
Writing for Impact
Frameworks for Interpretive Writing

This workshop is sponsored by the Texas Historical Commission’s Texas Heritage Trails 

Program in partnership with the Texas Association of Museums. This project was supported in 

part by funding through TxDOT’s Statewide Transportation Enhancement Program.



It’s Time to Meet the Neighbors!

 Learn three things about the person sitting next to you:

 Name

 Where he/she works and what he/she does there

 One other interesting fact about him/her

 In three minutes, you’ll introduce each other to the rest of the 

group.



Agenda for the Day

Goal for Today:

As a group, we’ll learn how to make our writing more interpretive, 

impactful, and engaging to the public.

 What is Interpretation?

 Overview of Interpretive Writing Techniques

 Focus on Storytelling

 Focus on Thematic Structures



What is Interpretation?

Texas Cotton Gin Museum, Burton, TX



What the Experts Say…

 Freeman Tilden:

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.”

(from Freeman Tilden’s Interpreting Our Heritage)

 Translation:

Interpretation goes beyond just the facts to reveal the meanings

and relationships behind them.



What the Experts Say…

 National Park Service:

Interpretation is “a catalyst in creating opportunities for the 

audience to form their own intellectual and emotional connections 

with the meanings and significance inherent in the resource.”

 Translation:

Interpretation creates opportunities for visitors to connect with 

the stories that objects and historic sites can tell us.



A Working Definition

Interpretation goes beyond facts to reveal meanings and 

relationships, which helps visitors better engage with 

objects and places.



Why Be Interpretive?

The British Museum, London, UK



Why Be Interpretive?

from Ferris Bueller’s Day Off



Why Be Interpretive?

from National Archives and Records Administration Southeast Region, “Stories 

from the Great Depression” (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TpfY8kh5lUw)



Interpretive Techniques

Harrison County Historical Museum, Marshall, TX



1. Thematic Structures Overarching Theme: “Mustang Island has always 

been a place where people learned to adapt to the 

environment, and to adapt the environment to their 

needs.” 

Idea #1: The native people who lived here, the 

Karankawa, thrived in part because they adapted 

their diet to their coastal environment.

Idea #2: Anglo settlers made Corpus Christi a 

successful commercial hub by deepening Aransas 

Pass to accommodate deepwater ships.

Idea #3: Businessmen capitalized on Mustang 

Island’s natural beauty and developed it into a 

tourist destination that still draws visitors today.

Mustang Island State Park, Aransas Pass, TX



2. “In Their Own Words”

Bullock Texas State History Museum, Austin, TX



3. Establishing Relevancy

- East of Eden, by John Steinbeck



4. Storytelling

El Paso Museum of History, El Paso, TX



Our Brains Experience Stories Differently

“The brain, it seems, does not make much of a distinction between reading 

about an experience and encountering it in real life; in each case, the same 

neurological regions are stimulated.” 

- “Your Brain on Fiction” by Annie Murphy Hall, The New York Times, 3/17/2012



Stories Are Universal

Panther Cave, Amistad National Recreation Area, Del Rio, TX



Stories Are Personal

“Histories tend to generalize events… Stories, on the other hand, begin on an 

intimate, personal level. Stories tend to heighten the unique traits and foibles 

of each character and, more often than histories, they get expressed in the first 

and second voice. This intimate view proves very accessible to those who 

otherwise claim to have little interest in history. Empathy is naturally felt by one 

person for another…”

- from “A Practical Guide to Personal Connectivity” by Daniel Spock



A Non-Narrative Label

“Texas City During World War II,” Moore Memorial Public Library, 

Texas City, TX, http://www.texascity-library.org/wwii/index.php



A Narrative Label

“Texas City During World War II,” Moore Memorial Public Library, 

Texas City, TX, http://www.texascity-library.org/wwii/index.php



Example #1

“Slave Narratives,” Museum of the African Diaspora, San Francisco, CA



Example #2

“Turning Point,” The National WWII Museum, New Orleans, LA



Example #3

Glen Echo Park, Glen Echo, MD (National Park Service)



Rules of Good Storytelling: 

Keep It Simple



Rules of Good Storytelling: Know Your 

Audience (and Respond to Them)

Who am I 

trying to 

reach?



