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Exhibit Modalities

OMMC Exhibit Workshop

As well as its unique content, 
each exhibit usually has a 
distinctive style and a typical 
method of presentation, or 
modality. A modality can be 
defined as: a particular mode 
in which something exists or is 
experienced or expressed. 

Styles come and go, and 
sometimes that’s for the better. 
For example, let’s hope that all 
those orange and brown 1970s 
exhibits with supergraphics 
painted on the wall never come 
back. Modalities are more 

persistent though. Examples 
of all of these modalities can 
be found in museums today, 
regardless of when they were 
first introduced. Some modalities 
are strongly associated with 
particular historical periods, such 
as cabinets of curiosities in the 
Renaissance and severe, white-
walled art museums with the 
Modernist era.

All of these modalities have 
their strengths and relevance to 
particular topics and audiences, 
so none of these comments are 

intended to be perjorative! They 
are all tools in the exhibit-maker’s 
toolbox. 

Individual exhibits may make use 
of several modalities, and this 
list certainly isn’t exhaustive. As 
you begin to look more closely 
into exhibit-making you will 
undoubtedly discover some of 
your own.

DON’T TOUCH MY 
STUFF. Cabinets 
of curiosities with 
densely-packed 
displays. See 
“Dead Bugs and 
Butterflies” below.

 http://www.thehouseofwonder.org/2011/04/26/

THE GREAT 
EXHIBITION. 
Grand, 
blockbuster- scale 
exhibits with 
exhausting scope 
and huge amounts 
of content.

http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/victorians/
exhibition/greatexhibition.html

THE FRIENDLY 
VILLAGE. 
Streetscapes re-
created indoors, 
sometimes at 
reduced scale.

 http://blog.royalbcmuseum.bc.ca/2011/09/ re-
imagining-history.html

THE AQUARIUM. A 
box-like case with 
a viewing window 
set into the front 
and internal top-
lighting.

http://museum.mil.idaho.gov/attractions.html

DEAD BUGS AND 
BUTTERFLIES. 
Neatly-arranged 
and labelled wall-
mounted rows of 
similar specimens 
or artifacts.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Insect_collecting

THE BELL JAR. 
Individual 
cases set in 
close rows with 
artifacts under 
vitrines, minimal 
interpretive 
material.

http://ancientshore.com/2009/10/12/monday 
-museum-1-mineral-exhibits-at-vsegei/
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THE LONG AND 
WINDING ROAD. 
An exhibit with 
constrained, one-
way circulation.

http://www.civilization.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/
canp1/canp1eng.shtml

THE CAR SHOW. 
Large technology 
artifacts in rows 
with minimal 
interpretation.

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/20/
automobiles/collectibles/20museums-deep-south.
html?_r=0

THE LIGHTS ARE 
ON, BUT. . .Historic 
house museums 
with guided 
interpretation, 
sometimes in 
costume and 
sometimes not.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/
historyfestival/7292705790/ 

THE GLASS 
HOUSE. Period 
rooms in 
museums with the 
fourth wall opened 
up for viewing.

http://www.metmuseum.org/en/about-the-
museum/now-at-the-met/features/2010/new-
touchscreen-labels-for-the-american-wing-period-
rooms

THE CHURCH 
OF THE HOLY 
RECTANGLE. 
Single-hung works 
of art, often on 
the walls of a 
stark space with 
minimal labelling 
and interpretation.http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Brooklyn_

Museum_exhibit_-_NARA_-_559184.jpg 

THE TRAFFIC JAM. 
See “The Car 
Show.” Here, the 
large technology 
artifacts aren’t in 
neat rows, often in 
cavernous spaces.

http://www.digitalapoptosis.com/2007/09/28/
aviation-museum/

CHARLIE AND 
THE CHOCOLATE 
FACTORY. Science 
centres and other 
interactive-heavy 
museums.

http://entertainmentdesigner.com/news/museum-
design-news/oo-welios-science-center-hands-on-
lessons-in-renewable-energy-practices/

THE VERY QUIET 
ZOO. Illusionistic 
dioramas 
with mounted 
specimens.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/file:seabird diorama-
Royal BC Museum-Victoria BC-Canada.jpg

THE MARCH OF 
THE ROBOTS.
Animatronic 
talking, singing 
and moving 
figures.

http://www.virtualtourist.com/travel/North_
America/United_States_of_America/Texas/
Austin-875823/Things_To_Do-Austin-LBJ_
Presidential_Library-BR-1.html 

SPAM. 
Unclassifiable, 
one-of-a-kind 
museums, where 
the form is 
often part of the 
content.

http://www.phoenixjeff.com/wheres/2000/Spam/
spam.html 



The Visitors’ Bill of Rights
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1 COMFORT: Meet my basic needs. Visitors need fast, easy, 
obvious access to clean, safe, barrier-free restrooms, 
[water] fountains, baby-changing tables and plenty of 
seating. They also need full access to exhibits.

2 ORIENTATION: Make it easy for me to find my way around. 
Visitors need to make sense of their surroundings. Clear 
signs and well-planned spaces help them know what to 
expect, where to go, how to get there and what it’s about.

3 WELCOME/BELONGING: Make me feel welcome. Friendly, 
helpful staff ease visitors’ anxieties. If they see themselves 
represented in exhibits and programs and on the staff, 
they’ll feel more like they belong.

4 ENJOYMENT: I want to have fun! Visitors want to have a 
good time. If they run into barriers (like broken exhibits, 
activities they can’t relate to, intimidating labels) they can 
get frustrated, bored [and] confused.

5 SOCIALIZING: I came to spend time with my family and 
friends. Visitors come for a social outing with family or 
friends (or [to] connect with society at large). They expect to 
talk, interact and share the experience; exhibits can set the 
stage for this.

Note that in this list the 
majority of criteria don’t deal 
with fact-based learning or 
the achievement of learning 
objectives. Maybe when we 
evaluate exhibits we should be 
evaluating for the perceived 
quality and character of the 

visitor experience as much as 
for whether they’ve learned 
what we wanted them to learn? 
From Judy Rand, “The Visitors’ 
Bill of Rights.” In Anderson, Gail, 
ed. Reinventing the Museum: 
Historical and Contemporary 
Perspectives on the Paradigm 

Shift. Lanham, MD: AltaMira 
Press, 2004. pp. 158-159. 
First appeared in “The 22-Mile 
Museum, or a Visitors’ Bill of 
Rights.” Curator: The Museum 
Journal (Vol. 44, No. 1, January 
2000, pp. 7-14.)
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7 COMMUNICATION: Help me understand, and let me talk too. 
Visitors need accuracy, honesty and clear communication 
from labels, programs and docents. They want to ask 
questions, and hear and express differing points of view.

8 LEARNING: I want to learn something new. Visitors come 
(and bring the kids) “to learn something new,” but they 
learn in different ways. It’s important to know how visitors 
learn, and assess their knowledge and interests. Controlling 
distractions (like crowds, noise and information overload) 
helps them too.

9 CHOICE AND CONTROL: Let me choose, give me some 
control. Visitors need some autonomy: Freedom to choose, 
and exert some control, touching and getting close to 
whatever they can. They need to use their bodies and move 
around freely.

10 CHALLENGE AND CONFIDENCE: Give me a challenge I know 
I can handle. Visitors want to succeed. A task that’s too 
easy bores them; too hard makes them anxious. Providing a 
range of experiences will match their wide range of skills.

11 REVITALIZATION: Help me leave refreshed, restored. 
When visitors are focused, fully engaged, and enjoying 
themselves, time stands still and they feel refreshed: a 
“flow” experience that exhibits can aim to create.

6 RESPECT: Accept me for who I am and what I know. Visitors 
want to be accepted at their own level of knowledge and 
interest. They don’t want exhibits, labels or staff to exclude 
them, patronize them or make them feel dumb.



Exhibit Development Workflow
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Concept

Design

Fabrication

Installation

Evaluation

Window of Opportunity 
for Major Changes

Idea

Reality

Change is 
cheap up      
to here

Change is 
increasingly 
expensive 
after here
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Some of the factors 
which affect how exhibit 
development stages will be 
implemented in a particular 
project:

• size of institution;

• size and composition of 
project team;

• experience and skills of 
project team;

• scope and complexity of 
the project;

• division between in-
house and out-of-house 
resources;

• project budget; and

• project timeline.

Concept

Design

Fabrication

Installation

Evaluation

What Happens in Each Stage?

• Exhibit Brief and RFP
• Research and Writing
• Image and Artifact Acquisition
• Interpretive Planning
• Formative Evaluation

• White Model of Gallery
• Schematic Design
• Design Development
• Final Approval
• Shop Drawings and Specs

• Cases and Plinths
• Vitrines
• Millwork
• Interactives
• Graphic Panels

• Base Building Changes
• Mount Panels, Hang Art
• Install and Dress cases
• Hang Cut Vinyl Graphics
• Adjust Lighting

• Passive Instruments
• Administered instruments
• Tracking Studies
• Post-Project Review
• Feedback to Next Concept

To create a good exhibit you 
must pay close attention to 
these critical success factors 
throughout the project:

• relationship of exhibit 
concept to intended 
audience(s);

• keeping all participants 
on schedule;

• cost estimating;

• watching for scope 
creep;

• working iteratively to 
ensure design integrity; 
and 

• maintaining a consistent 
quality of execution.



The Exhibit Brief and the Request for Proposals

THE BIG IDEA AUDIENCE(S)

VISITOR EXPERIENCE LEARNING OUTCOMES BUDGET
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The exhibit brief is a crucial 
document in the exhibit 
development process. Some 
are briefer than others, but the 
purpose is always to deliver a 
concise and engaging narrative 
overview of the whole project. 
The brief summarizes only the 
essential details of the exhibit 
because each of the aspects 

that it presents will be outlined 
in more detail later. The original 
brief should be a touchstone 
throughout the project, and a 
copy of it should be brought 
to every meeting. The brief is 
also a sales tool and pitchbook 
that can be used to introduce 
the project to staff, board, 
volunteers and funders. Often 

the language from the brief 
can be taken straight into 
a grant application, and as 
you’ll see on the next page it 
will also form the basis for the 
request for proposals if any 
components of the project are 
being put out to bid. 

• what’s the big idea?

• can you put it in a 
single sentence?

• what’s the exhibit all 
about?

• why is it being created?

• what will it achieve?

• why should a visitor 
come to see it?

• what is the primary 
audience for which the 
exhibit is intended?

• what are the 
characteristics of that 
audience and how will the 
exhibit address them?

• are there secondary 
audiences?

• if so, what are the 
characteristics of those 
audiences?

• what will the exhibit  
feel like to visit?

• what are the mood, 
theme and structure of 
the exhibit experience?

• What will audience(s) 
see and do in the exhibit?

• what is the expectation 
for average length of 
stay?

• what is the expectation 
for the knowledge and 
understanding that 
visitors will bring to the 
exhibit?

• what is the expectation 
for what knowledge and 
understanding that 
visitors will take away 
from the exhibit?

• how will this be 
measured?

• what is the overall 
budget for the exhibit as a 
cost per square foot?

• how is that divided 
amongst all of the exhibit 
components, including 
any required capital 
improvements to the 
gallery?

• what are the funding 
sources for the exhibit?

MEANS OF EXPRESSION

• what is the range and 
nature of the artifacts 
that will be used?

• will the exhibit include 
interactives?

• will the exhibit include 
audio?

• will the exhibit include 
video?

• will the exhibit include 
other elements?
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If any significant portion of the 
exhibit, such as research, writing, 
design, fabrication, installation or 
evaluation, is being put out to bid 
you will need to create a request 
for proposals, usually referred to 
as an RFP.

Developed from the exhibit brief, 
this document details not only the 
overall project but also the scope 
of work required of the contractor. 
The more detailed your RFP, the 
higher the quality of the bids you 
will receive in response.

For some projects, particularly 
those carried out by a level of 
government, the requirements 
for an RFP can be quite stringent, 
and there may be templates you 
are required to use.  

The RFP typically forms the basis 
not only for the proponent’s bid 
but also for the agreement that 
follows, which can be expressed 
as a contract, a letter of 
agreement or a memorandum of 
understanding. 

You can readily see how spending 
the time to create a good solid 
brief at the beginning of a project 
can help you all the way through.

There are many ways to write 
an RFP, but the list to the 
right summarizes the main 
components that should be 
included for an exhibit project 
where you are hiring a consultant 
to design, fabricate and install the 
exhibit. The list can be amended 
as necessary to match the scope 
of the project.

1 INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND: outline the organization’s 
vision, mission and any other details that bear on the project.

2 EXHIBIT PURPOSE: refer back to the big idea in the brief to tell 
the proponents what you’re trying to accomplish

3 EXHIBIT OBJECTIVES: refer back to the desired visitor 
experience and the learning objectives in the brief.

4 EXHIBIT COMPONENTS AND SCOPE OF WORK: refer back to 
the means of expression in the brief and outline exactly what 
the consultant will do during the contract.

5 MUSEUM WILL PROVIDE: Outline what parts of the exhibit the 
consultant will not do because the museum will be responsible 
for them. 4 and 5 should cover the whole project scope.

6 BUDGET: refer back to the budget in the brief and make sure 
to specify whether the total is with or without taxes.

7 PROJECT SCHEDULE: create a detailed schedule including 
milestones, meetings, presentations, activities and 
deliverables.

8 PAYMENT SCHEDULE: Break the total into payments tied to 
deliverables, beginning with a deposit invoice and ending with 
10% retainage dependent on final sign-off.

9 DELIVERABLES: Outline exactly what work the consultant will 
produce and in what form it will come to you.

10 OWNERSHIP OF WORK PRODUCT: Specify that all of the work 
product, including all designs and creative work, will be the 
property of the institution at the conclusion of the project.

11 SUBMISSIONS TO INCLUDE: Firm experience, budget, 
methodology, schedule, resumes for participants, breakdown 
between principal and junior staff time, references.

12 PROPOSAL COSTS: Specify that the institution will not be 
responsible for any costs incurred in preparation of the 
proposals nor will any payment be made for proposals.

13 PROPOSAL EVALUATION CRITERIA: Specify how the proposals 
will be evaluated and emphasize that they will all be evaluated 
on the same criteria.

14 PROPOSAL SUBMISSION: Specify how many hard and soft 
copies of proposal documents are to be provided and when 
and where they are to be delivered.

15 PROPOSAL ACCEPTANCE: Specify that the institution is 
not obligated to accept either the lowest or any proposal 
submitted.

16 INSTITUTIONAL CONTACT TO WHOM QUESTIONS SHOULD BE 
ADDRESSED: Specify one individual and how they should be 
contacted.



Interpretive Planning

WHO are you 
interpreting for?

HOW will you interpret?

WHY do you want to produce 
new interpretation?

WHAT is it you want 
to interpret?

WHO should be involved 
in the interpretive 
planning process?

OMMC Exhibit Workshop

“Interpretive Planning” 
is a term used in several 
professions, and as such 
its meaning varies with the 
context. Even within the 
museum field, however, it is 
understood in several ways. In  
The Manual of Museum 
Planning, for example, Hugh 
Spencer uses the term 
synonymously with “exhibition 
plan or exhibition brief.” As 
we have been defining it, the 
brief is more general and 
the interpretive plan is more 
detailed. 

In either case, the interpretive 
plan is an important document 
which takes the general 
objectives in the brief and 
shows exactly how they will 
be accomplished. It will also 
inform later stages such as the 
writing of exhibit text.

An interpretive plan can also 
embrace program elements 
beyond the labels, panels and 
experiences of the exhibit itself, 
such as curriculum-based 
experiences for school-age 
audiences and related public 
programming for general 
audiences. 

The following guidelines are 
adapted from the Museums 
and Galleries Scotland 
Information Sheet Planning 
for Effective Museum 
Interpretation: How to Write an 
Interpretive Plan (2010).

If possible, you should try to 
involve a group of people in 
creating your interpretive plan, 
rather than working on your own. 
It is easier to generate ideas 
in a group and you can benefit 
from individuals’ different areas 
of expertise. Decide who the 
interpretation is aimed at (e.g. a 
family audience, young people, 
etc) and involve representatives 
of that audience in the planning 
process.

Set some aims and objectives 
and decide what you want your 
interpretation to achieve. For 
example: 1) increase visitors’ 
understanding of your collections; 
2) increase the number of visitors 
coming to your museum; 3) 
encourage visits from a new or 
specific audience; 4) increase the 
length of time visitors spend in 
your museum.

Think about what is special or 
unique about your collection 
or site. What meanings can 
you reveal through different 
combinations of objects? What 
stories can you tell? At this stage 
you could hold a brainstorming 
session to discover which ideas, 

or themes, are most significant, 
popular or worth telling. 
Brainstorming with a group of 
people should reveal themes that 
either recur or appear as one-
off suggestions. This will help 
you to identify the main theme 
or sub themes that should flow 
through your interpretation, whilst 
eliminating others that are simply 
personal favourites.

It is of utmost importance to 
take your visitors into account. 
Whether you are aiming at a 
known and existing audience, or 
trying to attract a new audience, 
your interpretation should aim to 
reflect who they are and what it is 
they want.

Develop in detail your interpretive 
themes and sub themes. Think 
about the messages you want 
your visitors to take away. 
Explore options for the use of 
different media. Choose the most 
appropriate media to deliver 
your message to your target 
audience. Decide upon methods 
of display for your objects. 
Define the tone and/or mood 
of your interpretation according 
to your target audience and key 
objectives.
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The National Museums of Scotland have several 
helpful guidelines available as pdf downloads from 
http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/
publications/ Introduction to Interpretive Planning; 
Planning for effective museum interpretation: 
How to write an interpretive plan and Planning for 
effective museum interpretation: How to write an 
interpretive strategy are all concise and to the point.

While the details of the Nova Scotia Interpretive 
Master Plan are specific to that province, the 
methodology outlined here can be easily adapted 
to your own project, and some of their goals 
are relevant to any museum, particularly “[to] 
ensure that interpretation is authentic, relevant 
and inclusive for all audiences.” Their visitor 
engagement model is also worth noting. The plan is 
available as a pdf download from http://museum.
gov.ns.ca/en/home/aboutnsm/imp.aspx.

Prepared by the US National Park Service, this 
document is part of a comprehensive on line tool 
kit. Their definition of an interpretive plan is worth 
quoting: 

An interpretive plan is a management document 
that outlines and guides decisions about a site’s 
or region’s interpretive programming. . . The useful 
lifetime of an interpretive plan is about ten years, 
but it should be updated as necessary. There is no 
single template for an effective plan, but it typically 
includes two parts: a foundation and an action plan.

The process it outlines in great detail can be used 
for either regional initiatives or a single institution or 
exhibit and the document is filled with useful rubrics 
and checklists. It is available as a pdf download 
from http://www.interpretiveplanningtoolkit.org/.



Writing for Exhibits

Visitors by and large do not spend 
much time in exhibitions. The 
average time is 10 minutes or 
less in many exhibitions ranging 
from 2000 to 5000 square 
feet, regardless of the topic, 
type of museum or modes of 
presentation. (Serrell, p. 71)

It is a museum exhibition, not an 
encyclopedia, not a library, and 
visitors should be allowed to feel 
that they are there primarily to 
look and do, not to read. (Serrell, 
p. 125)
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No matter how they are 
designed, virtually all exhibits 
require some reading, from a 
minimal art museum label to 
a full-blown interpretive panel 
in a history museum. Exhibit 
text plays two main roles: 1) 
explicating individual objects; 
and 2) establishing a context 
for the artifacts and linking 
them to broader themes. 

Whatever exhibit text is, there 
are definitely some things it’s 
not, and the main one is that 
exhibit text 
is not a book 
on the wall! 
The visitor’s 
experience 
of your 
wonderful 
exhibit can 
be very short. 
This is one of many reasons 
to craft a tight and focused 
exhibit brief and stay clear of 
epic topics.

Research has shown that an 
average visitor reads at about 
250 words per minute in an 
exhibit setting. An average 
2000 square foot exhibit has 
a length of stay of 6 to 10 
minutes. If the visitor spent 
the whole 10 minutes reading, 
that’s 2500 words. Deduct 
50% of the time for looking 
instead of reading and it goes 
down to 1250 words. Deduct 
75% of that for talking, walking 
and resting and it goes down to 
625 words, or about 21 labels 

of 30 words each, which is not a 
lot of words at all. 

Here are some general guidelines 
for text length:

• Exhibit Title: 1 to 7 words;

• Main Text Panels: 20 to 
300 words in blocks of no 
more than 50 words each;

• Secondary Text Panels: 20 
to 150 words; and

• Artifact Labels: 20 to 150 
words.

Rather than 
“how many 
words should 
there be in 
a label?” a 
more relevant 
question is 
“how few words 

does the label need to have to be 
effective?” It’s a much better idea 
to write down to the need than up 
to a length guideline.

As you may 
already know, 
and you’ll 
certainly 
discover as soon 
as you try to do 
it, writing good 
exhibit copy 
takes skill, practice and relentless 
editing and revising to get it right.

Once you’ve decided on the 
typographical guidelines for the 
exhibit, create greeked text blocks 
according to these word counts 

using your chosen fonts and 
sizes. As the layouts progress, 
you can then replace the greeked 
text with the actual text, and if 
necessary, revise the writing 
directly in the layout. 

Writing in the layout will also help 
you write directly to what the 
visitors see, which is an important 
goal for artifact labels. While 
text panels can deal more with 
general themes, artifact labels 
should speak directly to what’s on 
display.

Much has been written about 
levels of information, and some 
authors, such as Serrell, are 
not in favour of it. When it is 
supported by appropriate design 
cues through typography, colour 
and placement, however, it can 
add an element of structure to an 
exhibit. 

The test for what goes in the first 
level of text should be whether a 
visitor could go through the show, 

read only the 
first level text, 
and still be 
exposed to the 
main thematic 
points. What 
this means in 
practice is that 

information that is crucial to the 
desired learning outcomes should 
be presented in such a way as to 
obviously indicate its importance. 

It is easiest to do this if the text 
is written across the exhibit, one 
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TIPS FOR WRITING VISITOR-FRIENDLY LABELS

1 Start with information directly related to what visitors can see, 
feel, do, smell or experience from where they are standing.

2 Vary the length of the sentences. The longest should be about 
25 words, the shortest 2 or 3 and the average 10 to 15 words.

3 Use short paragraphs and small chunks, not large blocks of 
information. Don’t put too many ideas into a single paragraph.

4 Metaphors are better suited to forms of narrative other than 
exhibit labels. Avoid complex and abstract comparisons.

5 Alliteration is an easy device to overuse. Once might be funny, 
but if every title in the exhibit uses it that’s too much.

6 Exclamation points in labels shout at readers and force 
emphasis on them. They come across quite forcefully!

7 Humour should also be used sparingly. It is highly subjective 
and prone to mis-interpretation. Never make fun of visitors.

8 Use quotations only when they advance the narrative and are 
necessary. They can add a strong personal flavour.

9 Expect visitors to want to read. Make short and interesting 
labels that will meet and exceed their expectations.

10 Use informative paragraph titles and subtitles, when they 
advance the narrative, to break up longer passages of text.

11 Have a snappy ending. Offer visitors a little reward and make 
them glad that they read to the end of the label.

12 Newspaper journalism is not a good model because it 
assumes readers won’t read the whole article.

13 Stay flexible within the length guidelines. Having all of your 
labels the same length is repetitive and boring.

14 Interrelate labels and their settings. Use them to speak directly 
to what visitors can see in front of them.

15 Set up a conversation. Let visitors do some of the talking by 
writing short labels that encourage further exploration.

These guidelines are adapted 
from a book that should be on the 
bookshelf of anyone who plans 
or designs museum exhibits: 
Beverly Serrell. Exhibit Labels: 
An Interpretive Approach. Walnut 
Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1996.

level at a time, rather than from 
top to bottom for one particular 
artifact. Charting this graphically 
can help ensure that the most 
important content is in the right 
place. 

As you write the exhibit text, it’s 
helpful to put yourself in the 
visitor’s shoes. To really get the 
feel of this, try writing standing 
up, when you’re a little tired, 
thinking about going to the 
bathroom soon and have a small 
child or two tugging on your hand.

As with a lot of things, the way 
you learn to write good exhibit 
text is by writing a lot of exhibit 
text. To the right are some general 
guidelines to get you started.



From the Label to the Panel, 
From the Artifact to the Story 
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There’s one thing you can do 
that will help, almost more than 
anything else, to make your 
exhibits engaging, effective and 
professional-looking. What is 
it? Organizing the various parts 
of your exhibit into panels of 
a consistent size and format 
with a definite focal point and 
a visual arrangement that 
reinforces the content.

Even though exhibits are made  
of an number of discrete parts, 
including artifacts, artifact 
labels, text panels, title panels, 
intro panels, and credit panels, 
the whole thing has to come 
together to make an engaging 
visitor experience. If there are 
too many little pieces on the 
wall, each with their own hard 
edges and shadows, your work 
can come across more like a 
bulletin board than an exhibit.  

In terms of visual impact, bigger 
is better. With the digital design 
tools now readily available, 
there’s no excuse not to group 
the elements of your exhibit 
into a series of panels on which 
all elements are output and 
mounted in one continuous 
layer.

If displays are done well, no 
one will notice. Visitors are not 
likely to say “my, what solid, 
coherent panels you’ve created” 
(unless they’re taking an exhibit 
planning and design course).
But they will notice in the end, 
because the overall experience 

Here’s an example 
of an exhibit that 
would be much 
stronger pulled 
into a panel. One 
of the labels is 
badly shadowed 
by the frame, the 
small text panel 
has rounded 
corners but 
nothing else does, 
there’s no focal 
point and none 
of the individual 
elements are 
aligned. 

(Beverly Serrell, Exhibit 
Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach, 1996. p. 69)

This exhibit has 
a welter of items 
competing for the 
viewer’s attention 
in a variety of 
formats with no 
clear focal point.

(Alice Parman and 
Jeffrey Flowers, Exhibit 
Makeovers, A Do It 
Yourself Workbook for 
Small Museums, 2008. 
Cover)
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of the exhibit will be clear and 
informative. 

Rounding up all of those little 
pieces into panels will heighten 
the impact of your exhibit and 
provide clear focal points for the 
visitors’ attention. 

Here’s an example of a mockup 
panel where the title, the text, the 
images and their captions and 
credits are all grouped together 
in a coherent whole. The three 
secondary images are taken 
from postcards, but rather than 
using  them full-frame, they have 
been scanned and cropped into 
uniform sizes.

This design of this panel also 
pays attention to the four basic 
principles of good design: 
proximity, repetition, alignment 
and contrast. For more on how 
to use these principles, check 
out Robin Williams’ excellent 
work The Non-Designer’s Design 
Book: Design and Typographic 
Principles for the Visual Novice 
(1994). 

Mocking up the panel with 
“greeked” (latin) text lets you 
arrange all the elements and 
formatting beforehand, making 
it much quicker to place the final 
content and apply the formatting 
that has previously been decided 
upon. You can download greeked 
text, which typically begins 
with “Lorem ipsum,” from any 
number of internet sites. My 
favourite, which offers some 
humorous alternatives to latin, 

is http://www.duckisland.com/
GreekMachine.asp.

Such mocked-up panels can 
be printed on bond paper at 
relatively low cost. Doing a full-
size graphic mockup will cost 
you a little money up front but 
it has the potential to save you 
a great deal later on. Once the 
real content has been added, a 

second round of paper mockups 
can be used for evaluation. It’s 
also a lot easier to proofread 
panels at full size, and if you hang 
the mockups in the office hallway, 
your co-workers will be happy to 
help you spot the errors!

 



The Anatomy of a Graphics Panel 
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The graphics panel is to 
the exhibit what coffee is 
to a coffee break: that is, a 
very important part of the 
proceedings. 

You’re going to be putting a 
lot of work into your exhibit, 
and you want the results to 
be worth it, so let me share 
a suggestion with you: DON’T 
USE FOME-COR FOR EXHIBIT 
PANELS! 

Why not? In the standard 3/16” 
thickness, it warps, particularly 
if you laminate or drymount 
on to it in large areas. Even in 
thicker sizes, it still dents easily 
and the corners are particularly 
vulnerable to damage. It’s hard 
to treat the edges well and raw 
edges don’t look good. It also 
takes just as much work, and 
nearly as much money, to put 
your beautiful exhibit graphics 
onto a low-quality substrate 
as a high-quality one. If your 
exhibit is going to be installed 
for anything more than a month 
or two, or especially if it’s going 
to travel to different venues, 
then Fome-Cor isn’t the best 
choice.

So what’s better? If you go 
with plaque-mounting, you’ll 
probably get your panels back 
on MDF, or medium density 
fibreboard. This is a stable, 
solid engineered wood product 
that can be cut, shaped and 
sanded. It makes a nice stable 
substrate for exhibit panels, 

albeit a little heavy. If there are 
conservation issues, it’s also 
available in a formaldehyde-
free variant known as Medite or 
Medex.

If you’re working with your 
own panels, or a graphic or 
photography service provider 
to output and mount them, 
you’ll probably be working 
with Gatorfoam. Gatorfoam 
is like Fome-Cor on steroids. 
Its two outer layers of resin-
bonded paper are strong and 
waterproof, and it doesn’t warp. 

In the half-inch thickness, it is 
strong enough for most sizes 
of exhibit panels, and can be 
obtained up to as much as 2” 
thick. You can find specs for 
Gatorfoam and other substrate 
materials at http://www.
lairdplastics.com/product/
brands/gatorfoam/421-gator-
gatorfoam-technical-datasheet. 
Gatorfoam is easily cut on a 
tablesaw, or with a mat knife if 
you’d really like a workout. The 

edges can be shaped with a 
router.

For anything more than one 
quick panel on some foamcore 
you buy from Michael’s or 
Staples [which usually comes 
in 20” x 30” sheets], you’re 
going to be buying big sheets 
and cutting them into smaller 
pieces. The basic unit of any 
kind of sheet good that you 
might use for a substrate is 4’ 
x 8’. Even in a metric world, it’s 
still pretty much 4’ x 8’, unless 
the material is sourced from 
Europe, in which case it will be 
1200mm x 2400mm, which is 
a little larger.

This stuff isn’t cheap, and you 
want to make efficient use of 
it and not leave a lot of waste. 
Fortunately, someone has 
already figured this out for 
you as you can see from the 
diagram on the next page.

There are three sizes of exhibit 
panel that are easily gotten out 

image from http://emergentdesigns.com.au/mounting-laminating/
hangers-fixtures-and-fittings/hangers/

Panels such as 
this are hung on 
split battens that 
are easily made 
on a table saw, 
typically from MDF 
scraps. One half 
of the batten is 
attached to the 
panel and one 
to the wall with 
a spacer of the 
same material at 
the bottom.
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Standard cutting diagram for 4’ x 8’ Sheet* 
 Size 1 = 24” x 36” nominal [23.875“ x 35.875” template] 
 Size 2 = 18” x 24” nominal [17.875“  x  23.875” template]
 Size 3 = 36” x 48” nominal [35.875“ x 47.875” template]
 Remainder size = 12” x 96“  nominal
*centre saw cuts on lines, panel templates have a 1/8” kerf allowance on each panel

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Si
ze

 2
: 2

4”
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8“
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of a 4’ x 8’ sheet, which we 
might as well call small [18” 
x 24”], medium [24” x 36”] 
and large [36” x 48”], each 
of which can be used portrait 
or landscape, for a total of 6 
possibilities. Of these, the 24” 
x 36” size is probably the one 
you’ll use most often for text 
panels.

These are pretty typical panel 
sizes. Even if you’re not making 
panels yourself, but sending 
your files for output and 
mounting, your service provider 
will appreciate you working 
with these standard sizes 
when you design your panels, 
because they’re also buying 
their substrate in standard 4’ 
x 8’ sheets, and the reduced 
waste may also lower the cost 
of your project. Innovative 
content makes for a good 
exhibit, but there’s no reason 
that it can’t be delivered on 
a standard size of panel, 
so I would strongly suggest 
avoiding odd sizes.

Along with the panels, each 
sheet also yields a remainder 
piece 12” x 96”. That doesn’t 
go to waste either, because it 
can be used for “dashboard” 
panels and individual artifact 
labels on reader stands.



Exhibit Typography Guidelines
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The most beautiful exhibit in 
the world isn’t much good if it 
frustrates visitors who try to 
engage with it. There’s plenty 
of room for creativity in design 
and typography but there are 
also some basic guidelines you 
can follow to ensure that your 
exhibit text is accessible to the 
widest possible audience. 

There’s a million different 
typefaces out there, but you 
don’t necessarily get a point for 
each additional one that you 
use in an exhibit. In much the 
same way that you can create 
an exhibit with innovative 
content using only a few 
standard sizes of panels, your 
brilliant and innovative exhibit 
can also get its point across 
with a very few well-chosen 
typefaces. 

Remember, the key goal of an 
exhibit is communication, and 
good typography is one of the 
ways to achieve that, while 
bad typography can be a huge 
impediment.

To begin with, here’s a few key 
definitions: 

• a TYPE FACE is a family 
of fonts, such as Gill Sans. 

• a FONT, as it is used for 
digital typography, refers to 
different members of the 
family. Gill Sans, for 
example, is available in a 
number of different fonts, 
including: Condensed; Extra 

FOR SIGNAGE AND WAYFINDING: select a 
heavy and broad-spaced sans-serif typeface, 
such as Helvetica, Franklin Gothic, Univers or 
Gill Sans.

Franklin Gothic Book 24 pt
Gill Sans 24 pt

FOR ARTIFACT LABELS AND COPY ON TEXT 
PANELS: use either a sans-serif typeface 
as above or a simple serif typeface such as 
New Century Schoolbook, Sabon, Times New 
Roman, Times Roman or Cambria.

Century Schoolbook 24 pt
Times New Roman 24 pt
Cambria 24 pt

Condensed Bold; Ultra Bold 
and Ultra Bold Condensed. 

• a TYPE STYLE, such as 
Italic, Bold or Light, can be 
applied to an individual font.

• TYPE SIZE is measured in 
Points, of which there are 72 
per inch. 

• LEADING (pronounced 
“ledding”) is the vertical space 
between lines of type in a 
layout. 

A description of exhibit panel type 
that you hear from a designer 
might therefore sound something 

like this: “For the body copy, we’ll 
use Gill Sans, set 24 on 28.” This 
means that the typeface Gill Sans 
will by laid out in the 24 point size 
with 28 points of space between 
each line of type. All of these 
variables can be controlled in 
design programs such as those in 
Adobe Creative Suite.

The guidelines below and on the 
next page are adapted from the 
American Alliance of Museums 
Standards Manual for Signs and 
Labels (1995), which is available 
from www.aam-us.org.
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• individual wall, case and 
floor labels should be no more 
than 75 words; 

• text labels such as those on 
a reader stand should be no 
more than 125 words; 

• text panels mounted on the 
wall should be no more than 
300 words.

• lines of text should be laid 
out in columns no more than 
45-50 characters long; 

• blocks of text should be 
laid out flush left with a 
ragged right margin; 

• do not use hyphenation or 
full justification for the right 
margin; 

• the further the viewer from 
the label, the greater the 
kerning (horizontal space 
between letters) and leading 
(vertical space between lines); 

• off white is preferable to 
pure white; 

• higher contrast between 
background and type equals 
greater legibility, particularly 
at smaller type sizes; 

• white type on a black 
background is best for 
orientation and directional 
signs; and

• no more than 4 lines of 
type should be set in a 
centered layout in one block.

GENERAL RULES TO FOLLOW SUGGESTED TYPE SIZES FOR A 24” BY 36” GRAPHIC PANEL

Panel sub-title, 100 point

sub-title
Body text title, 72 point

text title
Body text, 48 point

body text

Image captions, 24 point

image captions

Image credits, 12 point

image credits

Ti 
Main panel title, 250 point
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There are two ways to be a 
digital image: you can be raster 
or vector. As with all rules, this 
one has exceptions, but these 
are the main ones. A digital 
photograph is almost always 
a raster image. Raster images 
are pixel-based.

Each pixel can be assigned a 
numerical description of the 
colour it should be. For digital 
images and those printed on 
inkjet printers, each colour will 
be described by a numerical 
value for R(ed), G(reen) and 
B(lack). For images to be 
printed on an offset press, 
the colours are described by 
numerical values for C(yan); 
M(agenta); Y(ellow) and 
K(black).

Because they are composed 
of pixels, raster images are 
resolution-dependent. You may 
have already discovered this 
if you’ve tried to use a photo 
from a small point-and-shoot 
camera or a cell phone. The 
image can only go as big as the 
information that was captured 
when it was taken before 
it starts to break down into 
jagged-looking pixels.

For scanning, that means that 
you need to think a bit about 
the final use of the image 
before you scan it.

For offset printing, and 
especially for something like 
an art book or a coffee table 

book on coated stock, you’ll 
generally want the image 
resolution to be 300 dots per 
inch, or dpi, at the final size. If 
the original size is the final size, 
it can be scanned at 300. If the 
finished size is twice as big as 
the original, though, it wil have 
to either be scanned at 600 dpi 
at 100% of the original size or 
300 dpi at 200% of the original 
size to finish at the correct 
resolution. 

For inkjet printing, including 
large format printing for exhibit 
panels, the usual standard is 
150 dpi at the finished size. 
You can work with higher 
resolutions if you wish, but the 
extra resolution won’t produce 
dramatically better printing 
results, and the resulting files 
can become very large.

If you scan a 3” x 5” image at 
300 dpi and then blow it up to 
200% of its original size, then 
the same number of pixels 
must cover twice as much 
surface area. You will have 
effectively reduced the image 
to 150 dpi. As noted above, 
that’s still going to produce 
an acceptable image quality 
most of the time. If you made 
the original not twice as big 
but four times as big, however, 
the quality would be noticeably 
poorer as in the example to the 
right.

Depending on its quality, and 
the finished appearance you’re 

a 300 dpi scan of an offset-printed 
postcard.

The same scan enlarged 750% showing 
individual pixels.

A low-resolution bitmap scan of a 
small black and white magazine 
advertisement as a raster image.

The same image converted to vector art 
using the LiveTrace feature in Adobe 
Illustrator.
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after, you might be able to go 
down to 100 dpi. It depends 
on the quality of the image you 
started with, and the only way to 
find out for sure is to enlarge it, 
check it, and run a test on the 
same printer you’ll be using for 
the exhibit panels.

