
24 PRIVATE UNIVERSITY PRODUCTS AND NEWS pupnmag.com



MARCH 2017 25pupnmag.com

When it comes to upgrading your college's or university’s 

performance spaces, there is typically a delicate balance 

between cost and integrating the latest technology. Usually 

a lot of thought is given to the visible aspects of the space,  

and not much consideration is taken for the gear that makes 

it all work. However, those systems have a direct impact on 

the quality of the presentation on the stage.

W H A T  T O  C O N S I D E R

WHEN UPGRADING YOUR 
PERFORMANCE SPACE

by Robert Mentele

DON’T LEAVE YOUR LIGHTING IN THE DARK



26 PRIVATE UNIVERSITY PRODUCTS AND NEWS pupnmag.com

BED 
BUGS

Smelly 
backpack

 Mold

YOU SHOULD HAVE USED STERIFAB

Bacteria/ 
Mildew

Fleas/ 
Ticks 

Sometimes the task seems overwhelming 
and complicated. Yet, providing the best 
auditorium for your students and classes, and 
staying on top of the return on your investments 
is not that difficult, as long as your system is 
designed properly. 

If a system is designed well, you should be 
able to integrate new technology easily and 
without any drastic changes. Ultimately, if your 
system works, and you’re not having reliability 
issues, it can last for 10 to 20 years. 

No matter what your system is like now, it’s 
always smart to think about what you’ll need in 
the future, and what technology it may be able 
to handle in upcoming years, and even decades. 
In order to make sure your upgrades last as long 
as possible, always purchase quality gear and 
“future proof” your space as much as possible.

With any upgrade that involves anything 
as large and as complicated as a performance 
space, the biggest concern is safety. Be sure to 
always have your system inspected by a licensed 
professional. This doesn’t just include your 
lighting, but rigging, audio and any installed 
systems should be inspected before making 
any changes. If everything in your system is 

safe to use, up to code and in full working 
order, you can make your first big decisions. 

The first question you should ask is, “What 
can we afford?” Once you have an idea of your 
working budget, you can begin to parse out 
upgrading opportunities. Figure out what you 
can tackle right away, as well as what steps 
you’ll have to take to get there. 

Small Budget (under $25,000)
If you don’t have a budget for upgrading your 
college’s or university’s performance space(s), be 
sure to add saving to the top of your goals list. 
That way, when you have enough, you’ll be able 
to spend it wisely. One of the biggest mistakes 
you can make is moving forward with an 
upgrade to your lighting system without having 
a sufficient budget to do it properly. If your space 
is under-designed, it won’t last very long, and 
will likely have to be fixed shortly after instal-
lation. This not only deprives your students and 
staff of the proper tools to learn, but it can also 
be a waste of the funds you have available.

Think about your neighbors—are any 
spaces around you upgrading their own 
systems? You may be able to purchase their 

second-hand equipment, and give it more 
life in your auditorium. This is easiest with 
smaller items, such as lighting fixtures and soft 
goods, but you can repurpose almost anything. 
Purchasing used gear from reputable resellers 
can also be a great option while you save up for 
a bigger overhaul.

Medium Budget ($25,000-100,000)
If you have a failing infrastructure—or 
antiquated gear you can’t get parts for—your 
money would be best spent upgrading those 
pieces. The first major option is to simply 
upgrade your power control system to 
something functional. It’s not the cheapest 
option, but it can last for many years. 

Many spaces look into converting to LED 
when changes need to be made. Upgrading your 
entire system to handle this newer technology 
can often save you more money in the long 
run, verses only partially upgrading the system. 
Installing a “hybrid” system, one that can handle 
LED and incandescent fixtures, is typically more 
expensive than changing the entire system to 
LED.  So, if it’s a matter of waiting a few years to 
do a proper overhaul, it’s probably worth doing so.

Upgrading Performance Space continued
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If your infrastructure is decent, but aging, 
you can usually integrate new technology into 
it. That may include upgrading your incan-
descent lighting fixtures to a more current and 
efficient model. Getting rid of 6x9s and 360Qs, 
and going with a more modern leko, can have 
a dramatic effect on the product you’re able to 
provide on stage. 

If your power infrastructure is fine, was 
updated within last ten years or so and you 
have a lot of new gear, think about offering 
your students the opportunity to use the 
newest types of equipment. LEDs can be 
integrated easily if you have a dimming system 
that can provide undimmed powered through 
relay or constant current modules. LED 
fixtures offer more flexibility in designs, and 
the opportunity for students to use the newest 
gear they’ll be seeing out in the field. Private 
and small colleges often aren’t able to provide 
the newest devices, so upgrading to include 
them is always beneficial for your students’ 
future job prospects.

