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What is
Interpretation?

"Interpretation is an educational
activity which aims to reveal meanings
and relationships through the use of
original objects, by first hand
experience and by illustrative media,
rather than simply to communicate

factual information."
Freeman Tilden, United States National
Park Service 1957

Freeman Tilden is often quoted as the
"father of modern interpretation”. His
book, Interpreting our Heritage , is a
fascinating insight into the ‘art’ of
interpretation; what it can achieve and
how. It is a must read for anyone with
an interest in the field.

See ‘Finding out more...’

"Interpretation tries to bring places to
life so people can relate to them more
fully. It's not just about reeling off facts
but helping people connect by
engaging them through activity,
thoughts and feelings."

Susan Cross, Fellow - Association for
Heritage Interpretation (AHI) 2004

"Interpretation enriches lives through
engaging emotions, enhancing
experiences and deepening
understanding of people, places,
events and objects from past and

present.”

Association for Heritage Interpretation
(AHI) 2005
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“All good interpretation has at
its heart an enthusiasm and a
love for a place, and a desire to

share it with others.”
James Carter, A Sense of Place, 2002

Interpretation can help people
explore and understand who they are
and where they come from. It can
enrich peoples’ lives, contributing to
how they value and appreciate places
and objects. It can also challenge
ideas, beliefs and values. Handled
deftly, interpretation is a very powerful
communications tool!

What's its
relevance to
attractions?

It adds understanding,
authenticity and valueto people’s
visit. As a result they are more
likely to stay longer, spend more,
return more often and tell other
people about their experience.
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Interpretation
planning

Have you ever come across a panel in
the wrong place or facing in the wrong
direction? Maybe you've been bored or
bemused by an exhibition that had no
clear message or didn’t engage you...?

Often this is the result of poor
planning.

Interpretation works best if it is thought
through. This is a process with a start,
middle and end. The mistake that
many people make is that they jump
straight in to the middle. They decide
what media they want, without thinking
about what they are tryin g to
achieve, for whom and why.

If you don’t think about these things
first you risk creating something that is

X unfocused
X lacking impact
X not audience focused

...and fails to achieve what you were
hoping it would.

Planning prevents
poor performance

There are several models you can
follow when writing an interpretation
plan (A model for Interpretation
Planning). Some are more
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complicated than others. They all
include the following questions...

Who is your audienc e?
Essentially this is an understanding of
who your interpretation is for. Some
chose to use socio-economic /
marketing style characteristics to
describe their audiences. However
defining your audience by the
characteristics of their visit and their
motivations and interests creates a
much better understanding of them.

It's also wise at this point to start
thinking about accessibility.
Interpretation has at its heart the aim
to make information physically and
intellectually accessible to everyone.
Accessibility should be at the heart of
your interpretive plan.

What are you interpreting?

As you would expect there is more to
this than just identifying the thing itself.
What this really means is what makes
the thing you are interpreting
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significan t? Understanding this
significance is essential. The art of
interpretation is to impress this
significance on your audiences so it
means something to them.

Themes

Themes are the focal point through
which the meaning of the message is
told.

Interpreters use themes to help them
focus on the most significant elements
of information and why they are
important.

Why are you doing this?
Because people should know and
care? Because no one else is telling
this story? Because this will help
people appreciate this ‘whatever-it-is’
and feel better for it?

For most visitor attractions this is a
simple answer —

Becausethis will add
understanding,authenticity and
value to people’svisit. As a result
they are more likely to stay longer,
spend more return more often
and tell other people about their
experience.

Having decided on the Why, you
should start thinking about how you
will know you have achieved what you
are setting out to do.
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Where and When?

There are many reasons to consider
Where and When and they relate as
strongly to the Who, What and Why as
the How (see next).

This seems simple. However, you'd be
surprised by how often Where is
unwisely dictated by other factors such
as the availability of a power source for
example

The same applies to When; holding
special events on bank holidays for
example.

The shortcut to where and when is -
where and when the media will be
most easily used by th e audience to
the greatest effect.

How?

