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Madison Children’s Museum Announces New Co-CEOs Brenda Baker & Kia Karlen 

 
(Madison, Wis.) — The Madison Children’s Museum’s Board of Directors unanimously approved a new leadership 
model with two Co-CEOs, Brenda Baker and Kia Karlen, last week. The two had been serving as interim Co-CEOs 
for the organization since former CEO Tom Linfield stepped down last month.  

Baker and Karlen have each served at the Madison Children's Museum for over three decades. Both women are 
deeply integrated into Madison's arts, cultural, and education communities as artists, art educators, and museum 
professionals. 
 
Chair of the MCM Board of Trustees Matt Cornwell said: "We are thrilled to have Brenda and Kia move 
into permanent joint leadership roles at the museum. They have the support and confidence of the entire Board of 
Trustees. Over the past thirty years, their work has helped our organization develop into a nationally respected and 
admired institution, a beloved part of the Madison community, and a magical place for generations of children. 
There is so much to be excited about at MCM right now, and we couldn’t be happier to have Brenda and Kia leading 
us into the future." 
 
Anne Arnesen, one of MCM’s earliest Board members and past Board chair adds, "From the museum's earliest 
years, I have witnessed Brenda and Kia work side by side to innovate and grow Madison Children's Museum. I know 
what a difference their leadership has made, and I am very happy to see them moving into this co-leadership role. 
Over the past 30 plus years they have demonstrated a proven ability to work and lead together, and in collaboration 
they will ensure that Madison Children's Museum remains a vibrant and welcoming space for families for years to 
come."   
 
Brenda Baker has worked at Madison Children's Museum for over 35 years, curating exhibit spaces, engaging 
community voices, and leading the institution's vision. Under her leadership, the museum has become known for 
beautifully designed, joyful spaces that inspire curiosity and foster a deep commitment to environmental 
sustainability —work which has earned the museum a national reputation for visionary leadership. Baker 
previously served on the Board of Trustees at the Association of Children’s Museums and was a Noyce Fellow at 
the Noyce Leadership Institute. An accomplished artist, she has integrated local art throughout the museum and 
shown her own work internationally. She is co-founder of The Women Artists Forward Fund and local charter 
school Badger Rock Middle School, and currently serves on the Board of Directors for Madison Lakeway Partners. 
Baker grew up in Janesville, studied studio art at DePauw University, and received her MFA in painting and 
sculpture from the University of Wisconsin–Madison.   
 
Kia Karlen has worked at Madison Children’s Museum for 33 years, leading educational programming, community 
collaboration, and the museum’s Access for Everyone initiatives. Under her leadership, the museum has become a 
model for accessible, inclusive programming. Karlen has served as Chair of the Association of Children’s Museums 
InterActivity Conference Program Committee and led the Midwest hub for the National Science Foundation’s 
National Living Lab Initiative. Karlen is a lifelong Madisonian who studied music performance at the University of 
Wisconsin–Madison and remains an active performer and collaborator in Madison's performing arts community. 
She served as a Commissioner and Chair of the Madison Arts Commission for a decade and currently serves on 
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the leadership team for Any Given Child Madison, a Kennedy Center program focused on equity in K-8 arts 
education. 
 
Both Baker and Karlen have served in various capacities at Madison Children’s Museum throughout their tenure, 
including previously working as Co-CEOs during leadership transitions. Together, they have been instrumental in 
shaping the museum’s reputation for whimsy, playful learning, sustainable design, and accessibility, while raising 
millions of dollars for MCM through federal grants and other philanthropic support.  
 

### 
 

Madison Children’s Museum:  
• Connects children with their families, their community and the world beyond through creative learning 

and discovery play 
• Strives to make all families feel welcome, valued, and included by living the ideals of Access, Diversity, 

Equity, and Inclusion 
• Is a community hub for children and families from every corner of Madison, and serves more than 200,000 

visitors per year 
• Is a community partner and gateway for families to access and participate in other cultural institutions 

and community programs 
 

Founded in 1980, the museum’s hands-on exhibits and programs celebrate and encourage children’s imaginations 
and the power of play as cornerstones of learning. The museum is a proud recipient of the 2011 National Medal for 
Museum Service from the Institute of Museum and Library Services. To learn more, visit 
MadisonChildrensMuseum.org, call (608) 256-6445, and follow on Facebook and Instagram. 
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