Why style matters?

Some noises and barriers for textual information processing

Helena Vici¢, Red Tree Heritage

Veliko bescdje bilo povcdanih o uporabi besedil pri prcdstavitvah dediscine, zlasti za panojein nalcpke
na muzcjskih razstavah. Ugotovljcno je bilo, daakademski jczik niprimeren za posrcdovanjc informacij
obiskovalcem, zlasti kadar sta ciljni skupini otrociin druzine. Poleg tega, ko greza besedilana panelih in
nalcpkah, imajo vse ciljne skupine koristi od interpretativnega pristopa. Prispcvck bo poskuéal preuciti
nekatere »$ume« (v vsakem smislu), kilahko odvrnejo obiskovalca od branja in nekatere ovire, ki one-
mogoéajo uspc§n0 obdelavo informacij, in tako zmanj§ujf:j0 zanimanje za pisano besedo.

[(/]'m"ne besede: intcrprctacija, intcrprctativna besedila, dediscinske lokacijc, psihologija obiskovalcev, ve-
denje obiskovalcev.

Many words have been cxchangcd on behalf of the use of texts in hcritagc seteings, cspccially for pan-
elsand labels in museum exhibitions. It has been acknow]cdgcd thatacademic languagc is notappropri-
ate way to communicate information to the visitors, cspccia”y when children and families are targctcd.
Morcover, when it comes to the text on pancls and labels, all target groups benefit from the interpretive
approach. This paper will try to examine some ‘noises’ (in every kind of sense) that can distract a visitor
from reading and some barriers that disable successful information processing and thus impairs an in-

terest in a written word.

](@/wamlyz intcrpretation, interpretivc text, heritagc sites, psychology ofvisitors, visitors behaviour

e often think that our visitors pay
much more attention to the text it-

self; as they actually do. The compa-
rison between the amount of work and money
that is invested in the textual media and how lit-
tle they are attended, is often disappointing.
Although the concept of accessibility un-
derstands barriers more in a physical sense, whi-
ch is a very welcome and important step towards
the inclusive society, we rarely think of our texts
as inaccessible in intellectual sense. Leisure acti-
vities, that a visit to a heritage site often is, create
different circumstances and are practiced by pe-

ople with the aim to satisfy specific needs. It is
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our duty to understand our audiences and their

processes while hosting them in our premises.

To read or not to read?

Many researches indicate, that the majority of
people do not come to heritage sites primarily
to learn. Socialising and group bonding usual-
ly appears on the top of the list of reasons, fol-
lowed by relaxation, experiencing new things
and only then gaining new information (Fdilte
Ireland 2009, 16). The question is how this influ-
ences their mental abilities for reading and what
text should interpretation provide in order for it

to be attended. Many researchers encourage in-
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terpreters to devise means that contribute to the
social exchange between visitors (Simon 2010).

In average people spend less than 10 seconds
at one sign and read only about 10 % of exhibits
(Caputo, Brochu and Lewis 2008, 6). Whate-
ver media visitors encounter, they subconscio-
usly calculate whether is it worth attending or
not. This cost-benefit calculation is called Fracti-
on of selection. Namely, if the degree of effort that
one invests into the reading, appears higher than
the reward expected, they mainly choose not to
attend (Zimmerman, Gross and Buchholz 2008,
24). This decision is taken very quickly, based on
the Drawing power of a medium (Sandifer 2003).
As avisitor first encounters a medium, creates an
overall impression from the distance. If a me-
dium possesses the so called Aztraction power, a
visitor approaches closer and quickly examines
the medium in a couple of seconds. Usually such
medium must be visually attractive. When a visi-
tor starts reading, at first only scanning the text,
but sometimes also reading in more detail, then
such medium possesses a Holding power. When
a visitor, instructed by the text, is looking arou-
nd the place for original phenomena that were
described or tasks to which the text invited, such
medium has an Engagement power.

