
Heritage Inspired 

How to 
Interpret 
Your Site 

Contributing to the awareness, knowledge and understanding of South Yorkshire’s rich 
heritage (architectural, cultural and social) both among local people and visitors. 



Heritage Inspired 

Works with all heritage faith sites across South Yorkshire. 

 Churches, Chapels, Mosques, Gurudwaras, Synagogues, Buddhist 

Centres, Temples, Abbeys and more. 

Increases access to heritage and provides interactive 

experiences with it. 

Events, activities, guided walks, interpretation leaflets, guidebooks, 

local heritage talks & courses, website and of course volunteer 

workshops. 

  Is unique. 

The first, and still the only, independent project of this kind in the 

country. 

Is a national leader in faith site tourism. 

 Often asked to help set up similar projects. 
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The big picture 



Heritage interpretation 

All heritage sites need interpretation.  

Even an expert architect needs local information in order 

to interpret a building in the right way. 

Many heritage sites are exploring ways to use their 

interpretation to help visitors interact with their site. 

“If people understand their building, they will value it; by valuing it, they 

will want to look after it; in caring for it, they will help others enjoy it. 

 

From enjoyment of the historic environment comes a greater thirst to 

understand it and the circle begins again.” 

 

Dr Simon Thurley, Chief Executive, English Heritage. 



Faith interpretation 

Making faith sites open, accessible and ensuring a 

meaningful visit raises challenges.  Many congregations 

are responding with increasing professionalism. 

 (Building Faith in our Future, The Church of England) 

If possible your church should be open during the day.  

The presence of legitimate visitors will help deter those 

with criminal intent. 

 (Ecclesiastical Insurance) 

“The parish churches of England are some of the most sparkling jewels in 

the precious crown that is our historic environment” 

 

Dr Simon Thurley, Chief Executive, English Heritage. 



The value of excellent interpretation 



The value of excellent interpretation 

When interpreting your site for visitors, it is vital to 

remember that people are entering a special place, a living 

place and a place of prayer. 

There are many similarities between faith sites and other 

heritage attractions, but the spiritual significance of a faith 

site should not be ignored. 

People usually expect a faith site to be something of a 

sanctuary and a place where they can find peace and 

tranquillity. 

Thinking about who will visit and why will help you to 

develop appropriate interpretation for your site, your 

welcomers and your visitors! 



The basics 



Many people within South Yorkshire are unaware of the 

wealth of history and heritage on their doorsteps.  

WHY INTERPRET YOUR HERITAGE 

Many people outside South Yorkshire believe that it is made 

up of four dirty, industrial towns, with little or nothing to 

encourage them to come and visit.  

You can dispel both of these views, and not only get local 

people visiting their heritage, but taking an active role in 

promoting and conserving it. 

We (the tourism industry) can get the visitors here. 

You can show them a good time! 



Important questions 

Is there already any information available about your site 

and its interesting features? 

Is it written in plain english? 

Is information available in different formats? 

Do you have specific people who lead guided tours? 

Do you have a list of features that every visitor should see?  

Are they all accessible? 

Overall, consider objectively. 

What impression would a visitor take away with them? 



Ways to interpret 

You can share information about the history and heritage 

of your church with your visitors in a number of ways: 

 - Guided tours and answering questions. 

- Guided walks visiting heritage faith sites. 

- Free leaflets, which give a brief walk around the site. 

- Laminated sheets or ‘paddles’. 

- A full colour, attractive guidebook. 

- Interpretative panels. 

- Special events and activities. 

Remember: 

History is much more than a collection of dates. 







There are nine million people with a disability in the UK, and 

they should not be excluded. 

- We have legal responsibilities under the Disability Discrimination Act. 

- We have a social responsibility provide information to everyone 

equally. 

Things to consider 

Meeting other specific needs: 

- Ensure that visitors aren’t disabled by your attitude. 

- Offer interpretation appropriate to the needs of visitors from all 

cultural and ethnic backgrounds, and all ages. 

The reputation of your site is based on the service 

standards you offer, including interpretation materials. 

Delivering excellence: 

- Setting standards should ensure consistency in levels of service. 

- Aim high ~ make excellent service your goal. 

- Exceed visitor expectations. 



