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Overview:
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1. What is Interpretation

2. The Interpretive Signage Process

3. How to Research for Interpretative Signage.

4. Turning Research into Writing

5. How to Craft your Content

6. Production and Industry Standards
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What is Interpretation?
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1. An analysis of the facts.

1. Revealing meaning rather than simply 
communicating factual information.

1. It helps people better understand history

1. Interpretation is not just information, it is 
engaging people 
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The Buffalo Soldier Heritage Trail
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● Before this project, Utah’s Buffalo Soldier history was relatively 
unknown.

● Research, presentation, publications have all increased public 
awareness. 

● Through these signs, we are putting this history out into the 
world 
○ Thousands of people will experience and connect with 

these signs every single year.  Strawberry Reservoir - 2 
Million visitors a year.

● This is what interpretation is all about, turning forgotten 
history into a story that lives on



Real World Process
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1. Select project and identify 

sign locations. 

1. Gather stakeholders 

1. Confirm approvals and 

compliance

1. Plan entire project cost

1. Install and maintain

BSHT 
PARTNERS



General Costs
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1. Sign Base: ~$600-700.

1. Sign Panel: ~$100

1. Installation materials: $200
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How to Research for an 
Interpretive Sign.
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Research at three levels: national, regional, and local to fully 

understand its history:

National:

● How does this story fit in the national context. 

● Research national-level assets: National Archives, Library of 

Congress, NPS Theme studies, Smithsonians etc.

Regional:

● How does this story fit in my region? The American West, South 

etc.

● Research region or topic specific sources: Mountain West Digital 

Library, Western Historical Quarterly, The American West Center.

Local: 

● Connect this story with the physical location.

● The Marriot Library, local Historical Societies, Newspapers, and 

Oral Histories are effective tools to do so.
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1. Understand the Audience

• General Public, not historians.

1. Identify the Main Story

• What is missing, forgotten, or 

misunderstood?

1. Use research as a support

• Don’t force too much information, be 

selective.

1. Draft, Consult, and Edit

• Involve stakeholders, balance priorities.

1. Stay Focused.

• You cannot cover everything.

Turning Research into Writing
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The Buffalo Soldiers in Moab
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National  Context

Local Connection

Regional Connection
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1. The deployment of Buffalo Soldiers, specifically elements of the 9th Cavalry Regiment, 
into the Utah Territory in 1878 was predicated on the Secretary of the Interior's mandate 
to establish the boundary with Colorado. This three-month engagement necessitated that 
the regiment provide sustained military escort for the surveying party and ensure the 
reliable maintenance of all critical logistical supply lines.

1. Soon after Colorado became a state, there was a need to survey its rugged border with the 
Utah Territory. For three months in the summer of 1878, the 9th Cavalry of Buffalo 
Soldiers provided military escort for the surveyors. Their job was to protect them as they 
mapped a region only really known to the Ute, Navajo, and other tribes of the region.

Good and Bad Examples 
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Crafting the Content 
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Today, we will learn how to:

• Write a captivating title

• Draft compelling body copy

• Hook your reader with a powerful opening sentence

• Incorporate striking visual imagery

• Turn captions and labels into self-contained learning points

• Establish an intentional visual flow
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Which title is more captivating?

“DEER & MONKEYS & BEARS, OH MY!” “Waddell Buildings”
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Ineffective
• The 1880 Railroad Route
• Native Plants of the Region
• Fire Station No. 7

Let’s write a captivating title

Effective
• Stitching the Nation Together: How Steel Rails 

Reshaped This Valley
• A Hidden Pharmacy Underfoot
• Seconds Count: How Salt Lake City Firemen 

Conquered the Flames

The Salt Lake City Grid System ___________________?Why are these streets so wide
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Real world examples of captivating titles
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Real world examples of captivating titles
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Which sign can you commit to reading?

183 words 785 words
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Ineffective opening sentence
Taxidea taxus, commonly known as 
the American badger, is a fossorial 
carnivore native to this specific 
geographic region. 

Let’s start with a first sentence

Effective opening sentence 
Look down at your feet. Just three feet 
beneath the dirt you're standing on, a 
badger might be sleeping right now. 
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Ineffective opening sentence
This military installation was 
constructed in 1872 for the purpose 
of housing the 9th Cavalry Regiment. 

A historic example…

Effective opening sentence 
Imagine standing guard right here at 2:00 
AM in a blinding winter blizzard. This is 
the exact climate the Buffalo Soldiers of 
the 9th Cavalry endured while stationed 
in Utah. 
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Ineffective opening sentence
The Preservation Engaged 
Conference took place on June 12, 
2026 at Ogden High School. Speakers 
from around Utah gathered to share 
information on historic preservation 
practices. 

Write your own opening sentence

Effective opening sentence 
What happens when history is 
forgotten? Look around you at these 
towering Art Deco walls. On June 12, 
2026, this room buzzed with the 
voices of advocates who refused to 
find out.
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First impressions: which sign draws you in?
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Which sign invites you closer?
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Examples of high reward to effort ratio graphics
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Examples of high reward to effort ratio graphics
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Turn captions into self-contained learning points
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Grid System
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Grid System
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Natural Eye Tracking Patterns
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Natural Eye Tracking Patterns
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Don’t be afraid of blank space

Apply the rule of thirds: ⅓ graphics, ⅓ text and ⅓ blank “negative space”
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Give your Message Room to Breathe
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Give Your Message Room to Breathe
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Production and 
Industry Standards 

34
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Create a Style Guide
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Bureau of Land Management’s Style Guide
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Determine Your Panel Proportion

Low-Profile Wayside 
(Small) 

Low-Profile Wayside 
(Standard) 

Upright Orientation Wayside 
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Use An Industry Standard Design Tool

• Adobe InDesign and Illustrator
• layouts/grids 

• Photoshop 
• Historical imagery, upscaling 

• arcGIS 
• Clear, accurate and professional maps
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Make sure your content is accessible 

To ensure your signage is fully legible and ADA-accessible, 
follow these strict minimum font size guidelines based on 
standard outdoor viewing distances:  
● Titles: 60 to 72 pt.
● Subtitles: 40 to 48 pt.
● Body Text: No smaller than 36 pt.
● Captions: No smaller than 24 pt.
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Be creative

Think outside the box
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Advertise your work
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Workshop: How should we improve this sign?



Thanks!
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