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Executive Summary 
The National Loon Center (NLC) is estimated to be constructed in 2022 in Crosslake, 
Minnesota. The purpose of this educational center is to have visitors experience, educate, 
and engage with the common loon and the greater northern lakes of Minnesota.  The 
physical space will combine a series of indoor and outdoor educational exhibits to educate 
individuals about the loons and lakes and how they can make a positive impact within their 
natural environment.  A detailed description is available via the National Loon Center 
Master Plan (Singh & Polacek, 2018).  

The Schematic Design for the National Loon Center and the Northern Lakes Initiative 
serves to translate the abstract educational idea of the National Loon Center into a 
physical layout. This report outlines a series of educational exhibits that focus on two 
main subjects: the common loon and the northern lakes of Minnesota. Each of the 
twenty-two exhibits features five sub-sections: narrative, Description of the Display, 
Goals and Outcomes, Storyline and Content, and Expansion Opportunities. These 
individual sections serve to ground each exhibit within the overall educational experience 
of the National Loon Center. Each exhibit is designed to recognize seven considerations 
that are foundational to the National Loon Centers mission and vision: Technology, 
Flexibility, Sustainability, Place-centric Design, Citizen Science, Cost, and Inclusivity.  
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Project Overview 
 
Mission and Vision for the National Loon Center and the Northern Lakes Initiative 

Mission: The National Loon Center is dedicated to engaging, educating, inspiring, and 
motivating visitors to improve the coexistence of people and loons in our shared habitat, 
the northern lakes.  

Vision: By engaging, educating, inspiring, and motivating, visitors at the National Loon 
Center regarding what humans are doing, not doing, and should be doing to the northern 
lakes, we believe we can change people’s perceptions, misconceptions, and actions to 
protect the loon, the lakes, and even humankind.  

Communication Strategy: The loon is iconic. For many people, the loon represents the 
northern lakes area, and, even, a way of life away from the frenzy and pressures of their 
daily lives. The loon represents peace, calm, and tranquility. The loon connects people to 
nature. People have been attracted and fascinated by the loon for ages. We believe that 
the magnetism, or draw of the loon can provide special weight or leverage to 
communications about the relationship and the shared importance of lakes to loons and to 
people--the lakes and their shared habitat. We intend to use loons as the central focus in 
delivering the message about what needs to be understood and then done to protect and 
preserve the lakes--for loons and people.  

Interpretive and Design Approach 

 
Background  
The National Loon Center, Northern Lakes Initiative and Freshwater Institute, currently 
being developed, will be dedicated to engaging, educating, inspiring, and motivating visitors to 
improve the coexistence of people and loons in our shared habitat, the northern lakes (National 
Loon Center, 2020). The loon has been around for tens of millions of years. There are, 
however, signs that are alarming with regard to the animals in our freshwaters. The World 
Wildlife Fund’s Living Planet Report 2016 shows an alarming trend: “on average the 
abundance of populations monitored in the freshwater system has declined overall 81% 
between 1970 and 2012”. The Earth Day Network stated in 2019 that “Animal 
populations in freshwater ecosystems have plummeted by 75 percent since 1970”. The 
Living Planet Report 2016 also noted that for the first time, humans may be largely 
responsible for what “might be characterized by the world’s sixth mass extinction event”. 
This negative trend could have devastating consequences for the loon. Human impact on 
the Earth is significant and only we can reduce the negative impact (Forney, 2019).  

This report will concentrate on developing the delivery of the recently created curriculum 
by employing exhibits, kiosks, hands-on activities, demonstrations, etc to create the 
educational experience for the National Loon Center. The National Loon Center intends 
to use indoor displays, models, graphics, laboratory testing facilities, permanent dockage, 
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and boat slips on the adjacent bay of Crosslake for lakeside signage, displays, and 
demonstrations; and floating classroom for hands-on activities, observations, and 
presentations. An outreach program, including the floating classroom, will also be 
designed to carry the loon and lake preservation and protection message to other lakes in 
the region. All of the above will be designed and used to engage, educate, inspire, and 
motivate visitors to preserve and protect the loon and the northern lakes.  The curriculum 
and schematic design and delivery will weave together information about interesting and 
unique characteristics of the common loon and the northern lakes as the shared habitat 
that needs protection and preservation. There will be a strong emphasis on citizen science 
with the on-the-water measurement, data collection, and recording (Forney, 2019).  

 
Audience 
The National Loon Center is projected to attract 200,000 visitors annually, ranging from 
grade school children to senior citizens. Thus, the schematic plan for this center must 
design an educational experience for an intergenerational viewer as well as those with 
diverse educational, linguistic, cultural, and ability backgrounds. Deliberate measures 
have been taken when designing these schematic materials to be as inclusive as possible 
for a wide variety of individuals who will visit the National Loon Center. 
 
About this Report 
This report is designed to serve as a blueprint for the schematic design for the National 
Loon Center’s educational experiences. The schematic design outlined below is intended 
to outline the “big picture” design for the National Loon Center. The following sections will 
detail potential exhibit ideas for both the indoor and outdoor experiences at the National 
Loon Center. The subsequent steps for the National Loon Center project are to 
specifically tailor the information presented in the  curriculum to exhibit text. Please note 
that this report is the first draft of the schematic design process and is meant to serve as a 
starting point that will be used to begin the schematic design process for the National 
Loon Center.  

It is important to state that this report was prepared without the inclusion of the 
American Indian Nations schematic design and curriculum. The loon as well as the natural 
habitat in the Brainerd Lakes region hold significance for Tribal Nations. This schematic 
report is intended to run parallel to the educational curriculum and schematic design 
developed by the Nations.  

 
Design and Approach  
The exhibits presented at the National Loon Center strive to be accessible and 
educational to a diverse audience. Below are seven important considerations taken into 
account during the development of the schematic design.  
 

1. Technology 
The National Loon Center recognizes the importance of technological learning 
opportunities and their benefits. However, due to potential fiscal restraints, 
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outdoor exhibits, and maintenance considerations, the National Loon Center 
exhibits will use technology sparingly. The technological pieces that are used will 
be adapted to suit the outdoor and indoor aspects of the Center.  

 
2. Flexibility  

Due to the seasonal weather changes in the Brainerd Lakes area and the need to 
have both indoor and outdoor programming, the need for exhibit flexibility is 
paramount. The exhibits must be able to change frequently in order to keep 
individuals excited and engaged year-round. In addition to keeping the exhibitions 
fresh for visitors, flexibility is also imperative for fiscal restraints. One of the spatial 
goals of this schematic proposal is to have the exhibits transition from indoor to 
outdoor and vice-versa. Flexibility also refers to the biological, atmospheric, and 
other natural cycles that occur within both the loon’s and the lake’s system. Thus, 
exhibits will change with the seasonality of the loon’s and lake’s lifecycles (i.e. 
featuring an exhibit on the spring loon migration north). 

 
3. Sustainability 

Aspects of sustainability that will be addressed in this report will include  physical 
sustainability in terms of materials for exhibits used, and also the ability to easily 
change the educational materials in the exhibits with the seasons. In this sense 
both the physical and textual elements of the exhibits will prioritize simplicity and 
sustainability. The principles of sustainable building design are highlighted in 
previous National Loon Center Reports (Singh & Polacek, 2018) and should be 
considered foundational to the development of this schematic design.  

 
4. Place-centric Design 

The Northern Lakes region is of cultural and historic significance to a wide variety 
of individuals, particularly for the First Nations who have resided in the area for 
generations. Community engagement throughout the planning of the National 
Loon Center has identified a strong community desire to honor the natural habitat. 
Nature is the cornerstone of this project, and the schematic design that follows will 
emphasize the particular elements that make the Brainerd Lakes Region unique. 
This will include incorporating physical materials from the region such as recycled 
wood used for kiosk displays, local artwork from local schools, etc. The details are 
intended to  ground the National Loon Center in the communities that cherish it.  