It is very important to think about the route you will take. 

- Plan a route that shows off your site and its treasures. 

- It is essential that you plan for any problems visitors might 

encounter. 

- Plan your route with safety in mind. 

- Walk the route to prepare. 

- Try practising on a group of friends. 

Tell visitors approximately how long a tour will take. 

Only take as many people in a group as you feel is safe, 

and that you can properly look after and manage: 

- It is better to aim for smaller rather than larger numbers. 

- If there is the likelihood of a squash, tell people before entering. 

- If taking a large group is unavoidable, then take a second guide. 

- Count the group at the start and finish ~ try to be unobtrusive! 

Memorise your talk or use notes or an information file. 



Try not to put all your information into a tour: 

- Save something for questions!  

- If several groups ask the same question, add a bit more information 

about that subject into your tour. 

Very occasionally you may get a rude / aggressive visitor: 

- Stay calm and don’t rise to any comments. 

- Take them to one side and explain they are spoiling the tour for 

others, or ask them to leave if appropriate. 

Have confidence in yourself! 

- Even if you are a recent volunteer, you will know more about your 

site than the average visitor. 

- As time goes by you will learn even more. 

- Once you have done a couple of tours your confidence will grow. 

Tour guiding should be enjoyable . 

You will meet some lovely and very interesting people, so enjoy 

yourself and your visitors will respond. 



Find out about your group: 

- Ask people about their background at the start: where are you 

from, have you been here before, how long are you stopping etc. 

Guided tours for adults 

Pitch your tour: 

- Churches and other faith sites can be confusing to people who are 

not familiar with ecclesiastical or architectural terms. 

- Explain obscure terms, or visitors may skip over them or start to 

lose interest. 

Know the basics: 

- You do not need to be an expert, but you should know the basic 

facts and dates. 

- Exact dates will not mean much to most visitors, they just need a 

guide to how long ago something was built or something happened. 

- If there are any good stories linked with the site about somebody 

who lived in the past, or something that happened in the past, tell 

them!  



Guided tours for children 

Taking groups of children around your site is very different 

from taking adults around the same building. 

As well as ensuring that the children feel welcome and learn 

from their visit, you may also have to keep order! 

Before the visit: 

- Agree what you can offer, and any rules you wish to make. 

- Groups from schools should bring at least one adult per 10 

children.  

- If you are taking groups of unaccompanied children around, you 

should get a Criminal Record Bureau (CRB) check and certificate. 

- Always check whether there are children with special needs. 

- IT IS IMPORTANT that the responsible adults are made fully aware 

that during the visit they are still responsible for the children’s good 

behaviour. 



During the visit: 

- Get the group to settle down, and introduce yourself. 

- You need to have planned a structured visit to the church, via a safe 

route for the children.  Tell them what you have in store! 

- Working in pairs can be useful. 

- You may wish to make information and activity sheets available. 

Conducting the tour: 

- Get the children involved. 

- Ask children questions as you go round. 

- Always make the tour a two-way dialogue. 

Agree the time that the visit will take with the teachers /  

responsible adults. 

 

Try to keep to time.  Teachers have to get the children back to 

school, and will get twitchy if you run over time! 



Guided walks 

Guided walks including one or more heritage faith sites are an 

excellent way of encouraging visitors to your area. 

There are some specific things to consider when planning 

and leading guided walks: 

- The success of the guided walk depends greatly on the amount of 

planning and preparation. 

- The route should follow a public right of way. 

- If the walk crosses private land you should get written permission. 

- Prior to walk-day, walk the whole route to ensure that there are no 

obstructions or potentially dangerous situations. 

- It is very important that you consider the safety of yourself and the 

group when planning your route.  Carry out a risk assessment. 

- Provide first aid cover. 



WRITTEN INFORMATION 

When writing text for an information sheet / guidebook or 

interpretative panel, you have to bear in mind your audience. 

Bear in mind some of the problems that reading can 

present - poor eyesight, low lighting, dyslexia. 

Very few people are illiterate, but a surprising number 

have reading problems (eg long sight, bifocal glasses). 

The average reading age in the UK is 13. 



Font size & type: 

- A sans serif font (plain without fiddly bits added to letters) is easier 

to read than most other fonts. 