The vector world is a different 
place. Whereas the raster 
world is pixel-based, the vector 
world is math-based. A line in 
a vector graphic is made up of 
mathmatically-defined points 
connected by curves as you can 
see in the example of the canoe 
image. 

Notice that the appearance has 
changed after it was converted 
from a raster image to a vector 
image. It’s not chunky and 
pixelated any more, and it looks  
sort of smoothed over and 
simplified. That’s because the 
program makes judgment calls, 
based on parameters you set, 
when it does the conversion. With 
a vector file, each individual point 
and curve can be edited to refine 
the appearance of the image 
after it’s been converted..

To scan for exhibits, you need to 
know what you want to do with 
the finished image. Let’s say that 
you’re creating a 24” wide x 36” 
high exhibit panel and you want 
to use a historic photo as a full-
bleed background image, one 
that covers the entire panel. 

Your original photo is 8” x 10”, 
or less than half the size of the 
finished panel. Remember that 

we need to have 150 dpi at the 
final size. This isn’t absolute, and 
the graphics police won’t show up 
at your door if you end up at 135 
dpi, but it’s best to get as close 
to 150 as you can. As a rough 
estimate, scanning that original 
at 300 dpi at 150% of the original 
size would probably give you 
enough resolution to work with.
If you have some time, it can be 
helpful to scan the image, enlarge 
it to the final size, export it to a 
press-quality .pdf to see how it 
will look on screen and then send 
that same .pdf to the printer. If 
you do this at several different 
resolutions you’ll have a useful 
set of templates for the next 
project. 

If you want to be more precise, 
you’ll need a proportional scale 
like the one shown at the bottom 
of the page. This lets you enter 
the size of the original and the 
size of the enlarged or reduced 
image and determine the % 
change required. Nowdays, 
you can also just Google for 
“proportional scale” and find a 
web site that will do the same 
thing.

When in doubt, or when ordering 
from an archive, museum or 
library, it’s best to obtain the 
largest and highest-resolution 
scan that they are able to make.

If you’re shooting photos for a 
digital design project, you should 
set your camera to the highest 
possible resolution and size to 
make sure you’re capturing the 
resolution you need.

Vector graphic text created in Adobe 
Illustrator.

Vectorized raster image showing the 
curves and points that comprise the 
image.

Vector graphic text showing the curves 
and points that comprise the image.

A proportional scale used to calculate 
enlargement percentages.
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There’s a whole world of out-of-
copyright images out there for 
use in your exhibits, and all you 
have to do is get a scanner and 
learn how to use it. 

Before you do that, however, 
it’s a good idea to familiarize 
yourself with copyright 
legislation to ensure that what 
you’re scanning is truly oot of 
copyright.

According to the Canadian 
Intellectual Property Office:

• The general rule is that 
copyright lasts for the life of 
the author, the remainder of 
the calendar year in which 
the author dies, and for 50 
years following the end of 
the calendar year.

There are exceptions and 
variations depending on how 
and when the original work was 
created, and CIPO has a wealth 
of resources that can help you 
figure this out on its web site at 
http://www.cipo.ic.gc.ca/eic/
site/cipointernet-internetopic.
nsf/eng/h_wr00003.html.

As well as simply reproducing 
images for use in exhibits, 
scanning can also allow you 
to repair scratches, tears and 
other damage and remove 
undesireable additions such as 
library stamps and handwriting. 
On the next page is an example 
of how this can be done.

A scanner such as the Microtek i900 has 
the capacity to work with both reflective 
and transparent media through the use 
of a series of adapter drawers that slide 
in beneath the main platen. http://
www.microtek.com/Mii/Web/Product.
php?Product=Detail&P_Id=102

Janet Ashford and John Odam’s Start 
with a Scan: A Guide to Transforming 
Scanned Photos and Objects into 
High-Quality Art, Second Edition is an 
excellent introduction to what your 
scanner can do for you. A revised and 
expanded third edition is now available 
as well.

The web site of the Canadian Intellectual 
Property Office at http://www.cipo.ic.gc.
ca/eic/site/cipointernet-internetopic.
nsf/eng/h_wr00003.html

How can you use a scanned 
image? Here’s one example. This 
1930’s magazine ad offered 
a great image of pleasure 
boating with an outboard motor. 
Unfortunately, it was also an 
ad for Chesterfield cigarettes. 
The image was long out of 
copyright, so it was available 
for modification. Beginning 
with a high-resolution scan, it 
was cleaned up and altered in 
Photoshop and then printed on a 
large format inkjet printer to be 
mounted for the exhibit. 

The original magazine ad was 
approximately 8” wide x 10” high.

The finshed panel was 6’ high and 6’ 
wide.
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BEFORE AFTER

This early 20th century pamphlet  
had a rough life. The cover had 
been chewed by mice, torn, water-
stained and foxed by the acid in 
the cheap newsprint on which 
it was printed. It’s a very strong 
graphic, though, so it was worth 
saving and using.

The first step in rescuing it was 
to do a high-resolution scan. In 
this case, knowing that it was 
going to be enlarged when it 
was used, the scan was done in 
colour at 600 dpi at 200% of the 
original size. The scan was then 

opened in Photoshop. The first 
step was to use the Brightness 
and Contrast tool to punch up 
the visual appearance and 
compensate for both fading over 
time and the scanner’s tendency 
to wash out images when they are 
captured by making the blacks 
more saturated and the bright 
areas brighter. 

Using the Clone Stamp tool, the 
rips and tears in the middle of 
the black border on either side 
were fixed by copying and pasting 
colour from elsewhere in the 

image.The missing graphic in the 
lower left corner was repaired by 
copying an area from the right-
hand side, reflecting it vertically 
and pasting it on the left-hand 
corner, using the Eraser and 
Clone Stamp tools to blend it with 
the existing design. 

Finally, the whole image was gone 
over again with the Clone Stamp 
to fix smaller blemishes. The 
finished result doesn’t look new 
(but then that wasn’t the point), 
but it’s certainly usable for an 
exhibit graphic. 



Setting up An Exhibit Panel Design Studio 
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There are many ways to make 
an exhibit, ranging from hiring 
a designer and waiting for 
the finished product to doing 
it all yourself. Within the 
last decade, the evolution 
of computer hardware and 
software has made the latter 
option feasible for even small 
to medium-sized museums, 
particularly for the graphic 
panels that make up the core 
of most exhibits. 

That isn’t to say that just 
going out and buying some 
equipment will make you 
into an exhibit designer, and 
this option isn’t for everyone. 
But, if you’re interested and 
observant and willing to learn 
and your institution can commit 
to some ongoing professional 
development, there are real 
advantages to bringing exhibit 
design and production in-house 
at your museum, especially for 
the two-dimensional elements 
of your exhibits. Here are some 
of the advantages:

• CREATIVE CONTROL: it’s 
your museum, your 
collection and your exhibit, 
and chances are that you 
have a pretty good idea 
what you want it to be. If 
you bring exhibit design 
in-house, all of this is up to 
you.

• TIMELINES: in a typical 
consultant relationship, you 
decide what you want, tell 

http://www.techsoupcanada.ca/

http://www.adobe.com/ca/products/
creativesuite/designstandard.html

http://www.gimp.org/

DESIGN

Design begins with software. 
Just a word of warning here: YOU 
CAN’T BUILD EXHIBIT PANELS IN 
WORD! You need a page layout 
program. Hardware isn’t an issue, 
as almost all current laptops, 
desktops or notebooks will run 
these programs, though a bigger 
screen makes them much easier 
to use.

The gold standard for Mac or 
PC is Adobe Creative Suite, 
currently at version  CS6, which 
includes Photoshop, InDesign 
(for page layout), Ilustrator (for 
vector graphics), Acrobat (for 
pdf creation) and Bridge (for 
digital asset management). 
CS6 isn’t cheap, but there are 
several options for acquiring a 
copy. One is through TechSoup, 
a non-profit software collective 
that makes products available 
to eligible organizations for a 
nominal cost. Adobe also now 
has a cloud version where the 
program is available for “rent” for 
a reasonable monthly fee.

There are also freeware image 
manipulation programs such as 
GIMP and lower cost page layout 
alternatives such as Microsoft 
Publisher or PagePlus. For the 
Mac, there are a number of 
reasonably priced programs such 
as istudio Publisher. Whatever 
program you use, it needs to 
be able to export your finished 
panels as high-quality .pdf files. http://www.istudiopublisher.com/
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someone else, they tell you 
what they think you want, 
you tell them what you think 
of that, they go back and do 
another version and so on 
and so on. Doing it yourself 
can dramatically shorten 
project timelines and the 
number of meetings 
required.

• CAPACITY BUILDING: by 
setting up an in-house 
exhibit development facility, 
your whole institution will 
learn about exhibit making. 
The hardware and software 
can also be used to create 
signage, education program 
materials and event 
graphics. You may also find 
that you have some real 
hidden talents among your 
staff and volunteers.

• COST EFFECTIVENESS: 
On a typical medium-sized 
exhibit project, up to 50-
60% of the budget can be 
spent on contracted 
services. If you spend that 
on exhibit supplies and 
materials instead, you can 
either lower your overall 
cost or get a lot more 
exhibit for the same money. 
An exhibit studio can pay for 
itself in one or two years. 
Funding a studio is an ideal 
project for either corporate 
or government support, 
particularly through the 
Ministry of Tourism, Culture 
and Sport “Museums and 
Technology Fund” grants.

http://h10088.www1.hp.com/cda/
gap/display/main/index.jsp?zn=gap&
cp=20000-13698-16013_4041_101_

http://www.neoltusa.com/products/
manual_rotary_trimmers.php

http://www.codamount.com/coldmount.
htm

MOUNTING

OUTPUT

COST

What makes the whole system 
work is a large-format printer. 
HP in particular offers a wide 
range of options. The higher-
end printers use UV-resistant 
pigment inks and can accept a 
wide variety of print media. A 40” 
printer will accommodate most of 
your exhibit panel sizes.

To trim the output, you’ll need 
a large-format rotary trimmer 
such as those made by Neolt. 
Make sure to buy a trimmer that 
can accept material of at least 
the same width as your printer 
output.

The output needs to be mounted 
to the substrate with a cold 
laminator. Smaller sizes are 
manual, larger ones electric. 
Make sure to coordinate the 
widths of your printer, trimmer 
and laminator.

It sounds great, but what does 
all this cost? It is possible to 
purchase a desktop computer 
with a large monitor, a scanner, 
a 40” wide printer, a 60” wide 
rotary trimmer and a 42” 
electric cold laminator for under 
$20,000. Online and face-to-
face training in graphic software 
and design is available through 

community colleges around the 
province, and Adobe puts out an 
excellent series of Classroom in a 
Book publications for each of the 
programs in its Creative Suite. 

For a $10,000 exhibit project 
where as much as $5,000 to 
$6,000 might go to contracted 
services, the cost of such a studio 
setup will be paid back after the 
first three or four projects.



Exhibit Evaluation

In the new [1996] paradigm of 
visitor-centered museums with 
narrative interpretive exhibitions, 
evaluation is essential to making 
museums inclusive, equitable 
and socially responsible to their 
communities. (Serrell, p. 132)

Exhibits also serve to reinforce 
what visitors already know or help 
them make new combinations 
with their existing knowledge -- an 
important function that is often 
overlooked in favor of offering 
visitors more and more new 
information.. (Serrell, p. 137)

How interview questions are 
asked will have a profound 
influence on the quality of 
information received. The goal 
. . .is to elicit a participant’s 
responses in ways that avoid . . . 
bias. (Diamond, p. 69)
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As Beverley Serrell says in 
Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach, “[exhibit] evaluation 
is about making improvements” 
(p. 133). It’s not a pass/fail test 
or an admission of failure. It is 
a recognition of the complexity 
of human communication and 
exhibit-making. There are three 
kinds of evaluation that are 
usually carried out for exhibit 
projects. 

FRONT END evaluation, carried 
before a project, assesses the 
current state of the potential 
audience, what visitors know 
and what their expectations 
are. It is usually carried out 
through surveys or interviews. 
“The primary goal of front-end 
evaluation is to learn about 
the audience before a program 
or exhibit has been designed 
to better understand how 
visitors will eventually respond 
once the project has been 
developed.” (Diamond, p. 4)

FORMATIVE evaluation, 
carried out during a project, 
makes sure that directions, 
information, vocabulary 
and text are expressed 
appropriately for the intended 
audiences. “Formative 

evaluation provides information  
about how well a program or 
exhibit functions or how well 
it communicates its intended 
messages. . .The evaluator 
measures visitor responses to 
models, plans, or prototypes of 
the program or exhibit. (Diamond, 
p. 4).

SUMMATIVE evaluation, carried 
out after a project, assesses 
visitor use and impact and carries 
out testing and refinement of the 
assumptions put forward at the 

outset of the project. “Summative 
evaluation can be as simple as 
documenting who visits an exhibit 
or participates in a program, or it 
can be as complex as a study of 
what visitors learned” (Diamond, 
p. 4).

For the most part, museums are 
venues for informal learning. Five 
key characteristics of informal 
learning that exhibit designers 
should keep in mind are that it 
is: voluntary; learner-motivated; 
guided by learner interests; non-
linear; and open-ended. 

“Informal learning prepares 
people for lifelong learning. It 
teaches people that learning 

is a part of everyday life, that 
it requires inititiative, and 
that everyone, regardless of 
background, is allowed to 
participate. Informal learning 
reinforces learning for its own 
sake, and reminds us that 
learning can be both fun and 
exciting” (Diamond, p. 13).

To set up an evaluation project, 
you will need to: 1) Select the 
participants and determine 
the appropriate sample size 
based on the type of survey to 
be used; 2) Decide whether to 
use observational tools such 
as counting, tracking, basic 
observations or systematic 
observations; 3) Decide on an 
interview technique and type of 
questions and whether to have 
an on line component to the 
survey; 4) Present and analyze the 
data; 5) Report the results of the 
evaluation; and 6) Translate the 
evaluation findings into practice.

Because its results can affect 
the construction of expensive 
exhibit furniture and interactive 
devices, formative evaluation is 
an important part of the exhibit 
development workflow. A few 
hundred dollars for a mockup can 
save thousands later on.
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Some of the information here 
has been adapted from Judy 
Diamond, Jessica J. Luke 
and David H. Uttal. Practical 
Evaluation Guide: Tools for 
Museums and Other Informal 
Educational Settings. Lanham, 
MD: AltaMira Press, a Division of 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
Inc., 2009, and Beverly Serrell. 
Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach. Walnut Creek, CA: 
AltaMira Press, 1996.

Both of these books, and 
particularly the Family Learning 
Forum referenced above, would 
be very useful for setting up your 
own exhibit evaluation project. 
Diamond’s book also has an 
extensive list of references and 
other recommended resources.

Another useful reference is Janet 
Gail Donald. “The Measurement 
of Learning in a Museum.” 
Canadian Journal of Education, 
16:3 (1991), 371 to 382. 
Available on line from http://
www.csse-scee.ca/CJE/Articles/
FullText/CJE16-3/CJE16-3-
11Donald.pdf. 

A formative exhibit evaluation underway 
at the USS Constitution Museum. 
Their “Family Learning Forum” is an 
excellent online resource for program 
and evaluation techniques. As they say 
about evaluation, Like washing their 
hands and flossing their teeth, everyone 
says they do it, but … the best laid 
plans for prototyping and evaluation are 
often abandoned. We’ll convince you 
why listening to and learning from your 
visitors will change the way you think 
about and design and exhibits.

Image from rom http://www.familylearningforum.
org/evaluation/power-of-evaluation/when-
professional.htm

QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED DURING FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION OF EXHIBIT MOCK UPS

QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED DURING FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION OF INTERACTIVE DEVICES

• Do visitors like it?
• Do they think it’s fun?
• Do they understand it?
• Do they find it 

meaningful?
• Does their understanding 

coincide with the 
objectives?

• Are the instructions in the 
right order?

• Does it mechanically 
function without breaking 
or hurting someone?

• Can visitors correctly 
figure out how and where 
to start the activity in two 
seconds or less?

• Can people follow the 
directions? Are the 
directions in three steps 
or fewer?

• If visitors act intuitively, 
are they doing the right 
thing?

• Can visitors figure out 
what to do without 
reading?

• Do the visitor’s actions 
reflect the concept?

• Is the reset time what it 
needs to be?

• Do the words in the label 
match the actions and 
activities that the visitor 
engages in?

• Does the challenge of doing 
the activity match most 
visitors’ skill levels while still 
requiring them to “stretch” a 
little bit?

• Is the visitor’s attention 
focused and are they 
absorbed in the experience?

• Do people feel anxious 
about the content or the 
setting?

• Does it give the user a 
sense of discovery, 
wonder or “wow?”

• Do visitors have 
trouble with jargon, 
unfamiliar technical 
terms or words with 
double meanings?



Creating Accessible Exhibits
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Accessible, barrier-free exhibits 
aren’t just a good idea: they’re 
a legal requirement. As noted 
on the Ontario Ministry of 
Community and Social Services 
web site, “The government 
enacted the Accessibility for 
Ontarians with Disabilities 
Act in 2005. This act lays the 

framework for the development 
of province-wide mandatory 
standards on accessibility in all 
areas of daily life.” When you read 
through the standards and design 
guidelines referred to here, you 
might be surprised by how often 
accessible design is simply good 
design. After all, is there anyone 

who really wants illegible 
labels? Or glaring reflective 
surfaces? And who doesn’t 
need a place to sit down from 
time to time? Fortunately, 
there is a wealth of resources 
out there to help you make 
your exhibits accessible to all 
visitors.

This may be more information than 
you need, but your designer will be 
using it. The 2012 edition of the 
CSA Accessible Design manual is 
available from http://shop.csa.ca/
en/canada/accessibility/b651-12/
invt/27021232012/

The City of Hamilton has an excellent 
set of guidelines available as a free pdf 
download from http://www.hamilton.
ca/NR/rdonlyres/089B1393-4EE8-
44B1-A760-FEC7EE36493C/0/
CityofHamiltonBarrierFree 
DesignGuidelines.pdf

Perhaps the most useful guide for 
museums is available from the 
Smithsonian as a free pdf download 
from http://accessible.si.edu/pdf/
Smithsonian%20Guidelines%20for%20
accessible%20design.pdf

Downloadable .tif files of disability 
access symbols from https://www.
graphicartistsguild.org/resources/ 
disability-access-symbols

The Accessibility for Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act website at http://www.
mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/
accessibility/index.aspx

Useful links about accessible design in 
museums from http://futureofmuseums.
blogspot.ca/2013/02/roundup-of-
recent-news-on-accessible.html
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The Registered Graphic Designers of 
Ontario have created a very useful 
handbook available as a free pdf 
download from http://www.rgd-
accessibledesign.com/

The Manual of Museum Exhibitions 
has a chapter that addresses many 
aspects of exhibition accessibility and 
inclusiveness.

The City of Toronto’s guidelines are 
available as a free pdf download from 
http://www1.toronto.ca/static_files/
equity_diversity_and_human_rights_
office/pdf/accessibility_design_
guidelines.pdf

Exhibit design and accessibility need 
to be closely integrated. If they are not, 
visitors will suffer from the dreaded 
“Museum Fatigue,” about which 
you can find an excellent article at 
http://historicalvoices.org/pbuilder/
pbfiles/Project38/Scheme325/VSA-
a0a5y5-a_5730.pdf. 

This image of a visitor at the Heiniken 
Museum is from from http://brc-asia.
com/about/museum-exhibit-design.html

As you can see in this diagram from 
the Smithsonian Institution Accessible 
Exhibition Design guidelines, the 
placement of exhibit components 
must be carefully designed in order to 
make exhibits accessible to the widest 
possible range of audiences.

There is a very narrow range of optimum 
viewing height common to both seated 
and standing visitors.

Even for the fully able, museum 
visitation can be an intense experience, 
as can be seen in these images from 
Benjamin Ives Gilman’s 1918 work 
Museum Ideals of Purpose and Method.

Planning for universal accessibility from 
the beginning of the project can also 
address many of the common causes of 
museum fatigue.

  



Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport Exhibit Standard
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OBJECTIVE OF THE EXHIBIT STANDARD
The museum’s exhibits provide an important link between the community 
and its heritage. In the planning and presentation of exhibitions, the museum 
will strive for accuracy of information, relevance to the community, effective 
communication, opportunities for learning, and the safe display of artifacts.

Requirements
The museum has a written exhibition policy stating that it will:

• Ensure that the themes and number of exhibits are consistent with the 
museum’s statement of purpose and the needs and interests of the 
communities it serves;

• Demonstrate a commitment to accuracy and objectivity in exhibit 
presentation;

• Demonstrate a commitment to ethical behaviour in exhibit presentation;
• Meet conservation standards in exhibit design, materials and use of 

artifacts;
• Meet municipal, provincial and federal legislative requirements that 

have an impact on exhibit presentation (e.g. safety codes, copyright, 
disability legislation).

All exhibits are consistent with the museum’s exhibition policy.

The museum has an exhibition schedule comprising a mix of permanent and 
temporary exhibits.

The museum ensures the relevance, accuracy and effective communication 
of each exhibit by:

• Establishing clearly defined objectives and evaluating exhibits against 
their objectives;

• Using appropriate expertise, including staff, volunteers, community 
groups, or consultants;

• Carrying out sufficient research.

The museum ensures that all staff (including volunteers) involved in the 
planning, preparation and installation of exhibits have the necessary skills 
and training.
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The museum ensures that exhibits are safe for visitors and staff by:
• Placing hazardous materials in display cases;
• Adequately supporting, securing or providing barriers against heavy 

objects or moving parts that could cause injury;
• Training staff in the safe operation of exhibits (e.g. machinery);
• Meeting legislated requirements in the handling and display of firearms.

The museum endeavours to ensure that exhibits are accessible and capable 
of being used and enjoyed by visitors of all ages and abilities.

The museum ensures that exhibits effectively promote learning and 
enjoyment through:

• Providing a variety of interpretation methods to meet a range of visitor 
needs;

• Regularly replacing artifacts in permanent exhibits with other examples 
from storage, to refresh the exhibits for the community’s enjoyment as 
well as for conservation purposes.

A portion of the museum’s budget is allocated annually for exhibit 
development, design, construction, maintenance and evaluation expenses.

The museum ensures that exhibit preparation activities that are harmful to 
artifacts are carried out in a workshop that is isolated from collection areas 
(i.e. display and storage). Such activities would include those that produce 
dust, excessive heat or vibrations, and those that involve the use of aerosols 
and solvents (e.g. paints and varnishes).

N.B. The complete set of standards is available from http://www.mtc.gov.
on.ca/en/museums/museums_standards.shtml
 



How to Make a Good Exhibit
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1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11

Have fun when you make the exhibit and chances are that 
your audience have fun when they visit it.

Let yourself (and your institution) come through. Don’t be 
afraid to have a point of view.

Design it for the kids and everyone will have a good time. 
Design for younger audiences is often just good design.

There’s no such thing as a “permanent” exhibit. Dog years = 
1:7; exhibit years = 1:10. They get old pretty fast.

Engage the whole institution when you make the exhibit and 
everyone will learn, including the visitors.

Make a good white model of your gallery space, and use it 
throughout the project. Take it to every planning meeting.

Get the exhibit off the walls and out into the room. An 
exhibit is a story told in three dimensions.

Aim for the slow reveal. Don’t give it all away as soon as 
someone walks into the gallery.

As (lots of) questions and provide some answers, but don’t 
provide them all.

Leave some room for your audience, intellectually as well as 
physically.

Exhibits are like poetry: they should both teach and delight. 
Err on the side of delight if you can.
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12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Leave room for the audience to experience wonder and 
surprise.

Remember that the history of failure is as instructive (and 
often more interesting) than the history of success.

Teach, but teach gently. Remember, it goes with delight.
Visitors will learn if they want to and it’s OK if they don’t.

Humour has a place, but use it well, and make sure the joke 
is on you, and not the visitors.

No clip art allowed in your graphic design. None of any 
description. Why? Because it looks like clip art.

Use as little stock photography as possible, especially the 
kind that really looks like stock photography.

Out-of-copyright material is a gift—use it. Make friends with 
your scanner and find out what it can do for you.

Tread lightly with goals, objectives and learning outcomes. 
Visitors aren’t nails, and the exhibit isn’t a hammer.

Exhibit design is a creative process that can have a didactic 
outcome and so is the visitor’s experience.

Remember that sooner or later, everyone needs to sit down, 
have a drink of water and go to the bathroom.

Most visitors are casual visitors, in every sense of the word. 
They should be glad they came to see you when they go.



Reviewing An Exhibit

INTENTIONS

AUDIENCE

ORGANIZATION AND LAYOUT

CONTENT
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Once you get involved in 
making an exhibit, you’ll never 
look at one the same way 
again. In fact, when you’re in 
an exhibit at another institution 
you may find that you spend 
more time looking at how 
things have been built, rigged 
or designed than taking in the 
content. Your friends may stop 
inviting you along--after all, 
who wants to go out to dinner 
with a restaurant critic?

You might find opportunities 
to write formal exhibit reviews 
for blogs or journals. Even 
if you don’t take it that far, 
the following guidelines 
offer a useful framework for 
systematically analyzing the 
form and content of an exhibit.

Exhibitions are by their very 
nature not neutral, objective 
presentations They have 
been created by someone, for 
someone, and should therefore 
be assumed to have points of 
view. Exhibits also convey many 
messages to their audiences 
beyond those explicitly written 
in signage and artifact labels. 

In order to think critically about 
exhibits, you will need to base 
your analysis on both personal 
and theoretical considerations. 
Your reaction as a visitor is 
valuable, but as someone 
reviewing the exhibit you will 
also need to think critically 
about your reaction.  

Exhibits are complex projects 
undertaken by individuals with 
specific objectives in mind. For 
any exhibit to succeed, it should 
at the very least be clear to the 
casual visitor what the main 
objectives are. Moreover, it 
should be possible to express 
these intentions in a concise 
thesis statement of no more 
than two sentences. How would 
you express the intention of the 
exhibit before you? What’s the big 
idea?

Exhibits should always be 
conceived with an audience in 
mind. Defining that audience 
and its needs is an important 
step in the exhibit design process 
and influences everything from 
the location of the text panels 
to language, lighting and layout. 
After looking at the content and 
presentation, both the substance 
and the style of the exhibit before 
you, what can you deduce about 
the intended audience?

Organization and layout in exhibit 
development are primarily 
issues of style, though other 
considerations such as building 
codes and accessibility can 
also influence decisions. The 
arrangement and use of space 

is essential to an exhibit’s 
success in communication its 
intentions. 

Even the most compelling 
subject and well-developed 
content can be undone by poor 
organization and layout. What 
is the exhibit’s narrative path, 
the way it unfolds as you walk 
through? What is its logic, the 
coherence between sections 
and subjects? What is its 
methodology, the organizing 
principle, style and format? 
What are its media, the various 
means by which information is 
provided?  What is its physical 
plan, how its lighting, space 
and sound are arranged?

Content is primarily a matter of 
substance. Exhibit substance, 
as opposed to style, consists 
of images, words, objects and 
sound. Together, these provide 
information about the subject. 

The quality and quantity of 
the content should support 
the big idea. Too much 
information can overwhelm, 
while too little undermines 
the intentions. How does the 
exhibit communicate? Does it 
use facts, pronouncements, 
questions, metaphors, 
questions, suggestions, or 
humour? How does the content 
come across to visitors? 
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BOOKS

Adams, Sean, Peter Dawson, John Foster and Tony Seddon. Thou Shall Not Use Comic Sans. 365 
Graphic Design Sins and Virtues: A Designer’s Almanac of Do’s and Don’ts. Berkeley, Ca: Peachpit 
Press, 2012.

A thoroughly enjoyable book that’s also full of useful information. Presented as discreet examples of good and bad 
design practices, the book is easy to use and the lessons are clear. It’s an interesting exercise to take this book with 
you when you visit an exhibit and see how many of the recommended (and not recommended!) practices you can 
identify. And yes, the “Comic Sans” typeface should be deleted from the system fonts on your computer.

Belcher, Michael. Exhibitions in Museums. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991.
Dated in its particular examples, but offers a good overview, particularly of exhibit types, visitor types and motivations 
and measures of exhibit effectiveness.

Bennett, Tony. The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. New York, NY: Routledge, 1995. 
A critical-theory based exploration of museum issues. Chapter 1, “The Formation of the Museum” and Chapter 2, 
“The Exhibitionary Complex” are particularly worth reading for understanding the origins of the modern museum.

Ashford, Janet and John Odam. Start with a Scan, Second Edition. A Guide to Transforming Scanned 
Photos and Objects into High-Quality Art. Berkeley, CA: Peachpit Press, 2000.

Very useful guide for both scanning photos and other images and also for using found objects to create graphic 
elements and backgrounds for exhibits. A third edition is now available.

Cabarga, Leslie. Logo, Font and Lettering Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Design, Construction 
and Usage of Alphabets and Symbols. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 2004.

Comprehensive and useful guide to these subjects with a wealth of graphic design ideas. Includes critiques of 
examples of both good and bad design and how-to examples of graphic creation.

Cabarga, Leslie. The Designer’s Guide to Color Combinations: 500+ Historic and Modern Color 
Formulas in CMYK. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 1999.

A very useful reference, especially for getting a feel for the colour palette of particular eras, as her combinations are 
drawn from actual graphic examples. Great inspiration for the start of a project.

Diamond, Judy. Practical Evaluation Guide: Tools for Museums and other Informal Educational 
Settings, 2nd Edition. Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2009.

A general guide to evaluation that discusses tools, interviews and questionnaires, measures of learning and how to 
present and analyze data. Discusses front end, formative and summative evaluation. Good place to start to design an 
exhibit evaluation program. 

Freeman, Ruth and Paul Martinovich. The Evolution of an Exhibit: Community Museums and Travelling 
Exhibits. Toronto: Ontario Museum Association, 2001.

Based on one particular project to create and share regional travelling exhibits among several museums, but has 
a useful summary running throughout the book about exhibit development roles and responsibilities based on 
identifying “hats” for who does what.

Houtgraaf, Dirk and Vanda Vitali. Mastering a Museum Plan: Strategies for Exhibit Development. 
Leiden, NL: Naturalis, 2008.

Based on the development of a comprehensive exhibit plan for Naturalis: The National Museum of Natural History, 
this is a thorough and well-illustrated look at large-scale exhibit development. The “Appendix: Overall Exhibit 



OMMC Exhibit Workshop

Development and Production Process and Its Deliverables” offers a detailed, colour-coded graphic summary from concept 
to final production, including collateral activities such as education programs, web programs and marketing.

Hughes, Phillip. Exhibition Design. London: Laurence King Publishing Ltd., 2010. 
Focused on larger institutions and trade shows, with some examples of very large-scale projects. Worthwhile nonetheless, 
particularly for its discussions of the use of models in exhibit planning, circulation patterns and especially exhibit do’s and 
don’ts.

Klein, Larry. Exhibits: Planning and Design. New York, NY: Madison Square Press, 1986.
There are any number of coffee table books out there, some produced annually, that feature glossy articles about big 
expensive exhibit and trade show projects, and this book is one of them. However, it also includes chapters on “What is an 
Exhibit?” and “Museum Exhibition” that are well worth reading for what they say about the process of exhibit development.

Krause, Jim. Color Index: Over 1100 Color Combinations. CMYK and RGB Formulas for Print and Web 
Media. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 2002. 

A very useful guide for starting the creative process. The color combinations are presented in groupings such as Active, 
Quiet, Rich, Muted, Natural and Culture/Era. 

Lord, Barry and Gail Dexter Lord, eds. The Manual of Museum Exhibitions. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira 
Press, 2001.

Comprehensive work that should be on your shelf if you’re going to do a lot of exhibit work. Packed with useful information, 
but much of it is oriented toward large institutions where exhibits are created with multi-person project teams.

McRainey, D. Lynn and John Russick, eds. Connecting Kids to History With Museum Exhibitions. Walnut 
Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2010.

Excellent guide to the topic, strongly rooted in educational and developmental psychology. Easily the best current work on 
the topic.

Miles, R.S., compiler, in collaboration with M.B. Alt, D.C. Gosling, B.N. Lewis and A.F. Tout. The Design of 
Educational Exhibits, 2nd Edition. London: Unwin Hyman, 1988.

Worth consulting in general as a reference, but not the best book to follow to actually plan and execute an exhibit project, 
particularly for a smaller museum.

Neal, Arminta. Exhibits for the Small Museum: A Handbook. Nashville: AASLH, 1976.
A classic in the field, and still one of the few references intended specifically for smaller museums. Worth reading in 
general, and the scale model chapter is good, but most of the fabrication and materials information is too dated to be 
worth using. 

Parman, Alice and Jeffrey Jane Flowers. Exhibit Makeovers: A Do-It-Yourself Workbook for Small Museums. 
Latham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2008. 

The only one of its kind. Packed full of useful advice, forms and worksheets, this book can help you plan an exhibit 
renovation project. Good reference with regard to the processes it outlines, but the end results they illustrate could be 
improved upon with more up to date production techniques and materials.

Perry, Deborah L. What Makes Learning Fun? Principles for the Design of Intrinsically Motivating Exhibits. 
Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2012.

Perry is a consultant and Director of Selinda Research Associates in Chicago, and this book puts forward the “Selinda 
Model.” This is based on using three perspectives in exhibit planning: outcomes, engagements and motivations. A clear, 
organized and useful book, particularly in the way the author presents both general principles and strategies to achieve 
them.

Ravelli, Louise J. Museum Texts: Communication Frameworks. London and New York: Routledge, Taylor and 
Francis Group, 2006. 

A detailed, linguistically-based exploration of both “texts in museums” and “museums as texts.” Offers analysis of actual 
examples of museum panels and labels and discusses the appropriate style and level of complexity for different audiences. 
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Analyzes “spoken-ness” and “written-ness” as two opposite ends of the museum communication spectrum. Challenges 
some long-held assumptions about what constitutes good writing and the clear language and design movement and 
commonly-used measures of readability. Dense but worth it.

Serrell, Beverly. Making Exhibit Labels: A Step-by-Step Guide. Nashville: American Association for State and 
Local History, 1983, 1996. 

The first edition is dated in its particular examples, and especially with regards to methods and materials for producing 
labels, but the basic principles are still sound and it’s still a good, hands-on guide. The second edition goes far beyond the 
first and to be a common-sense primer on exhibit design in general that is strongly focused on the needs of the audience. 
Read this book in conjunction with the Ravelli book for the big picture view of written communication in museums. Probably 
the single most useful book on this list for general guidance about creating effective exhibits.

Williams, Robin. The Non-Designer’s Design Book: Design and Typographic Principles for the Visual Novice. 
Berkeley, CA: Peachpit Press, 1994.

If you pick up only one book on graphic design, this is a great choice. Clear, simple and useful, it focuses on four 
fundamental design principles: repetition; proximity; alignment and contrast. The before and after examples are particularly 
clear.

Davey, Gareth. “What is Museum Fatigue?” Visitor Studies Today, Volume 8, Issue 3, 2005.  Available on 
line from http://historicalvoices.org/pbuilder/pbfiles/Project38/Scheme325/VSA-a0a5y5-a_5730.pdf.

A useful summary of current research on this important topic, with a thorough bibliography.

Donald, Janet Gail. “The Measurement of Learning in a Museum.” Canadian Journal of Education, 16:3 
(1991), 371 to 382. Available on line from http://www.csse-scee.ca/CJE/Articles/FullText/CJE16-3/CJE16-
3-11Donald.pdf.

A bit dated but still useful, particularly as regards measures of museum learning such as time on task, knowledge gain, 
thinking and problem-solving and motivation.

Museums and Galleries Scotland Information Sheet. “Planning for Effective Museum Interpretation:  How 
to Write an Interpretive Plan.” Available on line from: http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/
publications/publication/317/planning-for-effective-museum-interpretation-how-to-write-an-interpretive-
plan

Good basic guide.

Chesapeake Bay Office, National Park Service. “Planning for Success: Interpretive Planning Tools for 
Historic Trails and Gateways.”  Available on line from: http://www.interpretiveplanningtoolkit.org/wp-
content/uploads/2010/09/Planning-For-Success.pdf

Detailed guide to the interpretive planning process. Focused on outdoor interpretation, but lots of useful information for all 
kinds of exhibits and visitor experiences.

Nova Scotia Museum. “Interpretive Master Plan.” Available on line from http://museum.gov.ns.ca/en/
home/aboutnsm/imp.aspx

Slickly-done interpretive plan for a provincial organization that manages a number of museums and historic sites.

ARTICLES
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ONLINE RESOURCES

Pinterest sites useful for exhibit and design inspiration
http://pinterest.com/mastrore/museum-stuff/ http://pinterest.com/welshjan/museum
inspiration/http://pinterest.com/pgrim01/museum/
http://exhibitlabels.tumblr.com/
http://pinterest.com/studiotectonic/exhibits/
http://pinterest.com/pulpmountain/signage/
http://pinterest.com/lindanorris/museums-exhibits/
https://pinterest.com/emscheider/museum-displays-specimen-labels/
http://pinterest.com/mattlangstaff/museum-exhibition-design/

Summary of the use of mobile technology in museums from the (UK) Museums Association
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museum-practice/mobile-projects

Blogs and Web Sites
http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.ca/
http://theexhibitdesigner.com/
http://brokenships.com/en
http://reachadvisors.typepad.com/museum_audience_insight/
http://museumtwo.blogspot.ca/
http://blog.orselli.net/
http://www.orselli.net/sources.htm
http://www.astc.org/pubs/browse_publications.htm#exhibits
http://www.greenexhibits.org/intro.shtml
http://www.exhibitfiles.org/
http://museums-now.blogspot.ca/
http://exhibitdev.wordpress.com/
http://themuseumofthefuture.com/2012/11/30/five-thoughts-about-digital-engagement-strategy-after-tens-days-in-
sydney/
http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.ca/2012/06/experiment-in-progress.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Museum_label
http://www.flickr.com/groups/exhibitlabels/
http://exhibitlabels.tumblr.com/
http://www.tumblr.com/spotlight/museums
http://thisbelongsinamuseum.com/
http://www.thebiginternetmuseum.com/

Good review of recent writing on the subject of accessible design 
http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.ca/2013/02/roundup-of-recent-news-on-accessible.html

And finally, a useful and amusing tool for parsing and finding themes in big chunks of content such as 
exhibit text.

http://www.wordle.net/



Exhibit Modalities
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As well as its unique content, 
each exhibit usually has a 
distinctive style and a typical 
method of presentation, or 
modality. A modality can be 
defined as: a particular mode 
in which something exists or is 
experienced or expressed. 