 
5. Citizen Science 

The National Loon Center, Northern Lakes Initiative and the Freshwater Institute, 
will prioritize the necessity of citizen science in the educational experience 
outlined in the following schematic proposal. Visitors will be taught how to test 
water quality, identify invasive species, monitor loons, and ultimately become 
advocates for the loons and lakes. It is in this inclusive spirit that the National Loon 
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Center, Northern Lakes Initiative and the Freshwater Institute aim to create an 
educational experience for all ages and ability levels so that citizens can become 
engaged with their loons and lakes through volunteer opportunities, advocacy, etc.  

 
6. Cost 

Due to the National Loon Center’s overall budget being indeterminate at this time, 
it is imperative that exhibits be designed and executed in a low cost and thus 
efficient manner. This report acknowledges the use of technology as an extremely 
important factor in the education and empowerment of visitors. However, due to 
budgetary constraints, low-tech exhibits have been developed whenever possible 
with the option of adding higher-tech elements as budgetary constraints subside.   

 
7. Inclusivity 

The mission of the National Loon Center and Northern Lakes Initiative and the 
Freshwater Institute is to have all individuals engaged, educated and empowered in 
order to positively impact the loons and lakes. It is in this spirit that the following 
schematic design prioritizes inclusivity. It is imperative the exhibits are accessible 
to individuals with physical and mental disabilities, and diverse social, cultural, 
linguistic, and economic backgrounds. The schematic design presented below is 
intended to be as inclusive as possible through carefully curated educational 
experiences that are designed to make all individuals feel welcome.  

Themes and Objectives 

 
Overall theme of the National Loon Center 
The themes and objectives outlined result from the community engagement meetings 
held in Crosslake, MN as well as subsequent meetings with the National Loon Center 
Board. The overarching goal of the exhibits at the National Loon Center is to: 

Engage, educate, and empower individuals to protect the Loon and thus protect the 
quality of the freshwater lakes in the Brainerd Lakes Region.  

Thus, the schematic design of the National Loon Center aims not only to educate 
individuals about the loons and the freshwater lakes they reside in, but also to create 
empowered, environmentally-conscious individuals who feel equipped to protect and 
advocate for their ecosystems.   

 
Overall Outcomes of the National Loon Center 
Each exhibit will address individual outcomes. The outcomes outlined below are intended 
to be overall outcomes for the entirety of the National Loon Center experience. 

● Cross-generational visitors will be able to identify a loon and its significance to the 
Brainerd Lakes Region and all northern Minnesota freshwater lakes 
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● Visitors will be given concrete actions they as individuals can take to protect the 
loons and lakes 

● Visitors will understand the interconnectivity the loons, lakes, and people 
● Visitors will be given volunteer information about local and statewide groups 

working to protect the environment and will be motivated to learn more about 
their work 

● Visitors will understand how everyday outdoor activities they participate in such 
as fishing, hiking, hunting, boating, etc. affect the health of the loons and lakes 

● Visitors will be able to identify ways in which the National Loon Center is working 
to protect the loons and lakes 

● Visitors will learn something new about the loons and lakes 
● Visitors will want to return to the National Loon Center for other programming 

and/or seasonal activites 
● Visitors will share their experience with others and encourage them to visit the 

National Loon Center 

 
Overall Outcomes of the Exhibits 

● Engage cross-generational visitors 
● Inspire visitors to spend time in the Brainerd Lakes Region 
● Engage visitors from diverse linguistic, geographic, and cultural backgrounds 
● Give visitors a deeper understanding of their natural world and its importance to 

their lives and livelihoods 
● Help visitors understand the human impacts on the loon and lakes 
● Challenge visitors to make lake and loon-friendly choices in their daily lives 

Exhibit Organization 

 
Frameworks (Organizational and Educational) 
Due to the indoor and outdoor aspects of the National Loon Center, the exhibits will first 
be organized by geographic location within the National Loon Center property. 
Depending on geographic location, the exhibits will then be organized by large themes, 
each large theme discussing multiple sub-genres. In order to be financially feasible as well 
as seasonally appropriate, some of the exhibits will be able to transition from indoor to 
outdoor and vice versa.  

The educational frameworks that will be utilized for the exhibits will primarily be 
experiential and discovery learning. Experiential learning is when individuals “develop 
knowledge, skills, and values from direct experiences outside a traditional academic 
setting” (Experiential Learning Center, 2020). This type of learning will be mainly used for 
the outdoor static exhibits as well as the floating classroom. Visitors will learn to test 
water quality, identify a loon and invasive species, etc. These experiences will provide 
visitors with tactile experiences that will allow them to further connect with the loons and 
lakes. The indoor exhibits will also have experiential exhibits such as discovery drawers 
where visitors can touch specimens. The second type of learning that will be utilized is 
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Discovery Learning which allows individuals to learn by “exploring and manipulating 
objects, wrestling with questions and controversies, or performing experiments” 
(Inventionland Institute, 2018). Although the elements of this style of learning are related 
to experiential learning, the key difference is the aspect of contemplation. This discovery 
through reflection will be particularly utilized when speaking of  the human impacts on the 
loons and lakes.  

 
 

Exhibit 1: Introduction to the National Loon Center 

 
Narrative 
As visitors walk into the indoor portion of National Loon Center they will be greeted by a 
volunteer who is stationed next to an informational stand that is placed slightly off to the 
side as to not obscure the lake view across the lobby space, featuring a landscape view of 
the lake shore, and the small lake islands where loon nests are present.  
 
Description of Display 
This flat sign display will be constructed from recycled materials, possibly reclaimed wood 
from the Brainerd Lakes Region. This display specifically serves to orient the visitor to 
both the indoor and outdoor exhibits, as well as provide the times for special events and 
the daily floating classroom schedule. The physical sign will include a map of the indoor 
and outdoor exhibits at the center, and provide visual aids on how to find key locations 
such as: exhibit layouts, floating classroom pick-up, camping and boating sites, restrooms, 
food, gift shop, etc.  Accompanying this sign will be brochures and information presented 
by the Brainerd Lakes Chamber of Commerce. The signs should be able to be changed for 
seasonality and varying event schedules.  
 
Goals and Outcomes 
Overall Goals 

● Visitors will be able to identify key exhibits and activities in which they would like 
to engage  

● Visitors will be excited to explore the National Loon Center 
● Visitors will meet a community member volunteer to whom they can ask additional 

questions 
● Visitors of all ages, abilities, and cultural backgrounds will feel included 

Storyline Goals: 

● Visitors will be introduced to the “flow” of the indoor and outdoor exhibits and be 
able to follow the exhibits as they build upon one another 

 

 

 
 
13 



 

 

Storylines and Content 
The primary storyline and content purpose of this display is to introduce visitors to the 
information and activities that will be presented to them. This is also an opportunity to 
learn about the broader Brainerd Lakes community through the Chamber of Commerce.  
Expansion Opportunities 
This exhibit can be expanded by creating a touchscreen version of the NLC site map. This 
interface could also be used for visitors to purchase tickets to daily activities or the 
floating classroom.  

 
 

Exhibit Series: Loons 
The following exhibits feature the information regarding the common loon. This series of 
exhibits are the first educational information that will be presented to visitors, as the loon 
is the underpinning of the NLC. The visitors will walk past the introductory map to view 
the loon-specific exhibits that will be arranged circularly around a central statue. The 
purpose of the following exhibits serves to introduce the common loon to the visitors and 
ground them in specific facts about loons that may be new to them.  

