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The Rocky Mountain Region’s Center for Design and 
Interpretation (CDI) is a service team bringing together the 
design disciplines of: 

•Architecture
•Landscape Architecture
•Interpretive Planning
•Graphic Design
•Engineering

www.fs.fed.us/r2/cdi



Workshop Objectives

Understand quality sign design 
guidelines. 

Learn how to develop a theme 
and learning objective for the sign.

Learn how to complete a quality 
sign (grant) proposal that includes 
theme, addresses design 
guidelines, appropriate sign 
material, and includes accurate 
design and fabrication cost 
estimate with plan for 
development.



Understand the Engineering Guidelines MUTCD 
standards for signs in highway Right of Ways.

Understand the value of site planning and 
placement.

Recognize good design and quality interpretive text.

Learn about grant opportunities to fund signs.

Receive resources, materials, and contacts to 
accomplish work.

More Workshop Objectives



Before We Begin…..



What is Interpretation?

Interpretation is a 
communication process 
that forges emotional and 
intellectual connections 
between the interests of 
the audience and the 
inherent meanings in the 
resource.

(National Association for Interpretation)



What Does That Mean?

Interpretation Exercise



Trophy Hunting

Understanding

Care about

Care for

Stewardship

Awareness

Tangible object

Intangible concept

We create “PORTALS” 
to learning, exploring, 
understanding, caring!



Good interpretation makes 
connections between tangibles 

and intangibles.



The Interpretive Approach 
to Communication

Enjoyable
Relevant
Organized 
Thematic



Any interpretation 
that does not 
somehow relate 
what is being 
displayed or 
described to 
something within 
the personality or 
experience of the 
visitor will be 
sterile.                                   
(Freeman Tilden)



Themes

Are messages
Express one idea
Answer the “So 
What?” question

People remember themes, they forget facts. 
(Sam Ham)



What are the most 
significant messages?
What are visitors most 
interested in?
What is management most 
interested in relating to 
visitors?
Interpretive value
Central theme statement
Subthemes
Storylines

(From Brochu and Hanna 2000)



Effective Interpretation
Adds Value

Creates a strong sense of place–uniqueness.
Makes both intellectual and emotional connections.
Encourages longer stays, return visits, word-of-
mouth advertising.
Encourages stewardship 
of the resource.
Accomplishes 
management objectives.



When We Interpret Well
We connect people intellectually and emotionally with the inherent 
meanings in the resource. 

People will care more about the resource and care for it -
stewardship. 

We make the most cost effective 
use of our resources in the 
development of media and 
services to deliver messages.

We develop sustainable values 
among users.



The Latest Research
Visitors view exhibits for short periods of time.

Exhibits and brochures at one center were used less by less than 1/3 
of the visitors.

Visitors made greatest use of interactive or visually intriguing exhibits.

Exhibits must be well designed 
to convey information quickly.

Visitors enjoy exhibits on 
plants, animals, or history. 

The VIS staff are still the 
No. 1 attraction!





12 Design Guidelines 
that Help Spark Imaginations

1. Site Compatibility
2. Corporate Image 
3. Color and Contrast
4. Layout and Design
5. Margins
6. Typeface
7. Titles 
8. Text
9. Captions
10. Simplicity
11. Accessibility
12. Mounting Height



Make sure the sign is 
compatible with 
the site (color 
palette, size, 
frame, etc.  It 
should enhance 
the site, not 
detract from it.

1. Site Compatibility







Before 
Planning

2. Corporate Image



After Planning





After

Before



3. Color and Contrast

Contrasts that are easy for a 
person with normal vision 
are difficult for partial 
sighted people.

Dark on light or light on 
dark are good choices.

See www.lighthouse.org for 
good examples!



Avoid busy backgrounds



Avoid photos 
behind text 
unless you are 
very careful!



Signs should contain:
1/3 graphics
1/3 text
1/3 blank space

4. Layout and Design



Flush on the left side and ragged on the right.

5.   Margins



Use a sans, slab, or simple serif typeface, upper and lower 
case, with a minimum 24-point type size on signs.  

6.  Typeface



Typeface Examples:

sans serif
simple serif



Keep text in upper and 
lower case
Avoid italics, oblique, 
or condensed



Spacing Between Lines of text
– or “Leading”

Too much space or too 

little space make it 

difficult for people with 

partial sight to track. 

Don’t try to cram too much text into the space!  



Character height, as 
opposed to font size: 
All font sizes are not 
created equal!   

The following are all the 
same font size, but look 
different!

Test
Test
gxáà
Test
Test
Test



Suggested typeface size for interpretive 
exhibits at a viewing distance of 1-4 feet.

Titles:  72 - 60 point (3/4”)
Subtitles:  48 - 40 point (1/2”)
Body Text : 36 - 30 point (3/8”)
Captions:  24 - 18 point  (1/4”)

These are National Park Service suggested 
sizes for people with visual impairments.