Styles come and go, and 
sometimes that’s for the better. 
For example, let’s hope that all 
those orange and brown 1970s 
exhibits with supergraphics 
painted on the wall never come 
back. Modalities are more 

persistent though. Examples 
of all of these modalities can 
be found in museums today, 
regardless of when they were 
first introduced. Some modalities 
are strongly associated with 
particular historical periods, such 
as cabinets of curiosities in the 
Renaissance and severe, white-
walled art museums with the 
Modernist era.

All of these modalities have 
their strengths and relevance to 
particular topics and audiences, 
so none of these comments are 

intended to be perjorative! They 
are all tools in the exhibit-maker’s 
toolbox. 

Individual exhibits may make use 
of several modalities, and this 
list certainly isn’t exhaustive. As 
you begin to look more closely 
into exhibit-making you will 
undoubtedly discover some of 
your own.

DON’T TOUCH MY 
STUFF. Cabinets 
of curiosities with 
densely-packed 
displays. See 
“Dead Bugs and 
Butterflies” below.

 http://www.thehouseofwonder.org/2011/04/26/

THE GREAT 
EXHIBITION. 
Grand, 
blockbuster- scale 
exhibits with 
exhausting scope 
and huge amounts 
of content.

http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/victorians/
exhibition/greatexhibition.html

THE FRIENDLY 
VILLAGE. 
Streetscapes re-
created indoors, 
sometimes at 
reduced scale.

 http://blog.royalbcmuseum.bc.ca/2011/09/ re-
imagining-history.html

THE AQUARIUM. A 
box-like case with 
a viewing window 
set into the front 
and internal top-
lighting.

http://museum.mil.idaho.gov/attractions.html

DEAD BUGS AND 
BUTTERFLIES. 
Neatly-arranged 
and labelled wall-
mounted rows of 
similar specimens 
or artifacts.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Insect_collecting

THE BELL JAR. 
Individual 
cases set in 
close rows with 
artifacts under 
vitrines, minimal 
interpretive 
material.

http://ancientshore.com/2009/10/12/monday 
-museum-1-mineral-exhibits-at-vsegei/
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THE LONG AND 
WINDING ROAD. 
An exhibit with 
constrained, one-
way circulation.

http://www.civilization.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/
canp1/canp1eng.shtml

THE CAR SHOW. 
Large technology 
artifacts in rows 
with minimal 
interpretation.

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/20/
automobiles/collectibles/20museums-deep-south.
html?_r=0

THE LIGHTS ARE 
ON, BUT. . .Historic 
house museums 
with guided 
interpretation, 
sometimes in 
costume and 
sometimes not.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/
historyfestival/7292705790/ 

THE GLASS 
HOUSE. Period 
rooms in 
museums with the 
fourth wall opened 
up for viewing.

http://www.metmuseum.org/en/about-the-
museum/now-at-the-met/features/2010/new-
touchscreen-labels-for-the-american-wing-period-
rooms

THE CHURCH 
OF THE HOLY 
RECTANGLE. 
Single-hung works 
of art, often on 
the walls of a 
stark space with 
minimal labelling 
and interpretation.http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Brooklyn_

Museum_exhibit_-_NARA_-_559184.jpg 

THE TRAFFIC JAM. 
See “The Car 
Show.” Here, the 
large technology 
artifacts aren’t in 
neat rows, often in 
cavernous spaces.

http://www.digitalapoptosis.com/2007/09/28/
aviation-museum/

CHARLIE AND 
THE CHOCOLATE 
FACTORY. Science 
centres and other 
interactive-heavy 
museums.

http://entertainmentdesigner.com/news/museum-
design-news/oo-welios-science-center-hands-on-
lessons-in-renewable-energy-practices/

THE VERY QUIET 
ZOO. Illusionistic 
dioramas 
with mounted 
specimens.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/file:seabird diorama-
Royal BC Museum-Victoria BC-Canada.jpg

THE MARCH OF 
THE ROBOTS.
Animatronic 
talking, singing 
and moving 
figures.

http://www.virtualtourist.com/travel/North_
America/United_States_of_America/Texas/
Austin-875823/Things_To_Do-Austin-LBJ_
Presidential_Library-BR-1.html 

SPAM. 
Unclassifiable, 
one-of-a-kind 
museums, where 
the form is 
often part of the 
content.

http://www.phoenixjeff.com/wheres/2000/Spam/
spam.html 



The Visitors’ Bill of Rights
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1 COMFORT: Meet my basic needs. Visitors need fast, easy, 
obvious access to clean, safe, barrier-free restrooms, 
[water] fountains, baby-changing tables and plenty of 
seating. They also need full access to exhibits.

2 ORIENTATION: Make it easy for me to find my way around. 
Visitors need to make sense of their surroundings. Clear 
signs and well-planned spaces help them know what to 
expect, where to go, how to get there and what it’s about.

3 WELCOME/BELONGING: Make me feel welcome. Friendly, 
helpful staff ease visitors’ anxieties. If they see themselves 
represented in exhibits and programs and on the staff, 
they’ll feel more like they belong.

4 ENJOYMENT: I want to have fun! Visitors want to have a 
good time. If they run into barriers (like broken exhibits, 
activities they can’t relate to, intimidating labels) they can 
get frustrated, bored [and] confused.

5 SOCIALIZING: I came to spend time with my family and 
friends. Visitors come for a social outing with family or 
friends (or [to] connect with society at large). They expect to 
talk, interact and share the experience; exhibits can set the 
stage for this.

Note that in this list the 
majority of criteria don’t deal 
with fact-based learning or 
the achievement of learning 
objectives. Maybe when we 
evaluate exhibits we should be 
evaluating for the perceived 
quality and character of the 

visitor experience as much as 
for whether they’ve learned 
what we wanted them to learn? 
From Judy Rand, “The Visitors’ 
Bill of Rights.” In Anderson, Gail, 
ed. Reinventing the Museum: 
Historical and Contemporary 
Perspectives on the Paradigm 

Shift. Lanham, MD: AltaMira 
Press, 2004. pp. 158-159. 
First appeared in “The 22-Mile 
Museum, or a Visitors’ Bill of 
Rights.” Curator: The Museum 
Journal (Vol. 44, No. 1, January 
2000, pp. 7-14.)
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7 COMMUNICATION: Help me understand, and let me talk too. 
Visitors need accuracy, honesty and clear communication 
from labels, programs and docents. They want to ask 
questions, and hear and express differing points of view.

8 LEARNING: I want to learn something new. Visitors come 
(and bring the kids) “to learn something new,” but they 
learn in different ways. It’s important to know how visitors 
learn, and assess their knowledge and interests. Controlling 
distractions (like crowds, noise and information overload) 
helps them too.

9 CHOICE AND CONTROL: Let me choose, give me some 
control. Visitors need some autonomy: Freedom to choose, 
and exert some control, touching and getting close to 
whatever they can. They need to use their bodies and move 
around freely.

10 CHALLENGE AND CONFIDENCE: Give me a challenge I know 
I can handle. Visitors want to succeed. A task that’s too 
easy bores them; too hard makes them anxious. Providing a 
range of experiences will match their wide range of skills.

11 REVITALIZATION: Help me leave refreshed, restored. 
When visitors are focused, fully engaged, and enjoying 
themselves, time stands still and they feel refreshed: a 
“flow” experience that exhibits can aim to create.

6 RESPECT: Accept me for who I am and what I know. Visitors 
want to be accepted at their own level of knowledge and 
interest. They don’t want exhibits, labels or staff to exclude 
them, patronize them or make them feel dumb.



xhibit Development orkflow
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Concept

Design

Fabrication

Installation

Evaluation

indow of pportunity 
for Major hanges

Idea

Reality

Change is 
cheap up      
to here

Change is 
increasingly 
expensive 
after here
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Some of the factors 
which affect how exhibit 
development stages will be 
implemented in a particular 
project:

• size of institution

• size and composition of 
project team

• experience and skills of 
project team

• scope and complexity of 
the project

• division between in-
house and out-of-house 
resources

• project budget  and

• project timeline.

Concept

Design

Fabrication

Installation

Evaluation

What Happens in Each Stage?

• xhibit Brief and RFP
• Research and Writing
• Image and Artifact Ac uisition
• Interpretive Planning
• Formative Evaluation

• hite Model of allery
• Schematic Design
• Design Development
• Final Approval
• Shop Drawings and Specs

• ases and Plinths
• Vitrines
• Millwork
• Interactives
• raphic Panels

• Base Building Changes
• Mount Panels, Hang Art
• Install and Dress cases
• Hang ut inyl raphics
• Adjust Lighting

• Passive Instruments
• Administered instruments
• Tracking Studies
• Post-Project Review
• Feedback to Next Concept

To create a good exhibit you 
must pay close attention to 
these critical success factors 
throughout the project:

• relationship of exhibit 
concept to intended 
audience s

• keeping all participants 
on schedule

• cost estimating

• watching for scope 
creep

• working iteratively to 
ensure design integrity  
and 

• maintaining a consistent 
uality of execution.



The Exhibit Brief and the Request for Proposals

THE BIG IDEA AUDIENCE(S)

VISITOR EXPERIENCE LEARNING OUTCOMES BUDGET
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The exhibit brief is a crucial 
document in the exhibit 
development process. Some 
are briefer than others, but the 
purpose is always to deliver a 
concise and engaging narrative 
overview of the whole project. 
The brief summarizes only the 
essential details of the exhibit 
because each of the aspects 

that it presents will be outlined 
in more detail later. The original 
brief should be a touchstone 
throughout the project, and a 
copy of it should be brought 
to every meeting. The brief is 
also a sales tool and pitchbook 
that can be used to introduce 
the project to staff, board, 
volunteers and funders. Often 

the language from the brief 
can be taken straight into 
a grant application, and as 
you’ll see on the next page it 
will also form the basis for the 
request for proposals if any 
components of the project are 
being put out to bid. 

• what’s the big idea?

• can you put it in a 
single sentence?

• what’s the exhibit all 
about?

• why is it being created?

• what will it achieve?

• why should a visitor 
come to see it?

• what is the primary 
audience for which the 
exhibit is intended?

• what are the 
characteristics of that 
audience and how will the 
exhibit address them?

• are there secondary 
audiences?

• if so, what are the 
characteristics of those 
audiences?

• what will the exhibit  
feel like to visit?

• what are the mood, 
theme and structure of 
the exhibit experience?

• What will audience(s) 
see and do in the exhibit?

• what is the expectation 
for average length of 
stay?

• what is the expectation 
for the knowledge and 
understanding that 
visitors will bring to the 
exhibit?

• what is the expectation 
for what knowledge and 
understanding that 
visitors will take away 
from the exhibit?

• how will this be 
measured?

• what is the overall 
budget for the exhibit as a 
cost per square foot?

• how is that divided 
amongst all of the exhibit 
components, including 
any required capital 
improvements to the 
gallery?

• what are the funding 
sources for the exhibit?

MEANS OF EXPRESSION

• what is the range and 
nature of the artifacts 
that will be used?

• will the exhibit include 
interactives?

• will the exhibit include 
audio?

• will the exhibit include 
video?

• will the exhibit include 
other elements?
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If any significant portion of the 
exhibit, such as research, writing, 
design, fabrication, installation or 
evaluation, is being put out to bid 
you will need to create a request 
for proposals, usually referred to 
as an RFP.

Developed from the exhibit brief, 
this document details not only the 
overall project but also the scope 
of work required of the contractor. 
The more detailed your RFP, the 
higher the quality of the bids you 
will receive in response.

For some projects, particularly 
those carried out by a level of 
government, the requirements 
for an RFP can be quite stringent, 
and there may be templates you 
are required to use.  

The RFP typically forms the basis 
not only for the proponent’s bid 
but also for the agreement that 
follows, which can be expressed 
as a contract, a letter of 
agreement or a memorandum of 
understanding. 

You can readily see how spending 
the time to create a good solid 
brief at the beginning of a project 
can help you all the way through.

There are many ways to write 
an RFP, but the list to the 
right summarizes the main 
components that should be 
included for an exhibit project 
where you are hiring a consultant 
to design, fabricate and install the 
exhibit. The list can be amended 
as necessary to match the scope 
of the project.

1 INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND: outline the organization’s 
vision, mission and any other details that bear on the project.

2 EXHIBIT PURPOSE: refer back to the big idea in the brief to tell 
the proponents what you’re trying to accomplish

3 EXHIBIT OBJECTIVES: refer back to the desired visitor 
experience and the learning objectives in the brief.

4 EXHIBIT COMPONENTS AND SCOPE OF WORK: refer back to 
the means of expression in the brief and outline exactly what 
the consultant will do during the contract.

5 MUSEUM WILL PROVIDE: Outline what parts of the exhibit the 
consultant will not do because the museum will be responsible 
for them. 4 and 5 should cover the whole project scope.

6 BUDGET: refer back to the budget in the brief and make sure 
to specify whether the total is with or without taxes.

7 PROJECT SCHEDULE: create a detailed schedule including 
milestones, meetings, presentations, activities and 
deliverables.

8 PAYMENT SCHEDULE: Break the total into payments tied to 
deliverables, beginning with a deposit invoice and ending with 
10  retainage dependent on final sign-off.

9 DELIVERABLES: Outline exactly what work the consultant will 
produce and in what form it will come to you.

10 OWNERSHIP OF WORK PRODUCT: Specify that all of the work 
product, including all designs and creative work, will be the 
property of the institution at the conclusion of the project.

11 SUBMISSIONS TO INCLUDE: Firm experience, budget, 
methodology, schedule, resumes for participants, breakdown 
between principal and junior staff time, references.

12 PROPOSAL COSTS: Specify that the institution will not be 
responsible for any costs incurred in preparation of the 
proposals nor will any payment be made for proposals.

13 PROPOSAL EVALUATION CRITERIA: Specify how the proposals 
will be evaluated and emphasize that they will all be evaluated 
on the same criteria.

14 PROPOSAL SUBMISSION: Specify how many hard and soft 
copies of proposal documents are to be provided and when 
and where they are to be delivered.

15 PROPOSAL ACCEPTANCE: Specify that the institution is 
not obligated to accept either the lowest or any proposal 
submitted.

16 INSTITUTIONAL CONTACT TO WHOM QUESTIONS SHOULD BE 
ADDRESSED: Specify one individual and how they should be 
contacted.



Interpretive Planning

WHO are you 
interpreting for?

HOW will you interpret?

WHY do you want to produce 
new interpretation?

WHAT is it you want 
to interpret?

WHO should be involved 
in the interpretive 
planning process?

OMMC Exhibit Workshop

“Interpretive Planning” 
is a term used in several 
professions, and as such 
its meaning varies with the 
context. Even within the 
museum field, however, it is 
understood in several ways. In  
The Manual of Museum 
Planning, for example, Hugh 
Spencer uses the term 
synonymously with “exhibition 
plan or exhibition brief.” As 
we have been defining it, the 
brief is more general and 
the interpretive plan is more 
detailed. 

In either case, the interpretive 
plan is an important document 
which takes the general 
objectives in the brief and 
shows exactly how they will 
be accomplished. It will also 
inform later stages such as the 
writing of exhibit text.

An interpretive plan can also 
embrace program elements 
beyond the labels, panels and 
experiences of the exhibit itself, 
such as curriculum-based 
experiences for school-age 
audiences and related public 
programming for general 
audiences. 

The following guidelines are 
adapted from the Museums 
and Galleries Scotland 
Information Sheet Planning 
for Effective Museum 
Interpretation: How to Write an 
Interpretive Plan (2010).

If possible, you should try to 
involve a group of people in 
creating your interpretive plan, 
rather than working on your own. 
It is easier to generate ideas 
in a group and you can benefit 
from individuals’ different areas 
of expertise. Decide who the 
interpretation is aimed at (e.g. a 
family audience, young people, 
etc) and involve representatives 
of that audience in the planning 
process.

Set some aims and objectives 
and decide what you want your 
interpretation to achieve. For 
example: 1) increase visitors’ 
understanding of your collections; 
2) increase the number of visitors 
coming to your museum; 3) 
encourage visits from a new or 
specific audience  4  increase the 
length of time visitors spend in 
your museum.

Think about what is special or 
unique about your collection 
or site. What meanings can 
you reveal through different 
combinations of objects? What 
stories can you tell? At this stage 
you could hold a brainstorming 
session to discover which ideas, 

or themes, are most significant, 
popular or worth telling. 
Brainstorming with a group of 
people should reveal themes that 
either recur or appear as one-
off suggestions. This will help 
you to identify the main theme 
or sub themes that should flow 
through your interpretation, whilst 
eliminating others that are simply 
personal favourites.

It is of utmost importance to 
take your visitors into account. 
Whether you are aiming at a 
known and existing audience, or 
trying to attract a new audience, 
your interpretation should aim to 
reflect who they are and what it is 
they want.

Develop in detail your interpretive 
themes and sub themes. Think 
about the messages you want 
your visitors to take away. 
Explore options for the use of 
different media. Choose the most 
appropriate media to deliver 
your message to your target 
audience. Decide upon methods 
of display for your objects. 
Define the tone and/or mood 
of your interpretation according 
to your target audience and key 
objectives.
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The National Museums of Scotland have several 
helpful guidelines available as pdf downloads from 
http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/
publications/ Introduction to Interpretive Planning;
Planning for effective museum interpretation: 
How to write an interpretive plan and Planning for 
effective museum interpretation: How to write an 
interpretive strategy are all concise and to the point.

While the details of the Nova Scotia Interpretive 
Master Plan are specific to that province, the 
methodology outlined here can be easily adapted 
to your own project, and some of their goals 
are relevant to any museum, particularly “[to] 
ensure that interpretation is authentic, relevant 
and inclusive for all audiences.” Their visitor 
engagement model is also worth noting. The plan is 
available as a pdf download from http://museum.
gov.ns.ca/en/home/aboutnsm/imp.aspx.

Prepared by the US National Park Service, this 
document is part of a comprehensive on line tool 
kit. Their definition of an interpretive plan is worth 
quoting: 

An interpretive plan is a management document 
that outlines and guides decisions about a site’s 
or region’s interpretive programming. . . The useful 
lifetime of an interpretive plan is about ten years, 
but it should be updated as necessary. There is no 
single template for an effective plan, but it typically 
includes two parts: a foundation and an action plan.

The process it outlines in great detail can be used 
for either regional initiatives or a single institution or 
exhibit and the document is filled with useful rubrics 
and checklists. It is available as a pdf download 
from http://www.interpretiveplanningtoolkit.org/.



Writing for Exhibits

Visitors by and large do not spend 
much time in exhibitions. The 
average time is 10 minutes or 
less in many exhibitions ranging 
from 2000 to 5000 square 
feet, regardless of the topic, 
type of museum or modes of 
presentation. (Serrell, p. 71)

It is a museum exhibition, not an 
encyclopedia, not a library, and 
visitors should be allowed to feel 
that they are there primarily to 
look and do, not to read. (Serrell, 
p. 125)
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No matter how they are 
designed, virtually all exhibits 
require some reading, from a 
minimal art museum label to 
a full-blown interpretive panel 
in a history museum. Exhibit 
text plays two main roles: 1) 
explicating individual objects; 
and 2) establishing a context 
for the artifacts and linking 
them to broader themes. 

Whatever exhibit text is, there 
are definitely some things it s 
not, and the main one is that 
exhibit text 
is not a book 
on the wall! 
The visitor s 
experience 
of your 
wonderful 
exhibit can 
be very short. 
This is one of many reasons 
to craft a tight and focused 
exhibit brief and stay clear of 
epic topics.

Research has shown that an 
average visitor reads at about 
250 words per minute in an 
exhibit setting. An average 
2000 square foot exhibit has 
a length of stay of 6 to 10 
minutes. If the visitor spent 
the whole 10 minutes reading, 
that s 2500 words. Deduct 
50% of the time for looking 
instead of reading and it goes 
down to 1250 words. Deduct 
75% of that for talking, walking 
and resting and it goes down to 
625 words, or about 21 labels 

of 30 words each, which is not a 
lot of words at all. 

Here are some general guidelines 
for text length:

• Exhibit Title: 1 to 7 words;

• Main Text Panels: 20 to 
300 words in blocks of no 
more than 50 words each;

• Secondary Text Panels: 20 
to 150 words; and

• Artifact Labels: 20 to 150 
words.

Rather than 
“how many 
words should 
there be in 
a label?” a 
more relevant 
question is 
“how few words 

does the label need to have to be 
effective?” It s a much better idea 
to write down to the need than up 
to a length guideline.

As you may 
already know, 
and you ll 
certainly 
discover as soon 
as you try to do 
it, writing good 
exhibit copy 
takes skill, practice and relentless 
editing and revising to get it right.

nce you ve decided on the 
typographical guidelines for the 
exhibit, create greeked text blocks 
according to these word counts 

using your chosen fonts and 
sizes. As the layouts progress, 
you can then replace the greeked 
text with the actual text, and if 
necessary, revise the writing 
directly in the layout. 

Writing in the layout will also help 
you write directly to what the 
visitors see, which is an important 
goal for artifact labels. While 
text panels can deal more with 
general themes, artifact labels 
should speak directly to what s on 
display.

Much has been written about 
levels of information, and some 
authors, such as Serrell, are 
not in favour of it. When it is 
supported by appropriate design 
cues through typography, colour 
and placement, however, it can 
add an element of structure to an 
exhibit. 

The test for what goes in the first 
level of text should be whether a 
visitor could go through the show, 

read only the 
first level text, 
and still be 
exposed to the 
main thematic 
points. What 
this means in 
practice is that 

information that is crucial to the 
desired learning outcomes should 
be presented in such a way as to 
obviously indicate its importance. 

It is easiest to do this if the text 
is written across the exhibit, one 
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TIPS F R RITIN  ISIT R-FRI NDL  LAB LS

1 Start with information directly related to what visitors can see, 
feel, do, smell or experience from where they are standing.

2 Vary the length of the sentences. The longest should be about 
25 words, the shortest 2 or 3 and the average 10 to 15 words.

3 Use short paragraphs and small chunks, not large blocks of 
information. Don t put too many ideas into a single paragraph.

4 Metaphors are better suited to forms of narrative other than 
exhibit labels. Avoid complex and abstract comparisons.

5 Alliteration is an easy device to overuse. Once might be funny, 
but if every title in the exhibit uses it that s too much.

6 Exclamation points in labels shout at readers and force 
emphasis on them. They come across quite forcefully!

7 Humour should also be used sparingly. It is highly subjective 
and prone to mis-interpretation. Never make fun of visitors.

8 Use quotations only when they advance the narrative and are 
necessary. They can add a strong personal flavour.

9 Expect visitors to want to read. Make short and interesting 
labels that will meet and exceed their expectations.

10 Use informative paragraph titles and subtitles, when they 
advance the narrative, to break up longer passages of text.

11 Have a snappy ending. Offer visitors a little reward and make 
them glad that they read to the end of the label.

12 Newspaper journalism is not a good model because it 
assumes readers won t read the whole article.

13 Stay flexible within the length guidelines. Having all of your 
labels the same length is repetitive and boring.

14 Interrelate labels and their settings. Use them to speak directly 
to what visitors can see in front of them.

15 Set up a conversation. Let visitors do some of the talking by 
writing short labels that encourage further exploration.

These guidelines are adapted 
from a book that should be on the 
bookshelf of anyone who plans 
or designs museum exhibits: 
Beverly Serrell. Exhibit Labels: 
An Interpretive Approach. Walnut 
Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1996.

level at a time, rather than from 
top to bottom for one particular 
artifact. Charting this graphically 
can help ensure that the most 
important content is in the right 
place. 

As you write the exhibit text, it s 
helpful to put yourself in the 
visitor s shoes. To really get the 
feel of this, try writing standing 
up, when you re a little tired, 
thinking about going to the 
bathroom soon and have a small 
child or two tugging on your hand.

As with a lot of things, the way 
you learn to write good exhibit 
text is by writing a lot of exhibit 
text. To the right are some general 
guidelines to get you started.



From the Label to the Panel, 
From the Artifact to the Story 
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There’s one thing you can do 
that will help, almost more than 
anything else, to make your 
exhibits engaging, effective and 
professional-looking. What is 
it? Organizing the various parts 
of your exhibit into panels of 
a consistent size and format 
with a definite focal point and 
a visual arrangement that 
reinforces the content.

Even though exhibits are made  
of an number of discrete parts, 
including artifacts, artifact 
labels, text panels, title panels, 
intro panels, and credit panels, 
the whole thing has to come 
together to make an engaging 
visitor experience. If there are 
too many little pieces on the 
wall, each with their own hard 
edges and shadows, your work 
can come across more like a 
bulletin board than an exhibit.  

In terms of visual impact, bigger 
is better. With the digital design 
tools now readily available, 
there’s no excuse not to group 
the elements of your exhibit 
into a series of panels on which 
all elements are output and 
mounted in one continuous 
layer.

If displays are done well, no 
one will notice. Visitors are not 
likely to say “my, what solid, 
coherent panels you’ve created” 
(unless they’re taking an exhibit 
planning and design course).
But they will notice in the end, 
because the overall experience 

Here’s an example 
of an exhibit that 
would be much 
stronger pulled 
into a panel. One 
of the labels is 
badly shadowed 
by the frame, the 
small text panel 
has rounded 
corners but 
nothing else does, 
there’s no focal 
point and none 
of the individual 
elements are 
aligned. 

(Beverly Serrell, Exhibit 
Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach, 1996. p. 69)

This exhibit has 
a welter of items 
competing for the 
viewer’s attention 
in a variety of 
formats with no 
clear focal point.

(Alice Parman and 
Jeffrey Flowers, Exhibit 
Makeovers, A Do It 
Yourself Workbook for 
Small Museums, 2008. 
Cover)
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of the exhibit will be clear and 
informative. 

Rounding up all of those little 
pieces into panels will heighten 
the impact of your exhibit and 
provide clear focal points for the 
visitors’ attention. 

Here’s an example of a mockup 
panel where the title, the text, the 
images and their captions and 
credits are all grouped together 
in a coherent whole. The three 
secondary images are taken 
from postcards, but rather than 
using  them full-frame, they have 
been scanned and cropped into 
uniform sizes.

This design of this panel also 
pays attention to the four basic 
principles of good design: 
proximity, repetition, alignment 
and contrast. For more on how 
to use these principles, check 
out Robin Williams’ excellent 
work The Non-Designer’s Design 
Book: Design and Typographic 
Principles for the Visual Novice 
(1994). 

Mocking up the panel with 
“greeked” (latin) text lets you 
arrange all the elements and 
formatting beforehand, making 
it much uicker to place the final 
content and apply the formatting 
that has previously been decided 
upon. You can download greeked 
text, which typically begins 
with “Lorem ipsum,” from any 
number of internet sites. My 
favourite, which offers some 
humorous alternatives to latin, 

is http://www.duckisland.com/
GreekMachine.asp.

Such mocked-up panels can 
be printed on bond paper at 
relatively low cost. Doing a full-
size graphic mockup will cost 
you a little money up front but 
it has the potential to save you 
a great deal later on. Once the 
real content has been added, a 

second round of paper mockups 
can be used for evaluation. It’s 
also a lot easier to proofread 
panels at full size, and if you hang 
the mockups in the office hallway, 
your co-workers will be happy to 
help you spot the errors!

 



The Anatomy of a Graphics Panel 
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The graphics panel is to 
the exhibit what coffee is 
to a coffee break: that is, a 
very important part of the 
proceedings. 

You’re going to be putting a 
lot of work into your exhibit, 
and you want the results to 
be worth it, so let me share 
a suggestion with you: DON’T 
USE FOME-COR FOR EXHIBIT 
PANELS! 

Why not? In the standard 3/16” 
thickness, it warps, particularly 
if you laminate or drymount 
on to it in large areas. Even in 
thicker sizes, it still dents easily 
and the corners are particularly 
vulnerable to damage. It’s hard 
to treat the edges well and raw 
edges don’t look good. It also 
takes just as much work, and 
nearly as much money, to put 
your beautiful exhibit graphics 
onto a low-quality substrate 
as a high-quality one. If your 
exhibit is going to be installed 
for anything more than a month 
or two, or especially if it’s going 
to travel to different venues, 
then Fome-Cor isn’t the best 
choice.

So what’s better? If you go 
with plaque-mounting, you’ll 
probably get your panels back 
on MDF, or medium density 
fibreboard. This is a stable, 
solid engineered wood product 
that can be cut, shaped and 
sanded. It makes a nice stable 
substrate for exhibit panels, 

albeit a little heavy. If there are 
conservation issues, it’s also 
available in a formaldehyde-
free variant known as Medite or 
Medex.

If you’re working with your 
own panels, or a graphic or 
photography service provider 
to output and mount them, 
you’ll probably be working 
with Gatorfoam. Gatorfoam 
is like Fome-Cor on steroids. 
Its two outer layers of resin-
bonded paper are strong and 
waterproof, and it doesn’t warp. 

In the half-inch thickness, it is 
strong enough for most sizes 
of exhibit panels, and can be 
obtained up to as much as 2” 
thick. ou can find specs for 
Gatorfoam and other substrate 
materials at http://www.
lairdplastics.com/product/
brands/gatorfoam/421-gator-
gatorfoam-technical-datasheet. 
Gatorfoam is easily cut on a 
tablesaw, or with a mat knife if 
you’d really like a workout. The 

edges can be shaped with a 
router.

For anything more than one 
quick panel on some foamcore 
you buy from Michael’s or 
Staples [which usually comes 
in 20” x 30” sheets], you’re 
going to be buying big sheets 
and cutting them into smaller 
pieces. The basic unit of any 
kind of sheet good that you 
might use for a substrate is 4’ 
x 8’. Even in a metric world, it’s 
still pretty much 4’ x 8’, unless 
the material is sourced from 
Europe, in which case it will be 
1200mm x 2400mm, which is 
a little larger.

This stuff isn’t cheap, and you 
want to make efficient use of 
it and not leave a lot of waste. 
Fortunately, someone has 
already figured this out for 
you as you can see from the 
diagram on the next page.

There are three sizes of exhibit 
panel that are easily gotten out 

image from http://emergentdesigns.com.au/mounting-laminating/
hangers-fixtures-and-fittings/hangers/

Panels such as 
this are hung on 
split battens that 
are easily made 
on a table saw, 
typically from MDF 
scraps. One half 
of the batten is 
attached to the 
panel and one 
to the wall with 
a spacer of the 
same material at 
the bottom.
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Standard cutting diagram for 4’ x 8’ Sheet* 
 Size 1 = 24” x 36” nominal [23.875“ x 35.875” template] 
 Size 2 = 18” x 24” nominal [17.875“  x  23.875” template]
 Size 3 = 36” x 48” nominal [35.875“ x 47.875” template]
 Remainder size = 12” x 96“  nominal
*centre saw cuts on lines, panel templates have a 1/8” kerf allowance on each panel

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Si
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 2
: 2
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of a 4’ x 8’ sheet, which we 
might as well call small [18” 
x 24”], medium [24” x 36”] 
and large [36” x 48”], each 
of which can be used portrait 
or landscape, for a total of 6 
possibilities. Of these, the 24” 
x 36” size is probably the one 
you’ll use most often for text 
panels.

These are pretty typical panel 
sizes. Even if you’re not making 
panels yourself, but sending 
your files for output and 
mounting, your service provider 
will appreciate you working 
with these standard sizes 
when you design your panels, 
because they’re also buying 
their substrate in standard 4’ 
x 8’ sheets, and the reduced 
waste may also lower the cost 
of your project. Innovative 
content makes for a good 
exhibit, but there’s no reason 
that it can’t be delivered on 
a standard size of panel, 
so I would strongly suggest 
avoiding odd sizes.

Along with the panels, each 
sheet also yields a remainder 
piece 12” x 96”. That doesn’t 
go to waste either, because it 
can be used for “dashboard” 
panels and individual artifact 
labels on reader stands.



Exhibit Typography Guidelines
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The most beautiful exhibit in 
the world isn’t much good if it 
frustrates visitors who try to 
engage with it. There’s plenty 
of room for creativity in design 
and typography but there are 
also some basic guidelines you 
can follow to ensure that your 
exhibit text is accessible to the 
widest possible audience. 

There’s a million different 
typefaces out there, but you 
don’t necessarily get a point for 
each additional one that you 
use in an exhibit. In much the 
same way that you can create 
an exhibit with innovative 
content using only a few 
standard sizes of panels, your 
brilliant and innovative exhibit 
can also get its point across 
with a very few well-chosen 
typefaces. 

Remember, the key goal of an 
exhibit is communication, and 
good typography is one of the 
ways to achieve that, while 
bad typography can be a huge 
impediment.

To begin with, here’s a few key 
definitions: 

• a TYPE FACE is a family 
of fonts, such as Gill Sans. 

• a FONT, as it is used for 
digital typography, refers to 
different members of the 
family. Gill Sans, for 
example, is available in a 
number of different fonts, 
including: ondensed  xtra 

F R SI NA  AND A FINDIN : select a 
heavy and broad-spaced sans-serif typeface, 
such as Helvetica, Franklin Gothic, Univers or 
Gill Sans.

Franklin Gothic Book 24 pt
Gill Sans 24 pt

FOR ARTIFACT LABELS AND COPY ON TEXT 
PAN LS: use either a sans-serif typeface 
as above or a simple serif typeface such as 
New Century Schoolbook, Sabon, Times New 
Roman, Times Roman or Cambria.

Century Schoolbook 24 pt
Times New Roman 24 pt
Cambria 24 pt

ondensed Bold  Ultra Bold 
and Ultra Bold Condensed. 

• a TYPE STYLE, such as 
Italic, Bold or Light, can be 
applied to an individual font.

• TYPE SIZE is measured in 
Points, of which there are 72 
per inch. 

• LEADING (pronounced 
“ledding”) is the vertical space 
between lines of type in a 
layout. 

A description of exhibit panel type 
that you hear from a designer 
might therefore sound something 

like this: For the body copy, we ll 
use Gill Sans, set 24 on 28.” This 
means that the typeface Gill Sans 
will by laid out in the 24 point size 
with 28 points of space between 
each line of type. All of these 
variables can be controlled in 
design programs such as those in 
Adobe Creative Suite.

The guidelines below and on the 
next page are adapted from the 
American Alliance of Museums 
Standards Manual for Signs and 
Labels (1995), which is available 
from www.aam-us.org.
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• individual wall, case and 
floor labels should be no more 
than 75 words  

• text labels such as those on 
a reader stand should be no 
more than 125 words  

• text panels mounted on the 
wall should be no more than 
300 words.

• lines of text should be laid 
out in columns no more than 
45-50 characters long  

• blocks of text should be 
laid out flush left with a 
ragged right margin  

• do not use hyphenation or 
full justification for the right 
margin  

• the further the viewer from 
the label, the greater the 
kerning (horizontal space 
between letters) and leading 
vertical space between lines  

• off white is preferable to 
pure white  

• higher contrast between 
background and type equals 
greater legibility, particularly 
at smaller type sizes  

• white type on a black 
background is best for 
orientation and directional 
signs  and

• no more than 4 lines of 
type should be set in a 
centered layout in one block.

GENERAL RULES TO FOLLOW SUGGESTED TYPE SIZES FOR A 24” BY 36” GRAPHIC PANEL

Panel sub-title, 100 point

sub-title
Body text title, 72 point

text title
Body text, 48 point

body text

Image captions, 24 point

image captions

Image credits, 12 point

image credits

Ti 
Main panel title, 250 point



Digital Imaging

OMMC Exhibit Workshop

There are two ways to be a 
digital image: you can be raster 
or vector. As with all rules, this 
one has exceptions, but these 
are the main ones. A digital 
photograph is almost always 
a raster image. Raster images 
are pixel-based.

Each pixel can be assigned a 
numerical description of the 
colour it should be. For digital 
images and those printed on 
inkjet printers, each colour will 
be described by a numerical 
value for R(ed), G(reen) and 
B(lack). For images to be 
printed on an offset press, 
the colours are described by 
numerical values for C(yan); 
M(agenta); Y(ellow) and 
K(black).

Because they are composed 
of pixels, raster images are 
resolution-dependent. You may 
have already discovered this 
if you’ve tried to use a photo 
from a small point-and-shoot 
camera or a cell phone. The 
image can only go as big as the 
information that was captured 
when it was taken before 
it starts to break down into 
jagged-looking pixels.

For scanning, that means that 
you need to think a bit about 
the final use of the image 
before you scan it.

For offset printing, and 
especially for something like 
an art book or a coffee table 

book on coated stock, you’ll 
generally want the image 
resolution to be 300 dots per 
inch, or dpi, at the final size. If 
the original size is the final size, 
it can be scanned at 300. If the 
finished size is twice as big as 
the original, though, it wil have 
to either be scanned at 600 dpi 
at 100  of the original size or 
300 dpi at 200% of the original 
size to finish at the correct 
resolution. 

For inkjet printing, including 
large format printing for exhibit 
panels, the usual standard is 
150 dpi at the finished size. 
You can work with higher 
resolutions if you wish, but the 
extra resolution won’t produce 
dramatically better printing 
results, and the resulting files 
can become very large.

If you scan a 3” x 5” image at 
300 dpi and then blow it up to 
200  of its original size, then 
the same number of pixels 
must cover twice as much 
surface area. You will have 
effectively reduced the image 
to 150 dpi. As noted above, 
that’s still going to produce 
an acceptable image quality 
most of the time. If you made 
the original not twice as big 
but four times as big, however, 
the quality would be noticeably 
poorer as in the example to the 
right.

Depending on its quality, and 
the finished appearance you re 

a 300 dpi scan of an offset-printed 
postcard.

The same scan enlarged 750% showing 
individual pixels.

A low-resolution bitmap scan of a 
small black and white magazine 
advertisement as a raster image.

The same image converted to vector art 
using the LiveTrace feature in Adobe 
Illustrator.
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after, you might be able to go 
down to 100 dpi. It depends 
on the quality of the image you 
started with, and the only way to 
find out for sure is to enlarge it, 
check it, and run a test on the 
same printer you’ll be using for 
the exhibit panels.

The vector world is a different 
place. Whereas the raster 
world is pixel-based, the vector 
world is math-based. A line in 
a vector graphic is made up of 
mathmatically-defined points 
connected by curves as you can 
see in the example of the canoe 
image. 