 

Exhibit 2: Loon Sculpture 

 
Narrative 
Due to biological restrictions, the loon is unable to live in captivity for fear of infection and 
disease, and individuals are encouraged to maintain a respectful distance from the loons in 
the wild. Therefore, it is imperative that visitors are given the opportunity to be as close to 
a physical representation of the bird as possible. This “up-close” interaction will aid 
visitors in appreciating the coloring, size, shape, and other physical features of the bird 
that may be hard to examine from 2-D images, videos, or impossible to see in the wild. 
Ideally, the bird or birds would be organic specimens that had been preserved. If this 
cannot be found or used by the National Loon Center, a sculpture should be used in place 
of a taxidermied specimen.  
 
Description of Display 
The statue or specimens should be placed in the center of the room with the other exhibits 
surrounding the statue in a circular spiral. The statue will be placed on a base or podium 
that is reclaimed wood from the Brainerd Lakes Region. Ideally, the statue should have the 
loon with wings spread in order to fully understand the scale of the bird. The statue will be 
accompanied by a short description of the artist (if a sculpture) and a short description of 
what a loon is.  
 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify the common loon and its characteristics  
● Visitors will gain new appreciation of the common loon 
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Storylines and Content 
The storyline for the sculpture is to introduce visitors to the common loon in a visual 
manner. This introduction serves as a beginning for the visitors who will subsequently 
journey through more specific information about the loon. The sculpture and the 
surrounding exhibits about the loon characteristics will capture the interest of the visitors 
before they are taken through a broader scope of information about how the loon fits into 
the local lakes, the wider watershed, and ultimately the United States and Canada through 
migratory patterns. The intention of this presentation style is to lead visitors through 
ever-growing ripples that flow outward as information is presented about increasingly 
larger ecosystems and geographic areas.  

Note: Exhibits 2-12 are to be placed on a semi-circle surrounding the statue with the last 
exhibit leading visitors to the next “ripple” of information about the lakes.  

 
Expansion Opportunities 
As mentioned above, if funds permit then taxidermied specimens can be used in order to 
give the most realistic depiction as possible. Also, taxidermied or sculpted loons at 
different life stages (chick, young, adult, etc.) could be used in order to create a more 
robust still scene.  

 

Exhibit 3: Loon Eyes, Beak, and Feet 

 
Narrative 
After looking at the central sculpture, visitors will be directed to a series of displays 
surrounding the sculpture. The visitors will be guided through these displays, each one 
building off the previous. Exhibits 2-12 are designed to examine the closest physical parts 
of the loon, progressing outwards into the threats that loons face in the Western 
Hemisphere as a result of human activity.  
 
Description of Display 
The first exhibit explores the eyes, beak, and feet of the common loon. If possible physical 
representations of the loon should be available. Visitors should be encouraged to pick-up 
the “beak” that will be attached to the sign with subsequent information on beaks and 
their uses. An artificial loon eye (one that is biologically accurate, the other enlarged for 
detail), will be placed on the sign and visitors should be encouraged to touch these as well. 
If organic specimens cannot be acquired molded representations can be created for 
visitors to touch.  
 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify what loons beaks, eyes, and feet look like and their 
uses 

● Visitors will get a sense of loon beak, eye, and feet size 
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Storylines and Content 
This display serves as the first of the loon series of displays to draw visitors into the 
semicircle of loon-specific information. The eye beak and feet display was chosen to be 
the first display due to most individuals’ familiarity with these physical aspects of a bird. 
The possibly more unfamiliar topics such as differing types of loon calls and their meaning 
will be on subsequent displays.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
An expansion of this exhibit could utilize additional technology to convey the underwater 
life of a loon (expanding on the purposes of its feet), and how its abilities differ on land and 
in water. This expansion could be in the form of a video about loons or additional textual 
information about the purpose of diving.  

 

Exhibit 4: Loon Feathers (Colors and Patterns)  

 
Narrative 
Following the educational information on the eyes, feet and beak of a loon, visitors will 
have the opportunity to learn about loon feathers, colors, and patterns through the 
“discovery drawer” method. Pictured below, these discovery drawers are a low-cost 
method of being able to engage all ages of visitors by allowing them to choose the drawers 
and educational information with which they interface.  
 
Description of Display 
Loon wings and feathers will be placed in enclosed drawers or pockets windows with 
educational facts about the specimens alongside them. Encasing the specimens in a 
protective layer of glass or plastic allows for them to be protected from damage via human 
touch, but still allows for visitors to closely examine them. Due to the limited amount of 
loon wings and feathers available, supplemental or constructed versions of feathers and 
wings can be made or acquired. Note: If higher visitor volume is a concern, pocket 
windows should be utilized in lieu of drawers to allow for ease of accessibility. 
 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify feathers and wings of loons 
● Visitors will gain information of the purpose of feathers and wings 

 
Storylines and Content 
These discovery drawers serve to introduce visitors to the “discovery” method of learning 
that allows them to engage with the materials that they wish. These discovery methods 
will be subsequently used for the loon calls, look-alike birds, and art exhibits. This drawer 
method of discovery has been intentionally used in this particular exhibit to introduce 
visitors to this particular educational method with more limited discovery options. Each 
subsequent method of discovery learning gives the visitor more autonomy in the choices 
that they make in their own educational experience. The goal of introducing this method 
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at this particular point of the storyline is to prime visitors to more freely engage with the 
material, so that by the time they are introduced to the final art exhibit, where they have 
the most educational autonomy, they are ready to write or draw whatever they wish 
about the loon.  

 1

 
Expansion Opportunities 
As this exhibit’s primary learning is through visitors physically discovering different 
drawers or doors, additional funds could be utilized to procure additional specimens.  

 

Exhibit 5: Loon Calls 

 
Narrative 
The loon call may or may not be an experience individuals are familiar with about the loon. 
For this reason this exhibit must be a moment in the visitor’s experience where they can 
stop and pause to appreciate the loon calls and what they mean. Telling the visitors the 
purpose of each call will also help to personify the loon and establish a personal 
connection with the bird before visitors move onto the next exhibits.  
 
Description of Display 
The display will use a central listening table like the one pictured below, with each of the 
four calls having its own physical button to press along with a short description of what 
the call means, when it is used, etc. In order to be cost effective, multiple headphones 
should be hooked up to each sound board so that groups of people may listen to calls at 

1 Photo taken by Michele Girard at the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts 
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the same time. If fiscally possible, there should be at least two sound tables with 3-5 
headphones attached so that a larger volume of visitors can be accommodated.  

 2

Goals and Outcomes 
● Visitors will be able to identify loon calls and their meanings 
● Visitors will gain new appreciation for loon communication 

 
Storylines and Content 
As visitors progress through the cycle of loon exhibits they are meant to learn through 
reading, tactile experiences, and sound. Sound was intentionally left out of the other 
exhibits as to have visitors’ first experience with the medium be this particular exhibit. 
Most of the visitors who enter the National Loon Center will not have the opportunity to 
see a loon, but the aspect of the loon that they will likely experience in the future are the 
calls. Thus, this exhibit is an important opportunity to let visitors engage with the calls as 
long as they would like with multiple listening stations.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
If additional funds become available then scale and equipment quality would be expansion 
opportunities for this specific exhibit. Low-cost headphones can be procured, however, 
more costly noise-canceling headphones allow visitors to experience the loon calls with 
increased clarity.  If headphones are not desired for this exhibit, visitors can also obtain a 
QR code on this display and utilize their phone to listen to the loon calls.  

 

 

 

 

2 Image sourced via Google Photos 
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Exhibit 6: Loon Foraging and Feeding 

 
Narrative 
This exhibit serves to introduce visitors to the first exhibit with live specimens. This 
interaction is imperative as visitors understand the connection between the loons and 
lakes. The fish, and the information about them serve as a bridge to introduce the idea that 
the health of the loons is dependent on the health of the fish, lakes, and ultimately the 
entire ecosystem. Thus, this exhibit serves to be the first “zoom-out” to examine loons in 
their overall ecosystem.  
 