When thinking about switching to LEDs, 
part of the cost difference is the energy savings. 
It’s well known that LEDs consume less power, 

but they also don’t release as much heat as incan-
descent, so they save money on your cooling 
bills. This is often harder to quantify in actual 
savings, but it should be taken into account. 

If you don’t have a system that can provide 
proper power for LEDs, you can always run 
dedicated circuits from power outlets to those 
devices. Starting with a handful of LED 
par fixtures is generally an affordable way to 
start to integrate new items into your system, 

without too much investment. You can get a 
good number of LED par fixtures for the cost 
of one decent moving light. 

If you already have LED fixtures, the next 
step would be to look into moving lights. These 
have seen a lot of advances recently and have 
even started to include LED engines. If you 
can afford to, this is a great place to spend extra 
money.

No matter what your system is like now, it’s always smart to think about 

what you’ll need in the future, and what technology it may be able to 

handle in upcoming years, and even decades. In order to make sure 

your upgrades last as long as possible, always purchase quality gear and 

“future proof” your space as much as possible.
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An important thing to remember is that 
moving lights take a lot more maintenance 
time than any other fixture types, including 
LEDs. They will add substantially to any 
programming time, because someone will 
have to program every parameter of every 
light. While they are more time consuming to 
integrate into your space, the effect can also be 
pretty impressive. 

Any time you’re looking into upgrading a 
system to begin using multi-parameter devices, 
like LEDs and moving lights, you need to make 
sure your control system will be able to handle 
it. Make sure you have data distribution, CAT 
5 or DMX from your lighting console to the 
fixtures’ locations. If it’s an existing system, 
and you don’t have the money to install wires, 
there are wireless DMX transmission tools 
available that have become very reliable and can 
create a large system with multiple universes 
of output. When thinking about upgrading, 
making sure your console can handle multi- 
parameter devices may have to be on the list 
before deciding on actual fixtures, as they will 
be unusable without it. 

Upgrading Performance Space continued

Two Great Brands Working Together to

Enhance Outdoor Places
800.448.7931 | Bike Racks - Madrax.com | Site Furnishings - thomas-steele.com 



MARCH 2017 29pupnmag.com

Large Budget ($100,000+)
If now is the time to upgrade multiple parts 
of your performance space, and you have an 
appropriate amount of funding to allocate 
to the lighting system, you now have more 
foundational and overarching options. 

Take into account the feedback of the spaces’ 
staff and major users, desired technological 
integration, and of course, budget. Do you want 
to go all LED, or do you want to look into a 
Hybrid system? Do you need to make any other 
major foundational upgrades to the system, or 
do you just need to fix the power control devices 
and upgrade the lighting fixtures? 

No matter how much you have to spend on 
upgrades, it is extremely important to bring 
in an outside consultant or advisor to help 
you through the entire process. Sometimes 
internal employees don’t (and can’t) know the 
best technology available at the time—simply 
because they don’t see it every day. Some retailers  
(including our company) will offer this service 
for free, and there are also dedicated consultants 
that charge a fee. This cost is generally worth it 
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Upgrading Performance Space continued

because you’re going to be sure to have a better 
working and cohesive system in the end. Just 
don’t try to do it alone.

Whether your auditoriums primarily house 
theatre productions, concerts or a little bit 
of everything, you always want to make sure 
to present the best product possible. Often, 
that starts with a good foundation and power 
system and extends all the way to individual 
stage and house lights. Upgrading your space 
is an important part of making sure you stay 
up-to-date with the latest technology, and by 
taking these considerations into account, you’ll 
set yourself up to have successful performance 
seasons for years to come.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Robert Mentele is a 

professional technical director and designer 

and has designed lighting for Theatre, 

Dance, Corporate Events and Concerts. As Lighting 

Product Specialist for Full Compass, he helps to bring 

the newest and most innovative products to fellow 

lighting designers and fanatics everywhere.



Promote your college and campus events with custom 
printed banner displays from Post-Up Stand!

Perfect for:
• Athletic Events
• College Fairs
• Campus and Community Programs
• Student Activities
• Meetings and Conferences

Retractable
Banner Stands

Event
Tents

Event
Displays

Vinyl
Banners

Table Throws
& Runners

Table
Tops

Teardrop
Banners

Large
Adjustables

Quick Fabric
Displays

www.postupstand.com         1.800.935.3534         Maple Heights, OHwww.postupstand.com         1.800.935.3534         Maple Heights, OH

Visit us online to see our complete line of products.

 • High-Quality Portable Products • Super Low Prices 
• No Setup Fees or Rush Charges • 48 Hour Turnaround

 • High-Quality Portable Products • Super Low Prices 
• No Setup Fees or Rush Charges • 48 Hour Turnaround

*This one-time offer cannot be combined with any other discounts or promotions.

2016 - Post-Up Stand - College Ad with Bleed.indd   1 1/20/2016   8:21:23 AM