Notice that the appearance has 
changed after it was converted 
from a raster image to a vector 
image. It’s not chunky and 
pixelated any more, and it looks  
sort of smoothed over and 
simplified. That s because the 
program makes judgment calls, 
based on parameters you set, 
when it does the conversion. With 
a vector file, each individual point 
and curve can be edited to refine 
the appearance of the image 
after it’s been converted..

To scan for exhibits, you need to 
know what you want to do with 
the finished image. Let s say that 
you’re creating a 24” wide x 36” 
high exhibit panel and you want 
to use a historic photo as a full-
bleed background image, one 
that covers the entire panel. 

Your original photo is 8” x 10”, 
or less than half the size of the 
finished panel. Remember that 

we need to have 150 dpi at the 
final size. This isn t absolute, and 
the graphics police won’t show up 
at your door if you end up at 135 
dpi, but it’s best to get as close 
to 150 as you can. As a rough 
estimate, scanning that original 
at 300 dpi at 150% of the original 
size would probably give you 
enough resolution to work with.
If you have some time, it can be 
helpful to scan the image, enlarge 
it to the final size, export it to a 
press-quality .pdf to see how it 
will look on screen and then send 
that same .pdf to the printer. If 
you do this at several different 
resolutions you’ll have a useful 
set of templates for the next 
project. 

If you want to be more precise, 
you’ll need a proportional scale 
like the one shown at the bottom 
of the page. This lets you enter 
the size of the original and the 
size of the enlarged or reduced 
image and determine the % 
change required. Nowdays, 
you can also just Google for 
proportional scale” and find a 

web site that will do the same 
thing.

When in doubt, or when ordering 
from an archive, museum or 
library, it’s best to obtain the 
largest and highest-resolution 
scan that they are able to make.

If you’re shooting photos for a 
digital design project, you should 
set your camera to the highest 
possible resolution and size to 
make sure you’re capturing the 
resolution you need.

Vector graphic text created in Adobe 
Illustrator.

ectorized raster image showing the 
curves and points that comprise the 
image.

Vector graphic text showing the curves 
and points that comprise the image.

A proportional scale used to calculate 
enlargement percentages.



Working with Scanned Images 
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There’s a whole world of out-of-
copyright images out there for 
use in your exhibits, and all you 
have to do is get a scanner and 
learn how to use it. 

Before you do that, however, 
it’s a good idea to familiarize 
yourself with copyright 
legislation to ensure that what 
you’re scanning is truly oot of 
copyright.

According to the Canadian 
Intellectual Property ffice:

• The general rule is that 
copyright lasts for the life of 
the author, the remainder of 
the calendar year in which 
the author dies, and for 50 
years following the end of 
the calendar year.

There are exceptions and 
variations depending on how 
and when the original work was 
created, and CIPO has a wealth 
of resources that can help you 
figure this out on its web site at 
http://www.cipo.ic.gc.ca/eic/
site/cipointernet-internetopic.
nsf/eng/h_wr00003.html.

As well as simply reproducing 
images for use in exhibits, 
scanning can also allow you 
to repair scratches, tears and 
other damage and remove 
undesireable additions such as 
library stamps and handwriting. 
On the next page is an example 
of how this can be done.

A scanner such as the Microtek i900 has 
the capacity to work with both reflective 
and transparent media through the use 
of a series of adapter drawers that slide 
in beneath the main platen. http://
www.microtek.com/Mii/ eb/Product.
php?Product=Detail P_Id=102

Janet Ashford and John Odam’s Start 
with a Scan: A Guide to Transforming 
Scanned Photos and Objects into 
High-Quality Art, Second Edition is an 
excellent introduction to what your 
scanner can do for you. A revised and 
expanded third edition is now available 
as well.

The web site of the Canadian Intellectual 
Property ffice at http://www.cipo.ic.gc.
ca/eic/site/cipointernet-internetopic.
nsf/eng/h_wr00003.html

How can you use a scanned 
image? Here’s one example. This 
1930 s magazine ad offered 
a great image of pleasure 
boating with an outboard motor. 
Unfortunately, it was also an 
ad for hesterfield cigarettes. 
The image was long out of 
copyright, so it was available 
for modification. Beginning 
with a high-resolution scan, it 
was cleaned up and altered in 
Photoshop and then printed on a 
large format inkjet printer to be 
mounted for the exhibit. 

The original magazine ad was 
approximately 8” wide x 10” high.

The finshed panel was 6  high and 6  
wide.
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BEFORE AFTER

This early 20th century pamphlet  
had a rough life. The cover had 
been chewed by mice, torn, water-
stained and foxed by the acid in 
the cheap newsprint on which 
it was printed. It’s a very strong 
graphic, though, so it was worth 
saving and using.

The first step in rescuing it was 
to do a high-resolution scan. In 
this case, knowing that it was 
going to be enlarged when it 
was used, the scan was done in 
colour at 600 dpi at 200  of the 
original size. The scan was then 

opened in Photoshop. The first 
step was to use the Brightness 
and Contrast tool to punch up 
the visual appearance and 
compensate for both fading over 
time and the scanner’s tendency 
to wash out images when they are 
captured by making the blacks 
more saturated and the bright 
areas brighter. 

Using the Clone Stamp tool, the 
rips and tears in the middle of 
the black border on either side 
were fixed by copying and pasting 
colour from elsewhere in the 

image.The missing graphic in the 
lower left corner was repaired by 
copying an area from the right-
hand side, reflecting it vertically 
and pasting it on the left-hand 
corner, using the Eraser and 
Clone Stamp tools to blend it with 
the existing design. 

Finally, the whole image was gone 
over again with the Clone Stamp 
to fix smaller blemishes. The 
finished result doesn t look new 
(but then that wasn’t the point), 
but it’s certainly usable for an 
exhibit graphic. 



Setting up An Exhibit Panel Design Studio 
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There are many ways to make 
an exhibit, ranging from hiring 
a designer and waiting for 
the finished product to doing 
it all yourself. Within the 
last decade, the evolution 
of computer hardware and 
software has made the latter 
option feasible for even small 
to medium-sized museums, 
particularly for the graphic 
panels that make up the core 
of most exhibits. 

That isn’t to say that just 
going out and buying some 
equipment will make you 
into an exhibit designer, and 
this option isn t for everyone. 
But, if you’re interested and 
observant and willing to learn 
and your institution can commit 
to some ongoing professional 
development, there are real 
advantages to bringing exhibit 
design and production in-house 
at your museum, especially for 
the two-dimensional elements 
of your exhibits. Here are some 
of the advantages:

• R ATI  NTR L: it s 
your museum, your 
collection and your exhibit, 
and chances are that you 
have a pretty good idea 
what you want it to be. If 
you bring exhibit design 
in-house, all of this is up to 
you.

• TIM LIN S: in a typical 
consultant relationship, you 
decide what you want, tell 

http://www.techsoupcanada.ca/

http://www.adobe.com/ca/products/
creativesuite/designstandard.html

http://www.gimp.org/

DESIGN

Design begins with software. 
Just a word of warning here: U 

AN T BUILD HIBIT PAN LS IN 
RD  ou need a page layout 

program. Hardware isn’t an issue, 
as almost all current laptops, 
desktops or notebooks will run 
these programs, though a bigger 
screen makes them much easier 
to use.

The gold standard for Mac or 
P  is Adobe reative Suite, 
currently at version  S6, which 
includes Photoshop, InDesign 
(for page layout), Ilustrator (for 
vector graphics , Acrobat for 
pdf creation  and Bridge for 
digital asset management). 

S6 isn t cheap, but there are 
several options for ac uiring a 
copy. ne is through TechSoup, 
a non-profit software collective 
that makes products available 
to eligible organizations for a 
nominal cost. Adobe also now 
has a cloud version where the 
program is available for rent” for 
a reasonable monthly fee.

There are also freeware image 
manipulation programs such as 

IMP and lower cost page layout 
alternatives such as Microsoft 
Publisher or PagePlus. For the 
Mac, there are a number of 
reasonably priced programs such 
as istudio Publisher. hatever 
program you use, it needs to 
be able to export your finished 
panels as high- uality .pdf files. http://www.istudiopublisher.com/
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someone else, they tell you 
what they think you want, 
you tell them what you think 
of that, they go back and do 
another version and so on 
and so on. Doing it yourself 
can dramatically shorten 
project timelines and the 
number of meetings 
required.

• APA IT  BUILDIN : by 
setting up an in-house 
exhibit development facility, 
your whole institution will 
learn about exhibit making. 
The hardware and software 
can also be used to create 
signage, education program 
materials and event 
graphics. ou may also find 
that you have some real 
hidden talents among your 
staff and volunteers.

• ST FF TI N SS: 
n a typical medium-sized 

exhibit project, up to 50-
60  of the budget can be 
spent on contracted 
services. If you spend that 
on exhibit supplies and 
materials instead, you can 
either lower your overall 
cost or get a lot more 
exhibit for the same money. 
An exhibit studio can pay for 
itself in one or two years. 
Funding a studio is an ideal 
project for either corporate 
or government support, 
particularly through the 
Ministry of Tourism, Culture 
and Sport Museums and 
Technology Fund” grants.

http://h10088.www1.hp.com/cda/
gap/display/main/index.jsp?zn=gap
cp=20000-13698-16013_4041_101_

http://www.neoltusa.com/products/
manual_rotary_trimmers.php

http://www.codamount.com/coldmount.
htm

M UNTIN

UTPUT

COST

What makes the whole system 
work is a large-format printer. 
HP in particular offers a wide 
range of options. The higher-
end printers use U -resistant 
pigment inks and can accept a 
wide variety of print media. A 40” 
printer will accommodate most of 
your exhibit panel sizes.

To trim the output, you’ll need 
a large-format rotary trimmer 
such as those made by Neolt. 
Make sure to buy a trimmer that 
can accept material of at least 
the same width as your printer 
output.

The output needs to be mounted 
to the substrate with a cold 
laminator. Smaller sizes are 
manual, larger ones electric. 
Make sure to coordinate the 
widths of your printer, trimmer 
and laminator.

It sounds great, but what does 
all this cost? It is possible to 
purchase a desktop computer 
with a large monitor, a scanner, 
a 40” wide printer, a 60” wide 
rotary trimmer and a 42” 
electric cold laminator for under 

20,000. nline and face-to-
face training in graphic software 
and design is available through 

community colleges around the 
province, and Adobe puts out an 
excellent series of Classroom in a 
Book publications for each of the 
programs in its reative Suite. 

For a 10,000 exhibit project 
where as much as 5,000 to 

6,000 might go to contracted 
services, the cost of such a studio 
setup will be paid back after the 
first three or four projects.



Exhibit Evaluation

In the new [1996] paradigm of 
visitor-centered museums with 
narrative interpretive exhibitions, 
evaluation is essential to making 
museums inclusive, equitable 
and socially responsible to their 
communities. (Serrell, p. 132)

Exhibits also serve to reinforce 
what visitors already know or help 
them make new combinations 
with their existing knowledge -- an 
important function that is often 
overlooked in favor of offering 
visitors more and more new 
information.. (Serrell, p. 137)

How interview questions are 
asked will have a profound 
influence on the ua ity of 
information received. The goal 
. . .is to elicit a participant’s 
responses in ways that avoid . . . 
bias. (Diamond, p. 69)
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As Beverley Serrell says in 
Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach, “[exhibit] evaluation 
is about making improvements” 
(p. 133). It’s not a pass/fail test 
or an admission of failure. It is 
a recognition of the complexity 
of human communication and 
exhibit-making. There are three 
kinds of evaluation that are 
usually carried out for exhibit 
projects. 

FRONT END evaluation, carried 
before a project, assesses the 
current state of the potential 
audience, what visitors know 
and what their expectations 
are. It is usually carried out 
through surveys or interviews. 
“The primary goal of front-end 
evaluation is to learn about 
the audience before a program 
or exhibit has been designed 
to better understand how 
visitors will eventually respond 
once the project has been 
developed.” (Diamond, p. 4)

FORMATIVE evaluation, 
carried out during a project, 
makes sure that directions, 
information, vocabulary 
and text are expressed 
appropriately for the intended 
audiences. “Formative 

evaluation provides information  
about how well a program or 
exhibit functions or how well 
it communicates its intended 
messages. . .The evaluator 
measures visitor responses to 
models, plans, or prototypes of 
the program or exhibit. (Diamond, 
p. 4).

SUMMATIVE evaluation, carried 
out after a project, assesses 
visitor use and impact and carries 
out testing and refinement of the 
assumptions put forward at the 

outset of the project. “Summative 
evaluation can be as simple as 
documenting who visits an exhibit 
or participates in a program, or it 
can be as complex as a study of 
what visitors learned” (Diamond, 
p. 4).

For the most part, museums are 
venues for informal learning. Five 
key characteristics of informal 
learning that exhibit designers 
should keep in mind are that it 
is: voluntary; learner-motivated; 
guided by learner interests; non-
linear; and open-ended. 

“Informal learning prepares 
people for lifelong learning. It 
teaches people that learning 

is a part of everyday life, that 
it requires inititiative, and 
that everyone, regardless of 
background, is allowed to 
participate. Informal learning 
reinforces learning for its own 
sake, and reminds us that 
learning can be both fun and 
exciting” (Diamond, p. 13).

To set up an evaluation project, 
you will need to: 1) Select the 
participants and determine 
the appropriate sample size 
based on the type of survey to 
be used; 2) Decide whether to 
use observational tools such 
as counting, tracking, basic 
observations or systematic 
observations; 3) Decide on an 
interview technique and type of 
questions and whether to have 
an on line component to the 
survey; 4) Present and analyze the 
data; 5) Report the results of the 
evaluation; and 6) Translate the 
evaluation findings into practice.

Because its results can affect 
the construction of expensive 
exhibit furniture and interactive 
devices, formative evaluation is 
an important part of the exhibit 
development workflow. A few 
hundred dollars for a mockup can 
save thousands later on.
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Some of the information here 
has been adapted from Judy 
Diamond, Jessica J. Luke 
and David H. Uttal. Practical 
Evaluation Guide: Tools for 
Museums and Other Informal 
Educational Settings. Lanham, 
MD: AltaMira Press, a Division of 
Rowman  Littlefield Publishers, 
Inc., 2009, and Beverly Serrell. 
Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach. Walnut Creek, CA: 
AltaMira Press, 1996.

Both of these books, and 
particularly the Family Learning 
Forum referenced above, would 
be very useful for setting up your 
own exhibit evaluation project. 
Diamond’s book also has an 
extensive list of references and 
other recommended resources.

Another useful reference is Janet 
Gail Donald. “The Measurement 
of Learning in a Museum.” 
Canadian Journal of Education, 
16:3 (1991), 371 to 382. 
Available on line from http://
www.csse-scee.ca/CJE/Articles/
FullText/CJE16-3/CJE16-3-
11Donald.pdf. 

A formative exhibit evaluation underway 
at the USS Constitution Museum. 
Their “Family Learning Forum” is an 
excellent online resource for program 
and evaluation techniques. As they say 
about evaluation, Like washing their 
hands and flossin  their teeth  e eryone 
says they do it, but … the best laid 
plans for prototyping and evaluation are 
often abandoned. We’ll convince you 
why listening to and learning from your 
visitors will change the way you think 
about and design and exhibits.

Image from rom http://www.familylearningforum.
org/evaluation/power-of-evaluation/when-
professional.htm

QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED DURING FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION OF EXHIBIT MOCK UPS

QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED DURING FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION OF INTERACTIVE DEVICES

• Do visitors like it?
• Do they think it’s fun?
• Do they understand it?
• Do they find it 

meaningful?
• Does their understanding 

coincide with the 
objectives?

• Are the instructions in the 
right order?

• Does it mechanically 
function without breaking 
or hurting someone?

• Can visitors correctly 
figure out how and where 
to start the activity in two 
seconds or less?

• Can people follow the 
directions? Are the 
directions in three steps 
or fewer?

• If visitors act intuitively, 
are they doing the right 
thing?

• an visitors figure out 
what to do without 
reading?

• Do the visitor’s actions 
reflect the concept?

• Is the reset time what it 
needs to be?

• Do the words in the label 
match the actions and 
activities that the visitor 
engages in?

• Does the challenge of doing 
the activity match most 
visitors’ skill levels while still 
requiring them to “stretch” a 
little bit?

• Is the visitor’s attention 
focused and are they 
absorbed in the experience?

• Do people feel anxious 
about the content or the 
setting?

• Does it give the user a 
sense of discovery, 
wonder or “wow?”

• Do visitors have 
trouble with jargon, 
unfamiliar technical 
terms or words with 
double meanings?



Creating Accessible Exhibits
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Accessible, barrier-free exhibits 
aren’t just a good idea: they’re 
a legal requirement. As noted 
on the Ontario Ministry of 
Community and Social Services 
web site, “The government 
enacted the Accessibility for 
Ontarians with Disabilities 
Act in 2005. This act lays the 

framework for the development 
of province-wide mandatory 
standards on accessibility in all 
areas of daily life.” When you read 
through the standards and design 
guidelines referred to here, you 
might be surprised by how often 
accessible design is simply good 
design. After all, is there anyone 

who really wants illegible 
labels? r glaring reflective 
surfaces? And who doesn’t 
need a place to sit down from 
time to time? Fortunately, 
there is a wealth of resources 
out there to help you make 
your exhibits accessible to all 
visitors.

This may be more information than 
you need, but your designer will be 
using it. The 2012 edition of the 
CSA Accessible Design manual is 
available from http://shop.csa.ca/
en/canada/accessibility/b651-12/
invt/27021232012/

The City of Hamilton has an excellent 
set of guidelines available as a free pdf 
download from http://www.hamilton.
ca/NR/rdonlyres/089B1393-4EE8-
44B1-A760-FEC7EE36493C/0/
CityofHamiltonBarrierFree 
DesignGuidelines.pdf

Perhaps the most useful guide for 
museums is available from the 
Smithsonian as a free pdf download 
from http://accessible.si.edu/pdf/
Smithsonian%20Guidelines%20for%20
accessible%20design.pdf

Downloadable .tif files of disability 
access symbols from https://www.
graphicartistsguild.org/resources/ 
disability-access-symbols

The Accessibility for Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act website at http://www.
mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/
accessibility/index.aspx

Useful links about accessible design in 
museums from http://futureofmuseums.
blogspot.ca/2013/02/roundup-of-
recent-news-on-accessible.html
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The Registered Graphic Designers of 
Ontario have created a very useful 
handbook available as a free pdf 
download from http://www.rgd-
accessibledesign.com/

The Manual of Museum Exhibitions 
has a chapter that addresses many 
aspects of exhibition accessibility and 
inclusiveness.

The City of Toronto’s guidelines are 
available as a free pdf download from 
http://www1.toronto.ca/static_files/
equity_diversity_and_human_rights_
office/pdf/accessibility_design_
guidelines.pdf

Exhibit design and accessibility need 
to be closely integrated. If they are not, 
visitors will suffer from the dreaded 
“Museum Fatigue,” about which 
you can find an excellent article at 
http://historicalvoices.org/pbuilder/
pbfiles/Project38/Scheme325/ SA-
a0a5y5-a_5730.pdf. 

This image of a visitor at the Heiniken 
Museum is from from http://brc-asia.
com/about/museum-exhibit-design.html

As you can see in this diagram from 
the Smithsonian Institution Accessible 
Exhibition Design guidelines, the 
placement of exhibit components 
must be carefully designed in order to 
make exhibits accessible to the widest 
possible range of audiences.

There is a very narrow range of optimum 
viewing height common to both seated 
and standing visitors.

Even for the fully able, museum 
visitation can be an intense experience, 
as can be seen in these images from 
Benjamin Ives Gilman’s 1918 work 
Museum Ideals of Purpose and Method.

Planning for universal accessibility from 
the beginning of the project can also 
address many of the common causes of 
museum fatigue.



Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport Exhibit Standard
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OBJECTIVE OF THE EXHIBIT STANDARD
The museum’s exhibits provide an important link between the community 
and its heritage. In the planning and presentation of exhibitions, the museum 
will strive for accuracy of information, relevance to the community, effective 
communication, opportunities for learning, and the safe display of artifacts.

Requirements
The museum has a written exhibition policy stating that it will:

• Ensure that the themes and number of exhibits are consistent with the 
museum’s statement of purpose and the needs and interests of the 
communities it serves;

• Demonstrate a commitment to accuracy and objectivity in exhibit 
presentation;

• Demonstrate a commitment to ethical behaviour in exhibit presentation;
• Meet conservation standards in exhibit design, materials and use of 

artifacts;
• Meet municipal, provincial and federal legislative requirements that 

have an impact on exhibit presentation (e.g. safety codes, copyright, 
disability legislation).

All exhibits are consistent with the museum’s exhibition policy.

The museum has an exhibition schedule comprising a mix of permanent and 
temporary exhibits.

The museum ensures the relevance, accuracy and effective communication 
of each exhibit by:

• stablishing clearly defined objectives and evaluating exhibits against 
their objectives;

• Using appropriate expertise, including staff, volunteers, community 
groups, or consultants;

• arrying out sufficient research.

The museum ensures that all staff (including volunteers) involved in the 
planning, preparation and installation of exhibits have the necessary skills 
and training.
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The museum ensures that exhibits are safe for visitors and staff by:
• Placing hazardous materials in display cases;
• Adequately supporting, securing or providing barriers against heavy 

objects or moving parts that could cause injury;
• Training staff in the safe operation of exhibits (e.g. machinery);
• Meeting legislated re uirements in the handling and display of firearms.

The museum endeavours to ensure that exhibits are accessible and capable 
of being used and enjoyed by visitors of all ages and abilities.

The museum ensures that exhibits effectively promote learning and 
enjoyment through:

• Providing a variety of interpretation methods to meet a range of visitor 
needs;

• Regularly replacing artifacts in permanent exhibits with other examples 
from storage, to refresh the exhibits for the community’s enjoyment as 
well as for conservation purposes.

A portion of the museum’s budget is allocated annually for exhibit 
development, design, construction, maintenance and evaluation expenses.

The museum ensures that exhibit preparation activities that are harmful to 
artifacts are carried out in a workshop that is isolated from collection areas 
(i.e. display and storage). Such activities would include those that produce 
dust, excessive heat or vibrations, and those that involve the use of aerosols 
and solvents (e.g. paints and varnishes).

N.B. The complete set of standards is available from http://www.mtc.gov.
on.ca/en/museums/museums_standards.shtml



How to Make a Good Exhibit
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1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11

Have fun when you make the exhibit and chances are that 
your audience have fun when they visit it.

Let yourself (and your institution) come through. Don’t be 
afraid to have a point of view.

Design it for the kids and everyone will have a good time. 
Design for younger audiences is often just good design.

There’s no such thing as a “permanent” exhibit. Dog years = 
1:7; exhibit years = 1:10. They get old pretty fast.

Engage the whole institution when you make the exhibit and 
everyone will learn, including the visitors.

Make a good white model of your gallery space, and use it 
throughout the project. Take it to every planning meeting.

Get the exhibit off the walls and out into the room. An 
exhibit is a story told in three dimensions.

Aim for the slow reveal. Don’t give it all away as soon as 
someone walks into the gallery.

As (lots of) questions and provide some answers, but don’t 
provide them all.

Leave some room for your audience, intellectually as well as 
physically.

Exhibits are like poetry: they should both teach and delight. 
Err on the side of delight if you can.
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12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Leave room for the audience to experience wonder and 
surprise.

Remember that the history of failure is as instructive (and 
often more interesting) than the history of success.

Teach, but teach gently. Remember, it goes with delight.
Visitors will learn if they want to and it’s OK if they don’t.

Humour has a place, but use it well, and make sure the joke 
is on you, and not the visitors.

No clip art allowed in your graphic design. None of any 
description. Why? Because it looks like clip art.

Use as little stock photography as possible, especially the 
kind that really looks like stock photography.

Out-of-copyright material is a gift—use it. Make friends with 
your scanner and find out what it can do for you.

Tread lightly with goals, objectives and learning outcomes. 
Visitors aren’t nails, and the exhibit isn’t a hammer.

Exhibit design is a creative process that can have a didactic 
outcome and so is the visitor’s experience.

Remember that sooner or later, everyone needs to sit down, 
have a drink of water and go to the bathroom.

Most visitors are casual visitors, in every sense of the word. 
They should be glad they came to see you when they go.



Reviewing An Exhibit

INTENTIONS

AUDIENCE

ORGANIZATION AND LAYOUT

CONTENT
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Once you get involved in 
making an exhibit, you’ll never 
look at one the same way 
again. In fact, when you’re in 
an exhibit at another institution 
you may find that you spend 
more time looking at how 
things have been built, rigged 
or designed than taking in the 
content. our friends may stop 
inviting you along--after all, 
who wants to go out to dinner 
with a restaurant critic?

ou might find opportunities 
to write formal exhibit reviews 
for blogs or journals. Even 
if you don’t take it that far, 
the following guidelines 
offer a useful framework for 
systematically analyzing the 
form and content of an exhibit.

Exhibitions are by their very 
nature not neutral, objective 
presentations They have 
been created by someone, for 
someone, and should therefore 
be assumed to have points of 
view. Exhibits also convey many 
messages to their audiences 
beyond those explicitly written 
in signage and artifact labels. 

In order to think critically about 
exhibits, you will need to base 
your analysis on both personal 
and theoretical considerations. 
Your reaction as a visitor is 
valuable, but as someone 
reviewing the exhibit you will 
also need to think critically 
about your reaction.  

xhibits are complex projects 
undertaken by individuals with 
specific objectives in mind. For 
any exhibit to succeed, it should 
at the very least be clear to the 
casual visitor what the main 
objectives are. Moreover, it 
should be possible to express 
these intentions in a concise 
thesis statement of no more 
than two sentences. How would 
you express the intention of the 
exhibit before you? What’s the big 
idea?

Exhibits should always be 
conceived with an audience in 
mind. Defining that audience 
and its needs is an important 
step in the exhibit design process 
and influences everything from 
the location of the text panels 
to language, lighting and layout. 
After looking at the content and 
presentation, both the substance 
and the style of the exhibit before 
you, what can you deduce about 
the intended audience?

Organization and layout in exhibit 
development are primarily 
issues of style, though other 
considerations such as building 
codes and accessibility can 
also influence decisions. The 
arrangement and use of space 

is essential to an exhibit’s 
success in communication its 
intentions. 

ven the most compelling 
subject and well-developed 
content can be undone by poor 
organization and layout. What 
is the exhibit s narrative path, 
the way it unfolds as you walk 
through? What is its logic, the 
coherence between sections 
and subjects? What is its 
methodology, the organizing 
principle, style and format? 
What are its media, the various 
means by which information is 
provided?  hat is its physical 
plan, how its lighting, space 
and sound are arranged?

ontent is primarily a matter of 
substance. Exhibit substance, 
as opposed to style, consists 
of images, words, objects and 
sound. Together, these provide 
information about the subject. 

The quality and quantity of 
the content should support 
the big idea. Too much 
information can overwhelm, 
while too little undermines 
the intentions. How does the 
exhibit communicate? Does it 
use facts, pronouncements, 

uestions, metaphors, 
questions, suggestions, or 
humour? How does the content 
come across to visitors? 
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BOOKS

Adams, Sean, Peter Dawson, John Foster and Tony Seddon. Thou Shall Not Use Comic Sans. 365 
Graphic Design Sins and Virtues: A Designer’s Almanac of Do’s and Don’ts. Berkeley, Ca: Peachpit 
Press, 2012.

A thoroughly enjoyable book that’s also full of useful information. Presented as discreet examples of good and bad 
design practices, the book is easy to use and the lessons are clear. It’s an interesting exercise to take this book with 
you when you visit an exhibit and see how many of the recommended (and not recommended!) practices you can 
identify. And yes, the “Comic Sans” typeface should be deleted from the system fonts on your computer.

Belcher, Michael. Exhibitions in Museums. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991.
Dated in its particular examples, but offers a good overview, particularly of exhibit types, visitor types and motivations 
and measures of exhibit effectiveness.

Bennett, Tony. The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. New York, NY: Routledge, 1995. 
A critical-theory based exploration of museum issues. Chapter 1, “The Formation of the Museum” and Chapter 2, 
“The Exhibitionary Complex” are particularly worth reading for understanding the origins of the modern museum.

Ashford, Janet and John Odam. Start with a Scan, Second Edition. A Guide to Transforming Scanned 
Photos and Objects into High-Quality Art. Berkeley, CA: Peachpit Press, 2000.

Very useful guide for both scanning photos and other images and also for using found objects to create graphic 
elements and backgrounds for exhibits. A third edition is now available.

Cabarga, Leslie. Logo, Font and Lettering Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Design, Construction 
and Usage of Alphabets and Symbols. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 2004.

Comprehensive and useful guide to these subjects with a wealth of graphic design ideas. Includes critiques of 
examples of both good and bad design and how-to examples of graphic creation.

Cabarga, Leslie. The Designer’s Guide to Color Combinations: 500+ Historic and Modern Color 
Formulas in CMYK. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 1999.

A very useful reference, especially for getting a feel for the colour palette of particular eras, as her combinations are 
drawn from actual graphic examples. Great inspiration for the start of a project.

Diamond, Judy. Practical Evaluation Guide: Tools for Museums and other Informal Educational 
Settings, 2nd Edition. Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2009.

A general guide to evaluation that discusses tools, interviews and questionnaires, measures of learning and how to 
present and analyze data. Discusses front end, formative and summative evaluation. Good place to start to design an 
exhibit evaluation program. 

Freeman, Ruth and Paul Martinovich. The Evolution of an Exhibit: Community Museums and Travelling 
Exhibits. Toronto: Ontario Museum Association, 2001.

Based on one particular project to create and share regional travelling exhibits among several museums, but has 
a useful summary running throughout the book about exhibit development roles and responsibilities based on 
identifying “hats” for who does what.

Houtgraaf, Dirk and Vanda Vitali. Mastering a Museum Plan: Strategies for Exhibit Development. 
Leiden, NL: Naturalis, 2008.

Based on the development of a comprehensive exhibit plan for Naturalis: The National Museum of Natural History, 
this is a thorough and well-illustrated look at large-scale exhibit development. The “Appendix: Overall Exhibit 
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Development and Production Process and Its Deliverables” offers a detailed, colour-coded graphic summary from concept 
to final production, including collateral activities such as education programs, web programs and marketing.

Hughes, Phillip. Exhibition Design. London: Laurence King Publishing Ltd., 2010. 
Focused on larger institutions and trade shows, with some examples of very large-scale projects. Worthwhile nonetheless, 
particularly for its discussions of the use of models in exhibit planning, circulation patterns and especially exhibit do’s and 
don’ts.

Klein, Larry. Exhibits: Planning and Design. New York, NY: Madison Square Press, 1986.
There are any number of coffee table books out there, some produced annually, that feature glossy articles about big 
expensive exhibit and trade show projects, and this book is one of them. However, it also includes chapters on “What is an 
Exhibit?” and “Museum Exhibition” that are well worth reading for what they say about the process of exhibit development.

Krause, Jim. Color Index: Over 1100 Color Combinations. CMYK and RGB Formulas for Print and Web 
Media. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 2002. 

A very useful guide for starting the creative process. The color combinations are presented in groupings such as Active, 
Quiet, Rich, Muted, Natural and Culture/Era. 

Lord, Barry and Gail Dexter Lord, eds. The Manual of Museum Exhibitions. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira 
Press, 2001.

Comprehensive work that should be on your shelf if you’re going to do a lot of exhibit work. Packed with useful information, 
but much of it is oriented toward large institutions where exhibits are created with multi-person project teams.

McRainey, D. Lynn and John Russick, eds. Connecting Kids to History With Museum Exhibitions. Walnut 
Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2010.

Excellent guide to the topic, strongly rooted in educational and developmental psychology. Easily the best current work on 
the topic.

Miles, R.S., compiler, in collaboration with M.B. Alt, D.C. Gosling, B.N. Lewis and A.F. Tout. The Design of 
Educational Exhibits, 2nd Edition. London: Unwin Hyman, 1988.

Worth consulting in general as a reference, but not the best book to follow to actually plan and execute an exhibit project, 
particularly for a smaller museum.

Neal, Arminta. Exhibits for the Small Museum: A Handbook. Nashville: AASLH, 1976.
A classic in the field, and still one of the few references intended specifically for smaller museums. orth reading in 
general, and the scale model chapter is good, but most of the fabrication and materials information is too dated to be 
worth using. 

Parman, Alice and Jeffrey Jane Flowers. Exhibit Makeovers: A Do-It-Yourself Workbook for Small Museums. 
Latham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2008. 

The only one of its kind. Packed full of useful advice, forms and worksheets, this book can help you plan an exhibit 
renovation project. Good reference with regard to the processes it outlines, but the end results they illustrate could be 
improved upon with more up to date production techniques and materials.

Perry, Deborah L. What Makes Learning Fun? Principles for the Design of Intrinsically Motivating Exhibits. 
Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2012.

Perry is a consultant and Director of Selinda Research Associates in Chicago, and this book puts forward the “Selinda 
Model.” This is based on using three perspectives in exhibit planning: outcomes, engagements and motivations. A clear, 
organized and useful book, particularly in the way the author presents both general principles and strategies to achieve 
them.

Ravelli, Louise J. Museum Texts: Communication Frameworks. London and New York: Routledge, Taylor and 
Francis Group, 2006. 

A detailed, linguistically-based exploration of both “texts in museums” and “museums as texts.” Offers analysis of actual 
examples of museum panels and labels and discusses the appropriate style and level of complexity for different audiences. 
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Analyzes “spoken-ness” and “written-ness” as two opposite ends of the museum communication spectrum. Challenges 
some long-held assumptions about what constitutes good writing and the clear language and design movement and 
commonly-used measures of readability. Dense but worth it.

Serrell, Beverly. Making Exhibit Labels: A Step-by-Step Guide. Nashville: American Association for State and 
Local History, 1983, 1996. 

The first edition is dated in its particular examples, and especially with regards to methods and materials for producing 
labels, but the basic principles are still sound and it’s still a good, hands-on guide. The second edition goes far beyond the 
first and to be a common-sense primer on exhibit design in general that is strongly focused on the needs of the audience. 
Read this book in conjunction with the Ravelli book for the big picture view of written communication in museums. Probably 
the single most useful book on this list for general guidance about creating effective exhibits.

Williams, Robin. The Non-Designer’s Design Book: Design and Typographic Principles for the Visual Novice. 
Berkeley, CA: Peachpit Press, 1994.

If you pick up only one book on graphic design, this is a great choice. Clear, simple and useful, it focuses on four 
fundamental design principles: repetition; proximity; alignment and contrast. The before and after examples are particularly 
clear.

Davey, Gareth. “What is Museum Fatigue?” Visitor Studies Today, Volume 8, Issue 3, 2005.  Available on 
line from http://historicalvoices.org/pbuilder/pbfiles/Project38/Scheme325/ SA-a0a5y5-a_5730.pdf.

A useful summary of current research on this important topic, with a thorough bibliography.

Donald, Janet Gail. “The Measurement of Learning in a Museum.” Canadian Journal of Education, 16:3 
(1991), 371 to 382. Available on line from http://www.csse-scee.ca/CJE/Articles/FullText/CJE16-3/CJE16-
3-11Donald.pdf.

A bit dated but still useful, particularly as regards measures of museum learning such as time on task, knowledge gain, 
thinking and problem-solving and motivation.

Museums and Galleries Scotland Information Sheet. “Planning for Effective Museum Interpretation:  How 
to Write an Interpretive Plan.” Available on line from: http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/
publications/publication/317/planning-for-effective-museum-interpretation-how-to-write-an-interpretive-
plan

Good basic guide.

hesapeake Bay ffice, National Park Service. Planning for Success: Interpretive Planning Tools for 
Historic Trails and Gateways.”  Available on line from: http://www.interpretiveplanningtoolkit.org/wp-
content/uploads/2010/09/Planning-For-Success.pdf

Detailed guide to the interpretive planning process. Focused on outdoor interpretation, but lots of useful information for all 
kinds of exhibits and visitor experiences.

Nova Scotia Museum. “Interpretive Master Plan.” Available on line from http://museum.gov.ns.ca/en/
home/aboutnsm/imp.aspx

Slickly-done interpretive plan for a provincial organization that manages a number of museums and historic sites.

ARTICLES
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ONLINE RESOURCES

Pinterest sites useful for exhibit and design inspiration
http://pinterest.com/mastrore/museum-stuff/ http://pinterest.com/welshjan/museum
inspiration/http://pinterest.com/pgrim01/museum/
http://exhibitlabels.tumblr.com/
http://pinterest.com/studiotectonic/exhibits/
http://pinterest.com/pulpmountain/signage/
http://pinterest.com/lindanorris/museums-exhibits/
https://pinterest.com/emscheider/museum-displays-specimen-labels/
http://pinterest.com/mattlangstaff/museum-exhibition-design/

Summary of the use of mobile technology in museums from the (UK) Museums Association
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museum-practice/mobile-projects

Blogs and Web Sites
http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.ca/
http://theexhibitdesigner.com/
http://brokenships.com/en
http://reachadvisors.typepad.com/museum_audience_insight/
http://museumtwo.blogspot.ca/
http://blog.orselli.net/
http://www.orselli.net/sources.htm
http://www.astc.org/pubs/browse_publications.htm exhibits
http://www.greenexhibits.org/intro.shtml
http://www.exhibitfiles.org/
http://museums-now.blogspot.ca/
http://exhibitdev.wordpress.com/
http://themuseumofthefuture.com/2012/11/30/five-thoughts-about-digital-engagement-strategy-after-tens-days-in-
sydney/
http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.ca/2012/06/experiment-in-progress.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Museum_label
http://www.flickr.com/groups/exhibitlabels/
http://exhibitlabels.tumblr.com/
http://www.tumblr.com/spotlight/museums
http://thisbelongsinamuseum.com/
http://www.thebiginternetmuseum.com/

Good review of recent writing on the subject of accessible design 
http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.ca/2013/02/roundup-of-recent-news-on-accessible.html

And finally, a useful and amusing tool for parsing and finding themes in big chunks of content such as 
exhibit text.

http://www.wordle.net/



Will You Look at That!

Cost-Effective Ways to 
Create Exhibits that will 
Engage Your Visitors

 Organization of Military 
Museums of Canada

May 25-26, 2013

John Summers, M.M.St.



