Off the beaten track

a journey across the nation

Sharing Stories
Tips for presenting exhibitions
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When we started talking to people about bringing Off the beaten track across the country, several venues and schools said that they would be interested in creating their own exhibitions about motoring to co-incide with our visit.
This workbook takes you through the steps required to put together an exhibition, from deciding on a theme, to writing labels and installing the exhibition.
EXHIBITION CONTENT
What’s ‘The big idea’?
A good exhibition has a single focus and goal: every piece of information relates to the theme.

It is important to show some self-restraint when putting together an exhibition – it might all be interesting, but if you put too many objects in, or tell too many stories, people will simply be confused.
The best exhibition plans have a concise ‘big idea’.

‘The big idea’ should be the message that you want visitors to leave the exhibition with. It explains the scope and purpose of the exhibition.
This is the first thing that the exhibition team should agree upon.

This is a statement that says what the exhibition is about. It should be a simple sentence that contains one idea. From this statement, if should be easy to decide what should be included in the exhibition and what should be excluded. 
How to write a ‘big idea’
· The ‘big idea’ is more than a theme or a topic – it is a message.
· It doesn’t need to be the title for the exhibition, but sometimes it might be – or the title might be part of the sentence. 

· It answers the visitors’ question ‘why are you showing/telling me this?’

For example, you might say that the theme is: 

Remote Motoring
But this is not a ‘big idea’, because it doesn’t contain a message that we want people to take away with them
You might make the ‘big idea’:

Cars need to be tough in remote areas of Australia
Write down your big idea
Selecting objects – telling stories
Now that you have agreed on what the exhibition is about, you can start thinking about what might go into the exhibition.

Use the table below to make a list of any objects, images or documents that you have in your collection that might fit our exhibition. Briefly explain what story they help us to tell. 

	Object
	Story

	Photo of 1908 Talbot – the first to cross the continent
	The first time that the continent was crossed with a motor vehicle was in 1908 – the crossing was made by Harry Dutton and Murray Aunger.

	
	


Tips for writing labels

By following a few simple rules, it is possible to create labels that encourage people to read them. 

Look of the labels:
· Choose a font that is easy to read – nothing too fancy. Research suggests that sometimes it is easier to read serif fonts – ones with the little hooks on the letters – (such as Times New Roman or Palatino) in body text, because they help the eye to move horizontally across the text rather than focussing on the vertical. However, there are many sans-serif fonts (without the hooks) that are also easy to read in body text.

· The size of the text needs to be big enough for people to read easily from where they will be standing. For most people, 18 points is the minimum size that is comfortably readable at 50 cm. If people will be further away (ie at the back of a case or behind a barrier), the type needs to be bigger.

· Labels need to be placed where people can read them easily, without having to bend or strain. Generally, they should not be lower than 90 cm from the ground or higher than 180cm.

· Keep labels short and succinct – up to 150 words for section labels (or text panels) and 50-100 words for object labels. 

· Justify all text left, with ragged right margins. This is much easier to read than left and right justified text, or right justified text.

· Think about the length of the lines of type – they should not be too long or short, or they can be hard to read. 50-65 characters is an ideal length.

· Make sure that there is good contrast between the colour of the background and the type – don’t use light grey text on white paper, for example – if it is hard for people to see, they are less likely to read it.

Content

· Do not put more than one idea into a paragraph

· Use simple sentence construction – one idea per sentence

· Avoid using jargon – if technical words need to be used, explain them

· Vary the length of captions – less important objects do not need the same amount of text

Types of labels and text
There are many different layers of information in an exhibition. The goal of all of them should be to provide information to our visitors about ‘the big idea’.
Title – you may not necessarily think of the title as a ‘label’ but it still conveys information to the visitors. Essentially, this is the name of the exhibition. It should give visitors enough information to decide whether they want to explore further. A title should be catchy and not too long.
Write down some ideas for the title of your exhibition.
Introductory label – this should help to orientate visitors to the exhibition and explain to them what they are going to see. It should explore the big idea in general terms. From a design point of view, it should be easy to find and easy to read. Visitors should be able to identify it immediately.
Think about what you might say in an introductory label.
Section labels – These labels tell visitors why you have grouped certain objects together. These labels will have more information than the title or sub-title, and be more general than the object labels. They are a good opportunity to explore some of the themes relating to the big idea. Be careful that they are not too long, or people won’t read them.
Discuss some of the themes that we would like to explore, and see if you can come up with some catchy titles for section labels

Object or image labels/captions – sometimes these are the only kinds of labels that visitors read, because a particular object has caught their attention. It is rare that a visitor will read every object label in an exhibition, and so it is important to make sure that each label makes sense on its own.
Think about one of the objects that you have listed on page 3.

Write an object label for it in the space below.

EXHIBITION DESIGN
The design brief

Now that you know what you are going to exhibit and what you want to say about it, it is time to think about the exhibition design.
Look and feel – what mood are you trying to create; what colours would you like to use etc? Where would you like the colour?
Exhibition furniture required – how many object stands will you need? What sizes? What barriers will you need? Do you need TV/DVD player and stand etc?
Graphic elements – how many text panels? Do you have a preference for font style? How many images would you like to include? Will you be playing any music/video?
Putting up an exhibition

When you come to putting the exhibition together, you need to make sure that people will be able to see the objects and images and the labels and texts that you have written to explain them.
If people are standing up to look, things should be as close to eye level as you can make them, with the centre of each at the same height. Texts should be placed close by to the object/image, so that people don’t have to guess what relates to what. As well as making sure that the objects or images are easy for people to see, you need to make sure that the texts are also close to eye level.
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