


MuseumlLab for Museum Professionals:
Cohort 1 Summative Evaluation Executive Summary

Beginning in fall 2023, Children’'s Museum of Pittsburgh (CMP) and the Association of Children's
Museums (ACM) piloted MuseumLab for Museum Professionals (MLMP), anew approach to
professional learning that aims to spark creativity and innovation in the museum field. The pilot year
consisted of an 8-month program that melded personalized coaching and in-person and virtual
learning — with an emphasis on prototyping and project-based, hands-on activities.

Children’s Museum of Pittsburgh’s Learning and Research Department surveyed and interviewed nine
of the ten participants at the end of the program to investigate what the participants got out of the
program and how it could be improved in future years. A summary of findings is below. Further details
and quotations are in the full evaluation report.

e Overallimpressions: In describing the program overall, participants noted how MLMP built a
powerful sense of community, how the program challenged them to try new things, and how the
program was fun, inspiring, and transformative.

e Supporting.capacity and motivation: All survey respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that
the program supported their learning, skill development, motivation, and confidence for creative
innovation. 89% strongly agreed and 11% agreed that after the program, they felt better equipped
to engage in creative innovation. Interviewees noted that the program was especially helpful in
giving them new tools andideas that they could use in their institutions.

e Building community: Every survey respondent strongly agreed that they formed valuable new
connections through the MLMP project. 89% strongly agreed and 11% agreed that the program
helped them feel like part of a supportive community, with one interviewee describing this as "off the
charts, excellent.”

e Programmaitic strengths: All participants thought community building was the most valuable part of
the program. Participants indicated that the firstin-person week was an important strength of the
program, with 100% of survey respondents rating it as "very valuable.” Allrespondents reported that
the process of leading their own projects was either "very valuable” (67%) or "valuable” (33%).

e Areas for improvement: The only element of the program that any respondents rated "not at alll
valuable” was the ACM prize money (only 22% selected "valuable” or “very valuable”). Ratings were
also low for the mentorship elements of the program, with only 44% finding these "valuable” or “very
valuable.” Interviewees suggested having clearer programmatic goals in future years.



















Community

| ‘I've beenin the children’'s museum field for 12 years and I've |
only known my museum...I've only known people there. So being
| able to meet people out in the other realmsis pretty cool.” |

Chadllenge

"I really got challenged to my own norms or ideas of what my
role could be and what my goals for my work and my career
inthese spaces could be.”

Intense, Fun, Informative

| [Itwas]intense in the way that kind of felt like we were on areality TV show...or like

summer camp maybe. You know, like you get thrown in with strangers and you
become friends really quickly and try to do alot of things in a short period of time. But
| that also made it really fun and also really informative.”

Transformational, Community, Empowering

‘Right before | started the program, | kinda was at a pointin my life and in my career
where | thought | might be done withit..and now | just can't. Like there’'s no way, no one
is getting rid of me at any time...with the agency that has been developed, my own
personal agency that has been developed over the past eight months, | really want to
start planning for what's next.”

Vdlidation

"Twalked away with, oh, some of the challenges that | find really
almost debilitating to my work are things that other people
experience [too].”




Finding 2: Capacity & Motivation

MLMP was effective at supporting participants’ capacity and motivation to lead creative
innovation.

Capacity

When asked if MLMP supported their capacity for leading creative innovation, interviewees felt strongly
that the program had done this. Participants said that the program gave them new tools andideas to
implement with their own teams (8 of 9), it gave them steps to a process that is usable in the future (3 of
?). it built their confidence (3 of 9), and it sparked new ideas and possibilities (2 of 9). Almost all the cohort
members shared that MLMP provided them with new tools andideas that they could take back to their
home institutions and share with their teams. One person appreciated the “informal professional
development” and said that they would "take that back and facilitate with our own teams.” A second
person said the program "‘completely gave me a framework for [leading creative innovation]. It gave
me away of conceptualizing a process that | could share with other people and bring them in with me.”
Another person shared, *I've already brought back some resources that I've learned through other
participants in the program and used them in our team to be able to come up with either a shared
conception of a program that we're running or to create ideas that help us jump from one thing to the
next.”

Three participants also discussed how MLMP gave them steps to a process that is usable in the future at
their home institutions. One participant described "getting to practice the steps of going through
something like this” as "really, really helpful.” Another participant talked about how MLMP helped them
realize that their home museurm doesn't have a defined exhibit design process - "So, | was like, cool, we
can work onthat.” A third participant said that MLMP gave them a way of *figuring out how to develop a
common language that | can share with people, and a process, and being able to lay out step by step
what needs to happen.”

“It gave me a way of conceptualizing a
process that | could share with other people
and bring them in with me.”