Exhibit Modalities
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As well as its unique content, 
each exhibit usually has a 
distinctive style and a typical 
method of presentation, or 
modality. A modality can be 
defined as: a particular mode 
in which something exists or is 
experienced or expressed. 

Styles come and go, and 
sometimes that’s for the better. 
For example, let’s hope that all 
those orange and brown 1970s 
exhibits with supergraphics 
painted on the wall never come 
back. Modalities are more 

persistent though. Examples 
of all of these modalities can 
be found in museums today, 
regardless of when they were 
first introduced. Some modalities 
are strongly associated with 
particular historical periods, such 
as cabinets of curiosities in the 
Renaissance and severe, white-
walled art museums with the 
Modernist era.

All of these modalities have 
their strengths and relevance to 
particular topics and audiences, 
so none of these comments are 

intended to be perjorative! They 
are all tools in the exhibit-maker’s 
toolbox. 

Individual exhibits may make use 
of several modalities, and this 
list certainly isn’t exhaustive. As 
you begin to look more closely 
into exhibit-making you will 
undoubtedly discover some of 
your own.

DON’T TOUCH MY 
STUFF. Cabinets 
of curiosities with 
densely-packed 
displays. See 
“Dead Bugs and 
Butterflies  below.

 http://www.thehouseofwonder.org/2011/0 /2 /

THE GREAT 
EXHIBITION. 
Grand, 
blockbuster- scale 
exhibits with 
exhausting scope 
and huge amounts 
of content.

http://www.bl.uk/learning/histciti en/victorians/
exhibition/greatexhibition.html

THE FRIENDLY 
VILLAGE. 
Streetscapes re-
created indoors, 
sometimes at 
reduced scale.

 http://blog.royalbcmuseum.bc.ca/2011/0 / re-
imagining-history.html

THE AQUARIUM. A 
box-like case with 
a viewing window 
set into the front 
and internal top-
lighting.

http://museum.mil.idaho.gov/attractions.html

DEAD BUGS AND 
BUTTERFLIES. 
Neatly-arranged 
and labelled wall-
mounted rows of 
similar specimens 
or artifacts.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Insect_collecting

THE BELL JAR. 
Individual 
cases set in 
close rows with 
artifacts under 
vitrines, minimal 
interpretive 
material.

http://ancientshore.com/200 /10/12/monday 
-museum-1-mineral-exhibits-at-vsegei/



OMMC Exhibit Workshop

THE LONG AND 
WINDING ROAD. 
An exhibit with 
constrained, one-
way circulation.

http://www.civili ation.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/
canp1/canp1eng.shtml

THE CAR SHOW. 
Large technology 
artifacts in rows 
with minimal 
interpretation.

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/20/
automobiles/collectibles/20museums-deep-south.
html _r 0

THE LIGHTS ARE 
ON, BUT. . .Historic 
house museums 
with guided 
interpretation, 
sometimes in 
costume and 
sometimes not.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/
historyfestival/72 27057 0/ 

THE GLASS 
HOUSE. Period 
rooms in 
museums with the 
fourth wall opened 
up for viewing.

http://www.metmuseum.org/en/about-the-
museum/now-at-the-met/features/2010/new-
touchscreen-labels-for-the-american-wing-period-
rooms

THE CHURCH 
OF THE HOLY 
RECTANGLE. 
Single-hung works 
of art, often on 
the walls of a 
stark space with 
minimal labelling 
and interpretation.http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/ ile:Brooklyn_

Museum_exhibit_-_NA A_-_55 18 .jpg 

THE TRAFFIC JAM. 
See “The Car 
Show.  ere, the 
large technology 
artifacts aren’t in 
neat rows, often in 
cavernous spaces.

http://www.digitalapoptosis.com/2007/0 /28/
aviation-museum/

CHARLIE AND 
THE CHOCOLATE 
FACTORY. Science 
centres and other 
interactive-heavy 
museums.

http://entertainmentdesigner.com/news/museum-
design-news/oo-welios-science-center-hands-on-
lessons-in-renewable-energy-practices/

THE VERY QUIET 
ZOO. Illusionistic 
dioramas 
with mounted 
specimens.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/file:seabird diorama-
Royal BC Museum-Victoria BC-Canada.jpg

THE MARCH OF 
THE ROBOTS.
Animatronic 
talking, singing 
and moving 
figures.

http://www.virtualtourist.com/travel/North_
America/ nited_States_of_America/Texas/
Austin-875823/Things_To_ o-Austin- B _
Presidential_ ibrary-B -1.html 

SPAM. 
nclassifiable, 

one-of-a-kind 
museums, where 
the form is 
often part of the 
content.

http://www.phoenixjeff.com/wheres/2000/Spam/
spam.html 



The Visitors’ Bill of Rights
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1 COMFORT: Meet my basic needs. Visitors need fast, easy, 
obvious access to clean, safe, barrier-free restrooms, 
[water] fountains, baby-changing tables and plenty of 
seating. They also need full access to exhibits.

2 ORIENTATION  a e it easy for e to find y way around. 
Visitors need to make sense of their surroundings. Clear 
signs and well-planned spaces help them know what to 
expect, where to go, how to get there and what it’s about.

3 WELCOME/BELONGING: Make me feel welcome. Friendly, 
helpful staff ease visitors’ anxieties. If they see themselves 
represented in exhibits and programs and on the staff, 
they’ll feel more like they belong.

4 ENJOYMENT: I want to have fun! Visitors want to have a 
good time. If they run into barriers (like broken exhibits, 
activities they can’t relate to, intimidating labels) they can 
get frustrated, bored [and] confused.

5 SOCIALIZING: I came to spend time with my family and 
friends. Visitors come for a social outing with family or 
friends (or [to] connect with society at large). They expect to 
talk, interact and share the experience; exhibits can set the 
stage for this.

Note that in this list the 
majority of criteria don’t deal 
with fact-based learning or 
the achievement of learning 
objectives. Maybe when we 
evaluate exhibits we should be 
evaluating for the perceived 
quality and character of the 

visitor experience as much as 
for whether they’ve learned 
what we wanted them to learn? 
From Judy Rand, “The Visitors’ 
Bill of Rights.” In Anderson, Gail, 
ed. Reinventing the Museum: 
Historical and Contemporary 
Perspectives on the Paradigm 

Shift. Lanham, MD: AltaMira 
Press, 2004. pp. 158-159. 
First appeared in “The 22-Mile 
Museum, or a Visitors’ Bill of 
Rights.” Curator: The Museum 
Journal (Vol. 44, No. 1, January 
2000, pp. 7-14.)
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7 COMMUNICATION: Help me understand, and let me talk too. 
Visitors need accuracy, honesty and clear communication 
from labels, programs and docents. They want to ask 
questions, and hear and express differing points of view.

8 LEARNING: I want to learn something new. Visitors come 
(and bring the kids) “to learn something new,” but they 
learn in different ways. It’s important to know how visitors 
learn, and assess their knowledge and interests. Controlling 
distractions (like crowds, noise and information overload) 
helps them too.

9 CHOICE AND CONTROL: Let me choose, give me some 
control. Visitors need some autonomy: Freedom to choose, 
and exert some control, touching and getting close to 
whatever they can. They need to use their bodies and move 
around freely.

10 CHALLENGE AND CONFIDENCE: Give me a challenge I know 
I can handle. Visitors want to succeed. A task that’s too 
easy bores them; too hard makes them anxious. Providing a 
range of experiences will match their wide range of skills.

11 REVITALIZATION: Help me leave refreshed, restored. 
When visitors are focused, fully engaged, and enjoying 
themselves, time stands still and they feel refreshed: a 

ow  e erience that e hi its can ai  to create.

6 RESPECT: Accept me for who I am and what I know. Visitors 
want to be accepted at their own level of knowledge and 
interest. They don’t want exhibits, labels or staff to exclude 
them, patronize them or make them feel dumb.



xhibit evelopment Workflow
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Concept

Design

Fabrication

Installation

Evaluation

Window of Opportunity 
for Major Changes

Idea

eality

Change is 
cheap up      
to here

Change is 
increasingly 
expensive 
after here
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Some of the factors 
which affect how exhibit 
development stages will be 
implemented in a particular 
project:

• si e of institution

• si e and composition of 
project team

• experience and skills of 
project team

• scope and complexity of 
the project

• division between in-
house and out-of-house 
resources

• project budget  and

• project timeline.

Concept

Design

Fabrication

Installation

Evaluation

What Happens in Each Stage?

• xhibit Brief and P
• Research and Writing
• Image and Artifact Ac uisition
• Interpretive Planning
• Formative Evaluation

• White Model of allery
• Schematic Design
• Design Development
• Final Approval
• Shop rawings and Specs

• Cases and Plinths
• Vitrines
• Millwork
• Interactives
• raphic Panels

• Base Building Changes
• Mount Panels, ang Art
• Install and Dress cases
• ang Cut Vinyl raphics
• Adjust ighting

• Passive Instruments
• Administered instruments
• Tracking Studies
• Post-Project eview
• Feedback to Next Concept

To create a good exhibit you 
must pay close attention to 
these critical success factors 
throughout the project:

• relationship of exhibit 
concept to intended 
audience s

• keeping all participants 
on schedule

• cost estimating

• watching for scope 
creep

• working iteratively to 
ensure design integrity  
and 

• maintaining a consistent 
uality of execution.



The Exhibit Brief and the Request for Proposals

THE BIG IDEA AUDIENCE(S)

VISITOR EXPERIENCE LEARNING OUTCOMES BUDGET
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The exhibit brief is a crucial 
document in the exhibit 
development process. Some 
are briefer than others, but the 
purpose is always to deliver a 
concise and engaging narrative 
overview of the whole project. 
The brief summarizes only the 
essential details of the exhibit 
because each of the aspects 

that it presents will be outlined 
in more detail later. The original 
brief should be a touchstone 
throughout the project, and a 
copy of it should be brought 
to every meeting. The brief is 
also a sales tool and pitchbook 
that can be used to introduce 
the project to staff, board, 
volunteers and funders. Often 

the language from the brief 
can be taken straight into 
a grant application, and as 
you’ll see on the next page it 
will also form the basis for the 
request for proposals if any 
components of the project are 
being put out to bid. 

• what’s the big idea?

• can you put it in a 
single sentence?

• what’s the exhibit all 
about?

• why is it being created?

• what will it achieve?

• why should a visitor 
come to see it?

• what is the primary 
audience for which the 
exhibit is intended?

• what are the 
characteristics of that 
audience and how will the 
exhibit address them?

• are there secondary 
audiences?

• if so, what are the 
characteristics of those 
audiences?

• what will the exhibit  
feel like to visit?

• what are the mood, 
theme and structure of 
the exhibit experience?

• What will audience(s) 
see and do in the exhibit?

• what is the expectation 
for average length of 
stay?

• what is the expectation 
for the knowledge and 
understanding that 
visitors will bring to the 
exhibit?

• what is the expectation 
for what knowledge and 
understanding that 
visitors will take away 
from the exhibit?

• how will this be 
measured?

• what is the overall 
budget for the exhibit as a 
cost per square foot?

• how is that divided 
amongst all of the exhibit 
components, including 
any required capital 
improvements to the 
gallery?

• what are the funding 
sources for the exhibit?

MEANS OF EXPRESSION

• what is the range and 
nature of the artifacts 
that will be used?

• will the exhibit include 
interactives?

• will the exhibit include 
audio?

• will the exhibit include 
video?

• will the exhibit include 
other elements?
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If any significant portion of the 
exhibit, such as research, writing, 
design, fabrication, installation or 
evaluation, is being put out to bid 
you will need to create a request 
for proposals, usually referred to 
as an RFP.

Developed from the exhibit brief, 
this document details not only the 
overall project but also the scope 
of work required of the contractor. 
The more detailed your RFP, the 
higher the quality of the bids you 
will receive in response.

For some projects, particularly 
those carried out by a level of 
government, the requirements 
for an RFP can be quite stringent, 
and there may be templates you 
are required to use.  

The RFP typically forms the basis 
not only for the proponent’s bid 
but also for the agreement that 
follows, which can be expressed 
as a contract, a letter of 
agreement or a memorandum of 
understanding. 

You can readily see how spending 
the time to create a good solid 
brief at the beginning of a project 
can help you all the way through.

There are many ways to write 
an RFP, but the list to the 
right summarizes the main 
components that should be 
included for an exhibit project 
where you are hiring a consultant 
to design, fabricate and install the 
exhibit. The list can be amended 
as necessary to match the scope 
of the project.

1 INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND: outline the organization’s 
vision, mission and any other details that bear on the project.

2 EXHIBIT PURPOSE: refer back to the big idea in the brief to tell 
the proponents what you’re trying to accomplish

3 EXHIBIT OBJECTIVES: refer back to the desired visitor 
experience and the learning objectives in the brief.

4 EXHIBIT COMPONENTS AND SCOPE OF WORK: refer back to 
the means of expression in the brief and outline exactly what 
the consultant will do during the contract.

5 MUSEUM WILL PROVIDE: Outline what parts of the exhibit the 
consultant will not do because the museum will be responsible 
for them. 4 and 5 should cover the whole project scope.

6 BUDGET: refer back to the budget in the brief and make sure 
to specify whether the total is with or without taxes.

7 PROJECT SCHEDULE: create a detailed schedule including 
milestones, meetings, presentations, activities and 
deliverables.

8 PAYMENT SCHEDULE: Break the total into payments tied to 
deliverables, beginning with a deposit invoice and ending with 
10  retainage dependent on final sign-off.

9 DELIVERABLES: Outline exactly what work the consultant will 
produce and in what form it will come to you.

10 OWNERSHIP OF WORK PRODUCT: Specify that all of the work 
product, including all designs and creative work, will be the 
property of the institution at the conclusion of the project.

11 SUBMISSIONS TO INCLUDE: Firm experience, budget, 
methodology, schedule, resumes for participants, breakdown 
between principal and junior staff time, references.

12 PROPOSAL COSTS: Specify that the institution will not be 
responsible for any costs incurred in preparation of the 
proposals nor will any payment be made for proposals.

13 PROPOSAL EVALUATION CRITERIA: Specify how the proposals 
will be evaluated and emphasize that they will all be evaluated 
on the same criteria.

14 PROPOSAL SUBMISSION: Specify how many hard and soft 
copies of proposal documents are to be provided and when 
and where they are to be delivered.

15 PROPOSAL ACCEPTANCE: Specify that the institution is 
not obligated to accept either the lowest or any proposal 
submitted.

16 INSTITUTIONAL CONTACT TO WHOM QUESTIONS SHOULD BE 
ADDRESSED: Specify one individual and how they should be 
contacted.



Interpretive Planning

WHO are you 
interpreting for?

HOW will you interpret?

WHY do you want to produce 
new interpretation?

WHAT is it you want 
to interpret?

WHO should be involved 
in the interpretive 
planning process?

OMMC Exhibit Workshop

“Interpretive Planning” 
is a term used in several 
professions, and as such 
its meaning varies with the 
context. Even within the 
museum field, however, it is 
understood in several ways. In  
The Manual of Museum 
Planning, for example, Hugh 
Spencer uses the term 
synonymously with “exhibition 
plan or exhibition brief.” As 
we have been defining it, the 
brief is more general and 
the interpretive plan is more 
detailed. 

In either case, the interpretive 
plan is an important document 
which takes the general 
objectives in the brief and 
shows exactly how they will 
be accomplished. It will also 
inform later stages such as the 
writing of exhibit text.

An interpretive plan can also 
embrace program elements 
beyond the labels, panels and 
experiences of the exhibit itself, 
such as curriculum-based 
experiences for school-age 
audiences and related public 
programming for general 
audiences. 

The following guidelines are 
adapted from the Museums 
and Galleries Scotland 
Information Sheet Planning 
for Effective Museum 
Interpretation: How to Write an 
Interpretive Plan (2010).

If possible, you should try to 
involve a group of people in 
creating your interpretive plan, 
rather than working on your own. 
It is easier to generate ideas 
in a group and you can benefit 
from individuals’ different areas 
of expertise. Decide who the 
interpretation is aimed at (e.g. a 
family audience, young people, 
etc) and involve representatives 
of that audience in the planning 
process.

Set some aims and objectives 
and decide what you want your 
interpretation to achieve. For 
example: 1) increase visitors’ 
understanding of your collections; 
2) increase the number of visitors 
coming to your museum; 3) 
encourage visits from a new or 
specific audience   increase the 
length of time visitors spend in 
your museum.

Think about what is special or 
unique about your collection 
or site. What meanings can 
you reveal through different 
combinations of objects? What 
stories can you tell? At this stage 
you could hold a brainstorming 
session to discover which ideas, 

or themes, are most significant, 
popular or worth telling. 
Brainstorming with a group of 
people should reveal themes that 
either recur or appear as one-
off suggestions. This will help 
you to identify the main theme 
or sub themes that should flow 
through your interpretation, whilst 
eliminating others that are simply 
personal favourites.

It is of utmost importance to 
take your visitors into account. 
Whether you are aiming at a 
known and existing audience, or 
trying to attract a new audience, 
your interpretation should aim to 
reflect who they are and what it is 
they want.

Develop in detail your interpretive 
themes and sub themes. Think 
about the messages you want 
your visitors to take away. 
Explore options for the use of 
different media. Choose the most 
appropriate media to deliver 
your message to your target 
audience. Decide upon methods 
of display for your objects. 

efine the tone and/or mood 
of your interpretation according 
to your target audience and key 
objectives.
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The National Museums of Scotland have several 
helpful guidelines available as pdf downloads from 
http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/
publications/ Introduction to Interpretive Planning;
Planning for effective museum interpretation: 
How to write an interpretive plan and Planning for 
effective museum interpretation: How to write an 
interpretive strategy are all concise and to the point.

While the details of the Nova Scotia Interpretive 
Master Plan are specific to that province, the 
methodology outlined here can be easily adapted 
to your own project, and some of their goals 
are relevant to any museum, particularly “[to] 
ensure that interpretation is authentic, relevant 
and inclusive for all audiences.” Their visitor 
engagement model is also worth noting. The plan is 
available as a pdf download from http://museum.
gov.ns.ca/en/home/aboutnsm/imp.aspx.

Prepared by the US National Park Service, this 
document is part of a comprehensive on line tool 
kit. Their definition of an interpretive plan is worth 
quoting: 

An interpretive plan is a management document 
that outlines and guides decisions about a site’s 
or region’s interpretive programming. . . The useful 
lifetime of an interpretive plan is about ten years, 
but it should be updated as necessary. There is no 
single template for an effective plan, but it typically 
includes two parts: a foundation and an action plan.

The process it outlines in great detail can be used 
for either regional initiatives or a single institution or 
exhibit and the document is filled with useful rubrics 
and checklists. It is available as a pdf download 
from http://www.interpretiveplanningtoolkit.org/.



Writing for Exhibits

Visitors by and large do not spend 
much time in exhibitions. The 
average time is 10 minutes or 
less in many exhibitions ranging 
from 2000 to 5000 square 
feet, regardless of the topic, 
type of museum or modes of 
presentation. (Serrell, p. 71)

It is a museum exhibition, not an 
encyclopedia, not a library, and 
visitors should be allowed to feel 
that they are there primarily to 
look and do, not to read. (Serrell, 
p. 125)
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No matter how they are 
designed, virtually all exhibits 
require some reading, from a 
minimal art museum label to 
a full-blown interpretive panel 
in a history museum. Exhibit 
text plays two main roles: 1) 
explicating individual objects; 
and 2) establishing a context 
for the artifacts and linking 
them to broader themes. 

Whatever exhibit text is, there 
are definitely some things it s 
not, and the main one is that 
exhibit text 
is not a book 
on the wall! 
The visitor s 
experience 
of your 
wonderful 
exhibit can 
be very short. 
This is one of many reasons 
to craft a tight and focused 
exhibit brief and stay clear of 
epic topics.

Research has shown that an 
average visitor reads at about 
250 words per minute in an 
exhibit setting. An average 
2000 square foot exhibit has 
a length of stay of 6 to 10 
minutes. If the visitor spent 
the whole 10 minutes reading, 
that s 2500 words. educt 
50% of the time for looking 
instead of reading and it goes 
down to 1250 words. educt 
75% of that for talking, walking 
and resting and it goes down to 
625 words, or about 21 labels 

of 30 words each, which is not a 
lot of words at all. 

Here are some general guidelines 
for text length:

• Exhibit Title: 1 to 7 words;

• Main Text Panels: 20 to 
300 words in blocks of no 
more than 50 words each;

• Secondary Text Panels: 20 
to 150 words; and

• Artifact Labels: 20 to 150 
words.

Rather than 
“how many 
words should 
there be in 
a label?” a 
more relevant 
question is 
“how few words 

does the label need to have to be 
effective  It s a much better idea 
to write down to the need than up 
to a length guideline.

As you may 
already know, 
and you ll 
certainly 
discover as soon 
as you try to do 
it, writing good 
exhibit copy 
takes skill, practice and relentless 
editing and revising to get it right.

Once you ve decided on the 
typographical guidelines for the 
exhibit, create greeked text blocks 
according to these word counts 

using your chosen fonts and 
sizes. As the layouts progress, 
you can then replace the greeked 
text with the actual text, and if 
necessary, revise the writing 
directly in the layout. 

Writing in the layout will also help 
you write directly to what the 
visitors see, which is an important 
goal for artifact labels. While 
text panels can deal more with 
general themes, artifact labels 
should speak directly to what s on 
display.

Much has been written about 
levels of information, and some 
authors, such as Serrell, are 
not in favour of it. When it is 
supported by appropriate design 
cues through typography, colour 
and placement, however, it can 
add an element of structure to an 
exhibit. 

The test for what goes in the first 
level of text should be whether a 
visitor could go through the show, 

read only the 
first level text, 
and still be 
exposed to the 
main thematic 
points. What 
this means in 
practice is that 

information that is crucial to the 
desired learning outcomes should 
be presented in such a way as to 
obviously indicate its importance. 

It is easiest to do this if the text 
is written across the exhibit, one 
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TIPS O  W ITIN  VISITO - I N  AB S

1 Start with information directly related to what visitors can see, 
feel, do, smell or experience from where they are standing.

2 Vary the length of the sentences. The longest should be about 
25 words, the shortest 2 or 3 and the average 10 to 15 words.

3 Use short paragraphs and small chunks, not large blocks of 
information. on t put too many ideas into a single paragraph.

4 Metaphors are better suited to forms of narrative other than 
exhibit labels. Avoid complex and abstract comparisons.

5 Alliteration is an easy device to overuse. Once might be funny, 
but if every title in the exhibit uses it that s too much.

6 Exclamation points in labels shout at readers and force 
emphasis on them. They come across quite forcefully!

7 Humour should also be used sparingly. It is highly subjective 
and prone to mis-interpretation. Never make fun of visitors.

8 Use quotations only when they advance the narrative and are 
necessary. They can add a strong personal flavour.

9 Expect visitors to want to read. Make short and interesting 
labels that will meet and exceed their expectations.

10 Use informative paragraph titles and subtitles, when they 
advance the narrative, to break up longer passages of text.

11 Have a snappy ending. Offer visitors a little reward and make 
them glad that they read to the end of the label.

12 Newspaper journalism is not a good model because it 
assumes readers won t read the whole article.

13 Stay flexible within the length guidelines. aving all of your 
labels the same length is repetitive and boring.

14 Interrelate labels and their settings. Use them to speak directly 
to what visitors can see in front of them.

15 Set up a conversation. Let visitors do some of the talking by 
writing short labels that encourage further exploration.

These guidelines are adapted 
from a book that should be on the 
bookshelf of anyone who plans 
or designs museum exhibits: 
Beverly Serrell. Exhibit Labels: 
An Interpretive Approach. Walnut 
Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1996.

level at a time, rather than from 
top to bottom for one particular 
artifact. Charting this graphically 
can help ensure that the most 
important content is in the right 
place. 

As you write the exhibit text, it s 
helpful to put yourself in the 
visitor s shoes. To really get the 
feel of this, try writing standing 
up, when you re a little tired, 
thinking about going to the 
bathroom soon and have a small 
child or two tugging on your hand.

As with a lot of things, the way 
you learn to write good exhibit 
text is by writing a lot of exhibit 
text. To the right are some general 
guidelines to get you started.



From the Label to the Panel, 
From the Artifact to the Story 
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There’s one thing you can do 
that will help, almost more than 
anything else, to make your 
exhibits engaging, effective and 
professional-looking. What is 
it? Organizing the various parts 
of your exhibit into panels of 
a consistent size and format 
with a definite focal point and 
a visual arrangement that 
reinforces the content.

Even though exhibits are made  
of an number of discrete parts, 
including artifacts, artifact 
labels, text panels, title panels, 
intro panels, and credit panels, 
the whole thing has to come 
together to make an engaging 
visitor experience. If there are 
too many little pieces on the 
wall, each with their own hard 
edges and shadows, your work 
can come across more like a 
bulletin board than an exhibit.  

In terms of visual impact, bigger 
is better. With the digital design 
tools now readily available, 
there’s no excuse not to group 
the elements of your exhibit 
into a series of panels on which 
all elements are output and 
mounted in one continuous 
layer.

If displays are done well, no 
one will notice. Visitors are not 
likely to say “my, what solid, 
coherent panels you’ve created” 
(unless they’re taking an exhibit 
planning and design course).
But they will notice in the end, 
because the overall experience 

Here’s an example 
of an exhibit that 
would be much 
stronger pulled 
into a panel. One 
of the labels is 
badly shadowed 
by the frame, the 
small text panel 
has rounded 
corners but 
nothing else does, 
there’s no focal 
point and none 
of the individual 
elements are 
aligned. 

(Beverly Serrell, Exhibit 
Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach, 1996. p. 69)

This exhibit has 
a welter of items 
competing for the 
viewer’s attention 
in a variety of 
formats with no 
clear focal point.

(Alice Parman and 
Jeffrey Flowers, Exhibit 
Makeovers, A Do It 
Yourself Workbook for 
Small Museums, 2008. 
Cover)
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of the exhibit will be clear and 
informative. 

Rounding up all of those little 
pieces into panels will heighten 
the impact of your exhibit and 
provide clear focal points for the 
visitors’ attention. 

Here’s an example of a mockup 
panel where the title, the text, the 
images and their captions and 
credits are all grouped together 
in a coherent whole. The three 
secondary images are taken 
from postcards, but rather than 
using  them full-frame, they have 
been scanned and cropped into 
uniform sizes.

This design of this panel also 
pays attention to the four basic 
principles of good design: 
proximity, repetition, alignment 
and contrast. For more on how 
to use these principles, check 
out Robin Williams’ excellent 
work The Non-Designer’s Design 
Book: Design and Typographic 
Principles for the Visual Novice 
(1994). 

Mocking up the panel with 
“greeked” (latin) text lets you 
arrange all the elements and 
formatting beforehand, making 
it much uicker to place the final 
content and apply the formatting 
that has previously been decided 
upon. You can download greeked 
text, which typically begins 
with “Lorem ipsum,” from any 
number of internet sites. My 
favourite, which offers some 
humorous alternatives to latin, 

is http://www.duckisland.com/
GreekMachine.asp.

Such mocked-up panels can 
be printed on bond paper at 
relatively low cost. Doing a full-
size graphic mockup will cost 
you a little money up front but 
it has the potential to save you 
a great deal later on. Once the 
real content has been added, a 

second round of paper mockups 
can be used for evaluation. It’s 
also a lot easier to proofread 
panels at full size, and if you hang 
the mockups in the office hallway, 
your co-workers will be happy to 
help you spot the errors!

 



The Anatomy of a Graphics Panel 
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The graphics panel is to 
the exhibit what coffee is 
to a coffee break: that is, a 
very important part of the 
proceedings. 

You’re going to be putting a 
lot of work into your exhibit, 
and you want the results to 
be worth it, so let me share 
a suggestion with you: DON’T 
USE FOME-COR FOR EXHIBIT 
PANELS! 

Why not? In the standard 3/16” 
thickness, it warps, particularly 
if you laminate or drymount 
on to it in large areas. Even in 
thicker sizes, it still dents easily 
and the corners are particularly 
vulnerable to damage. It’s hard 
to treat the edges well and raw 
edges don’t look good. It also 
takes just as much work, and 
nearly as much money, to put 
your beautiful exhibit graphics 
onto a low-quality substrate 
as a high-quality one. If your 
exhibit is going to be installed 
for anything more than a month 
or two, or especially if it’s going 
to travel to different venues, 
then Fome-Cor isn’t the best 
choice.

So what’s better? If you go 
with plaque-mounting, you’ll 
probably get your panels back 
on MDF, or medium density 
fibreboard. This is a stable, 
solid engineered wood product 
that can be cut, shaped and 
sanded. It makes a nice stable 
substrate for exhibit panels, 

albeit a little heavy. If there are 
conservation issues, it’s also 
available in a formaldehyde-
free variant known as Medite or 
Medex.

If you’re working with your 
own panels, or a graphic or 
photography service provider 
to output and mount them, 
you’ll probably be working 
with Gatorfoam. Gatorfoam 
is like Fome-Cor on steroids. 
Its two outer layers of resin-
bonded paper are strong and 
waterproof, and it doesn’t warp. 

In the half-inch thickness, it is 
strong enough for most sizes 
of exhibit panels, and can be 
obtained up to as much as 2” 
thick. ou can find specs for 
Gatorfoam and other substrate 
materials at http://www.
lairdplastics.com/product/
brands/gatorfoam/421-gator-
gatorfoam-technical-datasheet. 
Gatorfoam is easily cut on a 
tablesaw, or with a mat knife if 
you’d really like a workout. The 

edges can be shaped with a 
router.

For anything more than one 
quick panel on some foamcore 
you buy from Michael’s or 
Staples [which usually comes 
in 20” x 30” sheets], you’re 
going to be buying big sheets 
and cutting them into smaller 
pieces. The basic unit of any 
kind of sheet good that you 
might use for a substrate is 4’ 
x 8’. Even in a metric world, it’s 
still pretty much 4’ x 8’, unless 
the material is sourced from 
Europe, in which case it will be 
1200mm x 2400mm, which is 
a little larger.

This stuff isn’t cheap, and you 
want to make efficient use of 
it and not leave a lot of waste. 
Fortunately, someone has 
already figured this out for 
you as you can see from the 
diagram on the next page.

There are three sizes of exhibit 
panel that are easily gotten out 

image from http://emergentdesigns.com.au/mounting-laminating/
hangers-fixtures-and-fittings/hangers/

Panels such as 
this are hung on 
split battens that 
are easily made 
on a table saw, 
typically from MDF 
scraps. One half 
of the batten is 
attached to the 
panel and one 
to the wall with 
a spacer of the 
same material at 
the bottom.
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Standard cutting diagram for 4’ x 8’ Sheet* 
 Size 1 = 24” x 36” nominal [23.875“ x 35.875” template] 
 Size 2 = 18” x 24” nominal [17.875“  x  23.875” template]
 Size 3 = 36” x 48” nominal [35.875“ x 47.875” template]
 Remainder size = 12” x 96“  nominal
*centre saw cuts on lines, panel templates have a 1/8” kerf allowance on each panel

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 
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: 2
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of a 4’ x 8’ sheet, which we 
might as well call small [18” 
x 24”], medium [24” x 36”] 
and large [36” x 48”], each 
of which can be used portrait 
or landscape, for a total of 6 
possibilities. Of these, the 24” 
x 36” size is probably the one 
you’ll use most often for text 
panels.

These are pretty typical panel 
sizes. Even if you’re not making 
panels yourself, but sending 
your files for output and 
mounting, your service provider 
will appreciate you working 
with these standard sizes 
when you design your panels, 
because they’re also buying 
their substrate in standard 4’ 
x 8’ sheets, and the reduced 
waste may also lower the cost 
of your project. Innovative 
content makes for a good 
exhibit, but there’s no reason 
that it can’t be delivered on 
a standard size of panel, 
so I would strongly suggest 
avoiding odd sizes.

Along with the panels, each 
sheet also yields a remainder 
piece 12” x 96”. That doesn’t 
go to waste either, because it 
can be used for “dashboard” 
panels and individual artifact 
labels on reader stands.



Exhibit Typography Guidelines
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The most beautiful exhibit in 
the world isn’t much good if it 
frustrates visitors who try to 
engage with it. There’s plenty 
of room for creativity in design 
and typography but there are 
also some basic guidelines you 
can follow to ensure that your 
exhibit text is accessible to the 
widest possible audience. 

There’s a million different 
typefaces out there, but you 
don’t necessarily get a point for 
each additional one that you 
use in an exhibit. In much the 
same way that you can create 
an exhibit with innovative 
content using only a few 
standard sizes of panels, your 
brilliant and innovative exhibit 
can also get its point across 
with a very few well-chosen 
typefaces. 

Remember, the key goal of an 
exhibit is communication, and 
good typography is one of the 
ways to achieve that, while 
bad typography can be a huge 
impediment.

To begin with, here’s a few key 
definitions: 

• a TYPE FACE is a family 
of fonts, such as Gill Sans. 

• a FONT, as it is used for 
digital typography, refers to 
different members of the 
family. Gill Sans, for 
example, is available in a 
number of different fonts, 
including: Condensed  xtra 

O  SI NA  AN  WA IN IN : select a 
heavy and broad-spaced sans-serif typeface, 
such as Helvetica, Franklin Gothic, Univers or 
Gill Sans.

Franklin Gothic Book 24 pt
Gill Sans 24 pt

FOR ARTIFACT LABELS AND COPY ON TEXT 
PAN S: use either a sans-serif typeface 
as above or a simple serif typeface such as 
New Century Schoolbook, Sabon, Times New 
Roman, Times Roman or Cambria.

Century Schoolbook 24 pt
Times New Roman 24 pt
Cambria 24 pt

Condensed Bold  ltra Bold 
and Ultra Bold Condensed. 

• a TYPE STYLE, such as 
Italic, Bold or Light, can be 
applied to an individual font.

• TYPE SIZE is measured in 
Points, of which there are 72 
per inch. 

• LEADING (pronounced 
“ledding”) is the vertical space 
between lines of type in a 
layout. 

A description of exhibit panel type 
that you hear from a designer 
might therefore sound something 

like this: “ or the body copy, we ll 
use Gill Sans, set 24 on 28.” This 
means that the typeface Gill Sans 
will by laid out in the 24 point size 
with 28 points of space between 
each line of type. All of these 
variables can be controlled in 
design programs such as those in 
Adobe Creative Suite.

The guidelines below and on the 
next page are adapted from the 
American Alliance of Museums 
Standards Manual for Signs and 
Labels (1995), which is available 
from www.aam-us.org.
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• individual wall, case and 
floor labels should be no more 
than 75 words  

• text labels such as those on 
a reader stand should be no 
more than 125 words  

• text panels mounted on the 
wall should be no more than 
300 words.

• lines of text should be laid 
out in columns no more than 

5-50 characters long  

• blocks of text should be 
laid out flush left with a 
ragged right margin  

• do not use hyphenation or 
full justification for the right 
margin  

• the further the viewer from 
the label, the greater the 
kerning (horizontal space 
between letters) and leading 
vertical space between lines  

• off white is preferable to 
pure white  

• higher contrast between 
background and type equals 
greater legibility, particularly 
at smaller type si es  

• white type on a black 
background is best for 
orientation and directional 
signs  and

• no more than 4 lines of 
type should be set in a 
centered layout in one block.

GENERAL RULES TO FOLLOW SUGGESTED TYPE SIZES FOR A 24” BY 36” GRAPHIC PANEL

Panel sub-title, 100 point

sub-title
Body text title, 72 point

text title
Body text, 48 point

body text

Image captions, 24 point

image captions

Image credits, 12 point

image credits

Ti 
Main panel title, 250 point



Digital Imaging
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There are two ways to be a 
digital image: you can be raster 
or vector. As with all rules, this 
one has exceptions, but these 
are the main ones. A digital 
photograph is almost always 
a raster image. Raster images 
are pixel-based.

Each pixel can be assigned a 
numerical description of the 
colour it should be. For digital 
images and those printed on 
inkjet printers, each colour will 
be described by a numerical 
value for R(ed), G(reen) and 
B(lack). For images to be 
printed on an offset press, 
the colours are described by 
numerical values for C(yan); 
M(agenta); Y(ellow) and 
K(black).

Because they are composed 
of pixels, raster images are 
resolution-dependent. You may 
have already discovered this 
if you’ve tried to use a photo 
from a small point-and-shoot 
camera or a cell phone. The 
image can only go as big as the 
information that was captured 
when it was taken before 
it starts to break down into 
jagged-looking pixels.

For scanning, that means that 
you need to think a bit about 
the final use of the image 
before you scan it.

For offset printing, and 
especially for something like 
an art book or a coffee table 

book on coated stock, you’ll 
generally want the image 
resolution to be 300 dots per 
inch, or dpi, at the final si e. If 
the original si e is the final si e, 
it can be scanned at 300. If the 
finished si e is twice as big as 
the original, though, it wil have 
to either be scanned at 600 dpi 
at 100  of the original si e or 
300 dpi at 200% of the original 
si e to finish at the correct 
resolution. 

For inkjet printing, including 
large format printing for exhibit 
panels, the usual standard is 
150 dpi at the finished si e. 
You can work with higher 
resolutions if you wish, but the 
extra resolution won’t produce 
dramatically better printing 
results, and the resulting files 
can become very large.

If you scan a 3” x 5” image at 
300 dpi and then blow it up to 
200  of its original si e, then 
the same number of pixels 
must cover twice as much 
surface area. You will have 
effectively reduced the image 
to 150 dpi. As noted above, 
that’s still going to produce 
an acceptable image quality 
most of the time. If you made 
the original not twice as big 
but four times as big, however, 
the quality would be noticeably 
poorer as in the example to the 
right.

Depending on its quality, and 
the finished appearance you re 

a 300 dpi scan of an offset-printed 
postcard.

The same scan enlarged 750% showing 
individual pixels.

A low-resolution bitmap scan of a 
small black and white maga ine 
advertisement as a raster image.

The same image converted to vector art 
using the LiveTrace feature in Adobe 
Illustrator.
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after, you might be able to go 
down to 100 dpi. It depends 
on the quality of the image you 
started with, and the only way to 
find out for sure is to enlarge it, 
check it, and run a test on the 
same printer you’ll be using for 
the exhibit panels.

