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Partnering for success
Minnesota organizations share what works best
by Timothy Glines, manager of outreach services

More hands make lighter work. That’s
an adage familiar to anyone involved in
the local history field. One of the best
ways to get things done when there’s just
too much to do is to share the work – in
a word, to collaborate.

Last spring, representatives of
Minnesota’s county and local historical
organizations gathered at five regional
workshops to talk about partnerships 

and collaborative projects. In Buffalo,
Austin, Morris, Grand Rapids and Lake
Bronson, workshop participants shared
with colleagues their partnering
experiences. Sponsored by the Minnesota
Historical Society, these workshops gave
all present an opportunity to learn what
others are doing, what to consider when
forming partnerships and how to make
the most of strategic collaborations. Here
is some of their best advice.

Why form partnerships?
Most often, organizations join forces to
meet a mutual need or tackle a problem
they cannot handle on their own.
They may choose to enter a formal
partnership, with terms spelled out in a
written agreement, or they may partner
on an informal basis. In either case, it’s
important to clarify the responsibilities
of each partner.

A valuable resource for planning
partnerships is Partnership for a Nation
of Learners, an initiative of the Institute
of Museum and Library Services and
the Corporation for Public Broadcasting
(www.partnershipforlearners.org).
Check out the web site for information
on the partnership process,

planning tools and additional resources
for addressing local needs.

Identifying needs
When entering into a partnership, it’s
sometimes useful to follow a prescribed
process for identifying needs. At other
times, the need is self-evident. That was
the case in Albert Lea when the
Freeborn County Historical Society
partnered with the city’s public schools
for a project called Discover History.
The project clearly met the needs of
both organizations: FCHS sought
more-regular museum visitation from
schools, and the school district was
looking for a program that fit
educational standards for teaching
Minnesota history.

Together, the partners developed the
innovative Discover History program,
in which 11th graders become the
teachers for fifth-grade lessons in state
and local history. With assistance from
the FCHS librarian and community
volunteers, high school students study
Freeborn County history and identify
topics for classroom lessons.

Partnering for success continued on page 2
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Then, working in small groups, they
develop a series of 12 hour-long
presentations, which they later perform
in historical costumes for fifth graders
visiting the FCHS Museum and
Historical Village. Says FCHS director
Pat Mulso, “The program has really
grown over the years. Between January
and October 2006, we reached more
than 3,000 students.”

When Ethel Thorlacius of the Marshall
County Historical Society decided a few
years ago that the organization needed
to learn more about how to promote its
museum, she turned to the Minnesota
Office of Tourism and its regional office
in Thief River Falls. Under their
guidance, and with financial support
from the Northwest Regional
Development Commission, Ethel’s idea 

grew into a regional partnership called
Minnesota’s Historic Northwest
(www.mnhistoricnw.org), an
association of historical societies,
museums and research centers in
northwestern Minnesota. Today, the
group represents 17 historical
organizations in nine counties.
Members jointly produce a brochure,
purchase supplies, prepare applications
to private and public funders and
organize regional conferences.

Getting to know your
partners
Learn as much as you can about your
partners, say those with experience in
community collaborations. Even in
small communities where people know
most everyone, it’s important to learn
about the cultures of other groups.

Share organizational profiles and
develop definitions for common terms.
Remember, every organization uses its
own jargon; a particular word used at 
a historical organization may mean
something entirely different in another
arena. Partnerships, like marriages,
work better when you know a lot about
your partner.

Managing the project
The more complex the project, the
more will go into planning and
managing the partnership. June Lynne,
director of the Chippewa County
Historical Society, knows the
importance of laying the groundwork.
She manages a contractual partnership
with the Montevideo Convention and
Visitors Bureau that operates a Travel
Welcome and Information Center at
historic Chippewa City. “We work
hand-in-hand,” says Lynne. “I make
sure we’re included in all their
promotions.” The partnership has
brought results: public awareness of
CCHS programs has grown and
visitation to the site is up 10 percent.

It’s no surprise that a majority of
Minnesota’s historical organizations
already take part in some kind of
collaborative project. It’s also clear that
organizations most engaged with their
communities have the most productive
partnerships. In the long run, taking
time to create the right partnership and
tend the relationship always pays off.

