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I 

ctnli!IP>~~r n 
Roots and Reason1 

Interpreters help people 
develop appreciation and 
understanding of the natural world. 
They are storytellers for the 
environment, hoping to inspire 
people by sharing accurate, 
relevant information. Interpreters 
offer programs to a voluntary 
audience. Content is important if 
people are to learn about the 
environment. Form, however, is 
equally important. How inter
preters tell the story of a site 
can influence whether or not an 
audience understands the message. 
It can also influence their deci
sion to attend another program. 

A few charismatic individuals 
naturally captivate audiences. 
Most of us, though, must learn 
communication skills and practice 
them consciously. This monograph 
provides practitioners with some 
communication techniques to use in 
·the field. The first chapter 
describes interpretation and offers 
an example of an interpretive 
effort. 



In te:rp :retat ion 



Interpretation began with nature guides who shared the 
beauty of western mountain ranges with turn-of-the century 
adventurers. Today' s interpreters often try to develop a 
person's perception of more subtle landscapes. Then as now, 
suceessfal interpretation rests on two principles: 
INVOLVING THE VISITOR AND INTERPRETING THE SITE. 

Enos Mill• l8d a youac IBOUDWD 

climber on the top of Looc's Peat 

Long's Peak stands motionless 

above the Rocky Mountain range like 

a watchful sentinel. Glacial ice 

has tumbled past its stony visage. 

Curious explorers have clambered up 

i::s rocky ledges. Enos Mills 

( Ll70-1922) was one such 

a c1 '! (• n t u r e r • "I know what it is to 

be ;1lone on high peaks," he wrote, 

" while the leaves whisper and 

listen in the moonlight and the 

moon-toned etchings oi the pines 

fall upon t~~ magic forest floor." 

Although Mills first traversed 

Long's Peak alone, he later brought 

interested travellers to see the 

chiseled mountain. He earned fame 

as a nature guide in the Rocky 

Mountains. Many consider him to be 

the father of interpretation. 

Natural wonders like Long's 

Peak captivated wealthy turn-of-

the-century recreatiqnists. They 

hired men like Mills to show them 
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scenic landscapes. Mills explained 

his role: 

A nature guide is 
not a guide in the 
ordinary sense of the 
word, and is not a 
teacher. At all times, 
however, he is rightfully 
assoc.ia ted with inf or
mation and some form of 
education. But nature 
guiding, as we see it, is 
more inspirational than 
educational.(Danton,l9'l9, 
pg. 38). 

Mill's explanations still has 

relevance, even though modern 

interpreters may share less 

breathtaking sites than the Rocky 

Mountains. Modern interpreters may 

reveal the fragile web of 

relationships found within a pond. 

They may share the wonder of 

pioneer plants in a city lot. 

Interpretation occurs at a variety 

of sites for a variety of reasons. 

It aims to reach all citizens, not 

just a select few. 

Josh Barkin (1918-1982) 

manifested the spirit of modern 

interpretation. During the twenty 

years he served as an intei·preter 

in California, Barkin developed 
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Park Ranger, Barkin developed 

innovative programs on nature, 

philosophy, and the urban 

environment. "A plant, a tree, a 

brook, a fern, a bird, a rock and a 

lot of excitement and enthusiasm -

you got a trip!" he told rangers 

attending a 1969 training session. 

A former businessman, Barkin 

embraced his new found profession 

with childlike wonder. He helped 

people share this wonder, too. 

"You come with me," he invited city 

folk during a 'Gutter Walk', "and 

we will find what humanity has left 

there, what nature has left there, 

for us to discover." 

Early nature guides shared 

vistas that were inspirational in 

themselves. Modern interpreters 

hope to inspire a group, too, but 

they may be sharing a site that has 

a much more subtle beauty. Often 

they use creative communication· 

techniques to help a group see the 

wonder of these sites or natural 

objects. The way they use words, 



Interpretation is rtWelation 
baed on infoclllllion. 
-F..-.... Tilden 

Interpretation should help the 
Yisitor danlop perception. 
-Huoold Wallin 

PureenYirODIDiftlal 
interpretation is resource 
centered. Concepts and teiU:hiac 
tecJlnJques are fitted to the 
resource. Tbis diatiocuishel 
interpretation from other rona 
of en¥ironaaencal education where 
currJcuJua •Y dictate the 
cboice of I'IIOUI'C8 to be studied. 
-loa Zillllll8I'IDID 

Interpretation refers to the art of 
c:o.~unicatinc to people, in 
entartaininc ways. whit science 
tnan about tbe world around 
tJaea. 
-Y.,.ke&l...-da 
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props, or costuming to reveal 

messages distinguishes 

interpretation from related 

activities such as pure recreation 

or entertainment. What makes it 

different? 

DEVELOPING PERCEPTION 

Interpreters hope to influence 

a visitor's understanding or 

perception of a natural resource. 

Perceptions are the mental images 

we have of the external world. 

Sensory input and past experiences 

influence perceptions. 

People perceive things 

differently. For example, what 

images does the word "forest" evoke 

for you? For some, it may evoke 

images of cool green serenity. For 

others it may conjure up pictures 

of twisted shadows. Interpreters 

hope to inspire all visitors, no 

matter how different their views 

may be. They help people to 

experience and under stand a 

resource. 



Po•try should b•gin in 
•ntntaiNne"nt and t>nd 
in wisdom. 
-R.obut Frost 
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programming. Program goals usually 

fall into three areas: 

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION 
RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

Programs have more specific 

goals, too. These goals vary and 

change depending on visitor needs 

and on mandates of different 

organizations. 

Environmental Education 

As a storyteller for the 

environment, you share information. 

You communicate "in entertaining 

ways what science knows about the 

world around you" (Edwards, 1979, 

pg. 5). 

Interpreters use sites, 

natural objects and/or recreational 

experiences as vehicles for sharing 

messages. Interpretive programs 

hope to develop even in the 

broadest sense a person's 

understanding of ecology. 

Interpretive program goals may 

focus on environmental education 

objectives such as: 

1) developing environmental 
sensitivity and perception, 



It ta JIIOI'a iapottant to reel tiWl 
to tnow. Plant tbe seeds that 
later produce tD~Wledp. Arouse 
tbe~on• md tba wiah for 
tnawledp wiU come. Once 
found, it will haYe latioc 
11181DiDC-
-Rachel Canoo 

Interpretation ia UDCOfUlODiy 
eflecUYe 11 matioc people awva 
of land. 
-Yorta Edftl'ds 

a 

2) teaching ecological 
principles and concepts 

3) developing awareness of 
environmental issues and problems, 

4) 
actions 
quality. 

motivating people to take 
to improve environmental 

"The interpreter is engaged in 

a kind of education," wrote 

interpreter Freeman Tilden, "It is 

not the classroom kind ... It aims 

not to do something to the 

listener, but to provoke the 

listener to do something to 

himself. II 

Resource Management 

Interpreters often have 

resource management as one of their 

program goals. As a program goal 

it is related to the environmental 

education goal, however it may be 

more narrowly focused by a resource 

management agency which may be the 

interpreter's employer. 

Interpretive programs can 

provide people with some of the 

information they need to make wise 

environmental decisions. Visitors 

may perceive their role in 
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Visitor Focus 

stabilizing fragile ecological 

relationships. Effective pro-

gramming can also foster positive 

visitor attitudes toward resource 

managment agencies. 

Interpreters Walk~ Tightrope ••• 

Interpretation has changed 

since Enos Mills first traversed 

Long's Peak with a group of wealthy 

adventurers. As natural landscapes 

have diminished, acknowledgment of 

their value has increased. 

Interpreters have helped to develop 

this new perception. 

Interpreters develop environ-

mental awareness by emphasizing 

either the site or the interpretive 

effort, depending on needs of the 

visitor. Consider your 

relationship to both the site and 

the visitor. Interpreters act as a 

communication link between the two. 

Some sites call for a minimal 

amount of interpretation. During a 

walk in the Grand Canyon, for 

example, too many words of 



IntE'rpn>tation is rE'vttlation 
bast'd on in1ormation. 
-Fnt-rnan Tilden 
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inspiration might offend visitors. 

The site speaks for itself. 

Other sites, however, have 

more subtle messages. Imagine 

exploring a salt water marsh with a 

group who has never been there 

before. Without help from a 

trained interpreter would they 

notice tall cord grass? Would they 

understand its role in stabilizing 

rich organic mud, thus assuring 

survival of other grasses in the 

upper salt meadows? More 

interpretive effort is needed. 