The vector world is a different 
place. Whereas the raster 
world is pixel-based, the vector 
world is math-based. A line in 
a vector graphic is made up of 
mathmatically-defined points 
connected by curves as you can 
see in the example of the canoe 
image. 

Notice that the appearance has 
changed after it was converted 
from a raster image to a vector 
image. It’s not chunky and 
pixelated any more, and it looks  
sort of smoothed over and 
simplified. That s because the 
program makes judgment calls, 
based on parameters you set, 
when it does the conversion. With 
a vector file, each individual point 
and curve can be edited to refine 
the appearance of the image 
after it’s been converted..

To scan for exhibits, you need to 
know what you want to do with 
the finished image. et s say that 
you’re creating a 24” wide x 36” 
high exhibit panel and you want 
to use a historic photo as a full-
bleed background image, one 
that covers the entire panel. 

Your original photo is 8” x 10”, 
or less than half the si e of the 
finished panel. emember that 

we need to have 150 dpi at the 
final si e. This isn t absolute, and 
the graphics police won’t show up 
at your door if you end up at 135 
dpi, but it’s best to get as close 
to 150 as you can. As a rough 
estimate, scanning that original 
at 300 dpi at 150% of the original 
si e would probably give you 
enough resolution to work with.
If you have some time, it can be 
helpful to scan the image, enlarge 
it to the final si e, export it to a 
press-quality .pdf to see how it 
will look on screen and then send 
that same .pdf to the printer. If 
you do this at several different 
resolutions you’ll have a useful 
set of templates for the next 
project. 

If you want to be more precise, 
you’ll need a proportional scale 
like the one shown at the bottom 
of the page. This lets you enter 
the si e of the original and the 
si e of the enlarged or reduced 
image and determine the % 
change required. Nowdays, 
you can also just Google for 
“proportional scale  and find a 
web site that will do the same 
thing.

When in doubt, or when ordering 
from an archive, museum or 
library, it’s best to obtain the 
largest and highest-resolution 
scan that they are able to make.

If you’re shooting photos for a 
digital design project, you should 
set your camera to the highest 
possible resolution and si e to 
make sure you’re capturing the 
resolution you need.

Vector graphic text created in Adobe 
Illustrator.

Vectori ed raster image showing the 
curves and points that comprise the 
image.

Vector graphic text showing the curves 
and points that comprise the image.

A proportional scale used to calculate 
enlargement percentages.



Working with Scanned Images 
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There’s a whole world of out-of-
copyright images out there for 
use in your exhibits, and all you 
have to do is get a scanner and 
learn how to use it. 

Before you do that, however, 
it’s a good idea to familiarize 
yourself with copyright 
legislation to ensure that what 
you’re scanning is truly oot of 
copyright.

According to the Canadian 
Intellectual Property Office:

• The general rule is that 
copyright lasts for the life of 
the author, the remainder of 
the calendar year in which 
the author dies, and for 50 
years following the end of 
the calendar year.

There are exceptions and 
variations depending on how 
and when the original work was 
created, and CIPO has a wealth 
of resources that can help you 
figure this out on its web site at 
http://www.cipo.ic.gc.ca/eic/
site/cipointernet-internetopic.
nsf/eng/h_wr00003.html.

As well as simply reproducing 
images for use in exhibits, 
scanning can also allow you 
to repair scratches, tears and 
other damage and remove 
undesireable additions such as 
library stamps and handwriting. 
On the next page is an example 
of how this can be done.

A scanner such as the Microtek i900 has 
the capacity to work with both reflective 
and transparent media through the use 
of a series of adapter drawers that slide 
in beneath the main platen. http://
www.microtek.com/Mii/Web/Product.
php Product etail P_Id 102

Janet Ashford and John Odam’s Start 
with a Scan: A Guide to Transforming 
Scanned Photos and Objects into 
High-Quality Art, Second Edition is an 
excellent introduction to what your 
scanner can do for you. A revised and 
expanded third edition is now available 
as well.

The web site of the Canadian Intellectual 
Property Office at http://www.cipo.ic.gc.
ca/eic/site/cipointernet-internetopic.
nsf/eng/h_wr00003.html

How can you use a scanned 
image? Here’s one example. This 
1 30 s maga ine ad offered 
a great image of pleasure 
boating with an outboard motor. 
Unfortunately, it was also an 
ad for Chesterfield cigarettes. 
The image was long out of 
copyright, so it was available 
for modification. Beginning 
with a high-resolution scan, it 
was cleaned up and altered in 
Photoshop and then printed on a 
large format inkjet printer to be 
mounted for the exhibit. 

The original magazine ad was 
approximately 8  wide x 10  high.

The finshed panel was  high and  
wide.
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BEFORE AFTER

This early 20th century pamphlet  
had a rough life. The cover had 
been chewed by mice, torn, water-
stained and foxed by the acid in 
the cheap newsprint on which 
it was printed. It’s a very strong 
graphic, though, so it was worth 
saving and using.

The first step in rescuing it was 
to do a high-resolution scan. In 
this case, knowing that it was 
going to be enlarged when it 
was used, the scan was done in 
colour at 00 dpi at 200  of the 
original size. The scan was then 

opened in Photoshop. The first 
step was to use the Brightness 
and Contrast tool to punch up 
the visual appearance and 
compensate for both fading over 
time and the scanner’s tendency 
to wash out images when they are 
captured by making the blacks 
more saturated and the bright 
areas brighter. 

Using the Clone Stamp tool, the 
rips and tears in the middle of 
the black border on either side 
were fixed by copying and pasting 
colour from elsewhere in the 

image.The missing graphic in the 
lower left corner was repaired by 
copying an area from the right-
hand side, reflecting it vertically 
and pasting it on the left-hand 
corner, using the Eraser and 
Clone Stamp tools to blend it with 
the existing design. 

Finally, the whole image was gone 
over again with the Clone Stamp 
to fix smaller blemishes. The 
finished result doesn t look new 
(but then that wasn’t the point), 
but it’s certainly usable for an 
exhibit graphic. 



Setting up An Exhibit Panel Design Studio 
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There are many ways to make 
an exhibit, ranging from hiring 
a designer and waiting for 
the finished product to doing 
it all yourself. Within the 
last decade, the evolution 
of computer hardware and 
software has made the latter 
option feasible for even small 
to medium-sized museums, 
particularly for the graphic 
panels that make up the core 
of most exhibits. 

That isn’t to say that just 
going out and buying some 
equipment will make you 
into an exhibit designer, and 
this option isn t for everyone. 
But, if you’re interested and 
observant and willing to learn 
and your institution can commit 
to some ongoing professional 
development, there are real 
advantages to bringing exhibit 
design and production in-house 
at your museum, especially for 
the two-dimensional elements 
of your exhibits. Here are some 
of the advantages:

• C ATIV  CONT O : it s 
your museum, your 
collection and your exhibit, 
and chances are that you 
have a pretty good idea 
what you want it to be. If 
you bring exhibit design 
in-house, all of this is up to 
you.

• TIM IN S: in a typical 
consultant relationship, you 
decide what you want, tell 

http://www.techsoupcanada.ca/

http://www.adobe.com/ca/products/
creativesuite/designstandard.html

http://www.gimp.org/

DESIGN

Design begins with software. 
ust a word of warning here: O  

CAN T B I  IBIT PAN S IN 
WO  ou need a page layout 
program. Hardware isn’t an issue, 
as almost all current laptops, 
desktops or notebooks will run 
these programs, though a bigger 
screen makes them much easier 
to use.

The gold standard for Mac or 
PC is Adobe Creative Suite, 
currently at version  CS , which 
includes Photoshop, In esign 
(for page layout), Ilustrator (for 
vector graphics , Acrobat for 
pdf creation  and Bridge for 
digital asset management). 
CS  isn t cheap, but there are 
several options for ac uiring a 
copy. One is through TechSoup, 
a non-profit software collective 
that makes products available 
to eligible organizations for a 
nominal cost. Adobe also now 
has a cloud version where the 
program is available for “rent  for 
a reasonable monthly fee.

There are also freeware image 
manipulation programs such as 

IMP and lower cost page layout 
alternatives such as Microsoft 
Publisher or PagePlus. For the 
Mac, there are a number of 
reasonably priced programs such 
as istudio Publisher. Whatever 
program you use, it needs to 
be able to export your finished 
panels as high- uality .pdf files. http://www.istudiopublisher.com/
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someone else, they tell you 
what they think you want, 
you tell them what you think 
of that, they go back and do 
another version and so on 
and so on. Doing it yourself 
can dramatically shorten 
project timelines and the 
number of meetings 
required.

• CAPACIT  B I IN : by 
setting up an in-house 
exhibit development facility, 
your whole institution will 
learn about exhibit making. 
The hardware and software 
can also be used to create 
signage, education program 
materials and event 
graphics. ou may also find 
that you have some real 
hidden talents among your 
staff and volunteers.

• COST CTIV N SS: 
On a typical medium-si ed 
exhibit project, up to 50-

0  of the budget can be 
spent on contracted 
services. If you spend that 
on exhibit supplies and 
materials instead, you can 
either lower your overall 
cost or get a lot more 
exhibit for the same money. 
An exhibit studio can pay for 
itself in one or two years. 
Funding a studio is an ideal 
project for either corporate 
or government support, 
particularly through the 
Ministry of Tourism, Culture 
and Sport “Museums and 
Technology und  grants.

http://h10088.www1.hp.com/cda/
gap/display/main/index.jsp n gap
cp 20000-13 8-1 013_ 0 1_101_

http://www.neoltusa.com/products/
manual_rotary_trimmers.php

http://www.codamount.com/coldmount.
htm

MO NTIN

O TP T

COST

What makes the whole system 
work is a large-format printer. 

P in particular offers a wide 
range of options. The higher-
end printers use V-resistant 
pigment inks and can accept a 
wide variety of print media. A 0  
printer will accommodate most of 
your exhibit panel sizes.

To trim the output, you’ll need 
a large-format rotary trimmer 
such as those made by Neolt. 
Make sure to buy a trimmer that 
can accept material of at least 
the same width as your printer 
output.

The output needs to be mounted 
to the substrate with a cold 
laminator. Smaller sizes are 
manual, larger ones electric. 
Make sure to coordinate the 
widths of your printer, trimmer 
and laminator.

It sounds great, but what does 
all this cost  It is possible to 
purchase a desktop computer 
with a large monitor, a scanner, 
a 0  wide printer, a 0  wide 
rotary trimmer and a 2  
electric cold laminator for under 

20,000. Online and face-to-
face training in graphic software 
and design is available through 

community colleges around the 
province, and Adobe puts out an 
excellent series of Classroom in a 
Book publications for each of the 
programs in its Creative Suite. 

or a 10,000 exhibit project 
where as much as 5,000 to 

,000 might go to contracted 
services, the cost of such a studio 
setup will be paid back after the 
first three or four projects.



Exhibit Evaluation

In the new [1996] paradigm of 
visitor-centered museums with 
narrative interpretive exhibitions, 
evaluation is essential to making 
museums inclusive, equitable 
and socially responsible to their 
communities. (Serrell, p. 132)

Exhibits also serve to reinforce 
what visitors already know or help 
them make new combinations 
with their existing knowledge -- an 
important function that is often 
overlooked in favor of offering 
visitors more and more new 
information.. (Serrell, p. 137)

How interview questions are 
asked will have a profound 
in uence on the ua ity of 
information received. The goal 
. . .is to elicit a participant’s 
responses in ways that avoid . . . 
bias. (Diamond, p. 69)
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As Beverley Serrell says in 
Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach, “[exhibit] evaluation 
is about making improvements” 
(p. 133). It’s not a pass/fail test 
or an admission of failure. It is 
a recognition of the complexity 
of human communication and 
exhibit-making. There are three 
kinds of evaluation that are 
usually carried out for exhibit 
projects. 

FRONT END evaluation, carried 
before a project, assesses the 
current state of the potential 
audience, what visitors know 
and what their expectations 
are. It is usually carried out 
through surveys or interviews. 
“The primary goal of front-end 
evaluation is to learn about 
the audience before a program 
or exhibit has been designed 
to better understand how 
visitors will eventually respond 
once the project has been 
developed.” (Diamond, p. 4)

FORMATIVE evaluation, 
carried out during a project, 
makes sure that directions, 
information, vocabulary 
and text are expressed 
appropriately for the intended 
audiences. “Formative 

evaluation provides information  
about how well a program or 
exhibit functions or how well 
it communicates its intended 
messages. . .The evaluator 
measures visitor responses to 
models, plans, or prototypes of 
the program or exhibit. (Diamond, 
p. 4).

SUMMATIVE evaluation, carried 
out after a project, assesses 
visitor use and impact and carries 
out testing and refinement of the 
assumptions put forward at the 

outset of the project. “Summative 
evaluation can be as simple as 
documenting who visits an exhibit 
or participates in a program, or it 
can be as complex as a study of 
what visitors learned” (Diamond, 
p. 4).

For the most part, museums are 
venues for informal learning. Five 
key characteristics of informal 
learning that exhibit designers 
should keep in mind are that it 
is: voluntary; learner-motivated; 
guided by learner interests; non-
linear; and open-ended. 

“Informal learning prepares 
people for lifelong learning. It 
teaches people that learning 

is a part of everyday life, that 
it requires inititiative, and 
that everyone, regardless of 
background, is allowed to 
participate. Informal learning 
reinforces learning for its own 
sake, and reminds us that 
learning can be both fun and 
exciting” (Diamond, p. 13).

To set up an evaluation project, 
you will need to: 1) Select the 
participants and determine 
the appropriate sample size 
based on the type of survey to 
be used; 2) Decide whether to 
use observational tools such 
as counting, tracking, basic 
observations or systematic 
observations; 3) Decide on an 
interview technique and type of 
questions and whether to have 
an on line component to the 
survey; 4) Present and analyze the 
data; 5) Report the results of the 
evaluation; and 6) Translate the 
evaluation findings into practice.

Because its results can affect 
the construction of expensive 
exhibit furniture and interactive 
devices, formative evaluation is 
an important part of the exhibit 
development workflow. A few 
hundred dollars for a mockup can 
save thousands later on.
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Some of the information here 
has been adapted from Judy 
Diamond, Jessica J. Luke 
and David H. Uttal. Practical 
Evaluation Guide: Tools for 
Museums and Other Informal 
Educational Settings. Lanham, 
MD: AltaMira Press, a Division of 

owman  ittlefield Publishers, 
Inc., 2009, and Beverly Serrell. 
Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach. Walnut Creek, CA: 
AltaMira Press, 1996.

Both of these books, and 
particularly the Family Learning 
Forum referenced above, would 
be very useful for setting up your 
own exhibit evaluation project. 
Diamond’s book also has an 
extensive list of references and 
other recommended resources.

Another useful reference is Janet 
Gail Donald. “The Measurement 
of Learning in a Museum.” 
Canadian Journal of Education, 
16:3 (1991), 371 to 382. 
Available on line from http://
www.csse-scee.ca/CJE/Articles/
FullText/CJE16-3/CJE16-3-
11Donald.pdf. 

A formative exhibit evaluation underway 
at the USS Constitution Museum. 
Their “Family Learning Forum” is an 
excellent online resource for program 
and evaluation techniques. As they say 
about evaluation, Like washing their 
hands and ossin  their teeth  e eryone 
says they do it, but … the best laid 
plans for prototyping and evaluation are 
often abandoned. We’ll convince you 
why listening to and learning from your 
visitors will change the way you think 
about and design and exhibits.

Image from rom http://www.familylearningforum.
org/evaluation/power-of-evaluation/when-
professional.htm

QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED DURING FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION OF EXHIBIT MOCK UPS

QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED DURING FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION OF INTERACTIVE DEVICES

• Do visitors like it?
• Do they think it’s fun?
• Do they understand it?
• o they find it 

meaningful?
• Does their understanding 

coincide with the 
objectives?

• Are the instructions in the 
right order?

• Does it mechanically 
function without breaking 
or hurting someone?

• Can visitors correctly 
figure out how and where 
to start the activity in two 
seconds or less?

• Can people follow the 
directions? Are the 
directions in three steps 
or fewer?

• If visitors act intuitively, 
are they doing the right 
thing?

• Can visitors figure out 
what to do without 
reading?

• Do the visitor’s actions 
reflect the concept

• Is the reset time what it 
needs to be?

• Do the words in the label 
match the actions and 
activities that the visitor 
engages in?

• Does the challenge of doing 
the activity match most 
visitors’ skill levels while still 
requiring them to “stretch” a 
little bit?

• Is the visitor’s attention 
focused and are they 
absorbed in the experience?

• Do people feel anxious 
about the content or the 
setting?

• Does it give the user a 
sense of discovery, 
wonder or “wow?”

• Do visitors have 
trouble with jargon, 
unfamiliar technical 
terms or words with 
double meanings?



Creating Accessible Exhibits
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Accessible, barrier-free exhibits 
aren’t just a good idea: they’re 
a legal requirement. As noted 
on the Ontario Ministry of 
Community and Social Services 
web site, “The government 
enacted the Accessibility for 
Ontarians with Disabilities 
Act in 2005. This act lays the 

framework for the development 
of province-wide mandatory 
standards on accessibility in all 
areas of daily life.” When you read 
through the standards and design 
guidelines referred to here, you 
might be surprised by how often 
accessible design is simply good 
design. After all, is there anyone 

who really wants illegible 
labels  Or glaring reflective 
surfaces? And who doesn’t 
need a place to sit down from 
time to time? Fortunately, 
there is a wealth of resources 
out there to help you make 
your exhibits accessible to all 
visitors.

This may be more information than 
you need, but your designer will be 
using it. The 2012 edition of the 
CSA Accessible Design manual is 
available from http://shop.csa.ca/
en/canada/accessibility/b651-12/
invt/27021232012/

The City of Hamilton has an excellent 
set of guidelines available as a free pdf 
download from http://www.hamilton.
ca/NR/rdonlyres/089B1393-4EE8-
44B1-A760-FEC7EE36493C/0/
CityofHamiltonBarrierFree 
DesignGuidelines.pdf

Perhaps the most useful guide for 
museums is available from the 
Smithsonian as a free pdf download 
from http://accessible.si.edu/pdf/
Smithsonian%20Guidelines%20for%20
accessible%20design.pdf

ownloadable .tif files of disability 
access symbols from https://www.
graphicartistsguild.org/resources/ 
disability-access-symbols

The Accessibility for Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act website at http://www.
mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/
accessibility/index.aspx

Useful links about accessible design in 
museums from http://futureofmuseums.
blogspot.ca/2013/02/roundup-of-
recent-news-on-accessible.html
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The Registered Graphic Designers of 
Ontario have created a very useful 
handbook available as a free pdf 
download from http://www.rgd-
accessibledesign.com/

The Manual of Museum Exhibitions 
has a chapter that addresses many 
aspects of exhibition accessibility and 
inclusiveness.

The City of Toronto’s guidelines are 
available as a free pdf download from 
http://www1.toronto.ca/static_files/
equity_diversity_and_human_rights_
office/pdf/accessibility_design_
guidelines.pdf

Exhibit design and accessibility need 
to be closely integrated. If they are not, 
visitors will suffer from the dreaded 
“Museum Fatigue,” about which 
you can find an excellent article at 
http://historicalvoices.org/pbuilder/
pbfiles/Project38/Scheme325/VSA-
a0a5y5-a_5730.pdf. 

This image of a visitor at the Heiniken 
Museum is from from http://brc-asia.
com/about/museum-exhibit-design.html

As you can see in this diagram from 
the Smithsonian Institution Accessible 
Exhibition Design guidelines, the 
placement of exhibit components 
must be carefully designed in order to 
make exhibits accessible to the widest 
possible range of audiences.

There is a very narrow range of optimum 
viewing height common to both seated 
and standing visitors.

Even for the fully able, museum 
visitation can be an intense experience, 
as can be seen in these images from 
Benjamin Ives Gilman’s 1918 work 
Museum Ideals of Purpose and Method.

Planning for universal accessibility from 
the beginning of the project can also 
address many of the common causes of 
museum fatigue.



Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport Exhibit Standard
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OBJECTIVE OF THE EXHIBIT STANDARD
The museum’s exhibits provide an important link between the community 
and its heritage. In the planning and presentation of exhibitions, the museum 
will strive for accuracy of information, relevance to the community, effective 
communication, opportunities for learning, and the safe display of artifacts.

Requirements
The museum has a written exhibition policy stating that it will:

• Ensure that the themes and number of exhibits are consistent with the 
museum’s statement of purpose and the needs and interests of the 
communities it serves;

• Demonstrate a commitment to accuracy and objectivity in exhibit 
presentation;

• Demonstrate a commitment to ethical behaviour in exhibit presentation;
• Meet conservation standards in exhibit design, materials and use of 

artifacts;
• Meet municipal, provincial and federal legislative requirements that 

have an impact on exhibit presentation (e.g. safety codes, copyright, 
disability legislation).

All exhibits are consistent with the museum’s exhibition policy.

The museum has an exhibition schedule comprising a mix of permanent and 
temporary exhibits.

The museum ensures the relevance, accuracy and effective communication 
of each exhibit by:

• stablishing clearly defined objectives and evaluating exhibits against 
their objectives;

• Using appropriate expertise, including staff, volunteers, community 
groups, or consultants;

• Carrying out sufficient research.

The museum ensures that all staff (including volunteers) involved in the 
planning, preparation and installation of exhibits have the necessary skills 
and training.



OMMC Exhibit Workshop

The museum ensures that exhibits are safe for visitors and staff by:
• Placing hazardous materials in display cases;
• Adequately supporting, securing or providing barriers against heavy 

objects or moving parts that could cause injury;
• Training staff in the safe operation of exhibits (e.g. machinery);
• Meeting legislated re uirements in the handling and display of firearms.

The museum endeavours to ensure that exhibits are accessible and capable 
of being used and enjoyed by visitors of all ages and abilities.

The museum ensures that exhibits effectively promote learning and 
enjoyment through:

• Providing a variety of interpretation methods to meet a range of visitor 
needs;

• Regularly replacing artifacts in permanent exhibits with other examples 
from storage, to refresh the exhibits for the community’s enjoyment as 
well as for conservation purposes.

A portion of the museum’s budget is allocated annually for exhibit 
development, design, construction, maintenance and evaluation expenses.

The museum ensures that exhibit preparation activities that are harmful to 
artifacts are carried out in a workshop that is isolated from collection areas 
(i.e. display and storage). Such activities would include those that produce 
dust, excessive heat or vibrations, and those that involve the use of aerosols 
and solvents (e.g. paints and varnishes).

N.B. The complete set of standards is available from http://www.mtc.gov.
on.ca/en/museums/museums_standards.shtml



How to Make a Good Exhibit
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1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11

Have fun when you make the exhibit and chances are that 
your audience have fun when they visit it.

Let yourself (and your institution) come through. Don’t be 
afraid to have a point of view.

Design it for the kids and everyone will have a good time. 
Design for younger audiences is often just good design.

There’s no such thing as a “permanent” exhibit. Dog years = 
1:7; exhibit years = 1:10. They get old pretty fast.

Engage the whole institution when you make the exhibit and 
everyone will learn, including the visitors.

Make a good white model of your gallery space, and use it 
throughout the project. Take it to every planning meeting.

Get the exhibit off the walls and out into the room. An 
exhibit is a story told in three dimensions.

Aim for the slow reveal. Don’t give it all away as soon as 
someone walks into the gallery.

As (lots of) questions and provide some answers, but don’t 
provide them all.

Leave some room for your audience, intellectually as well as 
physically.

Exhibits are like poetry: they should both teach and delight. 
Err on the side of delight if you can.
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12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Leave room for the audience to experience wonder and 
surprise.

Remember that the history of failure is as instructive (and 
often more interesting) than the history of success.

Teach, but teach gently. Remember, it goes with delight.
Visitors will learn if they want to and it’s OK if they don’t.

Humour has a place, but use it well, and make sure the joke 
is on you, and not the visitors.

No clip art allowed in your graphic design. None of any 
description. Why? Because it looks like clip art.

Use as little stock photography as possible, especially the 
kind that really looks like stock photography.

Out-of-copyright material is a gift—use it. Make friends with 
your scanner and find out what it can do for you.

Tread lightly with goals, objectives and learning outcomes. 
Visitors aren’t nails, and the exhibit isn’t a hammer.

Exhibit design is a creative process that can have a didactic 
outcome and so is the visitor’s experience.

Remember that sooner or later, everyone needs to sit down, 
have a drink of water and go to the bathroom.

Most visitors are casual visitors, in every sense of the word. 
They should be glad they came to see you when they go.



Reviewing An Exhibit

INTENTIONS

AUDIENCE

ORGANIZATION AND LAYOUT

CONTENT
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Once you get involved in 
making an exhibit, you’ll never 
look at one the same way 
again. In fact, when you’re in 
an exhibit at another institution 
you may find that you spend 
more time looking at how 
things have been built, rigged 
or designed than taking in the 
content. our friends may stop 
inviting you along--after all, 
who wants to go out to dinner 
with a restaurant critic?

ou might find opportunities 
to write formal exhibit reviews 
for blogs or journals. Even 
if you don’t take it that far, 
the following guidelines 
offer a useful framework for 
systematically analyzing the 
form and content of an exhibit.

Exhibitions are by their very 
nature not neutral, objective 
presentations They have 
been created by someone, for 
someone, and should therefore 
be assumed to have points of 
view. Exhibits also convey many 
messages to their audiences 
beyond those explicitly written 
in signage and artifact labels. 

In order to think critically about 
exhibits, you will need to base 
your analysis on both personal 
and theoretical considerations. 
Your reaction as a visitor is 
valuable, but as someone 
reviewing the exhibit you will 
also need to think critically 
about your reaction.  

xhibits are complex projects 
undertaken by individuals with 
specific objectives in mind. or 
any exhibit to succeed, it should 
at the very least be clear to the 
casual visitor what the main 
objectives are. Moreover, it 
should be possible to express 
these intentions in a concise 
thesis statement of no more 
than two sentences. How would 
you express the intention of the 
exhibit before you? What’s the big 
idea?

Exhibits should always be 
conceived with an audience in 
mind. efining that audience 
and its needs is an important 
step in the exhibit design process 
and influences everything from 
the location of the text panels 
to language, lighting and layout. 
After looking at the content and 
presentation, both the substance 
and the style of the exhibit before 
you, what can you deduce about 
the intended audience?

Organization and layout in exhibit 
development are primarily 
issues of style, though other 
considerations such as building 
codes and accessibility can 
also influence decisions. The 
arrangement and use of space 

is essential to an exhibit’s 
success in communication its 
intentions. 

ven the most compelling 
subject and well-developed 
content can be undone by poor 
organization and layout. What 
is the exhibit s narrative path, 
the way it unfolds as you walk 
through? What is its logic, the 
coherence between sections 
and subjects? What is its 
methodology, the organizing 
principle, style and format  
What are its media, the various 
means by which information is 
provided   What is its physical 
plan, how its lighting, space 
and sound are arranged?

Content is primarily a matter of 
substance. Exhibit substance, 
as opposed to style, consists 
of images, words, objects and 
sound. Together, these provide 
information about the subject. 

The quality and quantity of 
the content should support 
the big idea. Too much 
information can overwhelm, 
while too little undermines 
the intentions. How does the 
exhibit communicate? Does it 
use facts, pronouncements, 

uestions, metaphors, 
questions, suggestions, or 
humour? How does the content 
come across to visitors? 
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BOOKS

Adams, Sean, Peter Dawson, John Foster and Tony Seddon. Thou Shall Not Use Comic Sans. 365 
Graphic Design Sins and Virtues: A Designer’s Almanac of Do’s and Don’ts. Berkeley, Ca: Peachpit 
Press, 2012.

A thoroughly enjoyable book that’s also full of useful information. Presented as discreet examples of good and bad 
design practices, the book is easy to use and the lessons are clear. It’s an interesting exercise to take this book with 
you when you visit an exhibit and see how many of the recommended (and not recommended!) practices you can 
identify. And yes, the “Comic Sans” typeface should be deleted from the system fonts on your computer.

Belcher, Michael. Exhibitions in Museums. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991.
Dated in its particular examples, but offers a good overview, particularly of exhibit types, visitor types and motivations 
and measures of exhibit effectiveness.

Bennett, Tony. The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. New York, NY: Routledge, 1995. 
A critical-theory based exploration of museum issues. Chapter 1, “The Formation of the Museum” and Chapter 2, 
“The Exhibitionary Complex” are particularly worth reading for understanding the origins of the modern museum.

Ashford, Janet and John Odam. Start with a Scan, Second Edition. A Guide to Transforming Scanned 
Photos and Objects into High-Quality Art. Berkeley, CA: Peachpit Press, 2000.

Very useful guide for both scanning photos and other images and also for using found objects to create graphic 
elements and backgrounds for exhibits. A third edition is now available.

Cabarga, Leslie. Logo, Font and Lettering Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Design, Construction 
and Usage of Alphabets and Symbols. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 2004.

Comprehensive and useful guide to these subjects with a wealth of graphic design ideas. Includes critiques of 
examples of both good and bad design and how-to examples of graphic creation.

Cabarga, Leslie. The Designer’s Guide to Color Combinations: 500+ Historic and Modern Color 
Formulas in CMYK. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 1999.

A very useful reference, especially for getting a feel for the colour palette of particular eras, as her combinations are 
drawn from actual graphic examples. Great inspiration for the start of a project.

Diamond, Judy. Practical Evaluation Guide: Tools for Museums and other Informal Educational 
Settings, 2nd Edition. Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2009.

A general guide to evaluation that discusses tools, interviews and questionnaires, measures of learning and how to 
present and analyze data. Discusses front end, formative and summative evaluation. Good place to start to design an 
exhibit evaluation program. 

Freeman, Ruth and Paul Martinovich. The Evolution of an Exhibit: Community Museums and Travelling 
Exhibits. Toronto: Ontario Museum Association, 2001.

Based on one particular project to create and share regional travelling exhibits among several museums, but has 
a useful summary running throughout the book about exhibit development roles and responsibilities based on 
identifying “hats” for who does what.

Houtgraaf, Dirk and Vanda Vitali. Mastering a Museum Plan: Strategies for Exhibit Development. 
Leiden, NL: Naturalis, 2008.

Based on the development of a comprehensive exhibit plan for Naturalis: The National Museum of Natural History, 
this is a thorough and well-illustrated look at large-scale exhibit development. The “Appendix: Overall Exhibit 
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Development and Production Process and Its Deliverables” offers a detailed, colour-coded graphic summary from concept 
to final production, including collateral activities such as education programs, web programs and marketing.

Hughes, Phillip. Exhibition Design. London: Laurence King Publishing Ltd., 2010. 
Focused on larger institutions and trade shows, with some examples of very large-scale projects. Worthwhile nonetheless, 
particularly for its discussions of the use of models in exhibit planning, circulation patterns and especially exhibit do’s and 
don’ts.

Klein, Larry. Exhibits: Planning and Design. New York, NY: Madison Square Press, 1986.
There are any number of coffee table books out there, some produced annually, that feature glossy articles about big 
expensive exhibit and trade show projects, and this book is one of them. However, it also includes chapters on “What is an 
Exhibit?” and “Museum Exhibition” that are well worth reading for what they say about the process of exhibit development.

Krause, Jim. Color Index: Over 1100 Color Combinations. CMYK and RGB Formulas for Print and Web 
Media. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 2002. 

A very useful guide for starting the creative process. The color combinations are presented in groupings such as Active, 
Quiet, Rich, Muted, Natural and Culture/Era. 

Lord, Barry and Gail Dexter Lord, eds. The Manual of Museum Exhibitions. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira 
Press, 2001.

Comprehensive work that should be on your shelf if you’re going to do a lot of exhibit work. Packed with useful information, 
but much of it is oriented toward large institutions where exhibits are created with multi-person project teams.

McRainey, D. Lynn and John Russick, eds. Connecting Kids to History With Museum Exhibitions. Walnut 
Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2010.

Excellent guide to the topic, strongly rooted in educational and developmental psychology. Easily the best current work on 
the topic.

Miles, R.S., compiler, in collaboration with M.B. Alt, D.C. Gosling, B.N. Lewis and A.F. Tout. The Design of 
Educational Exhibits, 2nd Edition. London: Unwin Hyman, 1988.

Worth consulting in general as a reference, but not the best book to follow to actually plan and execute an exhibit project, 
particularly for a smaller museum.

Neal, Arminta. Exhibits for the Small Museum: A Handbook. Nashville: AASLH, 1976.
A classic in the field, and still one of the few references intended specifically for smaller museums. Worth reading in 
general, and the scale model chapter is good, but most of the fabrication and materials information is too dated to be 
worth using. 

Parman, Alice and Jeffrey Jane Flowers. Exhibit Makeovers: A Do-It-Yourself Workbook for Small Museums. 
Latham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2008. 

The only one of its kind. Packed full of useful advice, forms and worksheets, this book can help you plan an exhibit 
renovation project. Good reference with regard to the processes it outlines, but the end results they illustrate could be 
improved upon with more up to date production techniques and materials.

Perry, Deborah L. What Makes Learning Fun? Principles for the Design of Intrinsically Motivating Exhibits. 
Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2012.

Perry is a consultant and Director of Selinda Research Associates in Chicago, and this book puts forward the “Selinda 
Model.” This is based on using three perspectives in exhibit planning: outcomes, engagements and motivations. A clear, 
organized and useful book, particularly in the way the author presents both general principles and strategies to achieve 
them.

Ravelli, Louise J. Museum Texts: Communication Frameworks. London and New York: Routledge, Taylor and 
Francis Group, 2006. 

A detailed, linguistically-based exploration of both “texts in museums” and “museums as texts.” Offers analysis of actual 
examples of museum panels and labels and discusses the appropriate style and level of complexity for different audiences. 
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Analyzes “spoken-ness” and “written-ness” as two opposite ends of the museum communication spectrum. Challenges 
some long-held assumptions about what constitutes good writing and the clear language and design movement and 
commonly-used measures of readability. Dense but worth it.

Serrell, Beverly. Making Exhibit Labels: A Step-by-Step Guide. Nashville: American Association for State and 
Local History, 1983, 1996. 

The first edition is dated in its particular examples, and especially with regards to methods and materials for producing 
labels, but the basic principles are still sound and it’s still a good, hands-on guide. The second edition goes far beyond the 
first and to be a common-sense primer on exhibit design in general that is strongly focused on the needs of the audience. 
Read this book in conjunction with the Ravelli book for the big picture view of written communication in museums. Probably 
the single most useful book on this list for general guidance about creating effective exhibits.

Williams, Robin. The Non-Designer’s Design Book: Design and Typographic Principles for the Visual Novice. 
Berkeley, CA: Peachpit Press, 1994.

If you pick up only one book on graphic design, this is a great choice. Clear, simple and useful, it focuses on four 
fundamental design principles: repetition; proximity; alignment and contrast. The before and after examples are particularly 
clear.

Davey, Gareth. “What is Museum Fatigue?” Visitor Studies Today, Volume 8, Issue 3, 2005.  Available on 
line from http://historicalvoices.org/pbuilder/pbfiles/Project38/Scheme325/VSA-a0a5y5-a_5730.pdf.

A useful summary of current research on this important topic, with a thorough bibliography.

Donald, Janet Gail. “The Measurement of Learning in a Museum.” Canadian Journal of Education, 16:3 
(1991), 371 to 382. Available on line from http://www.csse-scee.ca/CJE/Articles/FullText/CJE16-3/CJE16-
3-11Donald.pdf.

A bit dated but still useful, particularly as regards measures of museum learning such as time on task, knowledge gain, 
thinking and problem-solving and motivation.

Museums and Galleries Scotland Information Sheet. “Planning for Effective Museum Interpretation:  How 
to Write an Interpretive Plan.” Available on line from: http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/
publications/publication/317/planning-for-effective-museum-interpretation-how-to-write-an-interpretive-
plan

Good basic guide.

Chesapeake Bay Office, National Park Service. “Planning for Success: Interpretive Planning Tools for 
Historic Trails and Gateways.”  Available on line from: http://www.interpretiveplanningtoolkit.org/wp-
content/uploads/2010/09/Planning-For-Success.pdf

Detailed guide to the interpretive planning process. Focused on outdoor interpretation, but lots of useful information for all 
kinds of exhibits and visitor experiences.

Nova Scotia Museum. “Interpretive Master Plan.” Available on line from http://museum.gov.ns.ca/en/
home/aboutnsm/imp.aspx

Slickly-done interpretive plan for a provincial organization that manages a number of museums and historic sites.

ARTICLES
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ONLINE RESOURCES

Pinterest sites useful for exhibit and design inspiration
http://pinterest.com/mastrore/museum-stuff/ http://pinterest.com/welshjan/museum
inspiration/http://pinterest.com/pgrim01/museum/
http://exhibitlabels.tumblr.com/
http://pinterest.com/studiotectonic/exhibits/
http://pinterest.com/pulpmountain/signage/
http://pinterest.com/lindanorris/museums-exhibits/
https://pinterest.com/emscheider/museum-displays-specimen-labels/
http://pinterest.com/mattlangstaff/museum-exhibition-design/

Summary of the use of mobile technology in museums from the (UK) Museums Association
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museum-practice/mobile-projects

Blogs and Web Sites
http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.ca/
http://theexhibitdesigner.com/
http://brokenships.com/en
http://reachadvisors.typepad.com/museum_audience_insight/
http://museumtwo.blogspot.ca/
http://blog.orselli.net/
http://www.orselli.net/sources.htm
http://www.astc.org/pubs/browse_publications.htm#exhibits
http://www.greenexhibits.org/intro.shtml
http://www.exhibitfiles.org/
http://museums-now.blogspot.ca/
http://exhibitdev.wordpress.com/
http://themuseumofthefuture.com/2012/11/30/five-thoughts-about-digital-engagement-strategy-after-tens-days-in-
sydney/
http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.ca/2012/06/experiment-in-progress.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Museum_label
http://www.flickr.com/groups/exhibitlabels/
http://exhibitlabels.tumblr.com/
http://www.tumblr.com/spotlight/museums
http://thisbelongsinamuseum.com/
http://www.thebiginternetmuseum.com/

Good review of recent writing on the subject of accessible design 
http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.ca/2013/02/roundup-of-recent-news-on-accessible.html

And finally, a useful and amusing tool for parsing and finding themes in big chunks of content such as 
exhibit text.

http://www.wordle.net/



Exhibit Modalities
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As well as its unique content, 
each exhibit usually has a 
distinctive style and a typical 
method of presentation, or 
modality. A modality can be 
defined as: a particular mode 
in which something exists or is 
experienced or expressed. 