Partnering for success – continued

Feature

At a 2006 workshop in Buffalo, participants share their partnership experiences with moderator

Tim Glines.
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Track Lighting in Museums
Part 2: Lighting Control 
by Bob Herskovitz and Rich Rummel

Recap
In Part 1 of this article (Interpreter,
November-December 2006), we
discussed the damaging effects of light
on museum collections, explained why
track lighting is a good choice for
museum exhibits and described the
steps for selecting a museum-quality
track lighting system.

In Part 2 we’ll talk about how to control
lighting in museum exhibits. The aim:
to minimize exposure of artifacts to
light without compromising viewing
conditions for the museum visitor.

Quantifying light exposure
To gauge the effect of light exposure on
museum artifacts and to evaluate various
means of mitigating that exposure, you
must know how to quantify the amount
of visible light to which an artifact is
subjected. That exposure can be
calculated in units of lux-hours. Using a
light meter, first determine the intensity
of the light in units of lux. (If your meter
measures in foot-candles, multiply the
reading by 10 to get the equivalent in
lux.) Then multiply that figure by the
duration of exposure, measured in
hours. For example, an item exposed to
50 lux for seven hours gets 350 lux-hours
of light exposure.

Let’s say your museum is open six days a
week for seven hours a day, 52 weeks a
year. And let’s say that the light
illuminating that wedding dress in your
permanent exhibit measures 200 lux.
Assuming that the light remains on
during museum hours, in one year the

dress would receive 436,800 lux-hours of
exposure to light (200 lux x 42 hours x 52
weeks). That’s almost nine times the
annual exposure of 50,000 lux-hours
recommended for light-sensitive
materials such as textiles, paper and
photos (a figure derived from the
textbook ideal of 50 lux x 1,000 hours 
of exposure).

Strategies for light control
Controlling museum lighting means
limiting the total exposure of objects to
levels of light acceptable for both
artifact preservation and visitor
comfort. Part 1 of this Tech Talk
expounded the benefits of using track
lighting systems: they come in a variety
of fixtures and lamps to suit a wide 

range of applications; they can be used
to highlight discrete areas of an exhibit;
and they are flexible, making lighting
changes easy as exhibits change.

There are other key ways to regulate the
amount of light on objects while they’re
on exhibit – reduce light duration, and
reduce intensity.

The intensity of visible light can be
reduced by any of the following means:
• Use lower-wattage bulbs or fewer lights.
• Move the light source farther from the

object on display.
• Deflect daylight with window shades

or blinds.
• Install neutral-density filters on fixtures.
• Use dimmer switches (see page 5).

Tech Talk

Fig. 1: Among components of a system to reduce the intensity and duration of light on sensitive

artifacts are (top row) dimmer switches and (bottom row) occupancy sensors with power pack.

P
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Tech Talk

Reducing the duration of light exposure
is probably the most beneficial and
cost-effective measure you can take to
minimize its damaging effects. Among
the strategies you might use:
• Exhibit items for a shorter time.
• Close curtains, blinds or shades to

block outside light when the museum
is closed.

• Turn off lights manually when there is
no one in the exhibit gallery.

• Use occupancy sensors (motion
detectors).

Occupancy sensors
An occupancy sensor (fig. 1) – an
automated method of reducing the
duration of exposure – turns lights on
and off in response to motion detected.
When a sensor detects visitors in the
monitored area, lights are switched on
via a power pack, a device containing
both the power supply and a relay 
switch. When visitors leave, lights switch
off after a user-defined time delay.

For purposes of this discussion on how
to set up occupancy sensors, we’ll
assume you are installing a two-circuit
track system with a sensor on only one
circuit – a configuration that meets the
needs of most small museums. In one
possible scenario, the circuit without
the sensor can be set to provide
constant, relatively bright lighting on
labels, interactive stations and
nonsensitive artifacts but minimal
lighting on light-sensitive objects (see
fig. 2). In another scenario, that circuit
can be set to provide a uniformly low
level of light throughout the gallery
(fig. 3). When motion is detected, the
second circuit comes on to provide
additional light at a level sufficient for
viewing all objects comfortably 
(figs. 4 and 5).