We must know both visitors and 

the site to reveal an environment's 

story. We emphasize the visitor or 

the site, depending on the 

environment itself and on goals of 

particular programs. If the site 

offers natural wonders beyond 

words, forsake language for 

silence, offering a group a more 

private experience. On the other 

hand, if communication techniques 

can help reveal the wonder of a 

place, use words and props at 
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appropriate times to share the 

site's story. 

As interpreters, we are 

environmental communicators. We 

offer a recreational experience 

that aims to educate people about a 

natural resource. An interpretive 

program is a part of a continuum of 

experiences that can lead a person 

towards environmental awareness. 

Limited by time and to some 

extent a changing audience, 

interpretation tries to spark 

interest in a resource. As Enos 

Mills wrote, "[An interpreter] is 

master of the art of suggestion ... 

The essence is to travel gracefully 

rather than to arrive." 



Why It Works 



If interpreters hope to influence a person's perception 
of the environment, then understanding the nature of human 
perception can be a valuable tool. Successful interpreters 
relate to visitors. They address both the unique and the 
shared perceptual stances of people. 

Psychologists and communication researchers have long 
been trying to unravel the mysteries of human perception. 
Even their most basic findings, when considered in planning 
a program, can increase its effectiveness. Some educational 
researchers, for instance, have begun to advocate a more 
holistic approach. Involve a person physically and 
emotionally, they say. In this way, people will better 
understand and remember your message. 

During an interpretive program, then, involve as many 
human senses as possible. Challeng2 a person's intellect. 
Touch their emotions. Realize that past experience affects 
feelings and understanding of n~w situations. Remember that 
people pay greater attention to new information when they 
feel it somehow affects them. 

The following example offers an account of an 
interpretive effort that holistically involved an audience. 

"We have a special guest 

tonight," said the announcer to an 

audience of teachers at an 

environmental workshop, "Let me 

present to you Professor Avian 

Guano." 

Interpreter Dennis Olson, 

alias Professor Avian Guano, 

entered the room. Dark feathers 

protruded from his fingers. A 

yellow beak covered his nose. 

Bobbing his neck, the professor 

moved like an oversized chicken. 

He raised his knee with each step. 

"So," sqeaked the character ._ :1 

a vague German accent, "you wp,:,:_: ,:o 

13 
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learn about birds? I have studied 

them so long I feel strangely akin 

to them." 

NOVELTY CATCHES ATTENTION 

Professor A vain Guano used 

novelty to catch the audience's 

·attention. 

surprised them. 

His appearance 

At the same time, 

it seemed strangely familiar. The 

feathers the graduation gown 

cut off at the knees As 

teachers and college graduates they 

could relate to his identity. He 

was a professor who had studied 

avian species so long he had 

started to become one. Now, in 

order to communicate information 

and accomplish program objectives, 

the interpreter had to hold their 

ttention. 

IMAGES CAN TELL A STORY 

Olson held their attention by 

using images to tell a story. The 

character itself was an image - a 

professor fashioned after 
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intellectual stereotypes and past 

encounters with lofty academics. 

Visitors interacted with this 

image, not with Dennis Olson, its 

creator. They interacted with 

2rofessor Avian Guano emotionally 

by drawing from their own memories 

of true-life experiences. 

"People remember what they 

feel," explained Olson later, "more 

than what they just experience 

intellectually." 

Think of the last time you 

perhaps a at tendE~d 

concert. 

about it? 

a program, 

What do you remember 

Chances are you cannot 

recall 

played, 

if you 

exactly what songs were 

but you probably remember 

enjoyed the music, if it 

sounded too loud, if you were asked 

to join in singing, and so on. 

MAKE IT MEANINGFUL 

Psychologists like Carl Rogers 

tell us that in order to attach 

meaning to a message people must 

feel that it affects their well 



16 

being. Professor Avian Guano 

involved the audience's emotions 

Birds provided a source of 

Birds seemed important 

their psychological well-being. 

Visitors attach different 

meanings to images and objects. 

While we can make assumptions about 

the meanings a generic audience, 

teachers for example, give to props 

like a graduation gown, individual 

differences exist nonetheless. To 

understand what they see, people 

draw from past experiences. 

A black robed professor enters 

the room. He struts like a chicken 

and boldly stares back at on-

lookers. Visitors, suddenly aware 

that the interpreter has abandoned 

lecture format for something quite 

of the ordinary, pay attention. 

One notices the professor's gloves, 

a feather attached to each finger, 

and wonders what bird the feathers 

came from. Another sees the 

graduation gown cut off at the 

knees and remembers marching to 



ff!3C 
/J/3/if 

Tbtt middl• drawing i• tbtt 
••nw in both u~·- y•t w. 
p•ro•iw ttw clrewi~ 
diUu•ntly be••d on Whet 
w. •xp•ct Uwm to rrwen. 
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organ music in a stuffy aulitorium. 

The yellow cardboard beak captures 

still another visitor, reminded by 

its color of evening grosbeaks 

spotted at the bird feeder that 

morning. 

In any case, people at an 

interpretive program are not empty 

vessels passively waiting to be 

filled with environmental wisdom. 

They associate new perceptions with 

past experiences. "They understand 

what they see in a way that permits 

many other things to be related to 

it." (Bruner, 1961, pg. 7) 

To understand how visitors 

relate new information to past 

situations, you must become aware, 

even in a general sense, of their 

backgrounds, interests, and 

experiences. You must appreciate 

how they presently understand the 

environment in order to influence 

how they will perceive it in the 

future. 
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VISITORS HAVE THINGS IN COMMON 

Knowing what visitors have in 

common -educational background, 

recreational experiences, cultural 

heros, for example- will help you 

choose better images for your 

environmental message. For 

instance, the group of teachers at 

Olson's program readily identified 

with the character Professor Avian 

Guano. If Olson were to share this 

character with an audience without 

a college education or even 

familiarity with common birds, he 

might have to change his approach. 

Olson began to synchronize his 

perceptions with those of visitors 

the moment he entered the room. 

Even before he squeaked, "So you 

want to learn about birds?" he 

communicated with them. By 

relating to a common experience 

through symbols of academia, he 

initiated rapport. Olson began to 

establish a bridge between the 

audience 

professor. 

and the fictitious 

Without this bridge, 
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people could never perceive the 

message of the program. 

SHARE A SOLID PROGRAM CONTENT 

After 

introduction, 

of 

his outrageous 

the Professor gave 

incredible feats of 

Solid program content 

examples 

birds. 

nurtured visitor trust. The 

amazing nature of the feats, in 

part, helped maintain visitor 

attention. By having group members 

hold answer cards during a quiz and 

by showing vivid slides, Professor 

Avian Guano shared information. 

People learned facts and had fun 

doing i_L the program's 

conclusion, 

By 

the message Olson 

wanted to communicate was sent and 

received: All creatures, not just 

humans, have important roles in the 

environment. 

START WHERE PEOPLE ARE AT 

According to Olson, "You have 

to start where people 

began by relating 

are at." He 

_ to their 
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experiences. Even before the 

character appeared, however, he 

made sure that the teachers would 

be ready for the program. They had 

just finished an evening meal.. 

They seemed relaxed after a day of 

outdoor adventures. From an 

announcement made earlier they 

expected the program to last about 

an hour. In other words, the group 

was physically ready to become 

emotionally and intellectually 

involved. 

Olson 1 s approach, by starting 

where people were at, incorporated 

a hierarchy of human needs first 

proposed by psychologist Abraham 

Maslow. Maslow suggested that the 

hierarchy begins with physical 

needs and culminates in self-

actualization. Hierarchial levels 

are like stepping stones. In other 

words, meeting a group 1 s physical 

needs must precede addressing 

environmental concepts. 

For example, if visitors on an 

interpretive walk are cold and wet 
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from a sudden rainstorm, they will 

not pay attention to a twenty 

minute monologue about erosion 

unless the rain could be used to 

illustrate the point and shorten 

the talk! 

SHARING A STORY ABOUT THE 

ENVIRONMENT 

When it is appropriate to 

share a story about an environment, 

consider using an assortment of 

communication techniques. By 

commuhicating a story i~ several 

ways, you can address various 

perceptual stances. 

People understand things in 

different ways. Some people 

understand things best through 

rational, sequential processes. 

Others seek an intuitive, 

metaphoric approach. Most people 

combine rational and metaphoric 

approaches. 

