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Based on the Field Guidelines from the 
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Theme Writer(s): 

Organization: 

Date:

Site:

Stop 1 — Communication Purpose

Stop 2 – Primary and Secondary Audiences

Stop 3 – Big Idea as Complete Sentence 

Stop 4– Big Idea Qualities

Information

Propaganda

Public Relations

Commercial/Marketing     

Will/Command/Rules

Orientation/Wayfinding

Teaching/Education

Deception

Is the purpose of your communication:

If you are unsure about your Big Idea, use one of the 9 techniques to ignite your inspiration and improve your Big Idea.

Interpreted object, topic, or initial idea

If you checked any, you are not writing an interpretive theme. You should reconsider your communication purpose.

Always write your primary theme for your primary audience first; it is okay to be uncertain at this point who your 
secondary audience(s) will be and their corresponding secondary theme(s). See page 2 to adapt for secondary audiences.

Primary Audience (theme “owners”):
Secondary Audience(s) (visitors):

If not a complete sentence, there is a high chance your idea is not an idea at all, just an object or thing. A complete sentence 
must include a subject and a predicate (verb), and therefore be an idea or perspective about a thing. If you do not have a 
complete sentence, rewrite until you have a complete sentence, or, at most, two.

What is your Big Idea now?

Is your Big Idea...

One complete idea and sentence?

Provocative? 

A declarative sentence?

Interpretive rather than descriptive? 

Universal?

Does the statement avoid postponing the Big Idea?

YES NO



Stop 5 — Vehicle (Theme Statement)

Is your theme... Readable? (Use www.read-able.com)	

Crystal clear? Free of ambiguity?

In third person?

Increasing impact with experiential imagery?

Avoiding prohibited words?

Using strong verbs/nouns?

Speaking in active voice?

Providing just enough context or examples?

You may use Knockan’s Theory to increase impact. Items higher on the scale will generate more impact and interest.

Higher Interest

Lower interest

Non-Human

Human

Non-Living

Living

Safe

Dangerous

Non-sexual

Sexual

Expected

Surprising

Ordinary
(Normal)

Novel

Middle
Age

Extreme
Age

Human
Scale

Extreme
Size

Slow

Fast

If you answer no to any of the above, review the Guidelines and redraft your theme.

Adaptation for a Secondary Audience (Stop 2)

Secondary audience description

Program objective(s)

Secondary theme for the secondary audience.

Write another secondary theme if you have more than one secondary audience for the primary theme.

If you answer “no” to any, rewrite or use another inspiration approach. Write your next Big Idea draft below.

Interpretive Theme Writer´s Field Guide: How to Craft Strong Themes from Big Idea to Presentation (2026), second edition, by Jon Kohl. 
Published by the National Association for Interpretation and Bloomsbury Academic.

Available at Bloomsbury.com and Amazon.com

Does the theme match the 
developmental level of the 
secondary audience?

If the theme is to be used directly 
with the audience (sandwich or 
emergent presentation models), 
does the theme use language, 
context, and reading level 
appropriate to that audience?

YES NO

YES NO

https://www.webfx.com/tools/read-able/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/interpretive-theme-writers-field-guide-9798881807504/
https://www.amazon.com/Interpretive-Theme-Writers-Field-Guide/dp/B0F78KJ6PY/ref=books_amazonstores_desktop_mfs_aufs_ap_sc_dsk_0?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_w=BI9VN&content-id=amzn1.sym.6d92b4c0-97d6-4063-b66e-20890dfbd616&pf_rd_p=6d92b4c0-97d6-4063-b66e-20890dfbd616&pf_rd_r=131-9939149-4744950&pd_rd_wg=LmyTd&pd_rd_r=5be3dd4c-d322-4b9c-b114-117daf6d7e8a