To suit a variety of applications,
occupancy sensors come with a range of
sensing fields – wide angle, round, spot
and narrow curtain. Manufacturers
have excellent technical support
services to help you determine the best

sensor for your situation. For a list of
manufacturers, go to
www.mnhs.org/techtalkresources.

How much difference can an occupancy
sensor make? Let’s go back to that
wedding dress in your exhibit gallery. If
the lights were on only when someone
was actually looking at the dress
(hypothetically, an average of twice an
hour during museum hours for six
minutes at a time), the light exposure on
the garment for the whole year would
total 87,360 lux-hours – a reduction of 80
percent. If the light level was lowered from
200 to 150 lux, the annual exposure would
drop to 65,520 lux-hours – close to the
textbook ideal of 50,000 lux-hours.

Installing the equipment
Installing occupancy sensors is
surprisingly simple. Start by deciding
what areas of your museum you want to
control. The exact number and size of
those areas will vary with the layout of
your exhibition. However, it is
recommended that you have at least two

Figs. 2 and 3: In a two-circuit track lighting system with an occupancy sensor on only one circuit, the circuit without sensor provides a constant level

of light. You may choose a combination of minimal lighting on sensitive artifacts with bright light for nonsensitive areas (left) or a uniformly low level

of light throughout (right).
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Tech Talk

control zones. A front-and-rear or side-
to-side arrangement is the easiest to
manage. Consider creating additional
spot zones for prominent or particularly
sensitive artifacts in the exhibit.

Fig. 6 illustrates the configuration of
components needed for the system.
Work with a qualified electrician to
install the power pack and sensors,
using this diagram to guide the
installation. The lighting track in the
drawing has two circuits, only one of
which is controlled by the motion
sensor. This is the circuit for light
fixtures aimed at the sensitive artifacts.
The other circuit is for lights on labels
and graphics and for ambient light in
the gallery. Ambient light keeps the
exhibit space from being too dark and
seeming “off limits” to museum visitors.

Work with the installer to determine the
best location for the sensors. Start with
recommendations from the
manufacturer; sensors work best when
placed so that the visitor’s path crosses

the lens of the sensor rather than coming
directly toward it. Then adjust the
direction and spread of the sensor based
on a “walk test,” moving through the
exhibit as you expect visitors to do. Make
sure that the sensor detects visitors in
time for the light to come up as they
arrive at the artifacts in question.

The cost for a sensor and power pack is
approximately $100 – $150. Depending
on your layout and the ease of both
access to the wiring and placement of
sensors in the appropriate location, it
should take an electrician 4 to 8 hours
to install the equipment for an existing
track lighting system. Labor for
installing these components as part of a
new system would add little to the cost
of wiring and installing the tracks.

Dimmers
Dimmer switches (fig. 1) will add
flexibility to your museum lighting
system, allowing you to adjust the
intensity of the lights. No longer will
you be limited to standard bulb

wattages. With dimmers, you can fine
tune the amount of light in any given
area of your exhibit. If, for example,
a 50-watt flood on an object is
inadequate but a 100-watt flood sheds
too much light, a dimmer switch allows
you to turn the intensity of the 100-
watt bulb down to the equivalent of a
65- or 70-watt bulb. Using a light meter
together with dimmers, you can ensure
that an object will be visible to viewers
but will not receive more light than is
needed. Such a system will contribute
significantly to the long-term
preservation of sensitive artifacts.

Fig. 6 shows where the dimmer is
located in the lighting circuit. High-
quality dimmer switches typically cost
between $50 and $100 each – a small
price to pay for the benefits received.

One word of caution: Avoid cheap
dimmers from home improvement
stores; they’re designed for residential
applications, not museums. A list of
suggested manufacturers for 

Figs. 4 and 5: When an occupancy sensor detects motion in the exhibit gallery, lights on the second circuit of the two-circuit system come on to boost

lighting to a level sufficient for viewing all objects comfortably..
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Tech Talk

museum-grade dimmers can be found
at www.mnhs.org/techtalkresources.

You will need to decide where in your
museum to locate the dimmer switches.
There are two options: you may simply
change out the wall switches in your
exhibit gallery for the dimmers, or you
may choose to locate the dimmers in an
area not accessible to the public (the
additional wiring for this will require
some additional expense).

