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GIVE ‘EM SOMETHING TO TALK (AND 
THINK) ABOUT: STRATEGIES FOR 

ENGAGING AND PROVOKING EXHIBIT 
AUDIENCES

Erin McClelland
August 6, 2020

Why Fret So Much about Words?

■ Many museums have more words on the wall 
than objects on display.

■ Museums are considered authorities.

■ (Ideally), your text is relatively brief, so you 
should choose every word carefully.

■ Text is part of the visitor experience.

– It can set the tone for the experience

– It can also help determine visitors’ level 
of engagement
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The Basics

Yes, please:

■ Active voice (“Chad gave Derek a 
gift.”)

■ 6th to 8th grade reading level

■ Plain language

■ Get to the point!

No, thank you:

■ Passive voice (“A gift was given to 
Derek by Chad.”)

■ Below a 6th grade reading level or 
above an 8th grade reading level.

■ Jargon and idioms

■ Take your readers on your journey of 
discovery.

Tone

Compare this…

Beneski Museum of Natural History at Amherst College
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Tone

with this.

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery

Tone: Academic or Scholarly

“On with the Fight!”, Briscoe Center for American History (Courtesy of MuseWork)
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Tone: Playful and Fun

“First Avenue: Stories of Minnesota’s Main Room,” Minnesota History Center; “Weighing the Evidence,” 
Minnesota Discovery Center (Adapted from AMM/NAME)

Tone: Dramatic

“Children of Ludlow: Life in a Battle Zone, 1913-14,” El Pueblo History Museum (Adapted from AAM/NAME)
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Tone: Additional Considerations

■ Your institution may already have an 
established “voice.”

■ What experience do you want visitors to have?

■ If you’re integrating your local content into a 
traveling exhibit, that main exhibit is going to 
have an established voice. Do you want to 
match it?

– Matching creates a more cohesive 
experience for visitors

– But, maybe that’s not the right tone for 
your content

Juxtapositions

“Chasing Dreams,” National Museum of American Jewish History (Adapted from AMM/NAME)
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(Seeming) Contradictions

Edwin Carter Museum (Adapted from AMM/NAME)

Storytelling

“A View from the Deep,” Intrepid Sea, Air & Space Museum (Adapted from AMM/NAME)
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First-Person Narratives

“Danny Lyon: Memories of the Southern Civil Rights Movement,” Delaware Art Museum (Adapted from AMM/NAME)

Second-Person Narratives

“Blue-Collar Battleground: The Iron Range Labor Story,” Minnesota Discovery Center (Adapted from AMM/NAME)
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Asking Questions: Closed-Ended

Hyde Park Barrack Museum in Sydney (Courtesy of Ajeng Arainikasih) 

Asking Questions: Open-Ended

“Mary and Her Monster: Mary Shelley and the World that Created Frankenstein,” The Bakken Museum (Adapted from 
AAM/NAME) 
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Asking Questions: Open-Ended

W. R. Poage Legislative Library (Courtesy of Baylor University/MuseWork)

Asking Questions: Open-Ended

W. R. Poage Legislative Library (Courtesy of Baylor University/MuseWork)
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Community-Curated Labels

“Operation Babylift: Perspectives and Legacies,” Presidio Trust and Adoption Museum Project (Adapted from AAM/NAME)

Community-Curated Labels

“Odditoreum,” Powerhouse Museum (Courtesy of Powerhouse Museum, Sydney, via Nina Simon, The Participatory 
Museum)
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Additional Considerations

■ Audience

■ Exhibit/interpretive goals

■ Visitor experience

If you’re supplementing a traveling exhibit with your local content, then you should also 
think about:

■ Do you want to mimic the approach in the main exhibit in order to provide a cohesive 
experience for visitors?

■ Do you see some gaps in the main exhibit – missed opportunities to ask open-ended 
questions, for example – and if so, can you use your local content to fill those gaps?

This training was made possible by:

Join us next week for:
Well, That Was Awkward: Interpreting Difficult Stories in Your Exhibits

Thursday, August 13, 2020, at 10:00 a.m.

Find this week’s resource sheet at:

https://www.thc.texas.gov/local-exhibits