- Some fonts look great and suitably ‘heritage’ but are difficult to 

read. 

- Use a bigger font size for warning notices. 

- Leave lots of white space around lines / paragraphs.  

- Try reading what you write at arms length to see how easy it is to 

read. 

- If you want to emphasise something, put it in bold. 

- Avoid using all capitals or italics, as they are hard to read. 

Heritage 

Heritage 

Heritage 

Heritage 

Heritage 

Heritage 

EMPHASISE 

Emphasise 

Emphasise 



Sentence length: 

- What you write, rather than what you write about is the key to 

producing clear text. 

- Some subjects involve difficult language and concepts but can be 

communicated in a clear way. 

-It is best to write sentences with one or two clauses.  But, don’t 

overdo it ~ a succession of short sentences can read like a children's 

story. 

- Include only one main point in one sentence and use full stops 

rather than semi-colons. 

Line length & paragraphing: 

- Text that runs along the width of a display board can be difficult to 

read, especially when they are in the middle of a solid body of text. 

- If you are putting lots of text on display, set it out in columns like 

in a newspaper. 

- Fully justified text is difficult to read - your eye can jump lines 

unless you concentrate very hard. 



Choice of words and repetition: 

- Many people feel that 'good' English means using long and 

complicated words.  This is not the case, especially when writing text 

for exhibitions and information sheets. 

- The simpler the explanation, the more effective the text.  

- Different styles of language suit different styles of text.  Think 

about your audience. 

- Use active sentences when possible. 

‘the cat sat on the mat’ 

‘the feline reclined on 
the floor covering’ 

not 



Presentation: 

- Create something that you would enjoy reading. 

- Make things look attractive to your eye.  Pale coloured paper is 

often easier to read than plain white. 

- Don't photocopy a copy of a copy.  Try to get a fresh printout 

otherwise the letters will start to blur and the pictures will become 

meaningless. 

Proof reading: 

- It is essential to proof read the text before you print your 

information sheets.  Don't rely on computer spell checks. 

- Read your text critically and carefully to yourself, and then get 

someone who has not been to proof read it as well. 

Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch, it deosn't mttaer in waht 
oredr the ltteers in a wrod are, the olny iprmoetnt tihng 

is taht frist and lsat ltteer is in the rghit pclae. 



Special events 

When organising an event the most important thing to 

consider is your audience... 

Who are they?  Where will they come from?  What will they 

want to see / do? 

It is a good idea to have in mind an end result of your 

event (eg to raise £1000, to welcome 300 visitors). 

Make sure that everything you include in your event helps 

you meet your target. 



Planning: 

- Failing to plan is like planning to fail. 

- Give yourself enough time to plan for your event, build in time for 

publicity, preparation and cleaning up. 

- Try to make sure that representatives from your target audience 

are involved in planning the event / activity. 

Preparation: 

- If you spend enough time preparing for your event it will run 

smoothly, so that both your visitors and you can enjoy it more. 

- If your site is open all the time consider closing whilst preparing. 

- Talk to all welcomers / guides about the event. 



Publicity: 

- There is no point in spending time, effort and probably money to 

produce an event if no-one knows about it. 

- Make sure that publicity is a key part of your planning and 

preparation. 

- Consider an ‘event style’ for your publicity. 

- There are lots of ways to distribute publicity (eg press, posters, 

flyers).   

- Your most effective marketing tool is your congregation / 

volunteers and visitors. 

- Encourage them to take a handful of leaflets wherever they go and 

talk about the event to friends and family. 



On the day: 

- Make sure that everyone knows what they are doing.  

- Always make sure you have at least one person who can cover 

breaks and run around if needed. 

- Make sure everyone involved in the event gets some time to look 

around and enjoy themselves. 

- This will show that you value volunteers contribution and will 

encourage people to be involved again. 

Evaluation: 

- Make sure that you evaluate your event.  

- Count visitor numbers and record their comments. 



Heritage Inspired 
Contributing to the awareness, knowledge and understanding of South Yorkshire’s rich 

heritage (architectural, cultural and social) both among local people and visitors. 

Thank you! 

We hope that you have found it interesting 
and helpful. 

Remember, relax and enjoy meeting new 
people and introducing them to the hidden 

gems of your church! 
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