Three cohort members spoke about how MLMP helped them build confidence. One person said, 'l
came back, and | don't have a museum; | don't have a workshop. So, I was like, OK, let's go make some
friends. And | was able to connect with people in my community and get into amaker space that
supported me for my project. And | would not have thought to ask for help in that way without this." A
second person mentioned the collaborative co-creation aspect of the program and shared that
having this opportunity to branch that out and really test it with people that weren't people that |
worked with at the time, and being around other people who are also just excited at the idea of ideation
was really powerful for me to stretch those skills.” Another person said that "it's very liberating when
you'e like, oh no, | can make a functional thing and it doesn't take seven months. You can doitin three
days of concerted effort.”















Finding 4: Valuable & Memorable Elements

The dataindicate that some of the program’s greatest strengths include the community-
building, the in-person week (particularly the guest speakers and prototyping), and the process
of having participants lead their own projects.

Most valuable elements

Data about the program'’s greatest strengths come from several different sources, each portraying
strengths in aslightly different light. The first data source was aninterview question that asked
participants what they found most valuable about the program. Out of nine interviewees, all said that
the community and connections they made were valuable (? of 9). They also valued the group
prototyping process (3 of 9), personal growth and learning new perspectives (3 of 9), and the work
study aspect of the program (2 of 9). Allinterviewed participants said that the gained community and
connections were valuable to them. One participant said, | think it's been really valuable to have a
whole new group of people to throw ideas to and connect with." A second participant mentioned, "a
huge difference is having the networking. | feel way more connected within the industry. lhave more
resources; | have both this peer group and other people that we met through the program.” A third
person answered, "Most valuable was the time that we got to spend with other museum professionals
and share - like have them as thought partners with no strings attached.”

Three participants found the group prototyping process to be valuable. One person shared that “the
people who brought all the components together | think was the most valuable thing for me, because it
created a model for me of like, OK, this how things work together. This is how the prototyping process
works together with all these different people.” Another personrecalled, "At any turn that anybody had
anidea or decided to make a plan for whatever their exhibit was - literally every single personinvolved
or even remotely in breathing the same air found a way to be like, 'OK, yes,' and "Yeah, | can do this' or
've done this before. Or 'maybe you could loop thisin"or | can help you with that.” And | think that made
quite animpression throughout every other part of this process.”

Three cohort members noted that they valued personal growth and learning new perspectives. "‘Being
able to help each other out..so that we can all grow in our respective fields” was a valuable take-away
from one participant. They continued to say, TMLMP]is letting us see these different realms of how we
can grow to work together and be together and then take these back to our organizations and pass
that on.” A second participant said the program "gave me a different perspective of programming and
how things can happen in a museum...so being able to have those different perspectives has started to
guide a little bit about how I'm intending to operate within my team structure.” A third participant shared,
‘I have beenin the exhibit side for a while now but haven't been as heavily involved in fabrication. So, | got
to grow those skills both on site and working on my project. It pushed me to actually get my hands dirty
inaway that maybe | don't always do.”



Lastly, two participants valued the work study aspect of the program. One person mentioned the value
of "having a space outside of my museum to be able to brainstorm and prototype and come up with
ideas.” Another person said, TMLMP] did create this sort of institutional justification for me to work on
something that | thought was somewhere between a personal project and professional exhibit project...
[it]created that ability for me to deep dive and explore and play around with something that | thought
was redlly interesting and valuable in the long run, hopefully, for museums.”

Most memorable elements

A second data source about the program's greatest strengths was an interview question about the
nmost memorable aspects of the program. Inresponse to this question, people most often talked about
the guest speakers (7 of 9 interviewees), prototyping (5 people mentioned), the in-person elements and
the connection amongst cohort members (4 people each), field trips (2 people), and the tone-setting
onday 1 (2 people). While some people spoke generally about the guest speakers and their workshops,
others mentioned specific ones: Two people remembered Theda Sandiford's workshop, 2 people
recalled Michelle King's session, one person spoke about Bill Strickland, and one person discussed the
sound holograms. Participants described these sessions as "so impactful,” ‘amazing,” and “really, really
memorable.” One person shared, "it felt like they sort of fast launched a sense of commmunity that | think
stuck with us throughout the program.”

“On the first day we were all kind of sharing our
vulnerabilities and our insecurities and had a good cry
within the first couple of hours of knowing each other.”

Prototyping was another memorable aspect of the program. One person shared, "doing the
prototyping with the pre-Ks was super cool.” Another described, "The final prototyping on the first
sessionis very memorable for me. | remember having all the different groups of people come through
and try out the prototype. | renember chatting with different professionals at Children’'s Museum of
Pittsburgh and talking to the kids that were there. And just like the joy that was really felt in that room was
really palpable.” Two people talked about the group prototyping, with one sharing, "Where you may not
have thought you were going to end up with something, [ you got to see]how it came out and feel good
about like, oh, we can do this. We can pull it through.”

Overlapping with the guest speakers and prototyping, four people specifically mentioned that being in-
person was memorable. One person noted that there had been "really profound conversation during
the first week, and shared, [we]left that first week feeling really like you've been through something
incredibly special.” Another person described the first week as "pretty magical, | think because we were
allkind of new and inspired and in the moment.” A second person used similar language for the second
week, saying "the second meeting when we got back together, it was just, | mean, magic and we all
stopped question of why we were there..like, why did y'all choose us..and we kinda just stopped asking
that question the second time around. And it was just like, we are here for areason and a purpose.”