At last the media. This is the fun stuff
that most appropriately and effectively
delivers the message. Hopefully you
can image a substantial list of possible
methods to communicate your
message. Here are a few common
ones;

Costumed guides

Guided & self guided tours
Panels and exhibition graphics
Audio visual presentations
Mechanical interactives
Electronic/digital/computerised
interactives & guides

Audio wands tours

Leaflets and printed guides
Story walks & story telling
Sculptures

X X X X X X

X X X X
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Street theatre

Puppet shows

Mobile phone tours
Dressing up costumes

X X X X

People talking to people is the most
powerful and versatile way of getting
your message across. This is
especially true where the audience can
interact with the guide.

Four points specifically referred to in
the model are budg et, operations ,
accessibility & r esources.

Budget

Clearly your budget will dictate what
you can afford to do. However, it's not
true to say that the bigger the budget
the bigger the impact. One thing that
should always be considered is the
ongoing revenue cost of what you are
proposing. This can be especially
relevant to the long term care of audio
visual and computerised media.

Operations

As with revenue costs, operational
issues such as staffing, wear and tear,
maintenance, resistance to tampering
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and vandalism should be considered.
You may also need to think about the
impact of the media on its location —
erosion around outdoor panels for
example.

Media that relies on audio can
compete with other audio equipment.
Sound ‘overspill may also affect other
activities near to the media’s location.

Accessibility

Accessible media is beneficial to
everyone. There are plenty of
guidelines available to help you make
sure your media achieves the best
possible standard. Simply keeping
language simple, type faces large and
unfussy and thinking about contrast
will immediately improve any written
material. Providing things to hear,
touch, smell and even taste all enrich
the visitors’ experience. Providing
accessible spaces through using
ramps, surfaced paths, hand rails and
other aids all help make the difference.

Severn Valley Railway spent over
£25,000 on a ramp to provide access
to the cab of an engine in their Engine
House. This was an 10™ of their total
exhibition budget

Resources

Any interpretation media is only as
good as the quality of the background
information it is inspired by. As a
result many of the planning models put
research at the beginning.
Interpretation draws the most
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significant elements of the story from
this research. It representsitin a way
the audience is most likely to be able
to engage with it.

As a general rule of thumb, the better
the research, the better the
interpretation.

Evaluation

A good evaluation study is as rare as a
hen’s tooth. Why is this? One reason
is because of a lack of time and
money. Another may be because the
interpretive media was never
developed in such a way as it could be
evaluated.

Good interpretation is built on
objectives — the ‘what are we trying to
achieve?’ element discussed earlier.

The most effective interpretation is
evaluated as it is produced. Thisis
called formative evaluati on, where
you objectively test your ideas, plans,
drafts and designs on people who
represent your target audience.

Summative evaluation is where
having produced your media you study
the audience’s response to it to see
how they use it and if you got your
message across.

Finding out
more...

These few pages are really the tip of
an awfully big iceberg. To find out
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more the following are recommended
reading;

Ham, S.H.1992 Environmental
Interpretation, a practical guide for
people with big ideas and small
budgets, Fulcrum Publishing, Golden
Colorado

Pierssene, A 1999 Explaining our
World, an approach to the art of
environmental interpretation, London,
New York, E & FN Spon

Tilden F 1997 Interpreting our
Heritage, 3" edition University of North
California Press

Carter J et al 2002 Sense of Place —
Interpretive Planning Handbook, 2™
Ed, Scottish Interpretation Network
(available as a PDF download
http://www.jamescarter.cc/ )

lonides J & Howell P 2005 Another
Eyesight, Multi-Sensory Design in
Context. The Dog Rose Trust, Ludlow,
Shropshire (www.dogrose-trust.org.uk)

Association for Heritage Interpretation
Journal (www.ahi.org.uk/)

BT Countryside for All Good Practice
Guide 2005 (www.fieldfare.org.uk)

Museums Association Journal and
Museums Practice
(www.museumsassociation.org)

Interpret Scotland Journal (free web
journal www.interpretscotland.org.uk)

Sharing the best of Shropshire — Hints,
tips and toolkits
(www.shropshire.gov.uk/interpretation)
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