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The Standards and Excellence Program for History Organizations — or StEPs — is a
new program offered by the American Association for State and Local History. It was
developed with funding from IMLS.



What is StEPSs?

4 Self-study program

v No eligibility requirements
v No deadlines or application
v’ For organizations not yet

read)-' for other assessment

programs

“We learned much about

v  Over 225 organizations ourselves and we are confident
that our organization can make

effective use of the program.”

already enrolled!

George Squibb, Belfast Historical
Society, Maine

StEPs is a self-paced, self-study program with no application, no eligibility
requirements, and no deadline for completion. It is intended for small- and mid-sized
history museums, historic houses, sites, historical societies, and other
organizations. Any organization, however, can enroll in the program. For larger
museums, StEPs is an ideal tool for training entry level paid and unpaid staff.

StEPs is the perfect entry level program for organizations that do not feel ready for
other assessment programs. With StEPs, history organizations now have specific
recommendations for what they should be doing in order to meet national
standards. These recommendations — called performance indicators — are the
missing link that the field has been asking for. They answer the question, “How do
we know when an organization is meeting a standard?” I'll show you an example of
the performance indicators in a few minutes.
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The development of StEPs was a grassroots effort — by the field, for the field.
AASLH had help creating the program from more than 130 volunteers from 37
states. 47 history organizations piloted the program. The test sites were located in
14 states from Maine to Alaska, California to Maryland, and Mississippi to
Minnesota. The pilots included all-volunteer historical societies, museums with
some paid staff, historic houses, urban sites, rural sites, private nonprofits,
government-affiliated museums, and tribal cultural centers. In other words, we tried
to get a good mix of sites to test the program.



StEls How can your organization

benefit from StEPs?

* Increase credibility
» Justify funding requests and
decisions
* Plan for the future
 Learn about standards
* Track progress
| * Articulate accomplishments
« “With the basic, good and better * Receive recognition
levels, the workl_:oook becanje a . Prepare for other programs
valuable educational experience

for us and helped us set goals for
the future.”

Flavia Cigliano, Nichols House
Museum, Boston

StEPs can benefit an organization in a variety of valuable ways.

1. By connecting your organization’s plans and projects to the standards and letting
your community know that, your organization gains credibility as one that is working
to meet national standards. 2. Your organization can better justify funding requests it
makes by connecting them to national standards. AASLH is already hearing from
organizations that are having success with grant applications because they justified
their request by connecting their proposed project to one or more standards.
Important and sometimes difficult and unpopular decisions are better justified when
they too are connected to national standards. 3. StEPs can help your organization
identify goals which makes planning easier and more meaningful — and keeps
everyone involved in the organization moving in the same direction towards a
common set of goals. 4. More awareness of standards — what they are and how
organizations can achieve them — is good for everyone involved in a history
organization including volunteers, staff, and board members — also the community.
5. The StEPs workbook helps organizations track and document their progress. 6.
When you are tracking and documenting your progress, you are better able to
spread the word about your accomplishments and connect those accomplishments
to national museum standards. 7. StEPs rewards your organization’s progress with
certificates each time it reports back to AASLH that it has achieved basic, good, or
better performance indicators in a section of the program. This is a great way for
your organization to highlight its accomplishments and be rewarded for its hard
work. 8. And finally, if your organization chooses to move on to AAM’s MAP program
or other assessment programs, it will be well-prepared.



“StEPs is helping us identify our
strengths and weaknesses in order
to prepare our site to take part in
AAM's accreditation program.”

Susan Reidy, Darnall's Chance House
Museum/M-NCPPC, Upper Marlboro, Maryland

“We can demonstrate to

county officials that we are
following national standards.
StEPs is also helping us train
maintenance staff and others
who are not familiar with
recommended practices.”