7. Titles

The titles should be a 
statement of the theme.  
For example:  
“Salvaging Blowdown –
A Treemendous
Renewable Resource” 
sets the stage for 
talking about how trees 
are a renewable 
resource.





The text should be written 
with the “3-30-3” rule in 
mind.  You have 3 
seconds to hook the 
visitor, 30 seconds if 
they are hooked, and 3 
minutes if they are very 
interested.

8. Text



A sign should be 
designed and written 
so that it contains 
three levels of text 
with each level 
conveying a feeling 
of the theme, thus 
providing all visitors 
with an interpretive 
opportunity 
regardless of how 
long they stay.  



Begin with what the visitor can see, feel, do, smell, or 
experience when looking at the exhibit.

Simplify the message and eliminate confusing terms 
and jargon. Don’t overwhelm the visitor.

Use informative paragraph titles and subtitles – making 
sure they advance the narrative.  They need to have 
meaning on their own and add up to a complete idea 
when read with each other. They must also stand alone 
if read out of order.

When Writing Text



Limit paragraphs to 50 words and introductions to 25 
words. Limit total text per exhibit to 150 words!

Vary the text length. Avoid overusing catchy phrases 
and question titles.

Have a snappy ending to make the reader feel good 
about reading the whole thing.

Don’t follow the newspaper style by adding details for 
the few at the end.

More Text Tips



Common Mistakes
Too much text, too 
small letters, and 
continuous blocks 
of text. People 
don’t want to read 
an encyclopedia.  



Captions for graphics 
can be used to meet 
learning objectives 
and capture the 
theme. Some visitors 
look only at graphics 
- so the graphic and 
its caption should tell 
a story.

9. Captions





The main body of text 
should be no more 
than two paragraphs 
of three or four short 
sentences.  

Keep text to no more 
than 75 words (up to 
150 words maximum 
if using captions and 
smaller fonts for 
secondary text or 
captions).

10.  Simplicity



Designs should be uncluttered.





11. Accessibility

Everyone is disabled at some time 
their lives.

Everyone benefits 
from increased 
accessibility!



And disability often comes with aging.

Is your site or sign accessible?



We all may experience 
vision problems at 

some point!

Low Vision 
"Low vision" includes blurred 
vision, loss of central vision (for 
example: macular degeneration), 
tunnel vision, sensitivity to glare, 
and reduced ability to detect 
contrasting tones. 

People with low vision can see but 
require high contrast, more 
readable  fonts or larger fonts.



Color Blindness
Check electronically to determine if the 
colors selected will be readable by to 
those with the primary forms of color 
blindness.

Load the color checking software at:
www.vischeck.com



Original Image Protanope Simulation (Red) 



Deuteranope Simulation (Green)    Tritanope Simulation (Blue)



Braille
11 to 13 million people are legally blind 
or have low vision.
Only about 5 % of that number (550,000 people) are 
blind.
And only about 5 % of people who are blind read 
Braille. 
Braille is legally required only on signs that designate 
permanent rooms.
The majority of people with low vision can utilize 
large print materials.
All people with diminished vision are served well by 
audio description.



Review exhibit for 
accessibility 
at every stage 
of development



To increase accessibility:

Involve people with disabilities in your planning
High contrast colors, matte finish, low gloss
Emphasis on use of graphics
Text in upper and lower case
Maximum height of center line = 48”
Approachable within 2”
3/30/3 format
Tactile when possible
Smithsonian Accessibility Checklist 

www.fs.fed.us/recreation/programs/accessibility



A mounting height of 24 to 30” with a 30 to 45 
degree angle toward the viewers will be 
accessible to most visitors.  The front edge 
height of low profile exhibits should be 32”.

12.  Mounting Height



Sightlines for Viewing Graphics



Does this height look right?



Sign Sample Exercise





Writing Themes 
that Make Connections

Theme:
Narrows the focus of a topic.
Is written in a complete sentence.
Uses nouns and, action verbs, and answers the question 
“So What?”
Articulates the most important thing you want your visitor 
to know.

Ask yourself:  Why would they want to know this?  
Provoke their interest and relate it to everyday life.



Topics:
These are broad, general categories, such as fire 
ecology, mining, or water quality. They are bullet 
statement descriptions of what your story is about.

Storylines:
Storylines provide more information and context for 
a theme. There may be several storylines that tier 
from a single theme.  



Example

Theme: High elevation, intense radiation, and harsh 
elements make the alpine tundra a fragile and 
unique environment.

Topics: Alpine flowers, animals, adaptation, safety and 
succession.

Storyline: Plants in this harsh environment spend most 
of their life trying to gather oxygen and water for 
their roots, so they don’t spend a lot of energy into 
developing their size above ground. 