Interpreters should provide 

organized, relevant information for 

those who prefer the rational 
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approach to u~derstanding. In 

turn, they ""-''J t meet the . needs of 

those who understand best through 

the metaphoric approach by 

providing images, sensory devices, 

and active language. For example, 

the images provoked by Professor 

A vi an Guano's yellow beak and 

chicken-like strut led to examples 

of avian adaptations and, 

ultimately, an environmental 

message colored with emotion and 

supported by facts. 

People may be oriented towards 

one or the other approach, however, 

both approaches are involved in 

learning. 

How can synthesizing the two 

approaches work in an interpretive 

program? 

....A.t p.-t or a spriDg p/JeJJometlOIJ 
Wlllk you vntJt visitors to ideJilifY tiJe cl/1 d 
tiJe spriDg peeper. T.be group stiiDds .De# " 

posd reverbenliDg wilJJ weU6Dd sitlgers. 
Pirst, you puB out a striDg or tiDy 

!JeUs.. 7.iSterJ for lJJe SOlmd or a jiDgJe /JeD 
c/Jorus, .. you c/J1lllerJge visitors. SuddetJly 
att~med to a p.-ticuJ.- melody, lJJey t::ll1! 
dislioguisb sprq peepers frtHJJ otiJel 
8Jllp/Ji!Ji6DS.. 

T.lJis musit; .. you say, is made .by 1 

f'ro8 SO tiDy it aJuld sit OD your lJJum./uJJiil · 
ByJa a-uci/'er. l/Je spr.iDg peeper. -
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Perhaps 

information 

you will 

about 

reveal more 

the frog's 

habitat, or about its latin name 

"crucifer" that refers to the dark 

·"x" on its back. Either way, you 

have involved the whole brain. 

Visitors listened to the bells and 

then had to compare the familiar 

jingle with other night sounds. 

Metaphoric thinking processed the 

image you presented. 

thinking tested it. 

Rational 

Many interpreters, like Dennis 

Olson, instinctively reveal an 

environmental story in different 

ways. They involve the whole 

person by involving their senses, 

intellect and emotions. In doing 

this, interpreters more effectively 

accomplish their goals •. 
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In terp retat ion as 
an Ar.t 



-------------------, 

The way you draw attention to a site -the "form" your 
message takes- is unique to interpretation. Interpretation 
is an art. It incorporates five principles basic to the 
arts: UNITY, SELECTIVITY, EMPHASIS AND PROPORTION, 
INTENSIFICATION AND MASTERY OF THE MEDIUM. Weave these 
principles into a program and you can then unravel a 
colorf~l, involving story for visitors. 

Benre. ob painter. wben lbeory 
OUCIItripa perforiBUlH. 
-Leonardo da VInci 

Interpretive programs have 

things in common. They involve the 

whole person (emotions, intellect 

and senses). They also involve an 

interpreter who tries to develop 

perception by sharing environmental 

information. People expect an 

interpreter to share correct 

information. How information is 

communicated, though, is equally 

important. 

A university student enrolled 

in an interpretation course once 

presented a short talk on prairies. 

Earlier that day, he had hung 

mopheads and long cardboard cones 

from the ceiling of the room. The 

rope and cardboard mimicked roots 

of prairie species. The ceiling 

represented the division between 

rich soil and open sky. "Let's see 

the prairie from the bottom up," he 

invited the class, leading them 

27 
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gently towards a new way of 

perceiving grasslands. 

This student wrapped his 
Intttrprtttati.on is an art ... 
All the g,ood intl'ntiofiB &rl' interpretive program in active 
unavaiH~ unlus the 
interpretttr undttrstends language. "Two thirds of a prairie 
that form is the usl"nctt. 
-Fnttman Tildttn plant, II he said during the program, 

"tunnels underground, away from 

scorching sun and into cool, dark 

soil." He packaged the talk with 

other props that visually 

emphasized main points. In short, 

he did not lecture to the audience 

but he did reveal an environmental 

message. The form of the message 

separated the presentation from 

either a purely educational or 

recreational talk. 

Imagine yourself presenting 

two programs on life in a spring 

pond. The first offers an indoor 

lecture with diagrams of a pond 

food chain. The second promises a 

guided walk to a pond to discover 

food chains first hand. 

Both programs provide 

information. The second, however, 



THEME: 
Amphibians can tw 
idtntifitd by thtir 

calls and apptarancts. 

Otvtlop objtctins 
in t.rms of th• visitor. 

Limit IJOurstlf to, 
at most~ stvtn. 

OBJECTIVES: 
Th• visitor will bt 

ab 1• to list ~wo w av s 
to idtntifiJ sprinCJ pe•p•rs. 

Th• visitor will bt 
ab 1• to dtScrib• thtt pond 
at Schmttcklt Rtsttrvt. 
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reveals a message. Visitors smell 

sweet odors of spring soaked soil. 

They hear the deafening chorus of a 

hundred spring peepers. 

Involvement of emotions and 

intellect reinforce impressions of 

a dynamic, curious ecosystem. 

In the second case, the way 

the pond's story is told, the 

"form" the program takes, blends 

artistic principles into 

interpretive harmony. What 

principles of art should be 

considered by interpreters? 

Unity 

Develop a program around a 

single "big idea" or theme. A 

theme narrows the scope of a 

program. Like a road sign, it 

gives a program one clear 

direction. It answers "Where are 

you trying to go? What are you 

trying to accomplish?" 

Themes also unify objectives. 

"Objectives specify what the 

visitor should know, do, or 

experience ... " (Evans, 1983, page 
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21) • In essence, objectives 

operationalize the general goal. 

They provide a way to measure what 

visitors do, see, or experience. 

Themes must guide you in 

choosing relevant objectives. For 

instance, an objective involving 

how amphibians hibernate is not 

appropriate if your theme involves 

identification. 

Selectivity 

Consciously choose props, 

metaphoric language, and even stops 

during a walk that best illustrate 

a theme. Base your selections on 

the program theme and objectives, 

linking all things together with 

the main message in mind. 

For example, during a pond 

program you might want to share 

clues for identifying toad or wood 

frog eggs. How can you best 

communicate this message? 

Perhaps looking at real eggs 

of each species near a pond would 

leave a lasting impression. Maybe, 

however, the potential for damage 
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to the eggs prompts another 

approach. You might want to use a 

string of clear beads. It can be 

strung out to simulate the meter

long strands of toad eggs. It can 

be gathered up to illustrate the 

globular masses of wood frog eggs. 

Select interpretive tools that 

best reveal a message. Think of 

each choice as stones in a pyramid. 

The theme is the mortar that binds 

the structure, 

architect. 

but you are the 

Emphasis and Proportion 

How much time should you spend 

on meeting different objectives? 

You will have to prioritize their 

importance. 

Your priorities may be 

influenced by visitor needs and 

interests. 

that you 

leopard 

survival. 

to share. 

For example, imagine 

are talking about a 

frog's adaptations for 

You have a liv.e animal 

While the group is 

excitedly viewing the frog, you 

might emphasize the message about 
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webbed feet and moist skin more 

than the message about hibernation, 

even though both morphology and 

behavior are ways that Rana pipiens 

survives. By their interest in 

those adaptations of the frog that 

can be seen, the group has 

influenced the emphasis you place 

on different objectives. 

On the other hand, your theme 

itself may dictate emphasis. If 

you want a group to understand that 

"ponds provide breeding habitat for 

frogs" 

amount 

then spending a 

of · time and 

interpreting at the 

greater 

effort 

pond is 

appropriate. In this case sharing 

information about webbed feet may 

be secondary to revealing why the 

frog is dependent on water for 

reproduction. 

Intensification 

Interpretive programs offer 

people a way to experience specific 

examples of environmental concepts. 

Programs intensify concepts. For 

instance, a beaver's dam on a river 



~-OCJI"~ int•nsiflJ 
broad conc•pts. 

Dur;rtCJ a program 
about frogs, ~:~ou nv•al 
mformation about th• 
to..,ads of th• spring 
P"Pfl'. ~Mt conc•pt 

do th• to•pads illustr at•? 
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affects vegetation downstream and 

also illustrates the broad concept 

that "everything is connected to 

everything else". 

Programs intensify concepts. 

You, too, might address concepts 

like interdependence or limiting 

factors in programs that involve 

very specific topics. For example, 

revelation of the vegetative growth 

of cattails illustrates the broader 

concept of adaptations. 

Mastery of the Medium 

Interpreters actively develop 

communication skills, gain 

familiarity with visitor interests, 

and seek knowledge about the 

environment. They strive to master 

their medium. Studying the art of 

interpretation is just a starting 

point. Practice and commitment are 

even more important. 