Rob Orrison, Brentsville Courthouse
Historic Centre, Bristow, Virginia

Moving on to other assessment programs is a choice. Not every StEPs museum
may want to do that. AASLH did, however, work closely with AAM to make sure their
programs and the standards they use are compatible. As | just mentioned, there are
numerous ways that StEPs can benefit an organization and AASLH is hearing back
from participants that they are definitely experiencing these benefits.
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Stewardship of Historic Structures and Landscapes
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The StEPs workbook is at the core of the program. It is a 320-page spiral bound
workbook that has plenty of space for you to write in as you answer the self-study
guestions and make notes. There are six standards sections that can be addressed
in any order. There is no deadline for completing the program. You pay the
enrollment fee only once, no matter if it takes your organization two years or ten
years to complete the program. AASLH fully anticipates that most organizations will
be in the program at least five years.

A nice benefit of the workbook is that it documents an organization’s progress which
is really valuable when there are transitions in paid and unpaid staff, board
members, etc.



Each Section Covers:

e Standards

® Self-assessment questions

® Performance indicators (Basic, Good, Better)
® Unacceptable practices

® Fictional MHS case study and questions

® Print and electronic resources

® Glossary at the back defines terms used

Again, the sections can be addressed in any order and at your own pace. The
Middletown Historical Society case studies (which almost read like a soap opera —
they so interesting) are great for group discussions. Sometimes it's easier to talk
about another historical society’s problems or issues and discuss how to solve them
than it is to tackle those closer to home.



 StEPs
Example

Stewardship of Collections

® Standard: The museum legally, ethically, and effectively
manages, documents, cares for, and uses the collections.
® Self-assessment question: Are there written procedures for

acquiring, borrowing, and lending collection items?

The next three slides show an example of a standard, a self-assessment question,
and then its related performance indicators. In the workbook, an organization can
check boxes next to the performance indicators it is currently meeting. Those boxes
not checked are potential areas of improvement that the organization may choose
to address and that can easily transferred to a long range plan.

Standards may have several self-assessment questions connected to them. This
example asks whether the organization has written procedures for acquiring,
borrowing, and lending collection items.



Performance Indicators

a.  The institution uses a written donor form for artifacts
and archives items acccptcd into its collections,
b.  The institution uses a written loan agreement for each

in-coming and out-going loan transaction that involves

collection items.

¢. All loans are for a specified time period.

Here we see the Basic performance indicators connected to that question.



/ N
StEPs
Db
Good
a.  There are written procedures for acquiring, borrowing,
and lending artifacts and archives items included in the
collections policy.
Better
a.  The institution reviews and updates its procedures on a
regular basis.
b.  The institution requires condition reports for all in-
coming and out-going loans.
\ s

Here are the Good and Better performance indicators. Performance indicators are
cumulative: what you achieve at the Basic level is added to the Good level, and so
forth.
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There are 2 ways you can make your way through the workbook. The first is
vertically — tackling one section at a time and working vertically down through each
of that section’s self-assessment questions and the Basic, Good and Better
performance indicators connected to them.

11



— —
| mve | Aup | Ny (NN Hst [momT Y

mw

CoLL
Standard
B

| Basic

L The ll-lJ 1 uge s?ertL lanor form for
archival iterm nto its

The institution

legally, ethically,

and effectively

manages,
documents, cares
for, and uses the

collections.

quires condition reports for
fgoing loans,

A second option is to work horizontally through the workbook, looking first at the
Basic performance indicators across all six sections; then the Good ones, and then
finally the Better ones. Many organizations may find this option more beneficial than
the other way because it helps them to address more quickly issues in need of
immediate attention.

For example, if a museum without a collections management policy chooses to
work vertically one section at a time, and it chooses to address the Stewardship of
Collections section last, it could be several years before it discovers addresses this
important issue. On the other hand, moving horizontally through the workbook, it will
be made aware of that need early on. So the organization benefits by raising the bar
to at least the Basic level in all six sections before tackling the Good and Better
performance indicators.

12



StEF=
StEPs is all about projects...

...more time than money

e Orientation manuals

* Key policies

Job descriptions

Facility rental policy

. v olans & m /
mergency plans “StEPs spurred us to do a

Cleaning/maintenam.‘e strategic plan which we had
neglected for several years.”

plans
. Sara Markoe Hanson, White Bear
e Collections pO]iC)’ Lake Area Historical Society,
Minnesota
\\ )1
A

An organization doesn’t have to have a lot of money to get started making
improvements and moving closer to achieving standards. Many suggested changes
in the StEPs program involve communication and consensus building instead of
money.



