready to accommodate.” 

     —NexGen parent

Observation during training 
provided evidence that the 
collective ideas of the teach-
ing corps enhanced and 
refined the initial ideas of 
individual gallery teachers.
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	 Gallery educators formalized and documented their instruction and the levels of 

engagement and learning by families. Formal assessment of learning and social outcomes 

has given gallery teachers a better understanding of family learning and social participa-

tion as well as the quality and effects of their instruction.

	 One gallery educator, upon reflecting on a family gallery tour, stated on his assess-

ment form that he “had fun [with] equal voicing activities. [They] make more people more 

willing to participate in them.” Another noted high success by pairing children during 

family activities and also documented that families said they would try out some of the 

family gallery activities at home. Documenting the success of interactive activities is 

important not only for each gallery educator’s own teaching but also for colleagues and 

program evaluators.

“I really enjoy the art room. I like it when the people there talk 
to me about art.”

     —6-year-old NexGen member
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NexGen is successful in sending the message that children and families belong to and at 

the museum. Families clearly view Arts for NexGen LACMA as not just a membership for 

their child but as a membership for the entire family. Families with NexGen members 

view LACMA as a parenting and “life resource” for their children. They value their time 

together at the museum and recognize that their experiences at LACMA are unique. 

They use the museum for learning and social development.

	 This review of NexGen’s social impact indicates that, through NexGen, LACMA is 

making itself relevant for the next generation of museumgoers. The program also dem-

onstrates LACMA’s commitment to accessibility and the public’s embrace of the 

museum. Launched in 2003, NexGen is a relatively new program, and the evaluation 

shows the status of the program after just a few years. It will be interesting to learn if and 

how those children who have made the museum a regular part of their lives will continue 

their relationship with LACMA after they enter adulthood and possibly become parents 

themselves. Further research over time will reveal more about the long-term impact of 

NexGen on its members, on the future of LACMA, and perhaps even on other museums.

		  Conclusion

“This is a privilege to be a part of [LACMA].” 
     —NexGen parent
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To contact the Education Department regarding Arts for NexGen or other 
education programs at LACMA, e-mail educate@lacma.org or call 323-857-6512.

Los Angeles County Museum of Art
5905 Wilshire Boulevard
Los Angeles, CA 90036
323-857-6000
www.lacma.org

© 2011 Museum Associates
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