How can you master the art of 

interpretation? Interpreter Josh 

Barkin said, 

" ••• discover a fact 
about some i tern and say 
to yourself, 'Really! I 
didn't know that' -and 
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that's what you tell your 
group because you can't 
forget it. You don't 
have to have any 'high 
faluttin' material 
something short, 
something easy I am 
talking about 
storytelling and 
adventure along the 
trail, and excitement." 

Its form qualifies inter-

preta tion as an art. Any art is 

teachable to some extent. Drama 

students study actress Bette Davis' 

use of voice and facial expression. 

Aspiring painters examine Leonardo 

da Vinci's use of perspective and 

light. Many artistic skills 

inherent in interpretation are 

based on the following five 

principles of art and can also be 

learned. 

UNITY: Develop a program 
around a theme 

SELECTIVITY: Select methods 
that best reveal a message. 

EMPHASIS AND PROPORTION: 
Emphasize information that 
help a group best understand 
theme. 

will 
the 

INTENSIFICATION: Share 
specific examples of environmental 
concepts. 
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MASTERY OF THE MEDIUM: 
Actively develop skills and 
knowledge. 

You can begin to master the 

art of interpretation through an 

awareness of its basic principles. 

You can begirt to plan a specific 

interpretive program by asking 

yourself questions posed in the 

following chapter. 



Clbltt1~lt®fr ~ 
P-ro11ram Plannina 

Talks and walks compose the 
majority of interpretive programs. 
Both involve vuluntary audiences 
and tell the story of a site or of 
a natural object. Both also 
involve similar planning. 
principles. 

During an interpretive talk, 
however, people stay in one place, 
often indoors. The interpretive 
effort may become more apparent 
because of the techniques used to 
capture a group's attention. 
Although the site influences theme 
selection, it may not be referred 
to directly in the program. 

An interpretive. walk, on the 
other hand, usually occurs 
outdoors. Interpreters focus 
visitor attention on the site. 
They may use props to emphasize and 
clarify environmental concepts. 
Interpretive techniques become more 
or less apparent depending on the 
site itself. 

The following pages describe 
principles and techniques to use in 
presenting interpretive talks and 
walks. 



Planning a Talk 



An interpretive talk is usually a five to forty minute 
presentation about a specific topic. People stay in one 
place for a talk. Because you are not walking through a 
dynamic site, variables such as wildlife, weather, and group 
logistics are more easily controlled. 

Planning a talk may be your first interpretive 
--eh-alleng-e. -k garden club re-que-sts a wildflower talk. Your 

director asks you to present a craft demonstration at a 
campfire program. Where do you begin? 

The format suggested in the following pages is one way 
to approach program planning. Although this chapter 
addresses talks, planning principles are similar for walks. 
Visitor involvement and interpreting the natural resource 
are always most important. 

To begin to develop an 

interpretive talk, ask yourself 

three questions: 

WHAT ARE YOUR AREAS OF EXPERTISE 
AND INTEREST? 

WHAT ARE THE AVAILABLE RESOURCES? 
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WHO ARE THE VISITORS? 

Assess your expertise. 

Explore the site. Identify 

audience interests and attributes. 

Then begin to organize 

Organize your program. 

around 

Relate 

-a clear, 

the "big 

relevant 

idea" 

your 

program 

theme. 

to the 

visitor's experiences. Select a 

theme that can best influence their 

perceptions 

resource. 

of the natural 
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Incorporate four parts 

(developed from an essay by Richard 

Borden, 1975) into your 

interpretive program: 

Pow 
Capture the group's attention with 

a provocative introduction 

Bridge 
Maintain attention by telling the 

group how this program affects 
them. 

Body 
Support the main message of your 

program with examples. 

Period 
Conclude your program by restating 

the theme. 
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POW 

Your introduction may be 

startling or humorous, a rhetorical 

question or an apt quotation. 

Provocation, though, should always 

be a part of it. 

For example, Josh Barkin, the 

California interpreter, began a 

talk by passing out animal 

crackers. He invited visitors to 

take a bite, then suddenly asked, 

"Do you know that you are eating 

endangered species?" 

Another interpreter began a 

medicinal plant program by greetng 

the group with a flaming "witch's 

candle" or mullein stalk in hand. 

An interpreter at a wetlands 

workshop introduced the theme by 

becoming a "human marsh". While 

dressed in several layers of 

clothing, he poured dirty water 

over himself. The clothing 

simulated a marsh's ability to 

control floods and purify 

pollutants. As he discussed loss 

of wetland habitat, he began to 



Psychologis1 Dav'id Ausubttl 
calls id•u or conc.pts 
ginn to an individual 

ADVANCE ORGANIZERS. 
Thtty httlp piPOpltt compntwnd 

and r•m•mb•r n.w information. 

Pr09r am titl•s can b• 
advanctt organiztrs. For 

•xampl•, 'W'isconsin naturalist 
Marion Moran has 11Pd a 

proCJnm tm•d "Octob~Pr: 
A 'Yt' a lk on thtt night of th• 

'F"allinCJ L•af Moon'". 
'W'hat might you ttxpttCt to 

txpttri•nct 11s a p11rticipant? 
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remo7e layers of clothing. As the 

layers of marsh disappeared, water 

trickled down his shoulders at a 

faster rate. With le~s "marsh" to 

hold back organi~ matter, the water 

became less clear as well. 

Aside from catching a group's 

attention, the pow offers an 

opportunity to share the program's 

theme. It also offers an 

. opportunity to set group 

expectations. For example, by 

saying "During the next half hour 

we will discover the reasons why 

the peregrine falcon is an 

endangered species" you are giving 

visitors a sense of direction. You 

are helping them understand in 

advance the experience. They have 

a clearer idea of what to expect 

from the program. 

Introduce a program on time. 

Be considerate of people who came 

at the appropriate hour. In your 

introduction, remember to welcome 

visitors and introduce yourself. 



0~ - . 0 
0 0 

0 0 

MAGIC •1 
G .A. Miller tst.ab lish.d 
the Ma9ic •7 Princip lt 

in 1956. He suggested that 
ptop le havt limits on tht 

number of new things they 
can ptrctivt and nmtmbtr. 
Human ptrctptua1 capacity 

is limited to stvtn 
(+or- ont) discntt stimuli 
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BRIDGE 

Bridges make passage easier 

from one place to the next. 

-Bridges in programs help visitors 

understand how the theme relates to 

them. By helping an individual 

associate new information with past 

experiences, bridges give a theme 

personal meaning. Meaningful 

experiences are remembered ones. 

For instance, during Josh 

Barkin's endangered species talk, 

he may have said, "You might think 

that only the beasts between your 

teeth are endangered. But other 

species are endangered, too." 

BODY 

Examples supporting a theme 

compose the body of a program. 

They relate directly to the theme. 

During an animal home talk, for 

example, visitors are shown nests, 

galls, and hives. During a talk 

about rainbows visitors are given 

prisms with which to experiment. 



v;s;tors •xp•ct ~ 
tn joy ablt tx~r;tnct. 

What "Will mcrtast 
tnjoymtnt? 

PARTICIPATION 
AND INYOL VEMENT 

(Fwld and 'W'agtr ~ 1 973) 

INTERACTION WITH 
THE GROUP 

(Crandall~ 1979) 

LEARNING ABOUT NATURE 
(Blahna and Roggtnbuck~ 1979) 
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Organize examples into 

categories. For instance, you 

might arrange information for a 

talk about red-headed woodpeckers 

into three categories: adaptations, 

nesting and feeding habits. 

Several examples can then be 

included within each category. 

Psychological researchers tell 

us that people best understand and 

remember new information when it is 

"chunked" into no more than seven 

categories (Miller, 1956). 

Organize the body of youT program, 

then, around a few categories. 

Include examples in each category. 

Build towards the main message with 

each example. A clear progression 

of ideas -from simple to complex, 

for instance- helps visitors better 

perceive and remember the program. 

PERIOD 

Take time to conclude a 

program, even if it means 

eliminating a stop or supporting 

idea. Periods remind a group why 
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they just hiked through pine woods 

or listened to sounds of a spring 

pond. They let you restate the 

theme. 

You might ask visitors to 

restate the theme for you. Invite 

the group to stand in a circle. 

Ask each person to share, if they 

want to, something that they 

experienced or learned that they 

had not experienced or learned 

before. Through their responses, 

you will be able to tell if they 

perceived the site or natural 

object as you had hoped they would. 

On the other hand, you may 

have set a dramatic mood, as one 

interpreter did during an indoor 

talk. She had lit a candle at the 

beginning of her program. At its 

conclusion, she quietly blew out 

the flame. 