However, considering that people visiting
heritage sites are interested in the heritage, why
is the attendance to panels and labels so low?
Why they so often conclude that the reward is
not worth an effort? Moreover, the research also
show that the majority of visitors to the herita-
ge site is traditionally well educated and work in
managerial and professional positions (Booth et
al. 2017). Why then the reading presents such a
challenge?

Our brain is a busy place

Every presentation intended to public shall be
planned in respect to human cognition. Wor-
king memory capacities and limitations play an
important part in individual’s information pro-
cessing, understanding and learning. Many the-
ories argue about different bottlenecks in our
brain, which permit through only certain senso-

ry inputs (Baddeley 2007; Broadbent 1958; Pa-
ivio 1990). When processing two or more tasks
of the same type, one or another will likely get
attenuated or impaired. Text is verbal informati-
on, which is processed in the Phonological loop
(Baddeley 2007), a brain centre in charge of re-
ading, listening, talking or recalling stored ver-
bal information from the memory. According
to Dual-Coding Theory (Paivio 1990) dealing
with two or more tasks of the same modality, in
our case verbal information, cause a bottleneck
effect. Knowing this, one can realise how diffi-
cult task is reading, while the Phonological loop
is also dealing for example with listening to a di-
stant audio track or to other people in the room
or when our brain is dealing with many other
thoughts.

In Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller 2011)
three types of load are recognised: intrinsic co-
gnitive load, which is intrinsic to the nature of
the task (c.g. difficulty of concepts presented, vo-
cabulary level, terminology, genre, etc.); extrane-
ous cognitive load, which is posed by the manner
of presentation (like amount and distribution of
text, design, fonts, etc.) and germane cognitive
load, which depends on the individual’s cogni-
tive processes, based on the pre-existing schemas
and knowledge and working memory capacities.

While interpreters have no immediate in-
fluence on the last category of cognitive load,
much can be done for the reduction of intrin-
sic cognitive load. Especially if we expect audien-
ces, that possess little if any knowledge about the
subject matter, a narrative text, which describes
events and relations in a causal or thematic chain
(Wolfe and Mienko 2007), would increase lear-
ning. For more knowledgeable individuals might
be offered additional expository text (Wolfe and
Mienko 2007), which describes structures and
processes. Other general guidelines recommend
using a simple, emotive and descriptive langua-
ge, preferably on the level of 10-12 years of age,
with avoiding specific terminology, with presen-
ting only the most important facts, etc.

In order to avoid unnecessary extrancous
load, the design should allow to break out the



text on layers and short paragraphs, make a use
of subtitles, use an appropriate font size and spa-
cing, corresponding colours and background.
Since the article is not aiming to offer extensi-
ve guidelines, a reader is encouraged to peruse
other sources for interpretive writing,

In decisions how many and which facts to
include in the text, is particularly valuable the
finding that people find hard to remember more
than a certain number of ideas at the same time.
The ‘magical number’ has decreased from five
to nine ideas (7+2) , what Miller (Miller 1956,
81) discovered in 1965 onto three to seven ideas
(5%2) suggested by Ham for the people is 21* cen-
tury (Ham 2016, 28).

However, there are not cognitive capacities
that divert us from reading. There are many the-
ories that explain the physical, social and perso-
nal context, in which visitors try to pursue their
various interests and needs.

Visit is a social act

During a visit, a great part of our attention goes
to the surroundings and to other people. Full
of impressions, especially if visiting for the first
time, people examine the place and enjoy visu-
al impressions. In the physical context (Falk and
Dierking 2016) of the visit, visitors need to first
find their way around, they try to select the parts
of the content that are more interesting or rele-
vant to them, on their way they are searching for
facilities such as restrooms or refreshments, and
nevertheless, they are concerned about the time.
It has been proven for museum settings that no
matter how large is the place or how many ex-
hibitions a museum offers, in average people al-
locate one and a half hour to a single visit (Falk
and Dierking 2016, 133), while a big museum
contains as much text as one could read for days!

