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A bad sign? Feds insist on lower-case letters on 
road signs 
Oct. 7, 2010 |(118) Comments 

It's science, the feds insist. A street sign printed in both capital and lower-case letters is easier to read 
than one using all caps. 

So communities across America are supposed to replace their signs, and Milwaukee is estimating that 
will cost $1.4 million over the next four years. 

This is the first time in my life I paid any attention to the font on street signs here. Somehow, I've found 
my way to the Journal Sentinel for the past 23 years even though the sign out front says STATE, rather 
than State, street. 

Using all caps on e-mail is seen as shouting. But it makes a street sign bold and easy to read, at least to 
my eye. BURLEIGH street isn't mad at you; it's just trying to be noticed. 

A fellow from the Federal Highway Administration explained the error of my thinking. But he asked me 
not to use his name, probably because he didn't want riled taxpayers finding our way to his street to ask 
for our $1.4 million back. 

Using all capital letters takes up more space on the sign, leaving less non-letter space, and therefore 
making it a bit harder for the eye to distinguish the word, he said. It's a difference of a split second, but 
saving that time can help a driver make a quicker and safer decision about whether this is where to turn. 

He said the new rules are contained in the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices, or MUTCD. Let 
me make that easier for you to read - Mutcd. 

Much like the large-print edition of the Reader's Digest, the new signs are a nod to the fading vision of a 
driving population that's getting older. They want to make sure we can find our way to the early-bird 
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specials, and then home again. Most street signs in Milwaukee are in all upper-case, though the newer 
ones are rocking the mixed-case look. The newer number-street signs read, for example, N. 66th, rather 
than N. 66TH. Subtle difference, I know. Meaningless, I know. 

What bugs me more than letter styles are the missing signs. I did a quick drive-around Thursday and 
found no street signs at all at the sleepy corner of 81st and Locust and the busy intersection of James 
Lovell St. and Wisconsin Ave. And the Center St. sign where the arterial crosses 51st St. is turned the 
wrong way. 

Jumping on the expressway, I noticed that the exit signs are a mix of upper and lower case. But the 
lighted overhead signs warning of trouble ahead or estimating travel times are all caps. You'd think the 
feds would be all over that. 

Though there is no deadline for the mixed-case letters on street signs, the highway administration is 
insisting the signs be more reflective no later than 2018. Again, I'd rate this pretty low on the scale of 
global problems. 

The street signs in Milwaukee look fine to me, even though many of them are supposedly nearing the 
end of their natural lives. But we could get to work on that fourth-worst poverty in the nation thing. At 
the very least, fix more potholes. 

Ald. Bob Donovan and U.S. Rep. Jim Sensenbrenner agree. Neither could recall a single time that a 
constituent voiced concern that these signs are a capital offense. Sensenbrenner said he is drafting 
legislation to make the Federal Highway Administration back off. 

"To me this is just government run amok, and some bureaucrat sitting behind a desk to justify his job 
comes up with this," Donovan said. 

Today's safer highways are the result of countless improvements big and small, my nameless federal 
source said. And it helps to have uniformity in street signs from state to state. 

I guess. Most of us are fine with upper case, lower case, whatever. But do they have to make it a federal 
case? 
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