Rules of Good Storytelling: 

Show, Don’t Tell



Rules of Good Storytelling: 

Stories Have (a Specific) Structure

Exposition

(sets the scene, 

introduces main characters)

Rising Action

(conflict sets action in motion, increasing 
tension)

Climax

(the turning point)

Falling Action

(moving toward resolution, tying up loose 
ends)

Resolution

(all details & conflict resolved, 
normal/new normal going forward)



Incorporating Stories into Exhibits



Technique #1: It’s One Big Story

Texas State Cemetery Visitor Center & Gallery, Austin, TX



Texas State Cemetery

Texas State Cemetery Visitor Center & Gallery, Austin, TX



Texas State Cemetery

Texas State Cemetery Visitor Center & Gallery, Austin, TX



Texas State Cemetery

Texas State Cemetery Visitor Center & Gallery, Austin, TX



Casa Navarro online exhibit

Casa Navarro State Historic Site, San Antonio, TX, Texas Historical Commission 



Casa Navarro online exhibit

Casa Navarro State Historic Site, San Antonio, TX, Texas Historical Commission 



Technique #2: Stories as Examples

Silent Wings Museum, Lubbock, TX



Example: “Crisis for the Airborne Forces”

Silent Wings Museum, Lubbock, TX



Thematic Structures

A Christmas Story. Miss Shields did not know what a theme was.



These are Topics

Texas Forestry Museum, Lufkin, TX; Asian American Resource Center, Austin, TX  



These are Themes

Goodwill Computer Museum, Austin, TX  



These are Themes

Interpretive Guide, Hueco Tanks State Historic Site, El Paso, TX



These are Themes

“Buffalo Soldier: An American Horseman,” American Quarter Horse Museum & Hall of Fame, 

Amarillo, TX



Why are Themes Valuable?

 Themes provide an organizing principle or framework for your 

entire exhibit.

 Themes encapsulate and relay meaning for visitors quickly and 

concisely.

 Themes allow you the opportunity to frame concepts in a way 

that is accessible and relatable.



Writing a Theme in Five Steps

1. Cast a Wide Net

2. Look for Common Ground

3. Draft and Test a Statement

4. Refine

5. Polish



Layering Information

Adapted from Exhibit Makeovers: A Do-It-Yourself Workbook for Small Museums by Alice 

Parman and Jeffrey Jane

 Streakers: Read top-level information (titles, subtitles)

 Strollers: Read introductory text, skim text blocks & captions

 Studiers: Read every last word



Layering Information

Temple Railroad & Heritage Museum, Temple, TX



Layering Information

Temple Railroad & Heritage Museum, Temple, TX



Layering Information

Temple Railroad & Heritage Museum, Temple, TX



Layering Information

Tyler State Park, Tyler, TX



Layering Information

Confederate Reunion Grounds State Historic Site, Mexia, TX



Layering Information

Confederate Reunion Grounds State Historic Site, Mexia, TX



Implementing Your Theme

“Made in Texas,” Institute of Texan Cultures, San Antonio, TX



Implementing Your Theme

“Made in Texas,” Institute of Texan Cultures, San Antonio, TX



Implementing Your Theme

“Made in Texas,” Institute of Texan Cultures, San Antonio, TX



Implementing Your Theme

“Tall Tales of the Wild West: The Stories of Karl May,” National Ranching Heritage Center, 

Lubbock, TX



Implementing Your Theme

“Tall Tales of the Wild West: The Stories of Karl May,” National Ranching Heritage Center, 

Lubbock, TX



Implementing Your Theme

“Tall Tales of the Wild West: The Stories of Karl May,” National Ranching Heritage Center, 

Lubbock, TX



Additional Information

You can find additional resources on the THC’s Museum 

Services webpage:

http://www.thc.state.tx.us/preserve/projects-and-

programs/museum-services/technical-assistance

This workshop is sponsored by the Texas Historical Commission’s Texas Heritage Trails 

Program in partnership with the Texas Association of Museums. This project was supported in 

part by funding through TxDOT’s Statewide Transportation Enhancement Program.