Styles come and go, and 
sometimes that’s for the better. 
For example, let’s hope that all 
those orange and brown 1970s 
exhibits with supergraphics 
painted on the wall never come 
back. Modalities are more 

persistent though. Examples 
of all of these modalities can 
be found in museums today, 
regardless of when they were 
first introduced. Some modalities 
are strongly associated with 
particular historical periods, such 
as cabinets of curiosities in the 
Renaissance and severe, white-
walled art museums with the 
Modernist era.

All of these modalities have 
their strengths and relevance to 
particular topics and audiences, 
so none of these comments are 

intended to be perjorative! They 
are all tools in the exhibit-maker’s 
toolbox. 

Individual exhibits may make use 
of several modalities, and this 
list certainly isn’t exhaustive. As 
you begin to look more closely 
into exhibit-making you will 
undoubtedly discover some of 
your own.

DON’T TOUCH MY 
STUFF. Cabinets 
of curiosities with 
densely-packed 
displays. See 
“Dead Bugs and 
Butterflies  below.

 http://www.thehouseofwonder.org/2011/0 /2 /

THE GREAT 
EXHIBITION. 
Grand, 
blockbuster- scale 
exhibits with 
exhausting scope 
and huge amounts 
of content.

http://www.bl.uk/learning/histciti en/victorians/
exhibition/greatexhibition.html

THE FRIENDLY 
VILLAGE. 
Streetscapes re-
created indoors, 
sometimes at 
reduced scale.

 http://blog.royalbcmuseum.bc.ca/2011/0 / re-
imagining-history.html

THE AQUARIUM. A 
box-like case with 
a viewing window 
set into the front 
and internal top-
lighting.

http://museum.mil.idaho.gov/attractions.html

DEAD BUGS AND 
BUTTERFLIES. 
Neatly-arranged 
and labelled wall-
mounted rows of 
similar specimens 
or artifacts.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Insect_collecting

THE BELL JAR. 
Individual 
cases set in 
close rows with 
artifacts under 
vitrines, minimal 
interpretive 
material.

http://ancientshore.com/200 /10/12/monday 
-museum-1-mineral-exhibits-at-vsegei/
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THE LONG AND 
WINDING ROAD. 
An exhibit with 
constrained, one-
way circulation.

http://www.civili ation.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/
canp1/canp1eng.shtml

THE CAR SHOW. 
Large technology 
artifacts in rows 
with minimal 
interpretation.

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/20/
automobiles/collectibles/20museums-deep-south.
html _r 0

THE LIGHTS ARE 
ON, BUT. . .Historic 
house museums 
with guided 
interpretation, 
sometimes in 
costume and 
sometimes not.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/
historyfestival/72 27057 0/ 

THE GLASS 
HOUSE. Period 
rooms in 
museums with the 
fourth wall opened 
up for viewing.

http://www.metmuseum.org/en/about-the-
museum/now-at-the-met/features/2010/new-
touchscreen-labels-for-the-american-wing-period-
rooms

THE CHURCH 
OF THE HOLY 
RECTANGLE. 
Single-hung works 
of art, often on 
the walls of a 
stark space with 
minimal labelling 
and interpretation.http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/ ile:Brooklyn_

Museum_exhibit_-_NA A_-_55 18 .jpg 

THE TRAFFIC JAM. 
See “The Car 
Show.  ere, the 
large technology 
artifacts aren’t in 
neat rows, often in 
cavernous spaces.

http://www.digitalapoptosis.com/2007/0 /28/
aviation-museum/

CHARLIE AND 
THE CHOCOLATE 
FACTORY. Science 
centres and other 
interactive-heavy 
museums.

http://entertainmentdesigner.com/news/museum-
design-news/oo-welios-science-center-hands-on-
lessons-in-renewable-energy-practices/

THE VERY QUIET 
ZOO. Illusionistic 
dioramas 
with mounted 
specimens.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/file:seabird diorama-
Royal BC Museum-Victoria BC-Canada.jpg

THE MARCH OF 
THE ROBOTS.
Animatronic 
talking, singing 
and moving 
figures.

http://www.virtualtourist.com/travel/North_
America/ nited_States_of_America/Texas/
Austin-875823/Things_To_ o-Austin- B _
Presidential_ ibrary-B -1.html 

SPAM. 
nclassifiable, 

one-of-a-kind 
museums, where 
the form is 
often part of the 
content.

http://www.phoenixjeff.com/wheres/2000/Spam/
spam.html 



The Visitors’ Bill of Rights
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1 COMFORT: Meet my basic needs. Visitors need fast, easy, 
obvious access to clean, safe, barrier-free restrooms, 
[water] fountains, baby-changing tables and plenty of 
seating. They also need full access to exhibits.

2 ORIENTATION  a e it easy for e to find y way around. 
Visitors need to make sense of their surroundings. Clear 
signs and well-planned spaces help them know what to 
expect, where to go, how to get there and what it’s about.

3 WELCOME/BELONGING: Make me feel welcome. Friendly, 
helpful staff ease visitors’ anxieties. If they see themselves 
represented in exhibits and programs and on the staff, 
they’ll feel more like they belong.

4 ENJOYMENT: I want to have fun! Visitors want to have a 
good time. If they run into barriers (like broken exhibits, 
activities they can’t relate to, intimidating labels) they can 
get frustrated, bored [and] confused.

5 SOCIALIZING: I came to spend time with my family and 
friends. Visitors come for a social outing with family or 
friends (or [to] connect with society at large). They expect to 
talk, interact and share the experience; exhibits can set the 
stage for this.

Note that in this list the 
majority of criteria don’t deal 
with fact-based learning or 
the achievement of learning 
objectives. Maybe when we 
evaluate exhibits we should be 
evaluating for the perceived 
quality and character of the 

visitor experience as much as 
for whether they’ve learned 
what we wanted them to learn? 
From Judy Rand, “The Visitors’ 
Bill of Rights.” In Anderson, Gail, 
ed. Reinventing the Museum: 
Historical and Contemporary 
Perspectives on the Paradigm 

Shift. Lanham, MD: AltaMira 
Press, 2004. pp. 158-159. 
First appeared in “The 22-Mile 
Museum, or a Visitors’ Bill of 
Rights.” Curator: The Museum 
Journal (Vol. 44, No. 1, January 
2000, pp. 7-14.)
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7 COMMUNICATION: Help me understand, and let me talk too. 
Visitors need accuracy, honesty and clear communication 
from labels, programs and docents. They want to ask 
questions, and hear and express differing points of view.

8 LEARNING: I want to learn something new. Visitors come 
(and bring the kids) “to learn something new,” but they 
learn in different ways. It’s important to know how visitors 
learn, and assess their knowledge and interests. Controlling 
distractions (like crowds, noise and information overload) 
helps them too.

9 CHOICE AND CONTROL: Let me choose, give me some 
control. Visitors need some autonomy: Freedom to choose, 
and exert some control, touching and getting close to 
whatever they can. They need to use their bodies and move 
around freely.

10 CHALLENGE AND CONFIDENCE: Give me a challenge I know 
I can handle. Visitors want to succeed. A task that’s too 
easy bores them; too hard makes them anxious. Providing a 
range of experiences will match their wide range of skills.

11 REVITALIZATION: Help me leave refreshed, restored. 
When visitors are focused, fully engaged, and enjoying 
themselves, time stands still and they feel refreshed: a 

ow  e erience that e hi its can ai  to create.

6 RESPECT: Accept me for who I am and what I know. Visitors 
want to be accepted at their own level of knowledge and 
interest. They don’t want exhibits, labels or staff to exclude 
them, patronize them or make them feel dumb.



xhibit evelopment Workflow
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Concept

Design

Fabrication

Installation

Evaluation

Window of Opportunity 
for Major Changes

Idea

eality

Change is 
cheap up      
to here

Change is 
increasingly 
expensive 
after here
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Some of the factors 
which affect how exhibit 
development stages will be 
implemented in a particular 
project:

• si e of institution

• si e and composition of 
project team

• experience and skills of 
project team

• scope and complexity of 
the project

• division between in-
house and out-of-house 
resources

• project budget  and

• project timeline.

Concept

Design

Fabrication

Installation

Evaluation

What Happens in Each Stage?

• xhibit Brief and P
• Research and Writing
• Image and Artifact Ac uisition
• Interpretive Planning
• Formative Evaluation

• White Model of allery
• Schematic Design
• Design Development
• Final Approval
• Shop rawings and Specs

• Cases and Plinths
• Vitrines
• Millwork
• Interactives
• raphic Panels

• Base Building Changes
• Mount Panels, ang Art
• Install and Dress cases
• ang Cut Vinyl raphics
• Adjust ighting

• Passive Instruments
• Administered instruments
• Tracking Studies
• Post-Project eview
• Feedback to Next Concept

To create a good exhibit you 
must pay close attention to 
these critical success factors 
throughout the project:

• relationship of exhibit 
concept to intended 
audience s

• keeping all participants 
on schedule

• cost estimating

• watching for scope 
creep

• working iteratively to 
ensure design integrity  
and 

• maintaining a consistent 
uality of execution.



The Exhibit Brief and the Request for Proposals

THE BIG IDEA AUDIENCE(S)

VISITOR EXPERIENCE LEARNING OUTCOMES BUDGET
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The exhibit brief is a crucial 
document in the exhibit 
development process. Some 
are briefer than others, but the 
purpose is always to deliver a 
concise and engaging narrative 
overview of the whole project. 
The brief summarizes only the 
essential details of the exhibit 
because each of the aspects 

that it presents will be outlined 
in more detail later. The original 
brief should be a touchstone 
throughout the project, and a 
copy of it should be brought 
to every meeting. The brief is 
also a sales tool and pitchbook 
that can be used to introduce 
the project to staff, board, 
volunteers and funders. Often 

the language from the brief 
can be taken straight into 
a grant application, and as 
you’ll see on the next page it 
will also form the basis for the 
request for proposals if any 
components of the project are 
being put out to bid. 

• what’s the big idea?

• can you put it in a 
single sentence?

• what’s the exhibit all 
about?

• why is it being created?

• what will it achieve?

• why should a visitor 
come to see it?

• what is the primary 
audience for which the 
exhibit is intended?

• what are the 
characteristics of that 
audience and how will the 
exhibit address them?

• are there secondary 
audiences?

• if so, what are the 
characteristics of those 
audiences?

• what will the exhibit  
feel like to visit?

• what are the mood, 
theme and structure of 
the exhibit experience?

• What will audience(s) 
see and do in the exhibit?

• what is the expectation 
for average length of 
stay?

• what is the expectation 
for the knowledge and 
understanding that 
visitors will bring to the 
exhibit?

• what is the expectation 
for what knowledge and 
understanding that 
visitors will take away 
from the exhibit?

• how will this be 
measured?

• what is the overall 
budget for the exhibit as a 
cost per square foot?

• how is that divided 
amongst all of the exhibit 
components, including 
any required capital 
improvements to the 
gallery?

• what are the funding 
sources for the exhibit?

MEANS OF EXPRESSION

• what is the range and 
nature of the artifacts 
that will be used?

• will the exhibit include 
interactives?

• will the exhibit include 
audio?

• will the exhibit include 
video?

• will the exhibit include 
other elements?
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If any significant portion of the 
exhibit, such as research, writing, 
design, fabrication, installation or 
evaluation, is being put out to bid 
you will need to create a request 
for proposals, usually referred to 
as an RFP.

Developed from the exhibit brief, 
this document details not only the 
overall project but also the scope 
of work required of the contractor. 
The more detailed your RFP, the 
higher the quality of the bids you 
will receive in response.

For some projects, particularly 
those carried out by a level of 
government, the requirements 
for an RFP can be quite stringent, 
and there may be templates you 
are required to use.  

The RFP typically forms the basis 
not only for the proponent’s bid 
but also for the agreement that 
follows, which can be expressed 
as a contract, a letter of 
agreement or a memorandum of 
understanding. 

You can readily see how spending 
the time to create a good solid 
brief at the beginning of a project 
can help you all the way through.

There are many ways to write 
an RFP, but the list to the 
right summarizes the main 
components that should be 
included for an exhibit project 
where you are hiring a consultant 
to design, fabricate and install the 
exhibit. The list can be amended 
as necessary to match the scope 
of the project.

1 INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND: outline the organization’s 
vision, mission and any other details that bear on the project.

2 EXHIBIT PURPOSE: refer back to the big idea in the brief to tell 
the proponents what you’re trying to accomplish

3 EXHIBIT OBJECTIVES: refer back to the desired visitor 
experience and the learning objectives in the brief.

4 EXHIBIT COMPONENTS AND SCOPE OF WORK: refer back to 
the means of expression in the brief and outline exactly what 
the consultant will do during the contract.

5 MUSEUM WILL PROVIDE: Outline what parts of the exhibit the 
consultant will not do because the museum will be responsible 
for them. 4 and 5 should cover the whole project scope.

6 BUDGET: refer back to the budget in the brief and make sure 
to specify whether the total is with or without taxes.

7 PROJECT SCHEDULE: create a detailed schedule including 
milestones, meetings, presentations, activities and 
deliverables.

8 PAYMENT SCHEDULE: Break the total into payments tied to 
deliverables, beginning with a deposit invoice and ending with 
10  retainage dependent on final sign-off.

9 DELIVERABLES: Outline exactly what work the consultant will 
produce and in what form it will come to you.

10 OWNERSHIP OF WORK PRODUCT: Specify that all of the work 
product, including all designs and creative work, will be the 
property of the institution at the conclusion of the project.

11 SUBMISSIONS TO INCLUDE: Firm experience, budget, 
methodology, schedule, resumes for participants, breakdown 
between principal and junior staff time, references.

12 PROPOSAL COSTS: Specify that the institution will not be 
responsible for any costs incurred in preparation of the 
proposals nor will any payment be made for proposals.

13 PROPOSAL EVALUATION CRITERIA: Specify how the proposals 
will be evaluated and emphasize that they will all be evaluated 
on the same criteria.

14 PROPOSAL SUBMISSION: Specify how many hard and soft 
copies of proposal documents are to be provided and when 
and where they are to be delivered.

15 PROPOSAL ACCEPTANCE: Specify that the institution is 
not obligated to accept either the lowest or any proposal 
submitted.

16 INSTITUTIONAL CONTACT TO WHOM QUESTIONS SHOULD BE 
ADDRESSED: Specify one individual and how they should be 
contacted.



Interpretive Planning

WHO are you 
interpreting for?

HOW will you interpret?

WHY do you want to produce 
new interpretation?

WHAT is it you want 
to interpret?

WHO should be involved 
in the interpretive 
planning process?

OMMC Exhibit Workshop

“Interpretive Planning” 
is a term used in several 
professions, and as such 
its meaning varies with the 
context. Even within the 
museum field, however, it is 
understood in several ways. In  
The Manual of Museum 
Planning, for example, Hugh 
Spencer uses the term 
synonymously with “exhibition 
plan or exhibition brief.” As 
we have been defining it, the 
brief is more general and 
the interpretive plan is more 
detailed. 

In either case, the interpretive 
plan is an important document 
which takes the general 
objectives in the brief and 
shows exactly how they will 
be accomplished. It will also 
inform later stages such as the 
writing of exhibit text.

An interpretive plan can also 
embrace program elements 
beyond the labels, panels and 
experiences of the exhibit itself, 
such as curriculum-based 
experiences for school-age 
audiences and related public 
programming for general 
audiences. 

The following guidelines are 
adapted from the Museums 
and Galleries Scotland 
Information Sheet Planning 
for Effective Museum 
Interpretation: How to Write an 
Interpretive Plan (2010).

If possible, you should try to 
involve a group of people in 
creating your interpretive plan, 
rather than working on your own. 
It is easier to generate ideas 
in a group and you can benefit 
from individuals’ different areas 
of expertise. Decide who the 
interpretation is aimed at (e.g. a 
family audience, young people, 
etc) and involve representatives 
of that audience in the planning 
process.

Set some aims and objectives 
and decide what you want your 
interpretation to achieve. For 
example: 1) increase visitors’ 
understanding of your collections; 
2) increase the number of visitors 
coming to your museum; 3) 
encourage visits from a new or 
specific audience   increase the 
length of time visitors spend in 
your museum.

Think about what is special or 
unique about your collection 
or site. What meanings can 
you reveal through different 
combinations of objects? What 
stories can you tell? At this stage 
you could hold a brainstorming 
session to discover which ideas, 

or themes, are most significant, 
popular or worth telling. 
Brainstorming with a group of 
people should reveal themes that 
either recur or appear as one-
off suggestions. This will help 
you to identify the main theme 
or sub themes that should flow 
through your interpretation, whilst 
eliminating others that are simply 
personal favourites.

It is of utmost importance to 
take your visitors into account. 
Whether you are aiming at a 
known and existing audience, or 
trying to attract a new audience, 
your interpretation should aim to 
reflect who they are and what it is 
they want.

Develop in detail your interpretive 
themes and sub themes. Think 
about the messages you want 
your visitors to take away. 
Explore options for the use of 
different media. Choose the most 
appropriate media to deliver 
your message to your target 
audience. Decide upon methods 
of display for your objects. 

efine the tone and/or mood 
of your interpretation according 
to your target audience and key 
objectives.
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The National Museums of Scotland have several 
helpful guidelines available as pdf downloads from 
http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/
publications/ Introduction to Interpretive Planning;
Planning for effective museum interpretation: 
How to write an interpretive plan and Planning for 
effective museum interpretation: How to write an 
interpretive strategy are all concise and to the point.

While the details of the Nova Scotia Interpretive 
Master Plan are specific to that province, the 
methodology outlined here can be easily adapted 
to your own project, and some of their goals 
are relevant to any museum, particularly “[to] 
ensure that interpretation is authentic, relevant 
and inclusive for all audiences.” Their visitor 
engagement model is also worth noting. The plan is 
available as a pdf download from http://museum.
gov.ns.ca/en/home/aboutnsm/imp.aspx.

Prepared by the US National Park Service, this 
document is part of a comprehensive on line tool 
kit. Their definition of an interpretive plan is worth 
quoting: 

An interpretive plan is a management document 
that outlines and guides decisions about a site’s 
or region’s interpretive programming. . . The useful 
lifetime of an interpretive plan is about ten years, 
but it should be updated as necessary. There is no 
single template for an effective plan, but it typically 
includes two parts: a foundation and an action plan.

The process it outlines in great detail can be used 
for either regional initiatives or a single institution or 
exhibit and the document is filled with useful rubrics 
and checklists. It is available as a pdf download 
from http://www.interpretiveplanningtoolkit.org/.



Writing for Exhibits

Visitors by and large do not spend 
much time in exhibitions. The 
average time is 10 minutes or 
less in many exhibitions ranging 
from 2000 to 5000 square 
feet, regardless of the topic, 
type of museum or modes of 
presentation. (Serrell, p. 71)

It is a museum exhibition, not an 
encyclopedia, not a library, and 
visitors should be allowed to feel 
that they are there primarily to 
look and do, not to read. (Serrell, 
p. 125)
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No matter how they are 
designed, virtually all exhibits 
require some reading, from a 
minimal art museum label to 
a full-blown interpretive panel 
in a history museum. Exhibit 
text plays two main roles: 1) 
explicating individual objects; 
and 2) establishing a context 
for the artifacts and linking 
them to broader themes. 

Whatever exhibit text is, there 
are definitely some things it s 
not, and the main one is that 
exhibit text 
is not a book 
on the wall! 
The visitor s 
experience 
of your 
wonderful 
exhibit can 
be very short. 
This is one of many reasons 
to craft a tight and focused 
exhibit brief and stay clear of 
epic topics.

Research has shown that an 
average visitor reads at about 
250 words per minute in an 
exhibit setting. An average 
2000 square foot exhibit has 
a length of stay of 6 to 10 
minutes. If the visitor spent 
the whole 10 minutes reading, 
that s 2500 words. educt 
50% of the time for looking 
instead of reading and it goes 
down to 1250 words. educt 
75% of that for talking, walking 
and resting and it goes down to 
625 words, or about 21 labels 

of 30 words each, which is not a 
lot of words at all. 

Here are some general guidelines 
for text length:

• Exhibit Title: 1 to 7 words;

• Main Text Panels: 20 to 
300 words in blocks of no 
more than 50 words each;

• Secondary Text Panels: 20 
to 150 words; and

• Artifact Labels: 20 to 150 
words.

Rather than 
“how many 
words should 
there be in 
a label?” a 
more relevant 
question is 
“how few words 

does the label need to have to be 
effective  It s a much better idea 
to write down to the need than up 
to a length guideline.

As you may 
already know, 
and you ll 
certainly 
discover as soon 
as you try to do 
it, writing good 
exhibit copy 
takes skill, practice and relentless 
editing and revising to get it right.

Once you ve decided on the 
typographical guidelines for the 
exhibit, create greeked text blocks 
according to these word counts 

using your chosen fonts and 
sizes. As the layouts progress, 
you can then replace the greeked 
text with the actual text, and if 
necessary, revise the writing 
directly in the layout. 

Writing in the layout will also help 
you write directly to what the 
visitors see, which is an important 
goal for artifact labels. While 
text panels can deal more with 
general themes, artifact labels 
should speak directly to what s on 
display.

Much has been written about 
levels of information, and some 
authors, such as Serrell, are 
not in favour of it. When it is 
supported by appropriate design 
cues through typography, colour 
and placement, however, it can 
add an element of structure to an 
exhibit. 

The test for what goes in the first 
level of text should be whether a 
visitor could go through the show, 

read only the 
first level text, 
and still be 
exposed to the 
main thematic 
points. What 
this means in 
practice is that 

information that is crucial to the 
desired learning outcomes should 
be presented in such a way as to 
obviously indicate its importance. 

It is easiest to do this if the text 
is written across the exhibit, one 
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TIPS O  W ITIN  VISITO - I N  AB S

1 Start with information directly related to what visitors can see, 
feel, do, smell or experience from where they are standing.

2 Vary the length of the sentences. The longest should be about 
25 words, the shortest 2 or 3 and the average 10 to 15 words.

3 Use short paragraphs and small chunks, not large blocks of 
information. on t put too many ideas into a single paragraph.

4 Metaphors are better suited to forms of narrative other than 
exhibit labels. Avoid complex and abstract comparisons.

5 Alliteration is an easy device to overuse. Once might be funny, 
but if every title in the exhibit uses it that s too much.

6 Exclamation points in labels shout at readers and force 
emphasis on them. They come across quite forcefully!

7 Humour should also be used sparingly. It is highly subjective 
and prone to mis-interpretation. Never make fun of visitors.

8 Use quotations only when they advance the narrative and are 
necessary. They can add a strong personal flavour.

9 Expect visitors to want to read. Make short and interesting 
labels that will meet and exceed their expectations.

10 Use informative paragraph titles and subtitles, when they 
advance the narrative, to break up longer passages of text.

11 Have a snappy ending. Offer visitors a little reward and make 
them glad that they read to the end of the label.

12 Newspaper journalism is not a good model because it 
assumes readers won t read the whole article.

13 Stay flexible within the length guidelines. aving all of your 
labels the same length is repetitive and boring.

14 Interrelate labels and their settings. Use them to speak directly 
to what visitors can see in front of them.

15 Set up a conversation. Let visitors do some of the talking by 
writing short labels that encourage further exploration.

These guidelines are adapted 
from a book that should be on the 
bookshelf of anyone who plans 
or designs museum exhibits: 
Beverly Serrell. Exhibit Labels: 
An Interpretive Approach. Walnut 
Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1996.

level at a time, rather than from 
top to bottom for one particular 
artifact. Charting this graphically 
can help ensure that the most 
important content is in the right 
place. 

As you write the exhibit text, it s 
helpful to put yourself in the 
visitor s shoes. To really get the 
feel of this, try writing standing 
up, when you re a little tired, 
thinking about going to the 
bathroom soon and have a small 
child or two tugging on your hand.

As with a lot of things, the way 
you learn to write good exhibit 
text is by writing a lot of exhibit 
text. To the right are some general 
guidelines to get you started.



From the Label to the Panel, 
From the Artifact to the Story 
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There’s one thing you can do 
that will help, almost more than 
anything else, to make your 
exhibits engaging, effective and 
professional-looking. What is 
it? Organizing the various parts 
of your exhibit into panels of 
a consistent size and format 
with a definite focal point and 
a visual arrangement that 
reinforces the content.

Even though exhibits are made  
of an number of discrete parts, 
including artifacts, artifact 
labels, text panels, title panels, 
intro panels, and credit panels, 
the whole thing has to come 
together to make an engaging 
visitor experience. If there are 
too many little pieces on the 
wall, each with their own hard 
edges and shadows, your work 
can come across more like a 
bulletin board than an exhibit.  

In terms of visual impact, bigger 
is better. With the digital design 
tools now readily available, 
there’s no excuse not to group 
the elements of your exhibit 
into a series of panels on which 
all elements are output and 
mounted in one continuous 
layer.

If displays are done well, no 
one will notice. Visitors are not 
likely to say “my, what solid, 
coherent panels you’ve created” 
(unless they’re taking an exhibit 
planning and design course).
But they will notice in the end, 
because the overall experience 

Here’s an example 
of an exhibit that 
would be much 
stronger pulled 
into a panel. One 
of the labels is 
badly shadowed 
by the frame, the 
small text panel 
has rounded 
corners but 
nothing else does, 
there’s no focal 
point and none 
of the individual 
elements are 
aligned. 

(Beverly Serrell, Exhibit 
Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach, 1996. p. 69)

This exhibit has 
a welter of items 
competing for the 
viewer’s attention 
in a variety of 
formats with no 
clear focal point.

(Alice Parman and 
Jeffrey Flowers, Exhibit 
Makeovers, A Do It 
Yourself Workbook for 
Small Museums, 2008. 
Cover)
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of the exhibit will be clear and 
informative. 

Rounding up all of those little 
pieces into panels will heighten 
the impact of your exhibit and 
provide clear focal points for the 
visitors’ attention. 

Here’s an example of a mockup 
panel where the title, the text, the 
images and their captions and 
credits are all grouped together 
in a coherent whole. The three 
secondary images are taken 
from postcards, but rather than 
using  them full-frame, they have 
been scanned and cropped into 
uniform sizes.

This design of this panel also 
pays attention to the four basic 
principles of good design: 
proximity, repetition, alignment 
and contrast. For more on how 
to use these principles, check 
out Robin Williams’ excellent 
work The Non-Designer’s Design 
Book: Design and Typographic 
Principles for the Visual Novice 
(1994). 

Mocking up the panel with 
“greeked” (latin) text lets you 
arrange all the elements and 
formatting beforehand, making 
it much uicker to place the final 
content and apply the formatting 
that has previously been decided 
upon. You can download greeked 
text, which typically begins 
with “Lorem ipsum,” from any 
number of internet sites. My 
favourite, which offers some 
humorous alternatives to latin, 

is http://www.duckisland.com/
GreekMachine.asp.

Such mocked-up panels can 
be printed on bond paper at 
relatively low cost. Doing a full-
size graphic mockup will cost 
you a little money up front but 
it has the potential to save you 
a great deal later on. Once the 
real content has been added, a 

second round of paper mockups 
can be used for evaluation. It’s 
also a lot easier to proofread 
panels at full size, and if you hang 
the mockups in the office hallway, 
your co-workers will be happy to 
help you spot the errors!

 



The Anatomy of a Graphics Panel 
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The graphics panel is to 
the exhibit what coffee is 
to a coffee break: that is, a 
very important part of the 
proceedings. 

You’re going to be putting a 
lot of work into your exhibit, 
and you want the results to 
be worth it, so let me share 
a suggestion with you: DON’T 
USE FOME-COR FOR EXHIBIT 
PANELS! 

Why not? In the standard 3/16” 
thickness, it warps, particularly 
if you laminate or drymount 
on to it in large areas. Even in 
thicker sizes, it still dents easily 
and the corners are particularly 
vulnerable to damage. It’s hard 
to treat the edges well and raw 
edges don’t look good. It also 
takes just as much work, and 
nearly as much money, to put 
your beautiful exhibit graphics 
onto a low-quality substrate 
as a high-quality one. If your 
exhibit is going to be installed 
for anything more than a month 
or two, or especially if it’s going 
to travel to different venues, 
then Fome-Cor isn’t the best 
choice.

So what’s better? If you go 
with plaque-mounting, you’ll 
probably get your panels back 
on MDF, or medium density 
fibreboard. This is a stable, 
solid engineered wood product 
that can be cut, shaped and 
sanded. It makes a nice stable 
substrate for exhibit panels, 

albeit a little heavy. If there are 
conservation issues, it’s also 
available in a formaldehyde-
free variant known as Medite or 
Medex.

If you’re working with your 
own panels, or a graphic or 
photography service provider 
to output and mount them, 
you’ll probably be working 
with Gatorfoam. Gatorfoam 
is like Fome-Cor on steroids. 
Its two outer layers of resin-
bonded paper are strong and 
waterproof, and it doesn’t warp. 

In the half-inch thickness, it is 
strong enough for most sizes 
of exhibit panels, and can be 
obtained up to as much as 2” 
thick. ou can find specs for 
Gatorfoam and other substrate 
materials at http://www.
lairdplastics.com/product/
brands/gatorfoam/421-gator-
gatorfoam-technical-datasheet. 
Gatorfoam is easily cut on a 
tablesaw, or with a mat knife if 
you’d really like a workout. The 

edges can be shaped with a 
router.

For anything more than one 
quick panel on some foamcore 
you buy from Michael’s or 
Staples [which usually comes 
in 20” x 30” sheets], you’re 
going to be buying big sheets 
and cutting them into smaller 
pieces. The basic unit of any 
kind of sheet good that you 
might use for a substrate is 4’ 
x 8’. Even in a metric world, it’s 
still pretty much 4’ x 8’, unless 
the material is sourced from 
Europe, in which case it will be 
1200mm x 2400mm, which is 
a little larger.

This stuff isn’t cheap, and you 
want to make efficient use of 
it and not leave a lot of waste. 
Fortunately, someone has 
already figured this out for 
you as you can see from the 
diagram on the next page.

There are three sizes of exhibit 
panel that are easily gotten out 

image from http://emergentdesigns.com.au/mounting-laminating/
hangers-fixtures-and-fittings/hangers/

Panels such as 
this are hung on 
split battens that 
are easily made 
on a table saw, 
typically from MDF 
scraps. One half 
of the batten is 
attached to the 
panel and one 
to the wall with 
a spacer of the 
same material at 
the bottom.
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Standard cutting diagram for 4’ x 8’ Sheet* 
 Size 1 = 24” x 36” nominal [23.875“ x 35.875” template] 
 Size 2 = 18” x 24” nominal [17.875“  x  23.875” template]
 Size 3 = 36” x 48” nominal [35.875“ x 47.875” template]
 Remainder size = 12” x 96“  nominal
*centre saw cuts on lines, panel templates have a 1/8” kerf allowance on each panel

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Size 1: 24” x 36“ 

Si
ze

 2
: 2
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of a 4’ x 8’ sheet, which we 
might as well call small [18” 
x 24”], medium [24” x 36”] 
and large [36” x 48”], each 
of which can be used portrait 
or landscape, for a total of 6 
possibilities. Of these, the 24” 
x 36” size is probably the one 
you’ll use most often for text 
panels.

These are pretty typical panel 
sizes. Even if you’re not making 
panels yourself, but sending 
your files for output and 
mounting, your service provider 
will appreciate you working 
with these standard sizes 
when you design your panels, 
because they’re also buying 
their substrate in standard 4’ 
x 8’ sheets, and the reduced 
waste may also lower the cost 
of your project. Innovative 
content makes for a good 
exhibit, but there’s no reason 
that it can’t be delivered on 
a standard size of panel, 
so I would strongly suggest 
avoiding odd sizes.

Along with the panels, each 
sheet also yields a remainder 
piece 12” x 96”. That doesn’t 
go to waste either, because it 
can be used for “dashboard” 
panels and individual artifact 
labels on reader stands.



Exhibit Typography Guidelines
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The most beautiful exhibit in 
the world isn’t much good if it 
frustrates visitors who try to 
engage with it. There’s plenty 
of room for creativity in design 
and typography but there are 
also some basic guidelines you 
can follow to ensure that your 
exhibit text is accessible to the 
widest possible audience. 

There’s a million different 
typefaces out there, but you 
don’t necessarily get a point for 
each additional one that you 
use in an exhibit. In much the 
same way that you can create 
an exhibit with innovative 
content using only a few 
standard sizes of panels, your 
brilliant and innovative exhibit 
can also get its point across 
with a very few well-chosen 
typefaces. 

Remember, the key goal of an 
exhibit is communication, and 
good typography is one of the 
ways to achieve that, while 
bad typography can be a huge 
impediment.

To begin with, here’s a few key 
definitions: 

• a TYPE FACE is a family 
of fonts, such as Gill Sans. 

• a FONT, as it is used for 
digital typography, refers to 
different members of the 
family. Gill Sans, for 
example, is available in a 
number of different fonts, 
including: Condensed  xtra 

O  SI NA  AN  WA IN IN : select a 
heavy and broad-spaced sans-serif typeface, 
such as Helvetica, Franklin Gothic, Univers or 
Gill Sans.

Franklin Gothic Book 24 pt
Gill Sans 24 pt

FOR ARTIFACT LABELS AND COPY ON TEXT 
PAN S: use either a sans-serif typeface 
as above or a simple serif typeface such as 
New Century Schoolbook, Sabon, Times New 
Roman, Times Roman or Cambria.

Century Schoolbook 24 pt
Times New Roman 24 pt
Cambria 24 pt

Condensed Bold  ltra Bold 
and Ultra Bold Condensed. 

• a TYPE STYLE, such as 
Italic, Bold or Light, can be 
applied to an individual font.

• TYPE SIZE is measured in 
Points, of which there are 72 
per inch. 

• LEADING (pronounced 
“ledding”) is the vertical space 
between lines of type in a 
layout. 

A description of exhibit panel type 
that you hear from a designer 
might therefore sound something 

like this: “ or the body copy, we ll 
use Gill Sans, set 24 on 28.” This 
means that the typeface Gill Sans 
will by laid out in the 24 point size 
with 28 points of space between 
each line of type. All of these 
variables can be controlled in 
design programs such as those in 
Adobe Creative Suite.

The guidelines below and on the 
next page are adapted from the 
American Alliance of Museums 
Standards Manual for Signs and 
Labels (1995), which is available 
from www.aam-us.org.
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• individual wall, case and 
floor labels should be no more 
than 75 words  

• text labels such as those on 
a reader stand should be no 
more than 125 words  

• text panels mounted on the 
wall should be no more than 
300 words.

• lines of text should be laid 
out in columns no more than 

5-50 characters long  

• blocks of text should be 
laid out flush left with a 
ragged right margin  

• do not use hyphenation or 
full justification for the right 
margin  

• the further the viewer from 
the label, the greater the 
kerning (horizontal space 
between letters) and leading 
vertical space between lines  

• off white is preferable to 
pure white  

• higher contrast between 
background and type equals 
greater legibility, particularly 
at smaller type si es  

• white type on a black 
background is best for 
orientation and directional 
signs  and

• no more than 4 lines of 
type should be set in a 
centered layout in one block.

GENERAL RULES TO FOLLOW SUGGESTED TYPE SIZES FOR A 24” BY 36” GRAPHIC PANEL

Panel sub-title, 100 point

sub-title
Body text title, 72 point

text title
Body text, 48 point

body text

Image captions, 24 point

image captions

Image credits, 12 point

image credits

Ti 
Main panel title, 250 point



Digital Imaging
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There are two ways to be a 
digital image: you can be raster 
or vector. As with all rules, this 
one has exceptions, but these 
are the main ones. A digital 
photograph is almost always 
a raster image. Raster images 
are pixel-based.

Each pixel can be assigned a 
numerical description of the 
colour it should be. For digital 
images and those printed on 
inkjet printers, each colour will 
be described by a numerical 
value for R(ed), G(reen) and 
B(lack). For images to be 
printed on an offset press, 
the colours are described by 
numerical values for C(yan); 
M(agenta); Y(ellow) and 
K(black).

Because they are composed 
of pixels, raster images are 
resolution-dependent. You may 
have already discovered this 
if you’ve tried to use a photo 
from a small point-and-shoot 
camera or a cell phone. The 
image can only go as big as the 
information that was captured 
when it was taken before 
it starts to break down into 
jagged-looking pixels.

For scanning, that means that 
you need to think a bit about 
the final use of the image 
before you scan it.

For offset printing, and 
especially for something like 
an art book or a coffee table 

book on coated stock, you’ll 
generally want the image 
resolution to be 300 dots per 
inch, or dpi, at the final si e. If 
the original si e is the final si e, 
it can be scanned at 300. If the 
finished si e is twice as big as 
the original, though, it wil have 
to either be scanned at 600 dpi 
at 100  of the original si e or 
300 dpi at 200% of the original 
si e to finish at the correct 
resolution. 

For inkjet printing, including 
large format printing for exhibit 
panels, the usual standard is 
150 dpi at the finished si e. 
You can work with higher 
resolutions if you wish, but the 
extra resolution won’t produce 
dramatically better printing 
results, and the resulting files 
can become very large.

If you scan a 3” x 5” image at 
300 dpi and then blow it up to 
200  of its original si e, then 
the same number of pixels 
must cover twice as much 
surface area. You will have 
effectively reduced the image 
to 150 dpi. As noted above, 
that’s still going to produce 
an acceptable image quality 
most of the time. If you made 
the original not twice as big 
but four times as big, however, 
the quality would be noticeably 
poorer as in the example to the 
right.

Depending on its quality, and 
the finished appearance you re 

a 300 dpi scan of an offset-printed 
postcard.

The same scan enlarged 750% showing 
individual pixels.

A low-resolution bitmap scan of a 
small black and white maga ine 
advertisement as a raster image.

The same image converted to vector art 
using the LiveTrace feature in Adobe 
Illustrator.



OMMC Exhibit Workshop

after, you might be able to go 
down to 100 dpi. It depends 
on the quality of the image you 
started with, and the only way to 
find out for sure is to enlarge it, 
check it, and run a test on the 
same printer you’ll be using for 
the exhibit panels.