Description of Display 
The display will feature a tank of fish that loons consume with information surrounding 
the tank about how and what loons eat and forage. The original renderings of the National 
Loon Center featured a large tank of fish adjacent to windows looking out into the lakes. If 
this fish tank is constructed then the exhibit should simply utilize the existing large tank to 
avoid duplicative information and be fiscally responsive to the National Loon Center 
budget.  

Note: If live fish are unavailable then other food that loons eat and forage for should be 
depicted either as deceased specimens or artistic depictions.  

 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify how loons forage, and feed 
● Visitors will be able to identify what loons eat 
● Visitors will understand the threats to the loons food system due to climate 

change, human activity, etc.  
 

Storyline and Content 
This exhibit serves as a key focal point in the loon exhibit narratives, as it will feature the 
opportunity for visitors to see live specimens. Due to the inability for visitors to see a loon 
in captivity it is vital that the exhibits weave in as many live or life-like specimens as 
possible.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
The expansion opportunities for this exhibit would chiefly involve expanding the number 
of live specimens, and thus increase the costs for the National Loon Center. As funds 
permit, all of the sources of food that the loon consumes should be displayed to give 
visitors a full picture of their daily consumption. An additional opportunity is to include 
the items the loons use to grind their food, thus the issues of trash pollution in the lakes 
area resulting in individuals discarding or losing lead sinkers into the lakes which harm the 
loons.  
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Exhibit 7: Breeding  
 
Narrative 
There are many sub- topics in which to discuss breeding within the exhibits. For this 
particular experience, nests are an important aspect of breeding that visitors will easily 
connect with. Nests are an integral part of a loon's life, and are one of the physical aspects 
related to loons that visitors may see during their recreational activities. Also, nests are 
one of the items that humans should not interfere with the most during their 
water-related activities.  
 
Description of Display 
This exhibit will mostly focus on the “building a nest” activity. The activity will be to use 
building “blocks” shaped like natural objects that loons would use to construct a nest. Next 
to the block would be a sign telling visitors the purpose of a nest, its location,  what it is 
made of, and what people can do to avoid disturbing nests.  

Note: This exhibit has the potential to be expanded or compressed based on the season. If 
it is breeding season then the display should be enlarged in terms of both physical 
infrastructure as well as additional information added. The activity can also be moved 
outside during the warmer months to have visitors build nests with natural objects 
(sedges, grasses, sticks, needles, moss, logs, etc.).  

 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify what nests are used for 
● Visitors will be able to go through the experience of building a nest 
● Visitors will be able to identify a nest in the wild, and what to do to protect them 

 
Storyline and Content 
This exhibit fits into the overall storyline by encouraging visitors to have an additional 
discovery experience. This also serves as a “break” from visitors reading only textual 
information, and having them work with their hands in an intergenerational experience.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
There are many additional topics within breeding that could be discussed. With more 
robust funding this exhibit could include additional information on chick-rearing, 
mating-calls, mating rituals etc.  In order for visitors to more fully understand the nesting 
procedures the “live cam”  of a loon nest currently operating on Pelican Lake could be 3

showcased, and instructions given on how to access the cam once visitors return home 
from the NLC. 

3 Link to Loon Live Cam: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MtngEq4hD_c 
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Exhibit 8: Aggressive Behaviors and Predators 

 
Narrative 
For the safety of recreationalists and the loons, it is paramount to understand what a 
loon’s aggressive behavior looks like and its purpose. For this reason, this exhibit will 
show what aggressive behavior looks and sounds like to educate visitors when viewing 
loons in the wild.   

 
Description of Display 
This display will simply show a video of loons engaging in aggressive behavior with one 
another. Surrounding the video display (can be a tablet on a loop) , will be information on 
why loons engage in aggressive behavior, what visitors can do to avoid disturbing loons, 
and their natural predators.  
 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify aggressive behavior 
● Visitors will be able to identify the loon’s predators 
● Visitors will know how to avoid disturbing loons  

 
Storyline and Content 
This exhibit serves to educate visitors on how not to disturb loons and particularly loon 
nests. As visitors move through the loon exhibits, the goal is for individuals to personally 
connect with the loon. Although this connection sentiment is wonderful, it is important 
the visitors understand not to disturb the loons in their natural habitat.   
 
Expansion Opportunities 
If fiscally possible, this exhibit could feature a partnership with the Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR) with their wildlife experts detailing how to act 
and react to wildlife if encountered. This exhibit could not only touch on loons but on 
other animals that the visitors might encounter in the Brainerd Lakes Region.  

 
 
Exhibit 9: Loon Size, and Loon “ Look-Alikes” 
 
Narrative 
This display serves to have visitors be able to place the loon in the broader bird ecosystem 
within the Brainerd Lakes Area. Prior to this display visitors have only been given loon 
specific information, so this exhibit serves to open visitors to the loon’s wider habitat and 
“friends”.  
 
Description of Display: 
The display will be a series of taxidermied or sculpted birds who are often mistaken for the 
loon in a glass display, much like the one pictured below, although shorter as to not 
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obscure the sculpture in the middle of the loon exhibits . In front of the wall of birds will be 
a mounted screen that visitors can scroll through with an image of a loon look-alike with a 
short paragraph about the bird.  

 4

 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify other birds in the local ecosystem 
● Visitors will be able to appreciate the local diversity of bird life 

 
Storyline and Content 
Being able to identify loons in the wider ecosystem will allow visitors to begin to see how 
loons are an important part of a larger system.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
The main expansion opportunity here is once again scale and the expansion of the 
technological element. As can be seen in the photo above, the screens detailing the 
species can be increased in size and number for ease of access. The number of birds can be 
expanded as well if funds allow.  
 

 

Exhibit 10: Loon Migration 

 
Narrative 
This display serves as the first time that individuals will engage with the loon beyond 
understanding the bird in its local habitat, thus the focus of this exhibit is showing the 
breadth of the loon’s journey. The idea for this exhibit is to examine the loon’s flight 
pattern in the United States. Although loon’s are an international species, the United 

4  Photo taken by Michele Girard at the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts 
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States makes an easier point of reference for most of the visitors who will come to the 
National Loon Center. If the geographic desire is to expand this particular exhibit, 
information on Canada may be added.  
 
Description of Display 
The focal point of this exhibit will be a map, much like the one pictured below, showing the 
migration of loons over an annual cycle, placed on a standing static display. This map may 
depict the overall population of loons and their migration, or it may follow a few particular 
loons that have been tracked by scientists over many years. The map should focus on 
those loons who begin their lives in Minnesota and return to breed here. Although loons in 
other states are important and can be subsequently mentioned, focusing on Minnesota 
loons will allow visitors to more deeply anchor themselves to the local landscape. If budget 
allows, the map could be digitized and allow visitors to interact with migration further. 
Surrounding the map is information on loon migration and its purpose.  

 5

 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify the purpose of migration 
● Visitors will be able to identify the geographic migration of a Minnesota loon 

 
Storyline and Content 
As previously mentioned, this will be the first exhibit in which visitors will see the loon in a 
wider geographic setting, in this sense this exhibit serves to continue “zooming-out”. 
Slowly, educational information on the loon will decrease as the educational experience 
shifts to the lakes and water quality.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
This exhibit serves to showcase the largest expansion opportunity for the National Loon 
Center, as virtual reality can be added to showcase the loon’s migration. This exhibit 
would allow for visitors to enter into a “loon’s reality” in which they experience flying.  

5 Image sourced from the United States Geological Survey 
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Another expansion opportunity for this exhibit includes detailing the banding process and 
its significance for loon tracking and migration. This information can be displayed through 
USGS videos of the migration of the loons hatched on the Whitefish Chain in Minnesota.  

An activity expansion for this exhibit could include measuring the “runway” (100-600 feet 
estimated by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources) needed for loons to 
take-off from the water. This measurement activity could be conducted in or outside, and 
visitors could be prompted to guess the length of the runway, encouraged to travel the 
length of it, etc. This activity would showcase the size of water bodies that loons need to 
inhabit in order to land and take-off, and the length of the loon’s needed runway relative 
to other species.  