Filters
The last item on the list of control
measures is UV filters. Because the
entire spectrum of UV light falls
outside the visible range of light, it 
can be filtered without affecting the
visibility of objects on display.

UV filters come in various forms:
• Film, commonly applied to windows.
• Plastic diffusers for fluorescent

fixtures.
• Sleeves that go over fluorescent bulbs.

(Both hard and soft sleeves are
available; more-durable hard sleeves
can be reused after changing bulbs.)

• Glass filters for track lighting fixtures.

When selecting a filter, it is important
to choose a product that filters 
99 percent of the entire spectrum of
UV light. The full range of ultraviolet
light that affects collections starts at
approximately 300 nanometers (nm)
and goes to 400 nm. Some products on
the market advertise that they filter 99
percent of UV light without noting that
they filter only up to a frequency, or

wavelength, of 380 nm. Ask for product
specifications before you buy.
A list of vendors can be found at
www.mnhs.org/techtalkresources.

Summing it up
Controlling light with the use of track
lighting, motion detectors, dimmers
and filters is one of the most effective,
efficient and cost-effective methods of
protecting the condition of your
museum collections. There are other
benefits as well. Equipment costs are
modest. Bulb life can be extended,
significantly reducing energy
consumption. And because installing
the equipment has to be done only once
at the beginning of an exhibit, there is
no ongoing cost in staff time. In fact,
there is a net savings in staff time for
long-term exhibits since the need to
rotate light-sensitive items is reduced or
even eliminated. To top it off, your
exhibit lighting will be more dramatic.

In sum, there is no downside – collections
are better preserved, operating costs are
lower, staff time is reduced and the look of
your exhibits is improved.

If you have questions about this Tech
Talk on track lighting systems or wish
to discuss a particular application,
please call the MHS Conservation
Outreach Program at 651-297-1867 or
1-800-657-3773; fax 651-296-9961; or
email conservationhelp@mnhs.org.

Tech Talk offers technical assistance on
conservation, historic preservation and
museum management issues that affect
historical organizations and museums of
all sizes. This Tech Talk comes from Bob
Herskovitz, outreach conservator for the
Minnesota Historical Society, and Rich
Rummel, the Society’s lighting designer
for exhibits.

Fig. 6: Configuration for a two-circuit lighting track controlled by an occupancy sensor.



January – February 2007    7

State grants-in-aid awarded
Twenty-three applicants to the
Minnesota Historical Society’s State
Grants-in-Aid program received a total
of $58,000 in the fall cycle of fiscal year
2007. This was the second of two cycles
for the 2006-2007 biennium. All of the
projects will be completed in time for
the state’s sesquicentennial in 2008.

Grants were awarded in the categories
of historic properties, interpretive
programs, microform copies, oral
history, photographic collections,
museum environments and technology.
The projects of many applicants in this
cycle aimed at public access to local
history.

Blue Earth County: Blue Earth County

Historical Society, $875, to purchase PastPerfect

museum cataloging software.

Cook County: Cook County Historical Society,

$715, to purchase PastPerfect museum

cataloging software.

Cook County: Gunflint Trail Historical Society,

$6,000, to replace the roof of the Chik-Wauk

Lodge (pictured below), determined eligible for

the National Register of Historic Places.

Cook County: Schroeder Area Historical

Society, $3,561, to upgrade PastPerfect museum

software with a digital component.

Clay County: Probstfield Living History Farm

Foundation, Inc., $5,000, for a historic structure

report on the Randolph Probstfield barn.

Dakota County: Great River Greening, $6,000,

to install visitor education markers on Pilot

Knob.

Douglas County: Douglas County Historical

Society, $700, to upgrade its microfilm

reader/printer.

Fillmore County: Harmony Area Historical

Society, $1,294, to purchase PastPerfect

museum cataloging software.

Hennepin County: Jewish Historical Society of

the Upper Midwest, $4,000, for an oral history

project, “World War II Tales from the Eastern

Front.”

Kandiyohi County: Kandiyohi County

Historical Society, $870, for the Sperry House

light mitigation project.

Nicollet County: Nicollet County Historical

Society, $2,500, to purchase microfilm copies 

of local newspapers.

Polk County: East Polk Heritage Center,

$1,335, to purchase PastPerfect museum

cataloging software.

