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What is STEPS?

• Standards and Excellence Program for 
History Organizations 

• Self-study program to help museums, 
historic houses, and sites assess their 
policies and practices

• Primarily for small to mid-size organizations, 
but open to all

• Flexible way to work towards making 
improvements and meeting national 
standards

• No application or deadlines

“With the basic, good and better 

levels, STEPS became a valuable 

experience for us and helped us set 

goals for the future.” 

Flavia Cigliano, Nichols House 

Museum, Boston



STEPS Enrollment

• One-time fee of $195*

• Easy-to-use workbook

• Earn Bronze, Silver and Gold 

certificates**

• STEPS Community offering workbook 

section PDFs,sample forms, policies, 

job descriptions and more

*Non-members must join at the institutional level; rates are based on budget

**Must maintain active institutional membership to receive certificates 



STEPS Enrollment

• National recognition for certificates 

earned

• Discounts on AASLH webinars

“It was wonderful to see our hard

work pay off when we earned our

first gold certificate. STEPS showed us we’re on the 

right track and more importantly, it made our board 

understand there's a reason why we have to pay 

attention to these things.”

Charlene Orr, Historic Mesquite, Mesquite, TX



Updated Edition

• New content about inclusion, equity, accessibility, digital collections, 

financial management, fundraising, and more

• The workbook also now uses a learning taxonomy of action verbs 

that helps your organization understand what is being recommended



Updated Edition



Updated Edition



Meaningful Progress, Not a Lot of Money

• Board orientation manual

• Job descriptions for board officers and 

paid/unpaid staff

• Code of ethics

• Space rental policy

• Emergency preparedness plan

• Maintenance plan

• Collections management policy

“The workbook provided an excellent 

resource for evaluating our entire program. 

Its methodical approach promotes 

improvement at a pace that a small staff 

with limited resources can follow.” 

Bill Latady, Bois Forte Heritage Center and 

Cultural Museum Tower, Minnesota 



Updated Edition



Previous Edition



Addressed Topics

Mission, Vision, and Governance

• Bylaws and Other Enabling Documents

• Committees

• Compliance with Laws, Codes, and Regulations

• Environmental Sustainability

• Ethics and Public Trust

• Financial Management, Accountability, and Transparency

• Fundraising

• Governing Authority

• Inclusion and Equity

• Mission, Vision, and Values

• Personnel Hiring, Compensation, and Performance Evaluation

• Planning

• Support Groups

• Technology

• Volunteers

Management

• Compliance with Laws, Codes, and Regulations

• Emergency and Disaster Preparedness, Response, and Recovery Plan 

• Environmental Sustainability

• Ethics and Public Trust

• Facility Care, Maintenance, and Space Allotment

• Financial Management, Accountability, and Transparency

• Fundraising

• Inclusion, Equity, and Accessibility

• Institutional Archives and Records Management

• Mission, Vision, and Values

• Personnel Hiring, Compensation, and Evaluation

• Planning

• Risk Management, Safety, Security, and Insurance

• Technology

• Visitor Amenities

• Volunteers



Addressed Topics

Interpretation

• Accessibility

• Accountability and Public Trust

• Environmental Sustainability

• Inclusion and Equity

• Interpretation Content and Delivery

• Interpretive Planning

• Research

• Shared Authority

• Support for Staff and Volunteers

• Technology

Audience and Community Engagement

• Accessibility

• Accountability and Transparency

• Environmental Sustainability 

• Marketing and Public Relations

• Physical and Intellectual Access

• Technology

• Visitor Experience

• Visitor Services

• Visitor Studies



Addressed Topics

Stewardship of Collections

• Accountability and Transparency

• Collections and Mission

• Collections Care and Preservation

• Collections Management

• Compliance with Laws and Regulations

• Conservation Planning

• Deaccessioning and Disposal

• Digital Collections

• Emergencies and Disasters

• Environmental Sustainability

• Ethics and Public Trust

• Financial Resources for Collections

• Incoming and Outgoing Loans

• Inclusive and Equitable Collections Practices

• Institutional Archives

• Research

• Safety and Security

• Staffing

• Storage

• Technology

Stewardship of Historic Structures

• Accountability and transparency

• Care of collections housed in historic structures

• Care, preservation, and maintenance

• Compliance with laws and regulations

• Emergencies and disasters

• Environmental sustainability

• Ethics and public trust

• Inclusion and equity

• Interpretation

• Mission

• Planning

• Public access

• Research and documentation

• Safety and security

• Staffing

• Technology





6 sections  x  3 certificate levels = 

18 possible progress certificates





Teamwork

“Find small museums in your 

area that are interested in 

working on STEPS too. Go 

through the sections together. 

It’s great camaraderie! You don’t 

feel so alone, and tackling 

problems and projects together 

is very rewarding.”

Tori Mason, Grassmere Historic 

Farm, Nashville



Is My Organization in a Rut?

“STEPS helped us be more forward thinking 

rather than getting stuck in day-to-day 

challenges. We have come together as a 

team to work for the good of the museum. 

Our credibility in the community has 

increased as people understand we are 

committed to this assessment process.” 

Pioneer Museum, Fredericksburg, Texas



Is My Organization Open to Hard 
Discussions?

Are we open to discussing topics and issues that some people may find uncomfortable because those 

discussions may involve changing or ending long-held traditions and practices? If we don’t think 

everyone is open to those discussions, what is our plan? 



Helping Organizations Improve Long-
Term Sustainability

• Communication within our board of 

directors has improved because 

STEPS gives us a common 

language to achieve clear goals.

• Alignment with STEPS has given 

BHS grant opportunities to improve 

management of our collections.

Black Heritage Society of Washington State, Seattle



Are we willing to take a close look

at our policies and practices? 

• Our board of directors has a better 
understanding of how museums 
work. 

• Our strategic plan is less vague. 

• STEPS helps us when we’re
developing new policies like
a disaster plan. New London Public Museum, New London, Wisconsin



Building Credibility and Generating New 
Opportunities

“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, 

Virginia



Essex Historical Society’s 
Accomplishments

• Rewrote our mission statement  

• Created our organization’s first ever 

strategic plan

• Addressed thorny issues like 

deferred maintenance and land-use 

in a structured, systematic way 

Essex, Connecticut



Essex Historical Society’s 
Accomplishments

• Addressed space allocation issues. 

For example, we had an empty first 

floor and another unused area but 

we were renting offsite storage. 

STEPS provided the foundation for 

in-depth and sometimes awkward 

discussions about the need to 

deaccession some collection items 

and move others back to our site 

from offsite storage.

“STEPS gave our organization the opportunity to think creatively 

and permission to experiment.

These topics, let alone actions, would

have been UNHEARD of before STEPS.”



Identify What’s Important

“Do it! You will likely be able to 

check off more boxes than you 

first think is possible. The 

STEPS workbook is wonderful 

at helping you identify what is 

important and what you need to 

focus on.”

Tori Mason, Grassmere Historic 

Farm, Nashville



Thank You!

Alex Collins

(she/her/hers)

Professional Development 
Manager

American Association for State 
and Local History

collins@aaslh.org

mailto:collins@aaslh.org