In any case, bring the program 

full circle. come back to your 

initial premise. Did you 

effectively illustrate the program 

theme? 
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Using these four steps -POW, 

BRIDGE, BODY AND PERIOD- is one way 

to give direction to a program. 

However you choose to organize your 

message, whether for talks or 

walks, include visitor involvement, 

visitor needs and site 

interpretation. 

~ISITOR NEEDS 

~nvolvement depends on being 

sensitive to visitor needs. These 

needs include visitor interests, 

their need to learn, their desire 

to be part of a group and to 

socialize with family and friends. 

Visitors also have physical 

needs. Since the group might be 

sitting in one place for several 

minutes, be sure they are 

comfortable. When indoors, 

consider the physical environment 

of the room. For example, what 

difference will it make if an 

audience sits in rows of chairs or 

around tables? Is the temperature 

comfortable? Is lighting appro-



VISITORS LIKE: 
s•nsory involv•m.nt 

humor 
surpristt 

nttw inform.ation madtt 
und.,.standab 1• 

tnthusiasm 

VISITORS DO NOT LIKE: 
dry l.ctuns 

an inttrpnttr that 
talks too much 

a pro9r am that is 
too ttchnica 1 

a pro9r am that is 
too lon9 

an untnthusiastic 
prHtntation 
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priate both for the program's theme 

and for visibility of props? 

If outdoors, minimize dis-

tractions. Avoid sharing a talk 

near a busy road where traffic 

would drown out your voice. Be 

sensitive to chilly temperatures, 

too. Though you may feel warm from 

the excitement of interpreting, 

people sitting in one place for 

thirty minutes may not. 

I 
INVOLVE THE VISITOR~ 

I 
Walks have destinations. A 

group follows an interpreter to see 

things on site. Talks have 

destinations, too, but they are 

metaphoric places created by active 

language and sensory devices. 

If the interpretation student 

described in the preceding chapter 

could have taken the class on a 

prairie walk, the mopheads and 

cardboard "roots" would have been 

unnecessary. Experiencing a 

windswept prairie would have 

involved them. The props were 



47 

appropriate, however, given the 

setting and theme of his talk. The 

props involved the class' senses 

while helping the student 

interpreter reveal information. 

INTERPRET THE SITE 

Talks, unlike interpretive 

walks, are not dependent on the 

site itself. Nevertheless, the 

site of a nature center or even the 

geographical area of a community 

inspire talk themes. 

Share a ·message that is 

timely. 

might 

For example, a nearby lake 

prompt a 

resident Canada 

program 

geese. 

on the 

Early 

snows, in turn, might call for a 

talk about hibernation. Be 

sensitive to natural events. 

Organizing a program around a 

clear idea and remembering to 

involve the whole person can assure 

a successful talk. Although these 

planning principles hold true for 

walks, planning an on-site program 

differs in several ways. The 
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following section describes things 

you should consider while planning 

an interpretive walk. 



Planning a Walk . 



Walks offer unique challenges to interpreters. Walks 
reveal significant features of a site. To best reveal 
unique features, you must thoroughly understand the site 
itself. Flexibility and communication techniques are 
important, too. 

Interpreters have developed 

excellent slide programs about 

spring flowers. They have revealed 

curiosities of woodcock during 

effective talks. Even so, slides 

are a two-dimensional substitute 

for seeing a wooded hillside draped 

with white trilliums. Props and 

words about woodcock take second 

place to witnessing a 

"timberdoodle's" 300-foot-high 

courtship flight. Whenever 

possible, share your message on 

site. Interpretive walks offer 

people an experience that cannot 

be fully duplicated indoors. 

Not surprisingly, walks are 

the most challenging program to 

develop. They differ from 

interpretive talks in several ways. 
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own. 
-Aristotle 
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51 

INTERPRET THE SITE 

While all interpretive efforts 

focus on a natural resource, in 

walks this emphasis is especially 

important. In some ways, walks are 

like moving talks. Unlike talks, 

however, they promise physical 

destinations ••• a rookery, a cave, 

a porcupine den. People attend 

walks to experience a part of the 

natural world. What are the unique 

features of the natural world that 

you will share? 

Become thoroughly familiar 

with features of your site. Know 

the plants and anima-ls that live 

there. Become aware of seasonal 

cycles of different species. By 

doing this, you can interpret what 

events are actually happening. You 

can select stops for a reason. 

STOPS 

Stops are the moments during a 

walk when you face and address the 

entire group. Stops should always 

have a clear purpose. Stop to see 

a clump of trout lilies. Stop to 
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wonder what kind of woodpecker 

drilled such large holes in a white 

pine tree. Relate stops to the 

walk's "big idea". 

Aside from unusual stops like 

scenic views, most stops are less 

than five minutes long. Since a 

typical interpretive walk lasts an 

hour, plan about five stops during 

a walk. 

1 d1 FLEXIBILITY 
. ., 

Walks are challenging because 

nature is dynamic. Sometimes, 

unexpected things happen. You may 

have planned to stop near a dew 

speckled spider web. If a red-

tailed hawk suddenly flies into the 

field striking an unwary rabbit, be 

prepared to be upstaged. Take 

advantage of the teach a b 1 e moment 

by weaving the surprise into the 

theme of your program. 

Other times, unexpected 

natural events are not so welcome. 

Bad weather is always a 

possibility. Have an alternate 
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program plan in case of rain or 

ICnow your subject tbrouply. IDd snow. If it is impossible to 
UleD trust to lud:. 
-Willi .. jaaa develop another option, publicize 

the program as "fair weather only". 

BE A HOST 

Remember "host" responsi-

bilities, some of which are 

especially important during 

interpretive walks. 

Arrive at least 15 minutes 

early. Meeting people before the 

program begins can lend valuable 

insights into their interests and 

backgrounds. 

For latecomers, plan your 

first stop within view of the 

starting point. In this way, you 

can start on time yet still allow 

everyone to share the experience. 

Similarly, conclude your program 

within sight of your first stop. 

If you cannot make a loop trail or 

.choose to formally wrap-up a 

program at a destination on the 

trail, at least walk back to your 

starting point with visitors. 
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Pace is also a consideration. 

Consider the whole group 

a walk. Assess the 

in pacing 

physical 

abilities of visitors. Move only 

as fast as the slowest walker. At 

the same time be conscious of 

facing the sun or wind so that you 

are the only person affected. 

CONTROLLING LARGE GROUPS 

Some programs attract 

especially large 

thirty or more. 

groups, perhaps 

Maintaining the 

interest of large numbers of people 

is a skill that comes with 

practice. 

One way to maintain control is 

to always stay in the lead. 

Another is to wait for everyone to 

arrive at the stop before 

interpreting. 

When you interpret, speak 

audibly. Be sure that everyone can 

see both you and the object of 

attention. Talk from a "stage". 

For example, during a "Winter 

Skeletons" walk you plan to stop 



inttrpnt tht si1t 
stop for ~ r•ason 

btt f'ktxib lt · 
b• • host 

plan for r~in 

55 

near a birch tree. Walk past the 

tree with the group and then circle 

back to it. In this way, you have 

created a semi-circle around the 

object of attention. 

Stepping off the trail while 

speaking to a group will increase 

visibility, too. Standing on a 

rock or an incline can have the 

same effect. Look for "natural 

stages" to use on site. 

Walks usually combine planned 

and spontaneous interpretation. A 

firm understanding of the site, 

combined with enthusiasm, will help 

you create an enjoyable program. 
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Cltnt11JP)1t®rr 3 
Involving the Visitor 

Whatever format a program 
takes, visitor involvement is 
important. 

Involve tbe visitor with the 
spoken word. Active language 
creates visual images for a group 
while questions encourage creative 
thinking. 

Involve the visitor by using 
props. For example, a red balloon 
can simulate the bubble of air a 
water spider takes with it under 
the water's surface. The balloon 
attracts attention by its vivid 
color and by the innovative way it 
is used. 

Finally, body movements 
involve the visitor. Body 
movements convey meaning and focus 
attention. Asking someone to help 
you physically demonstrate a point 
also encourages participation. 

Words, props and body 
movements -together with 
enthusiasm- create exciting 
programs. Look to the following 
pages for examples of each to try 
in the field. 



The Spoken.Word 



Words are symbols. Communication occurs when these 
symbols are unc,ierstood. As. interpreters, we use words to 
create better understanding and appreciation for the 
environment. How we speak, the way we combine words and the 
style in which we encourage a group to share their thoughts 
verbally can be our strongest tool. 