Pope County: Terrace Mill Foundation, $2,000,

to restore siding, windows and a door on

Terrace Mill, listed on the National Register 

of Historic Places.

Ramsey County: Cass Gilbert Society, Inc.,

$3,000, to upgrade its web site.

Ramsey County: Czech and Slovak Cultural

Center of Minnesota, $1,500, for an oral history

of Czechoslovakian political refugees to the U.S.

Ramsey County: HAND in HAND

Productions, $5,700, for the third phase of its

St. Paul Police oral history project.

Renville County: Sacred Heart Area Historical

Society, $719, for its archival storage project.

Scott County: Scott County Historical Society,

$1,042, for the Stans Museum exterior water

mitigation project.

Sibley County: Sibley County Historical

Society, $4,004, for phase 2 of storm window

replacement on the August F. Poehler House.

Swift County: Swift County Historical Society,

$567, to purchase microfilm copies of local

newspapers.

Waseca County: Waseca County Historical

Society, $2,500, to purchase a microfilm

reader/printer.

Wright County: Cokato Historical Society,

$3,118, for further reproduction and

digitization of the Akerlund Photographic

Studio glass-plate collection.

Yellow Medicine County: Granite Falls

Historical Society, $1,000, to purchase

PastPerfect museum cataloging software.

Bulletin Board

Chik-Wauk Lodge, Cook County
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The pursuit of excellence – that’s what
engages us all as we steer our
organizations into the new year. And
that’s why we’ve chosen it as the theme
for the Minnesota Historical Society’s
spring 2007 local history workshops.

The enclosed flyer has all the details –
venues, topics, workshop agenda and
registration information. So plan now
for a day of learning and networking
with colleagues from around the state.
Bring along some of your staff and
volunteers. We promise ideas aplenty.

Nonprofit Org.

U.S. Postage
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St. Paul, MN 

Permit No. 854

As you no doubt noticed, the
Interpreter and Planner have a fresh
new look. Our goal: to bring you the
same vital news and information about
local history and historic preservation
in a format that strengthens visual ties
to the Minnesota Historical Society’s
other publications.

Take a moment to tell us how you like
it. For comments on the Interpreter, call
Tim Glines at 651-296-5460 or e-mail
timothy.glines@mnhs.org. For the
Planner, e-mail shpo@mnhs.org.

About this publication

The Minnesota History Interpreter is published

bimonthly by the Historic Preservation

Department of the Minnesota Historical Society.

Unless otherwise noted, photgraphs are from the

Local History Services office. Material from this

issue may be reprinted with the following credit

line: Reprinted with permission from Minnesota

History Interpreter, January – February 2007, 

Vol. XXXV, No. 1, published by the Minnesota

Historical Society. Do not reprint material taken

from another source without permission.

Readers may submit news for publication. Send

to Interpreter Editor, Minnesota Historical Society,

345 Kellogg Blvd. W., St. Paul, MN 55102-1906. 

On request, this publication is available in

alternative formats: audiotape, large print or

computer disk. Back issues can be found online 

at www.mnhs.org/publications/interpreter.html.

For address corrections, e-mail

michele.decker@mnhs.org or call 651-296-5434.

For other matters, call Tim Glines at 651-296-

5460 or e-mail timothy.glines@mnhs.org.

Britta Bloomberg, Head, Historic Preservation

Department

Tim Glines, Manager, Outreach Services

David Grabitske, Grants and Field Programs

Associate

Mary Ann Nord, Editor

www.mnhs.org

Minnesota Historical Society
345 Kellogg Blvd. W.
St. Paul, MN 55102-1906

Address service requested.
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Editor’s noteSign up for 
spring workshops

The AASLH is now accepting
nominations for its 2007 Leadership in
History awards, recognizing excellence
in the collection, preservation and
interpretation of state and local history.
Awards are given for projects,
individual achievement and
organizational excellence. For
guidelines and nomination forms, go to
www.aaslh.org/aaslh_awards.htm.

Deadline: To nominate your own or
another historical organization, submit
a nomination by March 1 to Ben
Leonard, AASLH state co-chair, Nicollet
County Historical Society, 1851 N.
Minnesota Ave., St. Peter, MN 56082.

AASLH award
nominations sought