Finding 5: Challenges & Advice

Areas for future program enhancement could include revisions to the mentorship process,
rethinking the prize money, and providing clearer goals and expectations for the program,
particularly around navigating the project work between cohort sessions.

Asinthe prior section, there are several data sources that shed light on the question of how the program
could beimproved. The survey data above about how valuable participants found the different
programmatic elements showcase many strengths but also illuminate areas for growth, particularly
the interactions with mentors and the ACM prize money. Three interview questions provide additional
insights.

Challenging aspects of the program

The first of these interview questions asked participants what was challenging about the MLMP
program. While challenge is not necessarily a bad thing - and numerous participants shared that the
challenging elements of the program were part of what made it so transformative - the responses to
this question offer some insight about how the program could smooth some struggles and allow
participants to navigate challenge in areas that will be most productive. When asked what they found to
e most challenging about the program, participants most often discussed the additional workload (6
out of 9 people), the diverse backgrounds and needs in the cohort (3 of 9), being a part of a pilot
program (3 of 9), the group work (3 of 9), choosing a project that existed outside of their day-to-day job
(2 of 9) and translating what they learned to fit the reality of their jobs (2 of 9).

For several people, the additional workload was difficult to balance with their existing workload. One
person said, it was easier when we had dedicated time and we were there in Pittsburgh to get some of
those things done. And it was much more difficult once | got back and..trying to manage that time
myself." Another participant shared, "When you go back to reality and you have to kind of slot in this idea
of work around your normal personal and professional responsibilities - that felt alittle lonely
sometimes.” They continued to say, "it was challenging for me to figure out how to make a project
happen on my own, away from the space where | could focus on it full time."

The diverse backgrounds and needs of the cohort also proved to be a challenge. One cohort member
said, "I'm not an exhibits person..one of the things that | felt going into the first week was like, oh, am I not
supposed to be here? Because it was areally exhibits-focused time." Another member mentioned, "l
didn't think of it as being so process-driven that we were going to specifically focus on skill sets. | thought
there would be a little bit more of career mentorship happening.” A third member shared, 'l think
especially the second session was really focused on fundraising and creating a budget, and you know,
all the stuff that..doesn't concern me that much day-to-day.” They also said, "I didn't really need that
particular kind of professional development.”









Lastly, three participants said that unclear expectations were a challenge to their mentor experience.
One person felt that their mentor "didn't really understand what their goal was as a part of the project. |
think when we first met..| don't really know what I'm doing or what I'm supposed to do. And that was
after orientation, too. So, | was like, OK, Il be honest, | don't really know what to use you for.” Another
person said, 'l think that the mentors didn't really have training. | know [my mentor ] said as much, like
they didn't necessarily have as much of an understanding of what the expectation for them was.”

Participants’ advice for the program

Finally, an interview question asked participants to share their advice for future iterations of MLMP. A
common theme in the responses was that participants would appreciate clearer definition in the goals
and scope of the program (5 of 9). Another common feeling was that the background diversity of the
group was beneficial and that the program should continue to involve people from different institutions
and areas of expertise (3 of 9). A third piece of advice the participants had was to have more
opportunities to socialize and connect with other cohort members (2 of 9). One person even suggested
that the program lean into more of a "'museum camp” experience. Lastly, one participant suggested
that the program give the participants a small stipend for their projects.

Five people said clearer guidelines and definitions in the program's goals would help future cohorts.
One participant shared, "'Something I learned through chatting with people that were in different points
of the program - they all had really different opinions about what the program was trying to do.”
Another participant acknowledged that "it did feel like a pilot program. | know they're still sort of figuring it
out. So, at times it was a little aimless. You could tell they were like, what is this and what is the purpose of
this." They continued, "It would have been useful to have something more like a syllabusin one
document at the beginning. | think there were afew times where | was like, it would be nice if they just
said, 'here’'s what we need from you.” A third participant discussed how the end of the program was
‘confusing"” in relation to the financial awards. They suggested "clear guidelines because people can be
motivated based on, first of all, just having clear expectations about it. It would have been nice to know

before we left.”

“I'think letting everyone know about exhibit
design is cool. No matter what field you're in.
They tied it all together so well.”

Three participants advised that MLMP should continue to involve people from diverse backgrounds and
areas of expertise . One person said, 'l think it was really, really helpful for me as an emerging museum to
be part of this program. | think it changes the perspective of the group of people workingin[the cohort]”
A second person said, 'l hope that they keep the mix of people. | think letting everyone know about
exhibit designis cool. No matter what field you're in. They tied it all together so well. We met with the
Pittsburgh CFO, we met with different people who have different parts in the museum. So, it all came full
circle for everyone. | think it just brings it back to what we all do day in and day out, no matter what your
jobis. We're here for the community. We're here for the kids.”


