Let thy 1peech be better thm 
1Ueoce. or be liliDL 
-DiOilYIUI the Elder 

TlJe group nited erpectiUJlly. SitJiDt 
itJ 8 $JIJJI/I, suD/it room, tiJey IIIUJced 6t tiJeir 
ntciJes. TlJa IJJey looked 6t IIJe 
it1terpre/4r stiUJdirJI /Jefore IJJem. TIN 
proffr6JIJ w.u 1/Joutto IJelitl. 

iflelllllf!CDeS ecyt/JroceDblllus Jives ~ 
opeo deciduous w«Jd~ .. S6id IJJe interpreter 
OaUy, '"IUJd itJ pr6JI"Je t:OUtllrJ'. 
MODomorp/Jic, it forms 1 plir IJODd e6CIJ 
spr.m,. .At IJJat time t1Je plir driB 11 avity 8 
to 2~ iDciJes deep itJ dead tops or Otlercu$ 
A!IM IUJd .Acer rubrum _ .. 

How long would this approach 

hold visitor attention? What if 

instead the interpreter began this 

way ••• 

7t is 11 good lime of' ye11r for IVIItdJiJJI 
feaeeposts. .As/ drove don p11y IJ.ilhnys. 
IIJ tiJe oature D!!Liter today, I watdJetJ 
faceposts IUJd IJJe tops of' lre8s from my CJiio 
JVJiJdow. 

*Maybe you b11ve IJeeD ntdJiD6, ~ 
or remember ntcbitJg. Perb11ps you 1Jav8 
St!eJ1 cert8i8 birds perc/Jed like red DillS OD 

weatiJered pole$. I JVOu/d like to siJ11te t1Jeir 
story JV.itiJ youllJjs mor.tJ.i.Dg. • 

USE OF VOICE 

The spoken word can be the 

interpreter's strongest tool. By 

using a conversational tone and 

59 
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active language, you build a bridge 

to the audience. You paint a 

picture of a common experience: 

seeing birds perched on fenceposts 

along a highway. 

Your spoken words paint the 

picture. Few individuals inherit 

charismatic voices. Most of us 

must consciously strive to speak 

effectively. We vary the tempo of 

spoken words. We whisper at 

suspenseful moments and pause for 

dramatic effect. Variation in 

pitch and volume add interest, too. 

Together with word choice and non-

verbal communication, voice quality 

helps deliver the program theme. 

T~ .11/ild llon:s sit 01.1 ,. .m:llrlJy 
t61J.Je. ·rm you puB out rbat is i.Dside 1M 
first IJorT IJJe i.Dterpreter asks 6 visitor. 
Tbe visitor complies _ reve61iJJ6 a JllOIUJted 

surli8g. 
7 6111 .1101 goiDg to tmk ritlJ you 1iJo14 

StiV.Ii.Dgs tot/6}', • S6}'S . IJJe i.Dterpreter, 
l/JQIJ6./J tJJe stay or 1/Jis speckled bird i~ 

i.DtertYOve.tJ ritiJ tiJe t6/e or 1J10t1Jer. • T.IM 
irlterpreter s/orvly discloses 1/Je COtJteots ti 
l/J6 /6g}J]d IJOI: 7 liD lllikiJJ6, of a;um, 
6/Jout tlJe red-beaded Jf'Q7d~er. .. 
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ACTIVE LANGUAGE 

Effective interpreters use ......................... 
::::::·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:::: 
:·: ··: 
::: It is a good 1im• :: vivid language. They personalize 
::: of y•ar for =: :=: :: 
~~~ ::~:hing ~::- t. 

you.han b••n 

programs by using pronouns like "I" 

and "you". 

( watching. too. } 
··:·:·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.-::::· Interpreters repeat patterns 

of words, too, knowing that 

repetition can help give a program 

direction. Repetition can also 

emphasize important points. It 

helps visitors remember a program's 

main message. Researchers tell us 

that an average adult must process 

information six times before it is 

remembered. 

Effective interpreters also 

use specific and colorful language. 

Appropriate verbal images 

illustrate an idea better than any 

other communication technique. 

Select a few key images, avoiding 

overuse of metaphors and analogies. 

A superfluous aggregation of 

descriptive phraseology sounds 

trite. 

Vivid language, though 

specific and colorful, is also 
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simple. Even if technical jargon 

provides the most precise 

terminology, use it spar·ingly, if 

at all. For example, most groups 

would not understand that Quercus 

alba and Acer rubrum mean white oak 

and red maple. Unfamiliar words 

can enhance the content of a 

program, but they should always be 

explained. 

7for ue lbe stories of lbe tJYo !JirdJ 
mterJYOYt!IJ r 

7Jolb ue colorful, .irJ lbeir oJYJJ ray. 
Their scientific n11mes desai!Je lbem JVeD. .. 

'SiurJJus vu!guis, tiJe stu.l.iJJK, mem:. 
i::omm011 Dttle stu• for !Jolb its KJY!III 

num!Jt!l"s md spSJg/ecl feJtthers. T.IJe 
red-lJeJtded JYOOdpeckt!l" s n11me, Me/iltletDef 
eryt/JroceDlJIIius. me1111s red-lJeJtded !Jlld 
creeper. 

7./Je birds 1J11ve more .irJ a:JmmOJJ thm 
/JttiJJg n11mes, lboiJKh. bolb are found iJJ 
open p/IICeS, 111 lbe edges of JVtxJds. Alost 
impor1111111y, bowvever, I.IJey e6CIJ .JJesl i1J, 
avities. And here is JVlJere lbe t1Jre11ds d 
lbe.ir stories become tll1J6/ed. .. 

QUESTIONING 

Questions, like the rhetorical 

one posed above, involve visitors. 

They encourage creative thinking. 

They help organize a program. They 

emphasize important points. They 



. CLOSE. -ENDED 
QUESTION: 

'w'ho~t •• thr•• w~ys 
starlings 

:;: outcomp•t• r•d- ;:: 
:;: h•ad•d woodp•ck•rs? ::: 

j~l::::::: ::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: ::l~j 

ii}';;;:~~:-:·:::111 
~:~ ov•rtaking cavit'J ~~~ 
:;: n•sts of r•d-h•ad- :;: 
~~~ •d woodpttck•rs? ~:~ 
==~=:=:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:::::: 

............................. . :::··-·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.··:::: 
:~ EVALUATIVE .. ::;::. 

QUESTION: 

~~. 'w'hat ar• 'JOUr 
.. f••lings about 

introduc•d Spl"Cll"S, 
;: likl" starlings? 
:: 
·: :: .. 
··:·:·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·:=::: 
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offer visitors a chance to share 

their thoughts and feelings. 

There are different kinds of 

questions. Used effectively, they 

can actively involve the group. 

Close-ended recall questions 

help measure a group's perception. 

These questions help visitors 

recall important ideas. If used 

alone, though, recall questions 

become monotonous. They do not 

challenge people to think 

creatively. 

Combine recall questions with 

higher order questions. Process 

questions ask visitors to analyze 

or explain information. Though 

open-ended, answers to process 

questions are often predictable • 

Answers to evaluative 

questions, however, are not 

predictable. Evaluative questions, 

also a higher order question, 

challenge people to apply 

information to a new or 

hypothetical situation. They 
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encourage people to become 

personally involved. 

Developing questioning skills 

takes practice. Begin by asking 

different types of questions. 

Create a non-judgemental atmosphere 

during your program to encourage 

responses (see "Questioning 

Techniques" in the Appendix). 

O.ll:Dt:r Dl' li.Jr: ./'.ii-31 IJIT.I /I./liCit /Jr:a= 

1J1d IJee.n reveJI/ed. The /1st remllitled 
UJIOpeiJed OD l1Je t61J/e. 

• _ .And ~ • S6id 1/Je irlterpreter, 
VH6pp.iDg up l1Je IJI/.k, lbe woodpecker :r 
/Je/J6Vior lllld 1J61Jits, .irJ t:tJJiliJUJII.iotJ JVitiJ 
ol/Jer tiJUJgs, 1J1s lt!tlto sepcu/6l.iotJ 111Jout11J8 
./Je.Jtb or 1/Je species:. 

6Um111JS, F.!Jo .irJIFOducet/ St6Ji1Jgs, 
sometimes use forestry pr6Ctit:n IIJ1t don 
avity trees:. Ft!JYer CJIVity trees JlleU$ 

ferver . .aestirlg sites for red-lJel/ded 
' Jlo'Q1d~ers:. 