 

Exhibit 11: Human-Loon Interactions and Threats 

 
Narrative 
This exhibit will primarily focus on two types of loon-human contact: the first is 
human-loon interactions, the second is threats that humans pose to loons. It is imperative 
to showcase both of these scenarios as visitors need to understand how to interact with 
loons if they are to encounter one, but also how their everyday recreational activities 
affect the birds.  
 
Description of Display 
For the human threats portion of the exhibit, the focus is on identifying what recreational 
activities visitors engage in and how they impact the local loon population. Visitors will see 
a sign that has flip-up cards with the names and/or pictures of recreational activities 
printed on each one. Above the flip-up cards will read, “What types of outdoor activities 
do you like to do?”. Visitors may choose which activity or activities they enjoy and 
subsequently flip-up the card to read information on how this impacts a loon. The most 
popular activities at the local level are: fishing, motor boating, wakeboarding, 
kayaking/canoeing, hiking, birdwatching, camping, and personal watercraft use, such as jet 
skiing. Each activity will have specific suggestions as to what a human can do to safely 
engage in these fun activities whilst keeping the loon’s health in mind. As to not only dwell 
on the negative impacts of human-loon interactions, this exhibit can also feature positive 
DNR, volunteer, or local programs that are aiding the loon populations. Although 
organizations like these may be mentioned in other exhibits, this particular example can 
center on organizations that focus on human-loon interactions based on recreational 
activities.  

Next to these flip cards will be a do’s and don’ts list of how to interact with a loon if you 
see one in the wild. This list will feature 3-5 do’s and don'ts to keep the information 
digestible to a wide variety of audiences. If a more technological exhibit is desired, a video 
could be displayed with a wildlife conservationist telling visitors these do’s and don’ts 
through a 2 minute video presentation. The emphasis for these do’s and don'ts should 
center on reminding individuals  how to interpret the behavior and/or calls that the loons 

 
 
24 



 

 

are exhibiting, reinforcing the information that was presented in previous exhibits. In 
order to keep the exhibit “fresh” the cards or activities can be rotated to showcase 
different seasonal information.   

 
Storyline and Content 
This exhibit serves to begin having the visitor contemplate how humans impact their 
natural surroundings. As to not overwhelm or overcomplicate human impacts, this display 
will focus on everyday recreational activities that visitors engage in and how they can be 
more aware of the impacts on wildlife, and hopefully be an environmental advocate. Later 
in the lake-related exhibits, visitors will be exposed to how human activity impacts a large 
watershed. 
 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will understand how to interact with a loon in the wild 
● Visitors will be able to identify how their recreational activities affect the loon 
● Visitors will know what to do and not do if they encounter a loon or loon nest in the 

wild 
 
Expansion Opportunities 
 A more technological display would feature a touch screen with a quiz that visitors could 
take about what their favorite activities are and receive information on how their 
activities impact the loons and lakes.  

 

Exhibit 12: Draw and/or Write About a Loon! 

 
Narrative 
After previewing and taking-in all of the information about loons, visitors will be invited to 
write or draw about loons. Although this type of hands-on activity is typically-geared 
towards children, this particular display will be set-up for inter-generational visitors. This 
exhibit serves to “cement” the information presented to the visitors through the previous 
exhibits, as well as provide a break from intaking information.  
 
Description of Display 
A table will be set-up with seats (accessibility in mind) with instructions for the activity 
printed on different locations on the table. In the center will be drawing materials such as 
paper and markers, as well as loon feathers, feet, beaks, and other physical parts of a loon 
(non-organic depictions can be used as well). These items are meant to spur or remind 
visitors of what they can draw or write about. An example of a similar exhibit in a 
Massachusetts nature museum is provided below. Visitors can also be asked to write 
something new that they learned at the NLC or respond to other writing prompts that are 
provided. These responses along with any other art created, with permission, would be 
placed on adhesive notes and displayed at the NLC for other visitors to view. 
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Goals and Outcomes 
● Visitors will be able to artistically express themselves while reflecting on the loon 

information  
● Visitors will be able to retain information about loons 
● Visitors will have the chance to engage with one another in an informal 

environment 
 
Storylines and Content 
This exhibit serves to “close” the loon exhibit by allowing visitors to engage in an 
experiential learning activity before moving on to the broader topics of lakes and water 
information.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
If the exhibit is to be expanded, there is also the opportunity for the creation and 
decoration of loon-themed hats for children to wear. The creation and subsequent 
wearing of these hats will help younger audiences personify the loon. In terms of 
technological expansion visitors could be invited to draw on touch-screen tablets in order 
to be used for the National Loon Center’s future marketing materials, similar to the 
artwork that was utilized as the cover page for this report.  
 
 
 
 

6  Photo taken by Michele Girard at the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts 
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Exhibit Series: Lakes 

In the next series of exhibits, the visitors will make the transition between the exhibits 
specific to the loon and move to learning about the lakes. However, it is imperative to 
emphasize that the lake-specific exhibits will be designed in order to teach visitors how 
the lakes and aquatic systems affect the health and well-being of the loons. The following 
exhibits emphasize human activities and subsequent degradation of the environmental 
impact on the loons, lakes, and ultimately the entire Pine River Watershed. The previous 
exhibits focused on very specific loon information, and the water-specific exhibits will 
effectively “zoom-out”, teaching visitors how water, lake, and watershed quality affect this 
one specific bird.  

 

Exhibit 13: “I am the Loons and Lakes” Video Exhibit 

 
Narrative 
This exhibit serves as the introduction for visitors to the lake-specific exhibits. Although 
visitors may have spent time on lakes, know what and where they are, and be able to 
intellectually engage with the idea of a “lake region” may be harder for visitors to 
conceptualize. Through connecting visitors to the local community and detailing how they 
depend on the lakes, loons, and other natural environments for their way of life, visitors 
are more likely to become environmental advocates.   
 
Description of Display 
The display will feature a tablet on a stand with a series of videos that visitors will use the 
tablet’s touch screen to view. Each video will feature a different community member, with 
the goal of representing the widest variety of community perspectives so that visitors can 
have a holistic experience. Each of the videos will be approximately one to two minutes 
long and have the community members explain who they are, why the lakes and loons are 
important to them, and steps they are taking to protect their local environment. These 
videos are meant to quickly expose the visitor to as many community stories as possible 
and be introduced to how they might engage in protecting the loons and lakes. At the end 
of each video the community member should say “I am the Loons and Lakes” (Shedd 
Aquarium, 2020) so as to emphasize their connection to the natural environment. If 
visitors watch multiple videos they hear this parting said multiple times which will 
increase their chances at remembering the videos and their messages. Below is an 
example of the display.  
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Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify how community members work to protect the loons 
and lakes 

● Visitors will be able to identify organizations that work to protect the loons and 
lakes 

● Visitors will have a deeper understanding of why the loons and lakes matter to the 
community 
 

Storyline and Content 
The overarching goal of this exhibit is to foster connection between visitors and the local 
members. Although some visitors will be from the nearby area, it is important to note that 
a large portion of the visitors will be from outside of the community. For this reason it is 
imperative that out-of-towners are able to connect with locals in some way. This exhibit 
also serves to start to connect human activities with the natural environment.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
In order to further the inclusivity of the exhibit described above, each month, new local 
community members should be added to replace the older segments. Although this 
updating will require additional staff and resources, new material will ensure that 
community members and their families feel included and continue to come to the National 
Loon Center year-round to see individuals they know.   

 

 

7  Photo taken by Michele Girard at Shedd Aquarium in Chicago, Illinois 

 
 
28 



 

 

Exhibit 14: Water Quality and Testing 

 
Narrative 
Mirroring the beginning of the loon exhibits, this water quality and testing exhibit is 
purposefully specific before exposing visitors to wider issues in the overall lakes and 
watersheds. As the visitors have just watched community member’s stories, this exhibit 
serves to further highlight community organizations that undertake water testing and 
quality monitoring. Showcasing community organizations will also tie into the overall 
emphasis on citizen science that will be spoken to in the following exhibits.  
 
