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1. Introduction 
This policy outlines a set of interpretation standards for Bolton Library and Museum Services. It establishes guidelines for what stories we tell, who we are telling them for, why we tell them, and how we tell them. 

2. Purpose of the Document 
The purpose of this policy is to facilitate access to the museum, archive and aquarium collections whilst striving for best practice in the interpretation of collections, histories and events. The Interpretation Policy promotes the use of inclusive, accessible, inspiring and engaging text that is relevant to our diverse audiences. The policy also outlines the key storylines that we wish to explore as a service. These inform not only the way we present collections and stories but also our approach to collection development and documentation. 

3. Terminology and Definitions 
Interpretation is essentially about communication – how to convey ideas and information to a wide range of people in a way that inspires connection and reflection.

For the purposes of this policy, interpretation mainly relates to the text that is written for exhibitions, but it is intended to cover all collections-based content, such as:

· Displays in the permanent galleries 
· Public programming
· Learning activities
· Digital content including the website and social media

4. Duties and Responsibilities of Individuals and Groups 
It is the responsibility of museum, archive, and aquarium access officers and managers to ensure compliance with the standards set out in this policy. Oversight is also provided by the Senior Management Team.  

5. Policy Implementation

The following are responsible for the implementation of the Interpretation Policy:

Team Leader: Museum Access, Museum Access Officers for Collections, Archives & Aquarium & Aquarium Assistant. Oversight is provided by the Senior Management Team. 

Team Leader: Library Access and Education and Programming Assistants.   

The following factors will shape the implementation of the policy: 

Interpretation activities will be guided by Council and service priorities, an understanding of our audiences, and current best practice.  

Staff and volunteers responsible for interpretation will be trained and have access to ongoing professional development.


We will provide information in a variety of formats to suit a range of learning styles.

[bookmark: _Hlk183269149]Interpretive labels, signage, and publications will be consistent in style and design. 

We will follow best practice guidelines to make text legible and a size that is easy to read. 

Large-print versions of labels will be made available for visually impaired people.

When planning significant changes to displays, we will consult local sight loss groups such as the charity Henshaws for guidance. 

Where films are produced, we will ensure that these have subtitles. 

Bolton Library and Museum Services Text Guidelines document provides detailed guidance on text, layout and font sizes. 

6. Interpretation Policy 

6.1. Interpretation Policy Statement  
Bolton Library and Museum Services strive to achieve best practice in the interpretation of collections. The interpretative text that is produced by the service will be informed by the following guiding principles: 

Audience-focused: putting visitor needs and interests at the heart of exhibitions, public programmes and other outward-facing activities.

Clear and accessible: engaging a range of diverse audiences through clear and accessible interpretation.

Relevant: focusing on what is relevant to local audiences and visitors. 

Knowledgeable: informed by the latest developments in collections and subject knowledge. As the Museum Association says, “It is knowledge that gives meaning to objects, inspires exhibitions, and creates connections with audiences” (MA Collections knowledge consultation, 2008). 

Collaborative: working with local audiences, community partners, volunteers and researchers to create new content for exhibitions and displays.

The Interpretation Policy should be used in conjunction with Bolton Library and Museum Services Text Guidelines and Bolton Council house style guide. The style guide emphasises that writing should be “friendly, welcoming, inclusive”. 

The Interpretation Policy should also be used in combination with Bolton Library and Museum Services Access Policy. The former guides what stories we wish to tell; the latter identifies the audiences we wish to tell the stories to and the methods we will employ to reach them, including exhibitions and permanent displays. Our collections and exhibitions meetings will aim to make sure that the different policies and procedures are linked together. 

6.2. Aims
The aims of the interpretation policy:
· To promote the use of inclusive, accessible, concise and consistent text.
· To improve visitor engagement with our collections. 
· To outline a set of key storylines for the service. 
· To inspire fresh perspectives on collections, histories, events and places.
 
7. Our Audiences 
Bolton Library and Museum Services have a wide variety of audiences. We seek to attract and work with under-fives and their carers, primary school age children, young people, higher and further education groups, adults, and older people. Audiences may be local to Bolton or visiting from further afield. They may have additional support needs. When people come to our venues, we have a duty to make the collections as accessible as possible to them. Part of this accessibility is text based – for example, object labels or information panels. Accessibility also involves a recognition that text-based interpretation does not work for all audiences and that we have a duty to produce material in other formats such as audio guides. 

In 2014, Arts Council England launched their Creative Case for Diversity. It stresses that “diversity is now a collective responsibility [and]…a key issue in relation to the programming and audiences, leadership and workforce of all our funded organisations.” Clear, inclusive, and well-designed interpretation helps to ensure that diverse audiences can engage with our exhibitions and displays.

Bolton Library and Museum Services statement of purpose emphasizes that we will “share and shape our collections with audiences”, so it is important that we look for ways to collaborate with local people and involve community groups and organisations in the development of exhibitions including interpretation.  

8. Key Themes and Storylines  

8.1. Overarching Theme 
A core function of our interpretation activities is to tell stories that reflect the lives of local people and encourage a positive engagement with history (ancient and modern), contemporary issues, art and the natural world. These learning outcomes can be summarised as: 
1. Development of knowledge
2. Sparking of curiosity, wonder and inspiration
3. Fostering a sense of pride in our shared heritage

8.2. Interpretation Storylines
The following questions, which are not in any order of significance, summarize the key storylines that as a service we wish to tell. All new displays, exhibitions, events, and collection developments should offer an insight into one or more of these guideline questions:

A. How have the lives of people in Bolton changed, with special reference to domestic life, working life and use of leisure time?

B. How has Bolton’s history and culture been shaped by migration? Who makes up Bolton’s diverse communities today?   

C. How have relationships between people in Bolton changed, with special reference to class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, disability, religion and age?  

D. How do the people of Bolton see themselves and how do others see them?

E. How and why has Bolton’s economy changed and what legacies has this left? 

F. How is Bolton’s history reflected in the built environment? 

G. How has the geography in and around Bolton changed over time (on both a geological and human time scale)? How has local geography both shaped and been affected by human activity? How is the environment continuing to change?

H. What flora and fauna can be found in the Bolton area? How have these changed over time and why? How do these examples compare with those found in other environments found elsewhere and why? 

I. How have people’s attitudes changed to their environment (both natural and built) and their place within it?

J. What artistic works have been produced by artists with a connection to Bolton?

K. What artwork reflects the experience of being brought up and/or living in Bolton both now and in the past?

L. What art and other collections were gathered by local collectors (including the council) over the previous 150 years? Why did they collect such material and what does this say about their aspirations for themselves and Bolton? 

M. How were the lives of ancient people, particularly from Egypt, both similar and very different to our own? What insight does this offer in understanding ourselves?

9. Monitoring and Evaluation
Museum Access Officers, Collections, Archives, Local Studies & Aquarium, Team Leader: Museum Access, Team Leader: Library Access and the Senior Management Team are responsible for monitoring compliance with this policy. 

The Policy will be subject to regular review, usually every 5 years or sooner in line with any new guidance that may be published.

All facets of interpretation programming – for example, the text we produce for exhibitions – will be subject to ongoing evaluation.

We will continue to monitor and analyze data about our audiences and their needs and preferences. 

We will monitor changes in best practice advice from national bodies such as the Museums Association, Arts Council England, National Archives and the RNIB on writing accessible and inclusive interpretative labels, signage, and publications. 

We will continue to update the language we use to speak about different communities, subjects, and events. 
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