Bumms use pestiailes, t~ tl.Jitlffed 
.illsects. Could l1Je pest.it:ides 611'«1 .illsed 
e1ters, Die t/Jis JYOOdp«:ker? 

)'JJJ.J1 Aluir JVJYJte, 1Ylle.J1 JVe try to p.icl 
out Mlyt/JiJ:Jg /Jy itseff JVe f.illd it .bitc/Jed ttJ 
everyt/J.irJg else iD l/Je tmiwrse: ll'e 1n 

t:OtJ.D«ted to everyt!JiiJg else, too. Fe b1VS 

to FOrk the lmd to mllke our livitJg, • Sllid 
11M .illter~ter; l"'!vellli11gl/Je a:Jilltmts of IIJ8 
IIJird IJ~ *lYe 1J6Ye to tl/6 OD l1Je strmds al 
stories to some erteol But .IJoJV bud CJIIJ F~ 
puB lleftre IIJe SlrlllldS IJI"'!U r 

Use of voice, vivid language 

and questioning give meaning to the 



Bl••••d i• tlw man wbo, 
bavirag raothirag to ••Y, 
•b•teiN from gi vi rag 
ia wrcJ• •'licS•rw:• ~ 
tlw feet. 
-G•ora• Eliot 
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spoken word. Silence is important, 

too. Confidence and sensitivity 

help interpreters to know when to 

stop talking, for effective 

delivery of an interpretive program 

goes beyond words. The following 

section will show you how. 



Props and 
Body Movements 



People pay attention to things they are curious about. 
They pay attention to things that are pleasing to the 
senses. For instance, in many cultur~s a long, winding road 
slipping over the horizon is a familiar metaphor. It eludes 
an unknown destination. When illustrated, it creates a 
pleasing, symmetrical pattern. 

Select props and oody movements that arouse curiosity 
and pleasure, too. Communication researchers list SURPRISE, 
CONFLICT, AUTHENTICITY and SUSPENSE as elements of 
interesting presentations. FAMILIARITY, HUMOR AND MOVEMENT 
are just as important. Use objects and actions, then, as 
devices to arouse curiosity and better reveal a theme. 

Planning for involvement means 

· "teasing" a visitor's curiosity. 

Visitors pay attention to things 

they want to learn more about and 

Tbe purpou of tac.baique ia all 
tbe arts Is tbe same. umely. to 
..tl the coacept ar subject 
mauer darer. aore elfectmt. 
_.. coapalliaa. _..~&~Willi ... 
-Alexander Dean to t h in g s t h a t are p 1 e as in g t o 

their senses. Communication 

researchers describe these two 

types of curiosity. 

The first is called perceptual 

curiosity. During a talk, for 

example, you arouse interest by 

hiding props underneath black 

boxes. The surprise of non-verbal 

?9 
I ' I 

communication devices, like boxes, 

helps to focus attention. 

The second type is called 

diversive curiosity. In this case, 

visitors seek out symmetry and 

beauty. For instance, you offer a 

quiet nature walk through a climax 

beech-maple forest. 

67 
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Could you function without 

things that stimulated your 

curiosity? 

THE IMPORTANCE OF USING OUR 
SENSES 

In 1953, researchers at McGill 

University in Montreal studied 

effects of sensory deprivation. In 

a controlled experiment, student 

volunteers earned twenty dollars 

for each day spent with limited 

sesory stimulation. 

Researchers asked the 

volunteers to lie on a bed. They 

gave the volunteers cotton gloves 

and cylinders of cardboard to wear 

on their arms. They gave the 

volunteers translucent goggles as 

well. The goggles let the 

volunteers see diffused light but 

not visual patterns. The 

volunteers could not interact with 

anybody or anything. 

Most of the volunteers gave up 

by the third day. Some had 

experienced hallucinations and felt 

disoriented. Others said they 



Som• rn•arch•rs estim.Jte 
that four-f;fths of 

n.r\jthing we know 
r•ach•s our bra ins 
thrOUCJh our •'.1 •s. 
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daydreamed or had blank ~eriods. 

The findings of the study were 

clear: people need sensory 

stimulation. Perhaps they need to 

experience new and changing 

situations just as much. 

By effectively using the 

spoken word, props and body 

movements interpreters provide 

people with sensory stimulation. 

By involving a group's senses, you 

hold their attention. 

UNDERSTANDING THE SENSES 

All of the senses -sight, 

hearing, smell, touch, taste- are 

important. However, people most 

often use their sense of sight. 

People see just a fraction of what 

is really there. We select what we 

pay attention to, "filtering out" 

what we do not choose to pay 

attention to. For instance, how 

often have you "stopped noticing" 



One pictUI'8 is warth 
a tbousand words. 
-Old Cbiaete SayiDI 
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the noon train that passes by your 

house each day? 

Help visitors "filter out" 

sounds and sights that may distract 

their attention from your program. 

Consciously choose objects and 

actions that visitors will notice. 

USING PROPS 

Objectics refers to the 

selection and use of physical 

objects in non-verbal communication 

(Tubbs and Moss, 1978). Objectics 

for the interpreter means using 

props to emphasize and clarify a 

theme. 

"A prop," said theatrical 

director Gordon Hilker, "must make 

a strong statement the moment it is 

seen." Ice tongs, for example, can 

simulate the talons of a barred 

owl. A blow torch can open a jack 

pine cone, demonstrating seed 

dispersal by fire. 

Props can give you credi-

bility, too. Tools like a spotting 

scope or a parabolic recorder 



HoY is a pair of 
pU.,-s likt tht claw 

of a crab? 

both pinch 
both an hard 
both can bnak 

both ... 
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create an aura of expertise. 

Holding a ten-gauge shotgun while 

telling the story of the passenger 

pigeon adds authenticity to the 

tale. Even quoting Thoreau from an 

old, frayed book can help build a 

mood of history. 

Keep in mind the following 

while using props: 

COLORS DRAW ATTENTION 
Red, for example, excites people 
while green and blue reduce 
tension. Color can have cultural 
significance, as well. During a 
naturalist's training workshop, for 
instance, an interpreter wore "ruby 
red slippers" (red painted boots) 
to lead the group metaphorically 
down the interpretive yellow brick 
road. 

SELECT FAMILIAR PROPS 
Researchers tell us that people are 
drawn towards familiar "cues" 
(Barnlund, 1979). In the above 
example, the interpreter developed 
his metaphor around a prop from a 
familiar movie scene in 'The Wizard 
of Oz'. 

Use familiar props to draw 
analogies between common objects 
and the natural world. For 
instance, compare a pair of pliers 
to the claw of a crab a snake 
to a tire a bird to an 
airplane, and so on. 



Ptop lt rtmtmbtr : 

1 0~ of what th•y rtad 
2095 of what thty htar 
3095 of what thty s•• 
50~ of what th•y 

s•• and h•ar 
(Ay•rs, 1983, P9· 97) 
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USE PROPS IN INNOVATIVE WAYS 
Use clear plastic tubes to show how 
a cattail draws water to its upper 
leaves. Unroll a window shade to 
demonstrate how the long tongue of 
a woodpecker unrolls when the bird 
finds an ins€ct in an old tree. 
Only imagination limits the ways 
that famliliar objects can be used. 

INVOLVE DIFFERENT SENSES 
Odors and noises capture a group's 
attention. For example, while 
revealing how great horned owls 
prey on skunks, you might have 
skunk scent on hand. Or during a 
geology talk you might ask a fellow 
interpreter to quietly tap two 
stones together, varying rhythm 
with the passing eras. 

LIVE ANIMALS 
Live animals draw immediate notice. 
Few people ever forget the sight of 
a live eagle or the experience of 
holding a snake. If you use live 
animals in programs, even if you 
keep them in captivity for a very 
short .time, be fully aware of the 
animal's needs. Does your nature 
center have proper facilities for 
keeping live animals? 

Study animal husbandry and become 
aware of its ethics before using 
live species as props (see "Using 
Live Animals in Programs" in the 
Appendix). 

MINIMIZE DISTRACTIONS 
Sometimes objects beyond your 
control distract a group. Help 
people filter out noises from 
traffic, other pedestrians and even 
props that you pass out for them to 
handle. 



No mortal can Jc••P a ••cnt 0 

U hi• 1ipf an •ii•nt. tw 
talks with his 1i"8,•rtips; 
~traya1 ooE•• out o1 him 
at tv.ry pon 0 

-Si~NiFnu4 
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BODY MOVEMENTS 

Kinesics refers to body 

movements in communication (Tubbs 

and Moss, 1978). Body movements 

convey meaning. For example, a 

raised fist can indicate streng~h. 

