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1. Talk to the community: What do the community that you want to engage have in common? What
stories do they want to tell? What’s important to them?

Some Tips
•

It always takes more time than you think it does. There will be
delays because of illness, misunderstandings, and
miscommunication.

•

Use project management skills.

•

Proofread closely and get a veteran or two to check that the
jargon has been correctly interpreted.

•

Exhibit cases don’t have to be overflowing with stuff – a few
books to highlight topics from each interview and some personal
memorabilia from the interviewee’s time in the service made for

2. Showcase their stories: We interviewed veterans and
then created an exhibit around their words.
We used tattoos but an exhibit could be done around art,
photographs, letters, poetry, whatever the group embraces.

a far more aesthetically interesting and compelling exhibit.
•

Talk up the exhibit and invite people to come see it.

•

Take credit for the work you did and put your name on it. If you
don’t, a lot of people are going to be wondering who did the
work.

•

When interviewing veterans, don’t be shy about going off script
and asking for details or for explanations. Military life is its own
culture and absolutely requires an interpreter.

Here, Brandi talks about the story behind the tattoo
on her back, which includes a picture of a phoenix.
Notice that the picture of her tattoo
has a white border and a shadow
attached to it. This is so the picture
“pops” and draws the eye to it.

3. Less is more: Exhibits often have far too much text. What is really needed? Now take half of that out.
Use images, minimal text, and judicious use of bold. Also, try to be uniform with effects used, spacing,
language, etc. Contextualize when you need to.

How did we know we were successful?
•

People are still talking about the exhibit a year later.

•

Every time I passed through the exhibit location, I noticed people
had stopped and were looking at the exhibit including taking
pictures and posting about it on social media.

•

We put out a press release and announcements on social media
which resulted in a lot of community discussion and
engagement.

•

The exhibit was covered by a national newspaper (Chicago
Tribune).

Acknowledgements
This exhibit could not have succeeded without the assistance of
Nick Osborne, Director of the Center for Wounded Veterans
and the UIUC Library Exhibits Committee.