Description of Display 
A series of large cylinders full of water will be placed in a straight line on a raised table. 
The water in each cylindrical tube will be taken from the Brainerd Lakes Region. Each 
cylinder will feature water that will differ in clarities. Visitors will be led through a testing 
activity with a volunteer or staff member who will explain how to test water, why it’s 
important, who does the testing, and how water quality affects the loon (below is a photo 
of a water quality test kit). This exhibit will also feature standing signs beside the water 
testing activity that outline the abbreviated version of all of the information that the 
volunteer is presenting to make sure visitors have accessible information. The sign can 
also include information on how to become involved in local water quality testing 
activities.  

For seasonal mobility this exhibit can also be moved outside for the spring and summer 
seasons, and will also be touched-upon within the curriculum of the floating classroom.  

 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors learn how to test water, and what each water quality result means 
● Visitors will understand how water quality affects the loons and lakes 
● Visitors will be able to identify local organizations that conduct water quality 

testing 
● Visitors will understand how water quality data is used for future efforts 

 
Storyline and Content 
This exhibit serves as a stepping-stone for visitors by engaging them in a hands-on activity 
that will form the foundation for the subsequent exhibits. By understanding how water 
quality affects the loons and lake ecosystems, the visitors will start to piece together how 
animals are dependent on the quality of their environment for survival. 
 
Expansion Opportunities 
Although citizen groups like Whitefish Area Property Owners Association (WAPOA) will 
be mentioned briefly in the textual information, a more detailed depiction of WAPOA’s 
activities and how data is used for water improvement grants, shoreline restoration, etc. 
could be detailed through a video featuring a WAPOA member or additional signage.  
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Exhibit 15: Aquatic Invasive Species (AIS) 

 
Narrative 
This exhibit serves to educate visitors on the aquatic invasive species that live in the 
Brainerd Lakes Region, and how their existence and continued spread harms the loons and 
lakes. This exhibit also serves to teach visitors how AIS spread, how to prevent that 
spread, and mitigation efforts that are underway. Like the previous exhibit on water 
quality, this exhibit serves to give visitors an example of how their individual actions can 
protect the loons and lakes.  
 
Description of Display 
This display will feature a series of small tanks, each with a different invasive species 
inside. Showing visitors live specimens is an extremely important aspect of the exhibit as it 
helps to visually engage them, while teaching about AIS mitigation efforts. Next to each 
tank will be a description of the invasive species, their history, where they are, how they 
spread, and what efforts are being undertaken to prevent their spread and to eradicate 
them (an example of this signage can be seen below).  

8 Image courtesy of John Forney 
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Goals and Outcomes 
● Visitors will be able to identify the aquatic invasive species in the Brainerd Lakes 

Region 
● Visitors will be able to understand how aquatic invasive species harm the loons and 

lakes 
● Visitors will be able to identify how aquatic invasive species spread and how to 

stop that spread, and the likelihood of future AIS species invasions 
● Visitors will be able to identify what mitigation efforts are happening in the 

Brainerd Lakes Region 
 
Storyline and Content 
Due to the limited options for organic specimens in the National Loon Center, featuring 
live invasive species in this exhibit is a key opportunity for visitors to connect and identify 
invasive species. Although the floating classroom will integrate invasive species education, 
all visitors may not be able to engage in that experience. Being able to see the specimens 
up close serves to also encourage visitors to be able to identify aquatic invasive species in 
their environment and how to mitigate their spread. This exhibit is intended to serve as an 
introduction to AIS, a hands-on experience will be provided for visitors to enjoy in the 
floating classroom.  

 

9 Photo taken by Michele Girard at Shedd Aquarium in Chicago, Illinois 
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Expansion Opportunities 
If funds allow a more diverse range of specimens should be showcased. The number of 
specimens can be increased or decreased depending on the fiscal availability. If live 
specimens cannot be acquired then artistic depictions, deceased specimens of the species, 
or videos of AIS can be utilized.  

 

Exhibit 16: Pine River Dam History and Historic Water Levels 

 
Narrative 
This display serves to briefly educate visitors on the purpose and history of the Pine River 
Dam. This display will also include information from the Minnesota DNR on their “Lake 
Level Minnesota Volunteering” programs (Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, 
2020), as well as a brief history of the Crosslake, Minnesota U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ 
involvement with the dam. The local organizational histories serve to encourage visitors 
to become engaged with water level monitoring at the state level.  
 
Description of Display 
This display will feature a sign with historical and current photos of the Pine River Dam 
and its history, function, and importance in the Brainerd Lakes Region. This information 
can be sourced from the local historical society. Textual signage  will also include 
information as to how visitors can become involved in historical society activities and the 
“Lake Level Minnesota Volunteering” programs. This sign will also include information on 
why lake water levels vary and its effect on the loon.  

An optional add on to this display is a children’s dam building activity, entitled “Let’s Build 
a Dam” (Paquette, 2020). This activity has been developed to teach children the purpose 
of a dam and how to construct one with natural materials. The activity could be hosted at 
this station by a volunteer and be conducted 1-4 times daily (depending on the season) for 
visitors and their children who sign-up at the welcome desk (with limited spaces so as to 
not overwhelm volunteers). In this presentation the volunteer would conduct the activity 
with the children and adults and briefly explain the information displayed on the Pine 
River Dam and water level display. 

 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify the purpose and location of the Pine River Dam 
● Visitors will understand the importance of dams as water level management tools 
● Visitors will understand why lake water levels vary and volunteer monitoring 

opportunities in Minnesota 
● Visitors will be able to understand how water level variations affect the loons 

 
Storyline and Content 
This exhibit serves to anchor the National Loon Center within the historic community by 
showcasing the Pine River Dam. Thus far visitors have been mostly introduced to the 
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general geographic area; the dam serves as another focal point for individuals to go to in 
the wider community. The hope is that visitors not only connect with the National Loon 
Center but the wider community landmarks as well.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
The expansion opportunity within this exhibit lies in the expansion of the CORPS 
information provided to visitors. This additional information could be presented in textual 
form using historic maps, water data levels etc. If time and funds allow, a CORPS volunteer 
could lead educational activities surrounding the dam and/or water levels.  

 

Exhibit 17: Shoreline Protection: Why it Matters to the Lake, the Loon, and You 

 
Narrative 
This exhibit aims to educate visitors about the purpose and necessity of protecting or 
restoring their shoreline to avoid erosion, lake sedimentation, algal blooms, increased 
aquatic growth, and loss of habitat for wildlife. The exhibit will examine shoreline 
protection and restoration from three perspectives: the lake, the loon, and a human being. 
Woven into the exhibit will also be information provided by the Minnesota DNR to 
educate visitors on their useful tools such as: Restore Your Shore, Score Your Shore, and 
others. 
 
Description of Display 
The display will consist of two separate parts: one will feature before and after shoreline 
restoration photos along with information about DNR programs, the other will be a large 
display featuring educational information about how unrestored shorelines affect the 
loon, the lake, and you!  

The before and after photos can be sourced from the Minnesota DNR, and be displayed in 
an art gallery style with each photo coupled with a description underneath, rotated in 
order to display new projects. Before and after photos should be sourced from the 
Brainerd Lakes Region if possible so as to give visitors a local connection to the shoreline 
restoration projects. This textual information will also include past restoration techniques 
like “rip rap” and their disadvantages to educate visitors as to the importance of staying 
up-to-date with best practices.   

