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PROJECT DESCRIPTION
 

: Upgrade JPL’s existing von Karman Visitor Center.  

PROJECT GOALS:

 

 Through a facilitated or self-guided experience in JPL’s von Karman 
Visitor Center, students and other visitors gain an appreciation and understanding of the 
diversity and scale of our solar system and the universe, why we explore, and how we 
explore.  

The Visitor Center upgrade primarily benefits Outcome 3 (Inspire, Engage) by telling the 
story of space exploration for varied audiences in an engaging and compelling way. Since 
school children and other students constitute a large number of JPL’s annual visitors, the 
upgrade also serves the intentions/spirit of Outcomes 1 (Employ) and 2 (Educate) 
indirectly. 

PROJECT BENEFIT TO OUTCOME (1, 2, OR 3)  

 
PROJECT ACCOMPLISHMENTS (Connection back to Annual Performance Goals and 
Plans):

 

 JPL’s von Karman Visitor Center was completely renovated and now presents a 
coherent story of solar system exploration, Earth observations, and astrophysics research.  
Visitors tour the planets, universe, and JPL through a combination of learning modalities, 
including large iconic images, spacecraft models and artifacts, tactile displays, and 
touchscreen videos.  Tour guides use a large multitouch theater to demonstrate topics 
such as the size and scale of our solar system and the objects within it. NASA educational 
materials are provided to visitors. The exhibits are ADA compliant and the videoscreens 
are open-captioned. 

Detail: 
• Completed necessary facilities changes including creating solid walls, moving an 

electrical panel, incorporating another approx 100 sq ft of space into the Visitor 
Center, creating a new office space for Visitor Center/Auditorium information staff 
displaced by the changes, new carpeting, paint, and trenching for electrical and A/V 
cabling.  

• Competed and implemented exhibit fabrication contract.  
• Completed research, design, production, fabrication and installation of exhibit 

modules including image selection and label copy; production of open-captioned 
touchscreen video programs; installation of exhibits, models, and artifacts, including 
an Apollo 16 moon rock, Surveyor 3 surface sampler, and meteorites from asteroid 
Vesta; design and installation of security cameras and alarms for artifacts; design and 
installation of IR/visible camera exhibit; design and installation of multimedia 
capabilities for mini-theater; development and production of educational multitouch-
screen applications.  

• Continued tours for students and general public.  
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Fiscal year 2010 (Oct 2009 – September 2010) (Note:  exhibits area of Visitor Center was 
closed five months from mid-December to mid-May) 

PROJECT CONTRIBUTIONS TO PART MEASURES  

• Tour groups: 795 tour groups (29,465 people)  
 including 426 student groups (15,989 students, teachers, chaperones)  

• Open House: 36,000 visitors (May 15-16)  
 
JPL is a member of the NASA Museum Alliance and is included in the number of 
museums that host NASA events. JPL hosts events such as a monthly public lecture 
series, regular educator workshops (primarily on weekends), career nights, major mission 
events (e.g., landing on Mars), and other mission-related events.  
 

The project promoted internal conversations at JPL about understanding our visitors and 
their needs, how better to tell the story of NASA/JPL, and resulted in closer working 
relationships between the Education Office (which is responsible for the funding) and the 
Public Services Office (which is responsible for the facility and tours), as well as the 
Audio/Visual Office and Office of Communications and Education.   The student tours 
are being reshaped to deliver more educational (rather than informational) content. The 
project implementation team maintained focus and met deadlines despite the tragic death 
of the lead graphic designer late in the process and a number of unexpected personal 
losses (immediate family members) over a short period of time.  Construction and exhibit 
installation had to be scheduled around heavy use of the adjoining von Karman 
Auditorium to minimize hazards including noise, dust and deliveries. 

IMPROVEMENTS (e.g. project management, efficiencies, etc.) MADE IN THE PAST 
YEAR/PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED 

 

 

PROJECT PARTNERS, TECHNICAL POINT OF CONTACT INFORMATION, AND 
ROLE OF PARTNERS IN PROJECT EXECUTION  

Technical Point of Contact:  Anita Sohus, JPL, 818-354-6613 
 
Internal partners
Office of Communications and Education  

:  

Education Office  
Public Services Office  
Audio/Visual Services Office  
Acquisitions Section  
Facilities Division  
Graphics Services 
Security Communications – artifact security 
Flight Technicians Services 
 
External partners
C&G Partners, New York – design  

:  

Cinnabar, Los Angeles – exhibit fabrication and installation 
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Digital Design Services, Green Bay, WI – multitouch programming 
NASA/Johnson Space Center, Houston, TX - moon rock and meteorite loans 
Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History, Washington, DC – meteorite loan 
 