Most people come to heritage sites as part
of a social group, with families or friends (Falk
and Dierking 2016, 148). They would concern
about their needs and behaviour, for instance,
parents usually care for children’s interests, le-
arning opportunities and how can they provi-
de also fun for them. During the visit, especially

if the premises are crowded, their attention goes
also to other people, sometimes due to the sali-
ent behaviour or due to the intrinsic human in-
terest in other people.

Not all, that one experiences during the vi-
sit of heritage sites, has been described and yet
it is obvious, what a variety and high number of
elements occupies one’s thoughts and how small
are the chances for the attendance to the activity
such as reading, which requires strong focus and
vacant mental capacities. Naturally, humans are
in power to consciously control and direct their
actions to some extent, so one can choose to read
or not to read at any time, but then again he or
she would choose to read if a reward for the acti-
on is promising enough and the effort not too

high.

Does it have to do with mze?

When the visitors are briefly scanning labels and
panels, they are looking for words, that are fami-
liar to them. In pursuing our interests and self-
-actualisation needs (Maslow 1943, 370), we are
more attracted to the topics of which we already
possess some knowledge or experiences. What
proved especially effective with the readers are
the three principles: Provoke — Relate — Reveal,
by which a visitor is provoked to feel, think or
do something, but prior to any such action, he
or she must see the relevance with his or her own
world: knowledge, experiences, beliefs, values or
interests. When interpretation invokes curiosity
or emotions or resonance, one’s focal attention
starts dealing with the subject matter in a shor-
t-term memory (Fennis and Stroebe 2010, 50),
which is a pre-condition for any active conside-
ration and also meaning-making.

Conclusion

Upper listed aspects are only the few from the
vast field of psychological and sociological the-
ories that are explaining the attitude towards
labels and panels. Reading of online content,
books and brochures is usually performed un-
der different conditions and thus not a subject
to this paper.
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Fortunately, much is written about the solu-
tions for overcoming these barriers. Intellectual
accessibility deserves much more serious consid-
eration, especially if the heritage sites would like
to increase visitation or attract more diverse au-
diences, also marginal groups, and especially if
what they have got to share, conveys important
messages for the whole society.

Povzetek

Clanck poicmizira odnos obiskovalcev do informativ-
nih in intcrprctativnih besedil na tablah in panojih, ki
$0 po vedini manj obiskano sredstvo interpretacije. Raz-
iskave kaicjo, da obiskovalci v povprecju prcbcrcjo le
okoli 10 procentov besedil. Obiskovalci vsakokrat pod-
zavestno tchtajo, kateri tekst se splaca brati in ali obeta
branje ustrezno nagrado. Razloge za taksen odnos gre
iskati v psiholo§kih in socioloskih tcorijah. Po eno stra-
ni so zmoznosti obiskoval¢eve kognicijc na muzcjskih
razstavah ali v naravnem okolju drugaénc kot v doma-
¢em ali delovnem okolju, $aj MOZgani procesirajo veliko
razli¢nih drailjajcv, ki se v¢asih izkljucujcjo. Tako priha—
ja do kognitivne obremenitve, ki ne podpira koncentri-
ranega branja besedil. Po drugi strani pa potrebe obisko-
valcev na taksnih lokacijah pogosto izkljuéujcjo ucenje
kot primamo dcjavnost. Vv osprcdju Ne druicnjc, sprosti—

tevinnova doiivctja.

Summary

The article investigates the attitude chat visitors to the
hcritagc sites pcrform towards interpretive pancls and
labels, namcly towards text. According to the research,
in average only 10 percent of text is actually read. Ac-
cording to Fraction of sclection model, visitors attend
to a panel, if the expected reward for reading is higher
than the effortinvested. The reasons for such behaviour
have been found in psychological and sociological the-
ories. The first suggest that visitor’s cognitive capacitics
in leisure environment differ from the normal and chat
thcy are often overloaded. On the other hand, pcoplc
often visitas a part ofa group of other pcoplc, to which
gocs a great part of attention. Lcarning perseis namcly
not the main motivation for visiting hcritagc sites.
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