In front of the hanging photos there will be a display divided into three portions: the loon, 
the lake, and a human being. Each section will personify its character (i.e. Lucky the loon, 
Larry the lake) and through a first person voice the character will describe the why 
shoreline restoration is important for their health and well-being. This exhibit will also 
feature a tie-into the opportunities to see restored shorelines on the outdoor boardwalk 
and the floating classroom.  
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Goals and Outcomes 
● Visitors will be able to identify shoreline restoration/protection tools available to 

them 
● Visitors will understand what shoreline restoration is and its importance 
● Visitors will be able to understand why shoreline restoration is important to the 

health of the loons, lakes, and themselves 
 
Storyline and Content 
The storyline for this display aims to transform and challenge some of the visitor’s 
preconceived notions about natural shorelines, shoreline restoration and its effects on the 
surrounding environment. This exhibit operates under the assumption that most of the 
visitors will not have had past experiences with shoreline restoration. It is this 
unfamiliarity that makes this exhibit’s focus on giving visitors their own tools to improve 
their shoreline, or their communities, so important. In addition, the overarching goals of 
the exhibit are to provide visitors the opportunity to connect the intellectual concept of 
shoreline restoration to physical examples, and how shorelines and their degradation 
impact all life forms. In this sense, it is imperative that visitors are able to visually identify 
an unhealthy and healthy shoreline through the before and after photos, and hopefully 
change their habits and be an advocate for restoration projects. The personified stories 
aim to educate younger audiences about why shorelines are important as well as to 
connect younger visitors to their natural world.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
Expansion opportunities for this exhibit would include the expansion of information 
related to restoration projects in the local area, such as the Whitefish Restoration projects 
funded by WAPOA.  

 

Exhibit 18: Watersheds: What are They and Why are They Important? 

 
Narrative 
This display aims to engage visitors regarding  watersheds showcasing a watershed map of 
the Brainerd Lakes Region. In the previous water-centric exhibits visitors have been 
slowly “zooming out” as each display covers a wider geographic area than the next. This 
watershed exhibit aims to “zoom-out” by detailing the Pine River Watershed as a whole. 
 
Description of Display 
This display will feature a watershed map (either two dimensional or topographic) of the 
Pine River Watershed, much like the one depicted below. The exhibit will cover the 
following overarching topics: what is a watershed, how do they work, how does pollution 
affect them, and why a healthy watershed is important for a healthy loon.  
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Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify what a watershed is and its purpose 
● Visitors will be able to locate the Pine River Watershed 
● Visitors will be able to understand how pollution affects a watershed 
● Visitors will be able to make the connection between a loon’s and watershed’s 

health 
● Visitors will be able to make the connection between ecosystem health and the 

enjoyment of our waters  
● Visitors will understand the interconnectivity of watershed, lake, and loon health  

 
Storyline and Content 
Watersheds and their management can be unfamiliar and difficult topics for visitors to 
comprehend. Displaying the information through a simplified map will aid in visitor 
comprehension and interaction.   
 
Expansion Opportunities 
An optional addition or substitution for this exhibit is to digitize this map by using a 
Geographic Information System (GIS). GIS is a digital platform that allows for map 
creation that utilizes storytelling. This digital map would be displayed on a touch screen 
and allow visitors to explore the information outlined above via a large tablet on display.  
In addition or in lieu of the GIS feature another simulation table, or “Simtable” could be 
used, and feature data visualizations from the Pine River Watershed Alliance and/or the 
“One Watershed One Plan” (Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources, 2018). These 
simulations could be used by visitors to predict how deforestation, stormwater run-off, 
erosion, or a failing septic system could affect the health of a watershed.  

10 Photo courtesy of the Ojai Valley Museum in Ojai, California 
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Another expansion opportunity is to couple the textual and map portions of the exhibit 
with a watershed related activity. This activity could be led by a volunteer, or National 
Loon Center staff. The purpose of the activity would be to showcase how watersheds are 
interconnected and how pollution can travel and affect multiple watersheds.  

 

Exhibit 19: Human Activities and Their Effects on Water Quality in the Brainerd Lakes 
Region 

 
Narrative 
The exhibit serves to educate individuals on how their specific pollution activities affect 
the lakes and loons. These pollution activities could include topics such as water usage, 
lead tackle, personal chemical usage such as fertilizers, detergents, road salts, waterfront 
placements of fire pits, etc (Landowner’s Guide to Lake Stewardship, 2008). Each one of 
the pollution activities will be coupled with things they can do after they leave the NLC to 
help improve water quality. The exhibit aims to provide suggestions of how individuals’ 
small improvements can create large positive improvements in water quality.  
 
Description of Display 
This exhibit will feature a board game like set-up displayed on the floor. Visitors will move 
along the roads or tiles of the game and be asked questions about water quality such as 
“Are household detergents with phosphorus healthy for the watershed?” Depending on 
their response of yes or no, the visitor will then follow the floor path to the next section or 
question. If a participant responds incorrectly to a question they can be directed to a short 
text explanation on the floor of the right response. This exhibit serves as a “test” for 
visitors to take at the end of the information they have been presented by the previous 
lakes exhibits. This “game” is also an accessible and fun way to get visitors moving with 
children, and not be presented with an overwhelming amount of textual information. 
Below is a mock-up of a possible game.  
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Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to identify water pollution activities they engage in and how to 
mitigate them 

● Visitors will understand how the pollution activities they engage in affect the 
health of the loons, lakes, and themselves 

 

11 Image created by Michele Girard 
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Storyline and Content 
The game above serves as one of the final opportunities to impart information to guests as 
how to protect their watersheds. If visitors retain or remember little other information 
presented in lakes exhibits, this game serves to remind them of the key “take-aways” 
surrounding water quality.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
This exhibit could use semi-permanent adhesive solutions to rotate questions based on 
seasonal needs (i.e. firepits and lawn fertilizers in the summer months). The game could 
also be implemented through digital means, such as a tablet or touchscreen upon which 
visitors could take the quiz.  

 

Exhibit 20: Guest Activity Center 

 
Narrative 
The purpose of this exhibit is to provide an activity space for intergenerational activities 
that are led by National Loon Center staff or volunteers. Although one of the goals of the 
National Loon Center is to educate visitors on the loons and lakes through more 
traditional means such as reading or viewing educational videos, it is important to provide 
yet another space for experiential, hands-on learning.  
 
Description of Display 
This mini activity center could simply be an available corner or alcove with a movable 
divider for privacy from other exhibits so as not to disturb non-participating visitors 
during activities. Depending on the needs of the activity, foldable chairs, tables, and other 
necessary equipment can be moved easily with rolling furniture options. The activities 
would vary by season, and relate to the loons or lakes. The activities schedule would be 
posted at the welcome desk, and visitors would be able to receive a ticket or sticker that 
would allow them into the activity. Depending on the season or number of visitors, 
activities can be conducted 1-4 times daily, and have sessions that both children and 
adults can participate in. This activities center also provides an opportunity for visitors 
who may not want or be able to access the outdoor educational experiences at the 
National Loon Center.  
 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will be able to learn new information about the loons and lakes through 
hands-on activities 

● Visitors will be able to connect with others through activities 
● Visitors will be able to come away from the activity center with actionable items 

that they can do to help to advocate and protect the loons and lakes 
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Storyline and Content 
The purpose of this exhibit is to engage visitors in habit forming, in regards to the 
actionable items that they will engage in after they leave the National Loon Center. The 
goal is to have visitor’s last experience at the NLC be having visitors reflect on their 
responsibility to protect and/or advocate for the loons and lakes.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
There are two main opportunities for this exhibit. The first is to have a visitor-driven 
photo gallery on digital display. This display would feature photos or videos of the lakes, 
loons, and other local habitats or ecosystems. Visitors contributing to the gallery will 
hopefully encourage higher communal input.  
The second opportunity is an “actionable pledge”. This exhibit features a writing activity 
that gives visitors the opportunity to write down activities or practices they would engage 
in to protect the loons and lakes. These “pledges” could be written on sticky-notes and 
posted on a wall at the National Loon Center, or written on postcards that could be sent to 
visitors after they are home from their visit. These pledges could also be written in a 
digital format using a digital whiteboard. Whatever format is used, the pledges should be 
showcased at the NLC. 

