
Focus on the Visitor
Your readers come from a variety of 
backgrounds. One thing is constant – 
readers don’t have your background 
and expertise on the subject. They 
also may not share your enthusiasm. 
With this in mind: 

Keep the information basic. • 
Avoid technical terms and 
description. 
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Current Project List
• Indiana Department of  
  Natural Resources
 Interpretive Exhibit Mgmt.
 Indiana Dunes SP
 Turkey Run SP

• Bloomington Parks and  
  Recreation (IN)
 B-Line Trail signs,   
 Phase II

•  Noblesville Stormwater  
 Management (IN)
 Interpretive Signs

Tippecanoe Co. Parks  (IN)• 
 Interpretive Sign Design

Elkhart County Parks (IN)• 
 Interpretive Sign Design

Chikaming Open Lands (MI)• 
 Interpretive Sign and   
 Brochure Design

City of Grand Ledge (MI)• 
 Interpretive Sign Design

Keeping Focus
Interpretive Strategies for Successful Media
Lise Schools

This sign interprets the stone bridge in the 
background, the glacial origins of its stones 
and how the stones were cleared from farm 
fi elds by the fi rst settlers.   

This panel tells the story of a small stream, its 
relationship to historical fl ooding and how the 
problem was remedied. Rather than being tech-
nical, the text uses historical articles, photos, 
and maps to illustrate the story to its target 
audience of local citizens.

Over the years, I’ve experienced an increase in clients from non-traditional sites 
such as wastewater treatment facilities and historical preservation organizations. 
Although the subjects being interpreted may not be typical, the basic principles of 
interpretation still apply to the sign or exhibit. 

Focus on the Site
An interpretive sign interprets the 
feature being viewed whether natural, 
historical, technological or other. It is 
important to keep the story focused 
on what the visitor is viewing. 

Not only will site focus maintain in-
terest, but it will keep the word count 
down to a manageable size. Due to 
limited space on a sign, branching 
beyond the site story will make the 
sign too wordy and you will lose 
reader interest. Generally, one main 
point with two or three supporting 
points is more than enough to fi ll the 
limited space. 

This natural waterway proved too convenient as an open sewer. By the
late 1800s, newspaper accounts referred to Pickett’s Run as

A City Council tour of the stream in the summer of 1891
caused by property owners draining and throwing

filth into the stream, which included a couple of hog pens built over the
stream. Council ordered the Street Commissioner to clean Pickett’s Run.

BLUFFTON WEEKLY CHRONICLE

In August 1891, City Council voted 4-3 to create sanitary and storm
sewerage systems to replace Pickett’s Run and, in June 1894, voted 4-3 to
build the sewer systems, the deciding vote cast both times by Mayor
Martin W. Walbert. By spring of 1897, the sewer systems had been
substantially finished, and Pickett’s Run had been filled in.

“The old eye-
sore.” “found it
in a horrid condition”

“The health of the entire population along the stream was greatly
endangered . . . as almost every day develops new cases of typhoid fever
along the Run.”

“Pickett’s Run is being rapidly wiped out of existence and soon where an
odorous little stream stole through back yards and along streets the sewer
will hump its back and carry the water away.”

“Pickett’s Run with its accumulation of filth had become a source of
disease and the earth in the rear of our dwellings was sour and foul from
the deposits of sewerage on the surface of the ground. Common Council
accordingly undertook the task of correcting the evil, and Pickett’s Run is
now obliterated, and sewers pass by each lot in the more densely
populated part of the city.”

BLUFFTON WEEKLY CHRONICLE (November 11, 1896)

Mayor James B. Hale, September 1898,
addressing new Mayor and City Council

Aerial view of Flood of 2003 in Pickett’s Run area .(July 9, 2003)

The townsfolk buried Pickett’s Run and built houses on it.

In March 1913, the Wabash River came looking for its buried tributary
with a 100-year-flood. Folks weathered the flood and cleaned up.

Ninety years later, all of Pickett’s Run was resurrected by a flash flood
prior to midnight of July 4, 2003 followed by a week-long flood which
reclaimed the lower end of this forgotten tributary of the Wabash River.

By early 2005, most of the houses built in the lower end of Pickett’s Run
had been bought by the City and torn down.

This area now is maintained as green space, a tribute to how Pickett’s
Run both shaped our City and is a vital part of the Wabash River
floodplain.View of 1913 Flood looking east on E. Washington from the 300 block.

Boats could float through window openings into the houses on the east
end of E. Washington St.

Pickett’s Run
Neither Pickett’s Run nor any other stream appears in the Original Plat Map of Bluffton
of 1839. The only known map of early Bluffton depicting a stream, reproduced here, was
printed in the 1876 ILLUSTRATED HISTORICAL ATLAS OF THE STATE OF INDIANA.

A topographical map from the late 1800s indicates that Pickett’s Run near the Wabash
River was about eight feet deep.

Background Photograph: Aerial view of
this area during the Flood of 2003. Sign
placed in 2008.

Don’t overwhelm readers with • 
information unrelated to the im-
mediate site. 
Find the relevance of your site • 
to your reader. Why should 
they care about the site? Is their 
drinking water better for it? 
Does the site represent an eco-
system once common to their 
ancestors? 

Maintaining focus on the site and the 
visitor will not only help tell your 
message, but will also increase the 
number of readers. 

Reference Freeman Tilden, “Prin-
ciples of Interpretation”
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