Watershed systems 

The competition between grizzly bears and wolves

Bison once roamed the entire United States numbering in 
the millions.

Aspen trees are clones.

Dolphins are social creatures, who can become aggressive.

Buffalo Bill’s showmanship was well known in the West.

Themes:   Yes or No?



Basque sheepherders came to Wyoming in the 
1800s, bringing a tradition that continues into today.

The Mountain Man Rendezvous occurred from 
1750 – 1812.

The Nez Perce fled from the military to maintain 
their freedom.

The wildflowers at Clay Butte

Themes:   Yes or No?



Learning Objectives
Should identify what is desired for visitors to 
do, see, experience, recognize, identify, or 
participate in.

The more specific, the better.

Be measurable in some way. For example: 
participate in XX; identify 3 types; stop tree 
graffiti.



Examples of 
Learning Objectives for Topics

Topic: Fire Ecology
Specifically: plant adaptations to fire ecology
After viewing this sign, this visitor will understand: ponderosa 
pine, lodgepole pine and Engleman spruce trees have adapted 
to periodic fire on the landscape in several different ways.

Topic: Geology of this Region
Specifically: the formation of the Beartooth Mountains and the 
Absarokas
After viewing this sign, the visitor will know: the Beartooths
are shale and clay, and from ancient seabeds, the Absarokas
are igneous rock from more recent volcanoes.



Practice

Generally, my topic is about ___________

2) Specifically, however, I want to tell my 
audience about______________________

3) After viewing the exhibit, I want my 
audience to understand that 
____________________________



Thematic sign titles from themes
Bison once roamed the entire United 

States numbering in the millions.
Title: Where Millions Roamed

Aspen trees are clones.
Title:  Nature’s Own Clones 

Basque sheepherders came to 
Wyoming in the 1800s, bringing a 
tradition that continues into today.
Title:  Basque Sheepherders, 
Traditions from Yesteryear

The Nez Perce fled from the military to 
maintain their freedom.
Title:  Fleeing for Freedom



Examples of Thematic Titles



Interpretive Writing for Signs

Link a tangible object or concept to a larger 
intangible and universal concept.

In friendly, easy-to-understand language.

Should be accurate and factual.

Work to show the reader, not “tell” them.



Writing Copy: 
The deadline makes it final!

Refer to theme statement repeatedly
Create short catchy title
A paragraph = a single idea (3 – 5 concepts 
for total sign)
Keep sentences short; vary sentence length 
(22 words max); 5 syllables maximum
Write as a conversation
Avoid gender bias





Look for new metaphors & analogies
Strive for images that are familiar to reader
Eliminate jargon, cliches, “agency-speak”
Say as much as possible visually
Test the copy on family, friends, colleagues, 
let it rest and revise again (3x)



Writing Practice
Revise this paragraph:

All the aspens (including White Poplar) typically grow in large 
colonies derived from a single seedling, and spreading by 
means of root suckers; new stems in the colony may appear at 
up to 30–40 m from the parent tree. Each tree only lives for 40–
150 years above ground, but the root system of the colony is 
long-lived, in some cases for many thousands of years, 
sending up new trunks as the older trunks die off above 
ground. For this reason it is considered to be an indicator of 
ancient woodlands. One such colony in Utah, given the 
nickname of "Pando", is claimed to be 80,000 years old, 
making it possibly the oldest living colony. Some aspen 
colonies become very large with time, spreading about a metre
per year, eventually covering many hectares. They are able to 
survive intense forest fires as the roots are below the heat of 
the fire, with new sprouts growing after the fire is out.



Ancient Aspen
Ancient Woodlands and Underground Roots
Aspen Adaptations to Fire

This large colony of aspen began from just a single seedling. The 
single tree spreads by root suckers, with new growth 
expanding about a metre per year, eventually covering many 
hectares. Above ground, aspen generally live between 40–150 
years. Its root systems can survive much longer and will send 
up new trunks as the older trunks die off above ground. With 
these root systems, aspen can survive intense forest fires, 
sprouting quickly above ground after the fire is out.

Captions: Possibly the oldest living aspen colony in the world, 
located in Utah is thought to be 80,000 years old. 
Because the roots can survive for thousands of years, aspen 
are considered an indicator of ancient woodlands. 



Examples – good or bad?
“Hells Canyon has power written all over it. From the craggy Seven 
Devils to the violent river below, there is nothing gentle about this 
place. It is a region demanding respect, testing the hardiest of living 
souls.  But hardy souls have indeed scratched out a living here.” 

“Shortly after 6000 B.C. the climate became more arid, prairie areas 
became desiccated and several animal species became extinct. In 
response, prehistoric peoples adopted a smaller projectile point, until 
technical adaptations were made (about 2000 years ago); now 
different cultures are being distinguished on the basis of changes in 
point styles.” 