 

Exhibit 21: Floating Classroom 

 
Narrative 
This floating classroom will accompany and enhance the educational information 
presented both inside and outside of the National Loon Center. The Floating Classroom is 
an opportunity to showcase the Brainerd Lakes Region while educating visitors through 
educational activities such as water-quality testing, loon watching, etc. Due to loon’s 
incapability to live in captivity, this classroom serves to give visitors an additional 
opportunity to connect with the local ecosystem.  
 
Description of Display 
The floating classroom (Lake George Association, 2020) is designed to provide a hands-on 
aquatic experience for an intergenerational audience. Topics on the floating classroom 
will be solely centered on the issues most relevant to the Brainerd Lakes Region. Visitors 
will be able to complete activities similar to water quality testing, invasive species 
identification, loon-nest observations, etc. The floating classroom will have a daily 
schedule of tours that may vary by season or visitor group. Local schools or other 
organizations can have the option to rent the classroom for private events. Seasonal 
variation is imperative to draw student visitors and others to the NLC and floating 
classroom for the fall and spring seasons. Visitors will be able to schedule a floating 
classroom tour either in-person at the National Loon Center or online.   
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Goals and Outcomes 
● Visitors will experience hands-on educational learning opportunities related the 

Brainerd Lakes Region 
● Visitors will learn how to test water, identify species in the wild, etc.  

 
Storyline and Content 
The floating classroom serves as an important addition to the National Loon Center 
experience. The classroom is uniquely placed within the NLC to connect visitors to the 
local community and ecosystem by providing this hands-on experience, that will serve to 
enhance an individual’s experience and not wholly supplant the indoor our boardwalk 
exhibits.  
 
Expansion Opportunities 
Expansion opportunities for the floating classroom fall into three main categories: 
increased infrastructural capacity (more capacity), increased and/or more varied 
educational offerings, and geographically expanded to other lakes.  

 

Exhibit 22: “Wow” Rotating Signage/Fun Facts 

 
Narrative 
Drawing visitors back to the National Loon Center frequently is imperative in order to 
foster growth, community, and continued learning and advocacy. In order to continue to 
attract visitors, new information, exhibits, and activities must be utilized in addition to the 
aforementioned exhibits. These injections of new information will hopefully result in 
individuals making seasonal visits to the NLC in order to explore new facets of the center 
they have yet to experience.  
 
Description of Display 
Each exhibit will feature signage stating a “Wow!” or fun facts about the loon, lakes, or 
local ecosystem. The signs will coordinate with each exhibit, for example the exhibit on 
loon migration could feature a “Wow!” removable sign that says, “Did you know that a 
loon requires a runway of 100 to 600 feet to take off?”. The signs could be removable in 
order to be rotated and interchanged. These “Wow!” signs could also be an inspiration for 
games and activities, a child could receive a small token from the NLC if they were to 
remember three fun facts.  
 
Goals and Outcomes 

● Visitors will learn new easily-remembered educational facts about lakes, loons, and 
ecosystems 

● Visitors will be drawn back to the NLC multiple times a year 
● Younger visitors will be incentivized to learn educational information about loons, 

lakes, and ecosystems 
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Storyline and Content 
These signs serve as a digestible way for visitors to remember small but important facts 
regarding topical information. The exhibits include a wealth of information that may be 
overwhelming to visitors during their visit. These fun facts serve as a quick reference point 
for visitors to be able to digest a small amount of information from each exhibit. These 
“Wow!” or fun facts should be thought of as key “takeaways” and should be educational 
enough to ensure that all visitors leave the NLC with, at a minimum, these key facts. 
 
Expansion Opportunities 
A more technological solution to this exhibit would be to use QR codes on each sign to 
enable visitors to use their smartphones in order to access the fun facts This would be a 
less time-intensive way to rotate the fun facts on a regular basis, although it would require 
visitors to have personal technology.  
Another technological addition to the exhibit could be allowing visitors to record their 
voice or a short video stating the fun fact and display these snippets throughout the 
exhibits.  
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Appendix 

Feasibility Matrix 
Table Key: 
Cost (＄): A 1-3 dollar sign scale indicating how expensive the exhibit is to create and maintain  

Seasonality (☂): A 1-3 umbrella scale indicating how the exhibit can be physically moved from indoors to outdoors and/or 
expanded for different seasonal needs. A one umbrella indicates that the exhibit has the lowest mobility and flexibility, and three 
umbrellas indicate the highest level of mobility and flexibility.  

Technological Needs (⏣): A 1-3 lug scale indicating how much technological infrastructure is need to create and maintain the 
exhibit. A one lug indicating that the exhibit requires the lowest form of technological input (i.e. just a physical sign), and three lugs 
indicating the highest level of technological need. 

Timeframe (🕓): A 1-3 clock scale indicating the timeframe  of each exhibit, a 1 indicating that the exhibit should be implemented 
upon the opening of the National Loon Center, a three indicating that the exhibit can be implemented at a later time with additional 
funding or space.  
*Please note that the exhibits are rated on their base description and not on the “expansion opportunities” exhibit  
 
 

Exhibit Name   Cost (＄)  Seasonality (☂)  Technological Needs ( ⏣ )  Timeframe ( 🕓) 

Exhibit 1: Introduction to the 
National Loon Center 

＄  ☂  ⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 2: Loon Sculpture 
＄＄  ☂  ⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 3: Loon Eyes, Beak, 
Feet 

＄＄  ☂  ⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 4: Loon Feathers 
(Colors and Patterns) 

＄＄  ☂  ⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 5: Loon Calls 
＄＄  ☂  ⏣⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 6: Loon Foraging and 
Feeding 

＄＄＄  ☂  ⏣⏣⏣  🕓🕓 

Exhibit 7: Breeding  
＄  ☂☂  ⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 8: Aggressive 
behaviors and Predators 

＄  ☂  ⏣⏣⏣  🕓🕓 

Exhibit 9: Loon size, and Loon 
“loon look-alikes” 

＄＄＄  ☂  ⏣⏣  🕓🕓🕓 

Exhibit 10: Loon Migration 

 

＄  ☂☂☂  ⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 11: Human-loon 
Interactions and Threats 

＄  ☂☂☂ 
 

⏣  🕓 
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Exhibit 12: Draw and/or write 
about a Loon! 

＄  ☂☂  ⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 13: “I am the Loons 
and Lakes” Video Exhibit 

＄＄  ☂  ⏣⏣⏣  🕓🕓 

Exhibit 14: Water Quality and 
Testing 

＄＄  ☂☂☂  ⏣  🕓🕓 

Exhibit 15: Aquatic Invasive 
Species (AIS) 

＄＄＄  ☂  ⏣⏣⏣  🕓🕓 

Exhibit 16: Pine River Dam 
History and Historic Water 
Levels 

＄  ☂☂☂  ⏣  🕓🕓🕓 

Exhibit 17: Shoreline 
Protection: Why it Matters to 
the Lake, the Loon, and You 

＄  ☂☂  ⏣  🕓🕓 

Exhibit 18: Watersheds: 
What are They and Why are 
They Important? 

＄  ☂☂☂  ⏣  🕓 

Exhibit 19: Human Activities 
and Their Effects on Water 
Quality in the Brainerd Lakes 
Region 

＄  ☂  ⏣  🕓🕓 

Exhibit 20: Guest Activity 
Center 

＄  ☂☂☂  ⏣⏣  🕓🕓 

Exhibit 21: Floating 
Classroom 

＄＄＄  ☂☂  ⏣⏣⏣  🕓🕓🕓 

Exhibit 22: “Wow” Rotating 
Signage/Fun Facts 

＄  ☂☂☂  ⏣  🕓🕓 
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