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Designing Signs that get 

NOTICED  

(and maybe even READ) 

 

June 20, 2013 

TURNING  STATS        STUFF INTO & 

STORIES 
Introductions 

• Name 

• Organization 

• One sentence about 

your project 

• Expectations 

A National Heritage Area 

• Tells Nationally Significant Story 

• Preserves Cultural Heritage 

• Partners with National Park Service 

• Managed by a Regional Organization 

• Eligible for Matching Federal Funding 

 

A Heritage Area may… 

• Recognize a critical 

moment in history. 

• Conserve a cultural 

resource such as a 

historic canal or 

roadway. 

• Celebrate and share a 

large-scale natural 

resource. 

• Explore a common 

theme or an industry. 

  

• To preserve and tell the story of American 

agriculture and its global significance through  

partnerships and activities that celebrate the land, 

people and communities of the area.  

• 37-county region in NE Iowa 

• 112 Designated Partner Sites 
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Tell me a fact and I'll learn. 

Tell me a truth and I'll believe.  

But tell me a story  

and it will live in my heart  

forever. 

     --Indian proverb 

Topics to be covered 

• Visitor Experience 

• Interpretation 

• Central Theme 

• Copywriting 

• Graphic Design & 

Layout 

 

Three Types of Visitors 

• The Studier 

• The Stroller 

• The Streaker 

The Studier 

 

• Very knowledgeable, 

interested, supportive 

and ready to contribute 

to the theme 

 

• Loves to learn new 

things, explore new 

ideas and places, filled 

with questions, loves to 

read 

The Streaker 

• Requires constant 

efforts being 

made to maintain 

their attention 

 

• Ever-changing 

stimuli 
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The Stroller 

• Spontaneous, curious, 

easily interested in 

new things and willing 

to switch goals if the 

new one is compelling 

 

• Knows enough to be 

willing to learn more if 

the learning requires 

little to no extra effort. 

Keep Asking 

• Why would a visitor want to 

know that? 

 

• How do you want the visitor to 

use the information that you 

are giving them?  

Interpretation is Connection 

What is Interpretation? 

A mission-based communication process 
that forges emotional and intellectual 
connections between the interests of the 
audience and meanings inherent in the 
resource.  
 
National Association for Interpretation 

Information vs. Interpretation 

• What do you really 

want your visitors to 

walk away with? 

• Is remembering facts 

really what you want? 

 

• Provoke, don’t 

instruct 

• Visitors want to make 

their own meaning 
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Types of Interpretation 

Personal/sequential Non-personal/non-sequential 

Sequential Products 

• YOU control the 
order in which 
the audience 
receives 
information 

 

• Talks, guided 
tours, novels, 
short stories 
 

Non-Sequential Products 

• The AUDIENCE  
(not you) controls 
the order in which 
the information is 
received 
 

• Exhibits, signs, 
displays, bulletin 
boards, multi-
media, most 
brochures, 
pamphlets, posters 

 

 Connection Stage Activity 

To what extent do 

your offerings 

focus on helping 

visitors develop 

personal 

connections and 

meaningful 

relationships with 

your site?  

A Central Theme… 

• Is a complete sentence, less than 18 

words. 

• Has both tangibles and intangibles. 

Tangible: is a physical attribute of the 

topic or idea 

Intangible: is a sentiment of feeling 

• Has a point of view (opinion) 

 

 

What Makes a Good Theme? 
 

A theme should: 
 

1. Explain something significant about your resource; 

 

2. Be written as a complete sentence focusing on a single message you’d like 

visitors to remember; 

 

3. Go beyond a mere description of facts; 

 

4. Be presented at a level of detail that’s appropriate for the audience –  

something that’s interesting, but not too specialized; 

 

5. Think tangible things to intangible ideas (explain how different aspects of 

your resource reflect ideas, meanings, beliefs, and values); 

 

6. Allow visitors to decide for themselves what the resource means; 

 

7.    Give visitors an opportunity to discover a few things on their own, and 

 

8. Have room for many related stories within it.  
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Topics vs. Themes Theme Activity 

Tangible 

 

  

Intangible 

Theme Title 

Apples – The Perfect Choice 

Theme Statement 
Always tasty, apples make an easy, 

juicy snack for all people on the go. 

Themes are Important 

• People forget random facts, they 

remember strong messages. 

• Helps you and your audience remember 

the importance of what you are saying. 

• Should answer the “so what?” or “who 

cares?” 

 

 

 

Copywriting 

Less is more.  

 

• Best: 50 words per panel 

• Good: 100 words per panel and 70 words 
per single text block 

• Acceptable: 200 words per panel and 70 
words per single text block 

  

Reading Level 

• Write at 3rd-5th grade 

• Simple & Straight forward 

• Eliminate technical jargon 

Do:  Surfaces that don’t absorb water 

Don’t: Impermeable surfaces 
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Copywriting 
  

• Short sentences 

• Short paragraphs 

• Bullet points 

• Photo captions and 

image call-outs 

• Personal words – 

you, me, I, we, yours  

• Quotes 

• Poetry 

 

 

  

Copywriting 

“I am an Old Time County Lane. Now I have been officially 
vacated and closed. (I never liked automobiles anyway.) I 
invite you to walk — as folks have walked for generations - and 
be friendly with my trees, my flowers and my wild creatures.”   
 
- Forest Preserve in Illinois cited by Tilden 

 

“9 out of 10 raccoons 

prefer our sweet corn.”   
-found along an Iowa highway 

Graphic Design  

• Layout 

• Type Size & Style 

• Color & Contrast 

• Graphics Images 

• Quotes 

The Right Graphic 

• “Eye Candy”  

• A picture is worth a 

thousand words 

• Black & White photos 

• Color photos 

• Simplifying ideas 

• Selection – “then” not 

“now” 
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Copywriting & Design Activity 

2013 SSNHA General Grants 

• Applications 

available after July 1 

• Project must be 

complete by 

September 2014 

• $50,000 available 

• $1,000 – $10,000 

grants 

• 1:1 match 

Silos & Smokestacks  

Sign Design Guidelines 

• Create a standardized recognizable graphic 
identity  

• Raise viewer awareness of the heritage area 

• Assist visitors in navigating the heritage area 

• Provide additional outdoor presentations of the 
region’s stories and site information 

Design Guidelines include 

• Standard elements  

– Symbols  

– Font 

– Logo use 

• Sign types – panel layout 
and base design  

– Interpretive 

– Wayfinding 

• Fabrication information 

• References and contacts 

• Maintenance information 
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Interpretive 

• Low Profile Exhibit 

– Tells the story of the site 

 

• Upright Exhibit 

– Tell the story of the site 

– Set context for visit 

– Orient and inform visitor 

 

Sign Types 

Old McDonald Activity 

Takeaways 

 

-Hannah Arendt 

Bartlett's Book of  Quotations, 

1907 

We want to hear from you! 

Candy Streed 

cstreed@silosandsmokestacks.org 

Angi Reid 

areid@silosandsmokestacks.org 

319.234.4567 

mailto:cstreed@silosandsmokestacks.org
mailto:cstreed@silosandsmokestacks.org