Estimating Project Costs

Before you begin:
Identify scope
Address site issues 
Familiarize yourself with typical costs
Have written interpretive themes and 
objectives 
Identify number of signs appropriate to 
the site



Basic Exhibit Planning
1.  Information/Orientation Kiosk  Shell Falls
 
Inte rpretive Media:  Two Panel K iosk 
 
Topic:  Orientation and Information and Welcome 
 
Theme:   

1. Shell Falls – dynamic forces of water against rock – influencing nature and man with its 
beauty and power through time. 

2. Provide recreation information and orientation to the site, the forest, and the corridor. 
 
Objectives:  As a result of viewing this exhibit, visitors will: 

1. understand this is one stop along the “Passage to Adventure Corridor” and the Big Horn 
Scenic Byway and learn about recreation opportunities throughout the forest and corridor 

2. learn and remember that the Forest Service manages the site and the overall theme is 
“caring for the land and serving people.” 

3. .visit the sales outlet. 
4. be introduced to the theme – dynamic forces of water against rock. 
5. treat the site with respect and stewardship and leave with a personal sense of renewal. 

       



Exhibit Design Decisions

Budget - Figure approximately $2,000-$3,000 
for design & text development per sign, plus $1,000 for sign/base. 
Don’t forget 7-10% for contract administration

Available fabrication technology
Blending with other pre-existing signage
Location and angle of signage
Logo requirements and placements
Colors for layouts that fit the theme and site



Text Development 
& Conceptuals

30% Phase
First draft of text (of three drafts)
Work to develop a standard look for layout
Identify needed photos, illustrations, logos
Conceptual for placement, type, style, font 



30% Phase



60% Phase

Second text draft with 
revisions, edits, grammar 
and sentence readability. 
Standard look for layout 
Majority of final photos, illustrations 
and graphics in place
Begin artwork/photo negotiations



60% Phase



90% - Final Phase

Final text with revisions, 
edits, grammar and 
sentence readability, 
punctuation, consistent 
style.
Completed layout with 
final images
Payment for graphic 
images
Photo credits, captions 
and final logos in place
Proof read 3x plus



90% Phase



Fabrication Phase

Standard materials for 
exterior sign fabrication - 24” x 36”

High Pressure Laminate - $350  per sign

Fiberglass Embedment - $300 for the first,
$175 per duplicate  

Porcelain Enamel - $2000 per sign



Sign Bases

You can purchase ready made bases 
or build your own.

A typical low profile base to Park 
Service standards runs around $500 
(24” x 36”).



Contract Administration
and Installation

Don’t forget to figure 7-10% for contract 
administration

Add appropriate installation costs (5%)



Fabrication Vendors and Sources
Check out:
Green pages on interpnet.com
Local small businesses that specialize in low cost fabrication
Word of mouth from other designers and interpretive 
professionals

Beware of:
Companies who have no references or track records
Print companies using plotter and heat press technology
Fabricators who cannot explain the fabrication process to you
Fabricators who work out of their garage 



Contracting for fabrication
Get 3 quotes

Be as specific as if you were contracting a home 
project

Know what you expect in deliverables and 
timeframes

Call them on their mistakes - its good business



http://interpnet.com/resources_interp/greenpages
/





The Value of 
Site Planning and Placement



Site Compatibility and 
WYDOT Guidelines -

Mike Gostovich



Applying for Sign and 
Turnout Grants –

Leslie Kedelty





Putting the Pieces Together

How Do I Get the Visitor’s Attention?
Follow these 6 steps:



1.  Find out who your visitors 
are and what they want to 
know.



2.  Find a Main Theme
What are the three most important things you 
want your visitor to know?

Ask yourself:  Why would they want to know 
this?  Provoke their interest and relate it to 
everyday life.  

What is the main theme you want your visitor 
to go home with?

If there isn’t an obvious reason for the visitor to 
learn this, you must create a reason for them.
Write it down as a complete sentence.



3.  Don’t Overwhelm Them
Focus on your theme and your key points.

Keep the exhibits simple. 

Just because you have a big story or lots of space, 
doesn’t mean you have to use it.

A visitor should approach the signs – easily see the 
key points and messages and have clear access to 
read them.



4.  Remember the 3-30-3 Rule
You have 3 
seconds to get their 
attention.

30 seconds to 
hook them.

If they’re hooked, 3 
minutes to read.



5.  Use a Catchy Title

Titles and subtitles reinforce and 
compliment the main theme. Good 
titles sell the exhibit.



6.  Write Good Text

Make the text clear, concise, and write 
with enthusiasm for the subject and 
respect for the visitor.



For more information, visit our website:
www.fs.fed.us/r2/cdi
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