$ (some money)

* Acid-free collections storage supplies

* Disaster preparedness kits

* Environmental monitoring equipment
* Traveling trunks for outreach to schools
* Exterior signage/signage along roads

* Collections care training for paid and unpaid staff

14
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pLE==s $$ (more money)

« Collections storage cabinets /shclving

* Interpretive plan consultant

* Annual financial audit by outside source

* Collections management software

* Historic structure maintenance/restoration

* More collections care training

* Appropriate off-site storage to relieve ph}'sical stress

on historic structures

“We could demonstrate that our requests for additional
funding in collections care were based on identified
needs as defined by the standards, and not pet projects
or a whim.”

Katie Oliver, Kodiak Historical Society, Kodiak, Alaska

There are certainly some projects that if chosen by your organization to address
may require fundraising or undertaking them in stages. Or, you might have to make
the determination that they are not feasible at the current time.

15
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StEPs Enrollment

® One-time fee of $150%
® 320-page workbook

® Active ongoing enrollment

® Bronze, Silver and Gold

certificates **

® Window decal I StEPs '

*Non-members pay $265, includes one-year membership

#%Must maintain active institutional m(‘mhvrship to receive certificates

StEPs is a program for organizational enrollment, not individual. AASLH member
institutions pay a one-time fee of $150. As | mentioned earlier, it doesn’t matter if
your museum is in the program for two years, or ten years, you pay the fee only

once. Non-member organizations pay $265, which includes a one-year

membership in AASLH. For the fee, your organization receives: The workbook; A
very nice window decal to put on your front door; The opportunity to earn a total of
18 progress certificates (6 program sections multiplied by 3 certificate levels —
Bronze, Silver, and Gold = 18). Note that an organization must maintain an active

institutional membership to be eligible for certificates

16
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Washington County Historical Society

THIS BRONZE CERTIFICATE ACKNOWLEDGES COMPLETION
OF BASIC PERFORMANCE INDICATORS FOR

Stewardship of Historic Structures and Landscapes

/ \
i Cood— February 15, 2000 W—Q

Certificates are earned on the honor system. You do not need to submit examples
of your policies and other work. Once your organization is meeting all Basic
indicators in the Management Section, for example, you complete the form at the
end of the section and mail it to AASLH.



S t E Ps “The StEPs program is probably the
T — greatest thing to come along for
small museums in the last decade or

More Benefits so. I've incorporated StEPs into all of

the technical assistance programs |
offer to small museums in Alaska.” |
e National recognition for

certificates earned

® StEPs website offering sample
forms, policies, job descriptions
and more

® 20% discount on AASLH

technical leaflets

® 10% discount on AASLH

workshops

Scott Carrlee, Alaska State Museum,
Juneau, Alaska

StEPs participants also receive: National recognition on the AASLH website for
certificates earned; 20% discount on AASLH technical leaflets; 10% discount on
AASLH workshops; Access to the special StEPs website that offers a large variety
of sample forms, policies, manuals, job descriptions and other resources.
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Here’s a sample of the types of forms, policies, and other documents that are on the
site for you to use so you don’t have to reinvent the wheel every time.
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StEPs
—— www.aaslh.org/steps

« Link to free info webinar

* Enroliment link

» Sample workbook pages

* Information for boards of
directors

* ‘It was wonderful to see our hard ® “Are YOU Ready for StE PS”

work pay off when we earned our

first gold certificate. StEPs showed inform atio n Sh eet
us we're on the right track and more . .
importantly, it made our board ° Pa rt|C|pa nt ||St

understand there's a reason why we
have to pay attention to these
things.”

Charlene Orr, Historic Mesquite,
Mesquite, Texas

Organizations interested in enrolling in StEPs or learning more about the program
can go online to the address shown on the screen. The web page offers several
information sheets including one that can be given to board members,
administrators, and others to help them understand why they should care about
national standards and how patrticipation in StEPs can be beneficial.

There’s also an information sheet that can help an organization assess its readiness
for participation in the program. Last year, AASLH offered a one-hour information
webinar about StEPs; the link to that recording is on the site and you can watch it
free of charge.

There are already over 225 museums and sites enrolled in the program.
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