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Most museum exhibits are intended to educate
visitors. In order for visitors to learn, exhibits
generally require that visitors read informational
labels. Unfortunately, studies have shown that few
visitors take the time to read and comprehend what
is written. While a number of techniques have been
proposed for getting visitors to read, their relative
effectiveness is largely unknown. Hirschi and
Screven attempted to provide some empirical evi-
dence for one of these techniques by studying the
use of labels which ask questions.

The study was conducted with family groups of
visitors to five different exhibits at the Milwaukee
Public Museum. Families were unobtrusively
tracked as they passed through the five exhibit
areas, and the amount of time they spent reading
and viewing the exhibits was recorded. For each
exhibit, Hirschi and Screven also developed a short
add-on label which asked a question which could
be answered by reading the information which was
already present— for example, "Do Bears Hiber-
nate", and "Did Japanese Women Commit Hari-
kari?"

These labels were then placed in the exhibits
and family groups were again timed as they passed
through each exhibit area. Comparison of non-
question reading times to question reading times
showed an increase of over 1,300 percent— from
a mean across all exhibits of 6.6 seconds without
questions to 95 seconds with questions. In addi-
tion, families who viewed the exhibits which had
questions tended to stay and view the rest of the
exhibit for a longer period of time.

It was hypothesized that non-question labels
received such poor reading times for reasons previ-
ously suggested by Screven (1986) including:

• The labels were poorly located and out of the natural
line of sight.

• Most of the labels were not located near the objects
they described.

• The labels were long and crowded.
• The labels included technical terminology.
• Most labels did not directly relate to the exhibit

objects.

While the study did not attempt to determine
whether an increase in reading actually meant that
visitors learned more, it was apparent that the use
of questions worked well as a device to get them to
stop and focus their attention. Beyond that, it was
suggested that other factors relating to the informa-
tional content of the labels would determine learn-
ing— in particular whether or not they provide in-
formation which is related to the knowledge and
experiences of visitors.
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