The vector world is a different 
place. Whereas the raster 
world is pixel-based, the vector 
world is math-based. A line in 
a vector graphic is made up of 
mathmatically-defined points 
connected by curves as you can 
see in the example of the canoe 
image. 

Notice that the appearance has 
changed after it was converted 
from a raster image to a vector 
image. It’s not chunky and 
pixelated any more, and it looks  
sort of smoothed over and 
simplified. That s because the 
program makes judgment calls, 
based on parameters you set, 
when it does the conversion. With 
a vector file, each individual point 
and curve can be edited to refine 
the appearance of the image 
after it’s been converted..

To scan for exhibits, you need to 
know what you want to do with 
the finished image. et s say that 
you’re creating a 24” wide x 36” 
high exhibit panel and you want 
to use a historic photo as a full-
bleed background image, one 
that covers the entire panel. 

Your original photo is 8” x 10”, 
or less than half the si e of the 
finished panel. emember that 

we need to have 150 dpi at the 
final si e. This isn t absolute, and 
the graphics police won’t show up 
at your door if you end up at 135 
dpi, but it’s best to get as close 
to 150 as you can. As a rough 
estimate, scanning that original 
at 300 dpi at 150% of the original 
si e would probably give you 
enough resolution to work with.
If you have some time, it can be 
helpful to scan the image, enlarge 
it to the final si e, export it to a 
press-quality .pdf to see how it 
will look on screen and then send 
that same .pdf to the printer. If 
you do this at several different 
resolutions you’ll have a useful 
set of templates for the next 
project. 

If you want to be more precise, 
you’ll need a proportional scale 
like the one shown at the bottom 
of the page. This lets you enter 
the si e of the original and the 
si e of the enlarged or reduced 
image and determine the % 
change required. Nowdays, 
you can also just Google for 
“proportional scale  and find a 
web site that will do the same 
thing.

When in doubt, or when ordering 
from an archive, museum or 
library, it’s best to obtain the 
largest and highest-resolution 
scan that they are able to make.

If you’re shooting photos for a 
digital design project, you should 
set your camera to the highest 
possible resolution and si e to 
make sure you’re capturing the 
resolution you need.

Vector graphic text created in Adobe 
Illustrator.

Vectori ed raster image showing the 
curves and points that comprise the 
image.

Vector graphic text showing the curves 
and points that comprise the image.

A proportional scale used to calculate 
enlargement percentages.



Working with Scanned Images 
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There’s a whole world of out-of-
copyright images out there for 
use in your exhibits, and all you 
have to do is get a scanner and 
learn how to use it. 

Before you do that, however, 
it’s a good idea to familiarize 
yourself with copyright 
legislation to ensure that what 
you’re scanning is truly oot of 
copyright.

According to the Canadian 
Intellectual Property Office:

• The general rule is that 
copyright lasts for the life of 
the author, the remainder of 
the calendar year in which 
the author dies, and for 50 
years following the end of 
the calendar year.

There are exceptions and 
variations depending on how 
and when the original work was 
created, and CIPO has a wealth 
of resources that can help you 
figure this out on its web site at 
http://www.cipo.ic.gc.ca/eic/
site/cipointernet-internetopic.
nsf/eng/h_wr00003.html.

As well as simply reproducing 
images for use in exhibits, 
scanning can also allow you 
to repair scratches, tears and 
other damage and remove 
undesireable additions such as 
library stamps and handwriting. 
On the next page is an example 
of how this can be done.

A scanner such as the Microtek i900 has 
the capacity to work with both reflective 
and transparent media through the use 
of a series of adapter drawers that slide 
in beneath the main platen. http://
www.microtek.com/Mii/Web/Product.
php Product etail P_Id 102

Janet Ashford and John Odam’s Start 
with a Scan: A Guide to Transforming 
Scanned Photos and Objects into 
High-Quality Art, Second Edition is an 
excellent introduction to what your 
scanner can do for you. A revised and 
expanded third edition is now available 
as well.

The web site of the Canadian Intellectual 
Property Office at http://www.cipo.ic.gc.
ca/eic/site/cipointernet-internetopic.
nsf/eng/h_wr00003.html

How can you use a scanned 
image? Here’s one example. This 
1 30 s maga ine ad offered 
a great image of pleasure 
boating with an outboard motor. 
Unfortunately, it was also an 
ad for Chesterfield cigarettes. 
The image was long out of 
copyright, so it was available 
for modification. Beginning 
with a high-resolution scan, it 
was cleaned up and altered in 
Photoshop and then printed on a 
large format inkjet printer to be 
mounted for the exhibit. 

The original magazine ad was 
approximately 8  wide x 10  high.

The finshed panel was  high and  
wide.
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BEFORE AFTER

This early 20th century pamphlet  
had a rough life. The cover had 
been chewed by mice, torn, water-
stained and foxed by the acid in 
the cheap newsprint on which 
it was printed. It’s a very strong 
graphic, though, so it was worth 
saving and using.

The first step in rescuing it was 
to do a high-resolution scan. In 
this case, knowing that it was 
going to be enlarged when it 
was used, the scan was done in 
colour at 00 dpi at 200  of the 
original size. The scan was then 

opened in Photoshop. The first 
step was to use the Brightness 
and Contrast tool to punch up 
the visual appearance and 
compensate for both fading over 
time and the scanner’s tendency 
to wash out images when they are 
captured by making the blacks 
more saturated and the bright 
areas brighter. 

Using the Clone Stamp tool, the 
rips and tears in the middle of 
the black border on either side 
were fixed by copying and pasting 
colour from elsewhere in the 

image.The missing graphic in the 
lower left corner was repaired by 
copying an area from the right-
hand side, reflecting it vertically 
and pasting it on the left-hand 
corner, using the Eraser and 
Clone Stamp tools to blend it with 
the existing design. 

Finally, the whole image was gone 
over again with the Clone Stamp 
to fix smaller blemishes. The 
finished result doesn t look new 
(but then that wasn’t the point), 
but it’s certainly usable for an 
exhibit graphic. 



Setting up An Exhibit Panel Design Studio 
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There are many ways to make 
an exhibit, ranging from hiring 
a designer and waiting for 
the finished product to doing 
it all yourself. Within the 
last decade, the evolution 
of computer hardware and 
software has made the latter 
option feasible for even small 
to medium-sized museums, 
particularly for the graphic 
panels that make up the core 
of most exhibits. 

That isn’t to say that just 
going out and buying some 
equipment will make you 
into an exhibit designer, and 
this option isn t for everyone. 
But, if you’re interested and 
observant and willing to learn 
and your institution can commit 
to some ongoing professional 
development, there are real 
advantages to bringing exhibit 
design and production in-house 
at your museum, especially for 
the two-dimensional elements 
of your exhibits. Here are some 
of the advantages:

• C ATIV  CONT O : it s 
your museum, your 
collection and your exhibit, 
and chances are that you 
have a pretty good idea 
what you want it to be. If 
you bring exhibit design 
in-house, all of this is up to 
you.

• TIM IN S: in a typical 
consultant relationship, you 
decide what you want, tell 

http://www.techsoupcanada.ca/

http://www.adobe.com/ca/products/
creativesuite/designstandard.html

http://www.gimp.org/

DESIGN

Design begins with software. 
ust a word of warning here: O  

CAN T B I  IBIT PAN S IN 
WO  ou need a page layout 
program. Hardware isn’t an issue, 
as almost all current laptops, 
desktops or notebooks will run 
these programs, though a bigger 
screen makes them much easier 
to use.

The gold standard for Mac or 
PC is Adobe Creative Suite, 
currently at version  CS , which 
includes Photoshop, In esign 
(for page layout), Ilustrator (for 
vector graphics , Acrobat for 
pdf creation  and Bridge for 
digital asset management). 
CS  isn t cheap, but there are 
several options for ac uiring a 
copy. One is through TechSoup, 
a non-profit software collective 
that makes products available 
to eligible organizations for a 
nominal cost. Adobe also now 
has a cloud version where the 
program is available for “rent  for 
a reasonable monthly fee.

There are also freeware image 
manipulation programs such as 

IMP and lower cost page layout 
alternatives such as Microsoft 
Publisher or PagePlus. For the 
Mac, there are a number of 
reasonably priced programs such 
as istudio Publisher. Whatever 
program you use, it needs to 
be able to export your finished 
panels as high- uality .pdf files. http://www.istudiopublisher.com/
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someone else, they tell you 
what they think you want, 
you tell them what you think 
of that, they go back and do 
another version and so on 
and so on. Doing it yourself 
can dramatically shorten 
project timelines and the 
number of meetings 
required.

• CAPACIT  B I IN : by 
setting up an in-house 
exhibit development facility, 
your whole institution will 
learn about exhibit making. 
The hardware and software 
can also be used to create 
signage, education program 
materials and event 
graphics. ou may also find 
that you have some real 
hidden talents among your 
staff and volunteers.

• COST CTIV N SS: 
On a typical medium-si ed 
exhibit project, up to 50-

0  of the budget can be 
spent on contracted 
services. If you spend that 
on exhibit supplies and 
materials instead, you can 
either lower your overall 
cost or get a lot more 
exhibit for the same money. 
An exhibit studio can pay for 
itself in one or two years. 
Funding a studio is an ideal 
project for either corporate 
or government support, 
particularly through the 
Ministry of Tourism, Culture 
and Sport “Museums and 
Technology und  grants.

http://h10088.www1.hp.com/cda/
gap/display/main/index.jsp n gap
cp 20000-13 8-1 013_ 0 1_101_

http://www.neoltusa.com/products/
manual_rotary_trimmers.php

http://www.codamount.com/coldmount.
htm

MO NTIN

O TP T

COST

What makes the whole system 
work is a large-format printer. 

P in particular offers a wide 
range of options. The higher-
end printers use V-resistant 
pigment inks and can accept a 
wide variety of print media. A 0  
printer will accommodate most of 
your exhibit panel sizes.

To trim the output, you’ll need 
a large-format rotary trimmer 
such as those made by Neolt. 
Make sure to buy a trimmer that 
can accept material of at least 
the same width as your printer 
output.

The output needs to be mounted 
to the substrate with a cold 
laminator. Smaller sizes are 
manual, larger ones electric. 
Make sure to coordinate the 
widths of your printer, trimmer 
and laminator.

It sounds great, but what does 
all this cost  It is possible to 
purchase a desktop computer 
with a large monitor, a scanner, 
a 0  wide printer, a 0  wide 
rotary trimmer and a 2  
electric cold laminator for under 

20,000. Online and face-to-
face training in graphic software 
and design is available through 

community colleges around the 
province, and Adobe puts out an 
excellent series of Classroom in a 
Book publications for each of the 
programs in its Creative Suite. 

or a 10,000 exhibit project 
where as much as 5,000 to 

,000 might go to contracted 
services, the cost of such a studio 
setup will be paid back after the 
first three or four projects.



Exhibit Evaluation

In the new [1996] paradigm of 
visitor-centered museums with 
narrative interpretive exhibitions, 
evaluation is essential to making 
museums inclusive, equitable 
and socially responsible to their 
communities. (Serrell, p. 132)

Exhibits also serve to reinforce 
what visitors already know or help 
them make new combinations 
with their existing knowledge -- an 
important function that is often 
overlooked in favor of offering 
visitors more and more new 
information.. (Serrell, p. 137)

How interview questions are 
asked will have a profound 
in uence on the ua ity of 
information received. The goal 
. . .is to elicit a participant’s 
responses in ways that avoid . . . 
bias. (Diamond, p. 69)
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As Beverley Serrell says in 
Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach, “[exhibit] evaluation 
is about making improvements” 
(p. 133). It’s not a pass/fail test 
or an admission of failure. It is 
a recognition of the complexity 
of human communication and 
exhibit-making. There are three 
kinds of evaluation that are 
usually carried out for exhibit 
projects. 

FRONT END evaluation, carried 
before a project, assesses the 
current state of the potential 
audience, what visitors know 
and what their expectations 
are. It is usually carried out 
through surveys or interviews. 
“The primary goal of front-end 
evaluation is to learn about 
the audience before a program 
or exhibit has been designed 
to better understand how 
visitors will eventually respond 
once the project has been 
developed.” (Diamond, p. 4)

FORMATIVE evaluation, 
carried out during a project, 
makes sure that directions, 
information, vocabulary 
and text are expressed 
appropriately for the intended 
audiences. “Formative 

evaluation provides information  
about how well a program or 
exhibit functions or how well 
it communicates its intended 
messages. . .The evaluator 
measures visitor responses to 
models, plans, or prototypes of 
the program or exhibit. (Diamond, 
p. 4).

SUMMATIVE evaluation, carried 
out after a project, assesses 
visitor use and impact and carries 
out testing and refinement of the 
assumptions put forward at the 

outset of the project. “Summative 
evaluation can be as simple as 
documenting who visits an exhibit 
or participates in a program, or it 
can be as complex as a study of 
what visitors learned” (Diamond, 
p. 4).

For the most part, museums are 
venues for informal learning. Five 
key characteristics of informal 
learning that exhibit designers 
should keep in mind are that it 
is: voluntary; learner-motivated; 
guided by learner interests; non-
linear; and open-ended. 

“Informal learning prepares 
people for lifelong learning. It 
teaches people that learning 

is a part of everyday life, that 
it requires inititiative, and 
that everyone, regardless of 
background, is allowed to 
participate. Informal learning 
reinforces learning for its own 
sake, and reminds us that 
learning can be both fun and 
exciting” (Diamond, p. 13).

To set up an evaluation project, 
you will need to: 1) Select the 
participants and determine 
the appropriate sample size 
based on the type of survey to 
be used; 2) Decide whether to 
use observational tools such 
as counting, tracking, basic 
observations or systematic 
observations; 3) Decide on an 
interview technique and type of 
questions and whether to have 
an on line component to the 
survey; 4) Present and analyze the 
data; 5) Report the results of the 
evaluation; and 6) Translate the 
evaluation findings into practice.

Because its results can affect 
the construction of expensive 
exhibit furniture and interactive 
devices, formative evaluation is 
an important part of the exhibit 
development workflow. A few 
hundred dollars for a mockup can 
save thousands later on.
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Some of the information here 
has been adapted from Judy 
Diamond, Jessica J. Luke 
and David H. Uttal. Practical 
Evaluation Guide: Tools for 
Museums and Other Informal 
Educational Settings. Lanham, 
MD: AltaMira Press, a Division of 

owman  ittlefield Publishers, 
Inc., 2009, and Beverly Serrell. 
Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive 
Approach. Walnut Creek, CA: 
AltaMira Press, 1996.

Both of these books, and 
particularly the Family Learning 
Forum referenced above, would 
be very useful for setting up your 
own exhibit evaluation project. 
Diamond’s book also has an 
extensive list of references and 
other recommended resources.

Another useful reference is Janet 
Gail Donald. “The Measurement 
of Learning in a Museum.” 
Canadian Journal of Education, 
16:3 (1991), 371 to 382. 
Available on line from http://
www.csse-scee.ca/CJE/Articles/
FullText/CJE16-3/CJE16-3-
11Donald.pdf. 

A formative exhibit evaluation underway 
at the USS Constitution Museum. 
Their “Family Learning Forum” is an 
excellent online resource for program 
and evaluation techniques. As they say 
about evaluation, Like washing their 
hands and ossin  their teeth  e eryone 
says they do it, but … the best laid 
plans for prototyping and evaluation are 
often abandoned. We’ll convince you 
why listening to and learning from your 
visitors will change the way you think 
about and design and exhibits.

Image from rom http://www.familylearningforum.
org/evaluation/power-of-evaluation/when-
professional.htm

QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED DURING FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION OF EXHIBIT MOCK UPS

QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED DURING FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION OF INTERACTIVE DEVICES

• Do visitors like it?
• Do they think it’s fun?
• Do they understand it?
• o they find it 

meaningful?
• Does their understanding 

coincide with the 
objectives?

• Are the instructions in the 
right order?

• Does it mechanically 
function without breaking 
or hurting someone?

• Can visitors correctly 
figure out how and where 
to start the activity in two 
seconds or less?

• Can people follow the 
directions? Are the 
directions in three steps 
or fewer?

• If visitors act intuitively, 
are they doing the right 
thing?

• Can visitors figure out 
what to do without 
reading?

• Do the visitor’s actions 
reflect the concept

• Is the reset time what it 
needs to be?

• Do the words in the label 
match the actions and 
activities that the visitor 
engages in?

• Does the challenge of doing 
the activity match most 
visitors’ skill levels while still 
requiring them to “stretch” a 
little bit?

• Is the visitor’s attention 
focused and are they 
absorbed in the experience?

• Do people feel anxious 
about the content or the 
setting?

• Does it give the user a 
sense of discovery, 
wonder or “wow?”

• Do visitors have 
trouble with jargon, 
unfamiliar technical 
terms or words with 
double meanings?



Creating Accessible Exhibits

OMMC Exhibit Workshop

Accessible, barrier-free exhibits 
aren’t just a good idea: they’re 
a legal requirement. As noted 
on the Ontario Ministry of 
Community and Social Services 
web site, “The government 
enacted the Accessibility for 
Ontarians with Disabilities 
Act in 2005. This act lays the 

framework for the development 
of province-wide mandatory 
standards on accessibility in all 
areas of daily life.” When you read 
through the standards and design 
guidelines referred to here, you 
might be surprised by how often 
accessible design is simply good 
design. After all, is there anyone 

who really wants illegible 
labels  Or glaring reflective 
surfaces? And who doesn’t 
need a place to sit down from 
time to time? Fortunately, 
there is a wealth of resources 
out there to help you make 
your exhibits accessible to all 
visitors.

This may be more information than 
you need, but your designer will be 
using it. The 2012 edition of the 
CSA Accessible Design manual is 
available from http://shop.csa.ca/
en/canada/accessibility/b651-12/
invt/27021232012/

The City of Hamilton has an excellent 
set of guidelines available as a free pdf 
download from http://www.hamilton.
ca/NR/rdonlyres/089B1393-4EE8-
44B1-A760-FEC7EE36493C/0/
CityofHamiltonBarrierFree 
DesignGuidelines.pdf

Perhaps the most useful guide for 
museums is available from the 
Smithsonian as a free pdf download 
from http://accessible.si.edu/pdf/
Smithsonian%20Guidelines%20for%20
accessible%20design.pdf

ownloadable .tif files of disability 
access symbols from https://www.
graphicartistsguild.org/resources/ 
disability-access-symbols

The Accessibility for Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act website at http://www.
mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/
accessibility/index.aspx

Useful links about accessible design in 
museums from http://futureofmuseums.
blogspot.ca/2013/02/roundup-of-
recent-news-on-accessible.html
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The Registered Graphic Designers of 
Ontario have created a very useful 
handbook available as a free pdf 
download from http://www.rgd-
accessibledesign.com/

The Manual of Museum Exhibitions 
has a chapter that addresses many 
aspects of exhibition accessibility and 
inclusiveness.

The City of Toronto’s guidelines are 
available as a free pdf download from 
http://www1.toronto.ca/static_files/
equity_diversity_and_human_rights_
office/pdf/accessibility_design_
guidelines.pdf

Exhibit design and accessibility need 
to be closely integrated. If they are not, 
visitors will suffer from the dreaded 
“Museum Fatigue,” about which 
you can find an excellent article at 
http://historicalvoices.org/pbuilder/
pbfiles/Project38/Scheme325/VSA-
a0a5y5-a_5730.pdf. 

This image of a visitor at the Heiniken 
Museum is from from http://brc-asia.
com/about/museum-exhibit-design.html

As you can see in this diagram from 
the Smithsonian Institution Accessible 
Exhibition Design guidelines, the 
placement of exhibit components 
must be carefully designed in order to 
make exhibits accessible to the widest 
possible range of audiences.

There is a very narrow range of optimum 
viewing height common to both seated 
and standing visitors.

Even for the fully able, museum 
visitation can be an intense experience, 
as can be seen in these images from 
Benjamin Ives Gilman’s 1918 work 
Museum Ideals of Purpose and Method.

Planning for universal accessibility from 
the beginning of the project can also 
address many of the common causes of 
museum fatigue.



Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport Exhibit Standard
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OBJECTIVE OF THE EXHIBIT STANDARD
The museum’s exhibits provide an important link between the community 
and its heritage. In the planning and presentation of exhibitions, the museum 
will strive for accuracy of information, relevance to the community, effective 
communication, opportunities for learning, and the safe display of artifacts.

Requirements
The museum has a written exhibition policy stating that it will:

• Ensure that the themes and number of exhibits are consistent with the 
museum’s statement of purpose and the needs and interests of the 
communities it serves;

• Demonstrate a commitment to accuracy and objectivity in exhibit 
presentation;

• Demonstrate a commitment to ethical behaviour in exhibit presentation;
• Meet conservation standards in exhibit design, materials and use of 

artifacts;
• Meet municipal, provincial and federal legislative requirements that 

have an impact on exhibit presentation (e.g. safety codes, copyright, 
disability legislation).

All exhibits are consistent with the museum’s exhibition policy.

The museum has an exhibition schedule comprising a mix of permanent and 
temporary exhibits.

The museum ensures the relevance, accuracy and effective communication 
of each exhibit by:

• stablishing clearly defined objectives and evaluating exhibits against 
their objectives;

• Using appropriate expertise, including staff, volunteers, community 
groups, or consultants;

• Carrying out sufficient research.

The museum ensures that all staff (including volunteers) involved in the 
planning, preparation and installation of exhibits have the necessary skills 
and training.
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The museum ensures that exhibits are safe for visitors and staff by:
• Placing hazardous materials in display cases;
• Adequately supporting, securing or providing barriers against heavy 

objects or moving parts that could cause injury;
• Training staff in the safe operation of exhibits (e.g. machinery);
• Meeting legislated re uirements in the handling and display of firearms.

The museum endeavours to ensure that exhibits are accessible and capable 
of being used and enjoyed by visitors of all ages and abilities.

The museum ensures that exhibits effectively promote learning and 
enjoyment through:

• Providing a variety of interpretation methods to meet a range of visitor 
needs;

• Regularly replacing artifacts in permanent exhibits with other examples 
from storage, to refresh the exhibits for the community’s enjoyment as 
well as for conservation purposes.

A portion of the museum’s budget is allocated annually for exhibit 
development, design, construction, maintenance and evaluation expenses.

The museum ensures that exhibit preparation activities that are harmful to 
artifacts are carried out in a workshop that is isolated from collection areas 
(i.e. display and storage). Such activities would include those that produce 
dust, excessive heat or vibrations, and those that involve the use of aerosols 
and solvents (e.g. paints and varnishes).

N.B. The complete set of standards is available from http://www.mtc.gov.
on.ca/en/museums/museums_standards.shtml



How to Make a Good Exhibit
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1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11

Have fun when you make the exhibit and chances are that 
your audience have fun when they visit it.

Let yourself (and your institution) come through. Don’t be 
afraid to have a point of view.

Design it for the kids and everyone will have a good time. 
Design for younger audiences is often just good design.

There’s no such thing as a “permanent” exhibit. Dog years = 
1:7; exhibit years = 1:10. They get old pretty fast.

Engage the whole institution when you make the exhibit and 
everyone will learn, including the visitors.

Make a good white model of your gallery space, and use it 
throughout the project. Take it to every planning meeting.

Get the exhibit off the walls and out into the room. An 
exhibit is a story told in three dimensions.

Aim for the slow reveal. Don’t give it all away as soon as 
someone walks into the gallery.

As (lots of) questions and provide some answers, but don’t 
provide them all.

Leave some room for your audience, intellectually as well as 
physically.

Exhibits are like poetry: they should both teach and delight. 
Err on the side of delight if you can.
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12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Leave room for the audience to experience wonder and 
surprise.

Remember that the history of failure is as instructive (and 
often more interesting) than the history of success.

Teach, but teach gently. Remember, it goes with delight.
Visitors will learn if they want to and it’s OK if they don’t.

Humour has a place, but use it well, and make sure the joke 
is on you, and not the visitors.

No clip art allowed in your graphic design. None of any 
description. Why? Because it looks like clip art.

Use as little stock photography as possible, especially the 
kind that really looks like stock photography.

Out-of-copyright material is a gift—use it. Make friends with 
your scanner and find out what it can do for you.

Tread lightly with goals, objectives and learning outcomes. 
Visitors aren’t nails, and the exhibit isn’t a hammer.

Exhibit design is a creative process that can have a didactic 
outcome and so is the visitor’s experience.

Remember that sooner or later, everyone needs to sit down, 
have a drink of water and go to the bathroom.

Most visitors are casual visitors, in every sense of the word. 
They should be glad they came to see you when they go.



Reviewing An Exhibit

INTENTIONS

AUDIENCE

ORGANIZATION AND LAYOUT

CONTENT
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Once you get involved in 
making an exhibit, you’ll never 
look at one the same way 
again. In fact, when you’re in 
an exhibit at another institution 
you may find that you spend 
more time looking at how 
things have been built, rigged 
or designed than taking in the 
content. our friends may stop 
inviting you along--after all, 
who wants to go out to dinner 
with a restaurant critic?

ou might find opportunities 
to write formal exhibit reviews 
for blogs or journals. Even 
if you don’t take it that far, 
the following guidelines 
offer a useful framework for 
systematically analyzing the 
form and content of an exhibit.

Exhibitions are by their very 
nature not neutral, objective 
presentations They have 
been created by someone, for 
someone, and should therefore 
be assumed to have points of 
view. Exhibits also convey many 
messages to their audiences 
beyond those explicitly written 
in signage and artifact labels. 

In order to think critically about 
exhibits, you will need to base 
your analysis on both personal 
and theoretical considerations. 
Your reaction as a visitor is 
valuable, but as someone 
reviewing the exhibit you will 
also need to think critically 
about your reaction.  

xhibits are complex projects 
undertaken by individuals with 
specific objectives in mind. or 
any exhibit to succeed, it should 
at the very least be clear to the 
casual visitor what the main 
objectives are. Moreover, it 
should be possible to express 
these intentions in a concise 
thesis statement of no more 
than two sentences. How would 
you express the intention of the 
exhibit before you? What’s the big 
idea?

Exhibits should always be 
conceived with an audience in 
mind. efining that audience 
and its needs is an important 
step in the exhibit design process 
and influences everything from 
the location of the text panels 
to language, lighting and layout. 
After looking at the content and 
presentation, both the substance 
and the style of the exhibit before 
you, what can you deduce about 
the intended audience?

Organization and layout in exhibit 
development are primarily 
issues of style, though other 
considerations such as building 
codes and accessibility can 
also influence decisions. The 
arrangement and use of space 

is essential to an exhibit’s 
success in communication its 
intentions. 

ven the most compelling 
subject and well-developed 
content can be undone by poor 
organization and layout. What 
is the exhibit s narrative path, 
the way it unfolds as you walk 
through? What is its logic, the 
coherence between sections 
and subjects? What is its 
methodology, the organizing 
principle, style and format  
What are its media, the various 
means by which information is 
provided   What is its physical 
plan, how its lighting, space 
and sound are arranged?

Content is primarily a matter of 
substance. Exhibit substance, 
as opposed to style, consists 
of images, words, objects and 
sound. Together, these provide 
information about the subject. 

The quality and quantity of 
the content should support 
the big idea. Too much 
information can overwhelm, 
while too little undermines 
the intentions. How does the 
exhibit communicate? Does it 
use facts, pronouncements, 

uestions, metaphors, 
questions, suggestions, or 
humour? How does the content 
come across to visitors? 
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BOOKS

Adams, Sean, Peter Dawson, John Foster and Tony Seddon. Thou Shall Not Use Comic Sans. 365 
Graphic Design Sins and Virtues: A Designer’s Almanac of Do’s and Don’ts. Berkeley, Ca: Peachpit 
Press, 2012.

A thoroughly enjoyable book that’s also full of useful information. Presented as discreet examples of good and bad 
design practices, the book is easy to use and the lessons are clear. It’s an interesting exercise to take this book with 
you when you visit an exhibit and see how many of the recommended (and not recommended!) practices you can 
identify. And yes, the “Comic Sans” typeface should be deleted from the system fonts on your computer.

Belcher, Michael. Exhibitions in Museums. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991.
Dated in its particular examples, but offers a good overview, particularly of exhibit types, visitor types and motivations 
and measures of exhibit effectiveness.

Bennett, Tony. The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. New York, NY: Routledge, 1995. 
A critical-theory based exploration of museum issues. Chapter 1, “The Formation of the Museum” and Chapter 2, 
“The Exhibitionary Complex” are particularly worth reading for understanding the origins of the modern museum.

Ashford, Janet and John Odam. Start with a Scan, Second Edition. A Guide to Transforming Scanned 
Photos and Objects into High-Quality Art. Berkeley, CA: Peachpit Press, 2000.

Very useful guide for both scanning photos and other images and also for using found objects to create graphic 
elements and backgrounds for exhibits. A third edition is now available.

Cabarga, Leslie. Logo, Font and Lettering Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Design, Construction 
and Usage of Alphabets and Symbols. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 2004.

Comprehensive and useful guide to these subjects with a wealth of graphic design ideas. Includes critiques of 
examples of both good and bad design and how-to examples of graphic creation.

Cabarga, Leslie. The Designer’s Guide to Color Combinations: 500+ Historic and Modern Color 
Formulas in CMYK. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 1999.

A very useful reference, especially for getting a feel for the colour palette of particular eras, as her combinations are 
drawn from actual graphic examples. Great inspiration for the start of a project.

Diamond, Judy. Practical Evaluation Guide: Tools for Museums and other Informal Educational 
Settings, 2nd Edition. Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2009.

A general guide to evaluation that discusses tools, interviews and questionnaires, measures of learning and how to 
present and analyze data. Discusses front end, formative and summative evaluation. Good place to start to design an 
exhibit evaluation program. 

Freeman, Ruth and Paul Martinovich. The Evolution of an Exhibit: Community Museums and Travelling 
Exhibits. Toronto: Ontario Museum Association, 2001.

Based on one particular project to create and share regional travelling exhibits among several museums, but has 
a useful summary running throughout the book about exhibit development roles and responsibilities based on 
identifying “hats” for who does what.

Houtgraaf, Dirk and Vanda Vitali. Mastering a Museum Plan: Strategies for Exhibit Development. 
Leiden, NL: Naturalis, 2008.

Based on the development of a comprehensive exhibit plan for Naturalis: The National Museum of Natural History, 
this is a thorough and well-illustrated look at large-scale exhibit development. The “Appendix: Overall Exhibit 
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Development and Production Process and Its Deliverables” offers a detailed, colour-coded graphic summary from concept 
to final production, including collateral activities such as education programs, web programs and marketing.

Hughes, Phillip. Exhibition Design. London: Laurence King Publishing Ltd., 2010. 
Focused on larger institutions and trade shows, with some examples of very large-scale projects. Worthwhile nonetheless, 
particularly for its discussions of the use of models in exhibit planning, circulation patterns and especially exhibit do’s and 
don’ts.

Klein, Larry. Exhibits: Planning and Design. New York, NY: Madison Square Press, 1986.
There are any number of coffee table books out there, some produced annually, that feature glossy articles about big 
expensive exhibit and trade show projects, and this book is one of them. However, it also includes chapters on “What is an 
Exhibit?” and “Museum Exhibition” that are well worth reading for what they say about the process of exhibit development.

Krause, Jim. Color Index: Over 1100 Color Combinations. CMYK and RGB Formulas for Print and Web 
Media. Cincinnati, OH: HOW Design Books, 2002. 

A very useful guide for starting the creative process. The color combinations are presented in groupings such as Active, 
Quiet, Rich, Muted, Natural and Culture/Era. 

Lord, Barry and Gail Dexter Lord, eds. The Manual of Museum Exhibitions. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira 
Press, 2001.

Comprehensive work that should be on your shelf if you’re going to do a lot of exhibit work. Packed with useful information, 
but much of it is oriented toward large institutions where exhibits are created with multi-person project teams.

McRainey, D. Lynn and John Russick, eds. Connecting Kids to History With Museum Exhibitions. Walnut 
Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2010.

Excellent guide to the topic, strongly rooted in educational and developmental psychology. Easily the best current work on 
the topic.

Miles, R.S., compiler, in collaboration with M.B. Alt, D.C. Gosling, B.N. Lewis and A.F. Tout. The Design of 
Educational Exhibits, 2nd Edition. London: Unwin Hyman, 1988.

Worth consulting in general as a reference, but not the best book to follow to actually plan and execute an exhibit project, 
particularly for a smaller museum.

Neal, Arminta. Exhibits for the Small Museum: A Handbook. Nashville: AASLH, 1976.
A classic in the field, and still one of the few references intended specifically for smaller museums. Worth reading in 
general, and the scale model chapter is good, but most of the fabrication and materials information is too dated to be 
worth using. 

Parman, Alice and Jeffrey Jane Flowers. Exhibit Makeovers: A Do-It-Yourself Workbook for Small Museums. 
Latham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2008. 

The only one of its kind. Packed full of useful advice, forms and worksheets, this book can help you plan an exhibit 
renovation project. Good reference with regard to the processes it outlines, but the end results they illustrate could be 
improved upon with more up to date production techniques and materials.

Perry, Deborah L. What Makes Learning Fun? Principles for the Design of Intrinsically Motivating Exhibits. 
Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2012.

Perry is a consultant and Director of Selinda Research Associates in Chicago, and this book puts forward the “Selinda 
Model.” This is based on using three perspectives in exhibit planning: outcomes, engagements and motivations. A clear, 
organized and useful book, particularly in the way the author presents both general principles and strategies to achieve 
them.

Ravelli, Louise J. Museum Texts: Communication Frameworks. London and New York: Routledge, Taylor and 
Francis Group, 2006. 

A detailed, linguistically-based exploration of both “texts in museums” and “museums as texts.” Offers analysis of actual 
examples of museum panels and labels and discusses the appropriate style and level of complexity for different audiences. 
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Analyzes “spoken-ness” and “written-ness” as two opposite ends of the museum communication spectrum. Challenges 
some long-held assumptions about what constitutes good writing and the clear language and design movement and 
commonly-used measures of readability. Dense but worth it.

Serrell, Beverly. Making Exhibit Labels: A Step-by-Step Guide. Nashville: American Association for State and 
Local History, 1983, 1996. 

The first edition is dated in its particular examples, and especially with regards to methods and materials for producing 
labels, but the basic principles are still sound and it’s still a good, hands-on guide. The second edition goes far beyond the 
first and to be a common-sense primer on exhibit design in general that is strongly focused on the needs of the audience. 
Read this book in conjunction with the Ravelli book for the big picture view of written communication in museums. Probably 
the single most useful book on this list for general guidance about creating effective exhibits.

Williams, Robin. The Non-Designer’s Design Book: Design and Typographic Principles for the Visual Novice. 
Berkeley, CA: Peachpit Press, 1994.

If you pick up only one book on graphic design, this is a great choice. Clear, simple and useful, it focuses on four 
fundamental design principles: repetition; proximity; alignment and contrast. The before and after examples are particularly 
clear.

Davey, Gareth. “What is Museum Fatigue?” Visitor Studies Today, Volume 8, Issue 3, 2005.  Available on 
line from http://historicalvoices.org/pbuilder/pbfiles/Project38/Scheme325/VSA-a0a5y5-a_5730.pdf.

A useful summary of current research on this important topic, with a thorough bibliography.

Donald, Janet Gail. “The Measurement of Learning in a Museum.” Canadian Journal of Education, 16:3 
(1991), 371 to 382. Available on line from http://www.csse-scee.ca/CJE/Articles/FullText/CJE16-3/CJE16-
3-11Donald.pdf.

A bit dated but still useful, particularly as regards measures of museum learning such as time on task, knowledge gain, 
thinking and problem-solving and motivation.

Museums and Galleries Scotland Information Sheet. “Planning for Effective Museum Interpretation:  How 
to Write an Interpretive Plan.” Available on line from: http://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/
publications/publication/317/planning-for-effective-museum-interpretation-how-to-write-an-interpretive-
plan

Good basic guide.

Chesapeake Bay Office, National Park Service. “Planning for Success: Interpretive Planning Tools for 
Historic Trails and Gateways.”  Available on line from: http://www.interpretiveplanningtoolkit.org/wp-
content/uploads/2010/09/Planning-For-Success.pdf

Detailed guide to the interpretive planning process. Focused on outdoor interpretation, but lots of useful information for all 
kinds of exhibits and visitor experiences.

Nova Scotia Museum. “Interpretive Master Plan.” Available on line from http://museum.gov.ns.ca/en/
home/aboutnsm/imp.aspx

Slickly-done interpretive plan for a provincial organization that manages a number of museums and historic sites.

ARTICLES



OMMC Exhibit Workshop

ONLINE RESOURCES

Pinterest sites useful for exhibit and design inspiration
http://pinterest.com/mastrore/museum-stuff/ http://pinterest.com/welshjan/museum
inspiration/http://pinterest.com/pgrim01/museum/
http://exhibitlabels.tumblr.com/
http://pinterest.com/studiotectonic/exhibits/
http://pinterest.com/pulpmountain/signage/
http://pinterest.com/lindanorris/museums-exhibits/
https://pinterest.com/emscheider/museum-displays-specimen-labels/
http://pinterest.com/mattlangstaff/museum-exhibition-design/

Summary of the use of mobile technology in museums from the (UK) Museums Association
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museum-practice/mobile-projects

Blogs and Web Sites
http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.ca/
http://theexhibitdesigner.com/
http://brokenships.com/en
http://reachadvisors.typepad.com/museum_audience_insight/
http://museumtwo.blogspot.ca/
http://blog.orselli.net/
http://www.orselli.net/sources.htm
http://www.astc.org/pubs/browse_publications.htm#exhibits
http://www.greenexhibits.org/intro.shtml
http://www.exhibitfiles.org/
http://museums-now.blogspot.ca/
http://exhibitdev.wordpress.com/
http://themuseumofthefuture.com/2012/11/30/five-thoughts-about-digital-engagement-strategy-after-tens-days-in-
sydney/
http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.ca/2012/06/experiment-in-progress.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Museum_label
http://www.flickr.com/groups/exhibitlabels/
http://exhibitlabels.tumblr.com/
http://www.tumblr.com/spotlight/museums
http://thisbelongsinamuseum.com/
http://www.thebiginternetmuseum.com/

Good review of recent writing on the subject of accessible design 
http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.ca/2013/02/roundup-of-recent-news-on-accessible.html

And finally, a useful and amusing tool for parsing and finding themes in big chunks of content such as 
exhibit text.

http://www.wordle.net/
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