Body movements also focus 

attention. Pointing towards the 

sound of a brown thrasher can help 

people hear its repetitive song. 

Body movements can demonstrate your 

confidence, too. A well-postured, 

easy stride during a walk leaves a 

more positive impression than a 

hesitant gait. 

Keep in mind the following 

while using body movements: 

FACIAL EXPRESSIONS 
Some communication experts claim 
that fifty-five percent of 
understanding gained from a face
to-face spoken message results from 
facial expression (Mehrabian, 
1968). In our culture, the eyes 
are especially important. Maintain 
eye contact with a group, always 
at tempting to talk with not at an 
audience. 

BODY MOVEMENTS EMPHASIZE POINTS 
Body movements may be spontaneous 
or carefully planned. In any case, 
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they should emphasize the idea you 
are trying to communicate. 

For example, you might hold your 
hands wide open when discussing the 
amount of water found in oceans. 
Or, you might draw them close 
together to indicate how much water 
is available from other places. 

INVOLVE VISITORS 
Ask visitors to carry props, hold 
up word cards or demonstrate a 
point. For instance, during a 
wetlands walk invite a visitor to 
pull on waders in order to retrieve 
a cattail shoot from the nearby 
water. 

PLAN HOLISTICALLY 

Program planning is a holistic 

process. Each technique must be 

considered as it relates to the 

others. Each technique must be 

understood as it relates to the 

group. Imagine that YOU are 

attending the program that you are 

planning. Imagine how selected 

props and body movements would 

affect your perception of the 

message. 

Props and body movements help 

develop the context for the spoken 

word. However, all techniques 

depend on each other for greatest 
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effect. For example, the 

interpreter who wore "ruby red" 

hiking boots to lead a group down 

the interpretive yellow brick road 

also tapped his heels together 

three times, just as Dorothy did. 

Just as important as what the 

interpreter did was how he did it. 

Remember that enthusiasm captures a 

group's attention, too! 

Recommended Readings 

Ayers, Joe and Janice Miller. 1983. Effective Public 
Speaking. William C. Brown Company Publishers, Dubuque, 
Iowa. 

Mehebrian, Albert. 1968. "Communication Without Words". 
Psychology Today 11(53). 

Monroe, Alan H. and Douglas Ehniger. 1974. Principles and 
Types Qi Speech Communication. Scott Foresman and 
Company, Glenview, Illinois. 

Schreck, Everett M. 1970. Principles and Styles Qi Acting. 
Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, Inc., Reading, 
Massachusetts. 

Tubbs, Stewart L. and Sylvia Moss. 1978. Interpersonal 
Communication. Random House, New York. 



CClblll1fP>1t®tr ~ 
Creative Tec.tiniq ues 

Creative techniques, unique 
communication approaches, offer 
another way to reveal environmental 
messages. Borrowed from related 
fields, these techniques have been 
adopted by interpreters. This 
monograph explores three tech
niques: storytelling, guided image
ry and characterization. 

Creative techniques may be 
used in all or part of a program. 
For example, your nature center 
might offer a "Family Story Hour" 
or a family program that includes a 
story. Either way, a story should 
be the best ~ to communicate a 
message. Such a technique can 
delight an audience, but if used 
inappropriately or too often it may 
seem contrived. . 

Using a technique effectively 
requires two things: ( 1) becoming 
thoroughly familiar with the 
program topic and (2) practicing 
the technique. If you feel 
comfortable with both the subject 
and the way you have chosen to 
reveal it, then you can interact 
with visitors instead of perform 
for them. 

The following pages highlight 
things to consider in developing 
selected techniques. View each 
chapter only as a starting point. 



Storyte 11 i ng. 



Stories enrich an interpretive program. Whether used 
as an entire program or just part of a program, stories let 
visitors mentally experience a situation first hand. They 
give the visitor information informally, through background 
descriptions and specific details. Stories, furthermore, 
elicit creative thinking by suggesting metaphoric images. 

What stori.e1'! __ capti vatecl y&u as a child? »Tiie Three 
Bears"? "Little Red Riding Hood"? What images do you still 
remember? In stories, images are created primarily through 
words. The same elements that help you remember images from 
words spoken years ago can help visitors remember the images 
you share at interpretive programs. 

The art of the storyteU«. I 
tblnt:. consists In tlYiDI 
spcniteneity to a series of 
happenincs. 
-Laura Siauu 

Eff~tiv• stor;•s 
r•l~t• to common 

txp•r;.ncu 

SELECTING A STORY 

What story should you tell? 

You might choose a written story. 

You might tell something that 

happened to you. What experiences 

have you had that relate to the 

program theme? 

Effective stories, in any 

case, relate to common experiences. 

Perhaps you are preparing a group 

for a sunrise walk to the booming 

grounds of greater prairie 

chickens. You begin by sharing an 

account of your first visit there. 

Visitors may never have seen a 

booming ground before. Evenso, 

they have probably seen the pale 

hues of a sunrise. They have 

likely watched their breath hang 

like silver threads in cold, spring 

air. Build a bridge to visitors by 

78 
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painting pictures of shared 

experiences. 

stories are Effective 

ch-aracterized by conflict and 

repetition as well as common 

experiences. Conflict moves the 

plot. Repetition -of refrains, 

questions or metaphors- helps to 

organize a story, thus giving it 

direction. In "The Three Bears" 

the refrain 'Someone has been 

sleeping in my bed' 

'And here she is!' 

led finally to 

What would 

happep, you wondered as a child, to 

poor Goldilocks now "that the bears 

had discovered her? 

Conflict in 

blatant, as in 

tale. It may be 

a story may be 

the above fairy 

subtle, too. A 

story about spring flowers, for 

example, might involve a character 

wondering what caused the tiny 

holes in the blossoms of Dutchman's 

breeches. 

Effective stories involve 

believable characters, too. Look 

for "types" not just individuals 



T•llstori•s about 
bt1itvabtt characttrs 
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(the miser, the explorer, the young 

innocent). Remember that the real 

essence of a story is not the 

specific situation but, rather, the 

forces that affect characters and 

move the plot (Willard, 1982). 

Think of literary classics, like 

Charles Dickens' "A Christmas 

The dangers of greed led 

crooge to a frightening 

realization of his own mortality 

and his resolution to make amends. 

While characters like 

"Scrooge" may have unique 

qualities, the purpose of 

f"'"--.....:s:..t::.:::.o:_r y t e 11 in g f o r in t e r p r e t e r s i s to 

an idea that supports a 

theme. 

VISUALIZE THE STORY 

familiar with the story 

reading it aloud (if from a 

source) or by remembering 

all that you can about the 

experience. What smells, sounds or 

feelings do you recall? 



Storws ttll of a strits 
of happ.nin9s. Th• 

difftrtnct bttwttn a 
story with a plot and 

ont without a plot is likt 
tht difftr.nct bttwHn a 
march and a stamptdt. 
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Next, visualize the story 

sequentially. Imagine the plot to 

be revealed by a series of 

photographs. Picture the key 

visual images. You will share 

these key images with visitors. 

Some professional storytellers 

suggest writing an outline at this 

point. 

nsolution 

Ia Its descriptioas Ia story) Us 
to be free of allleneralitia - aat 
a cautoc of a poet's IIIGCiatioa 
with the sea ... but tJae flash of 
theftft. 
-Laura SiJIIII 

USING THE SPOKEN WORD 

Words are the primary medium 

for the storyteller. Thus, during 

an effective story, listeners pay 

attention to an unfolding 

narrative, not to a costume or a 

prop. 

Storytellers create metaphoric 

images with words. Share specific 

words. Use more verbs than 

adjectives. For example, rather 

than describe "Morning Star", a 

character in a Native American 

legend as "mischevious", tell how 

she jokingly threw sand in the 

people's pot of venison stew. 

Describe how she sewed her sister's 
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moccasins together so that she 

tripped first thing in the morning. 

Sounds create specific images 

as well. The "cr-reak" of a door, 

the '.'plop" of a young screech owl 

falling from its nest, the "zzz" of 

a mosquito landing on someone's 

nose these vocalizations add 

variety. 

Enrich images by using a full 

range of vocal expressions. 

Dramatic pauses can especially 

heighten interest. Do you remember 

the extra moment of suspense when 

the Littlest Bear reached to pull 

off the bedcovers from the sleeping 

Goldilocks? 

USING BODY MOVEMENTS AND PROPS 

Natural, well-timed gestures 

are appropriate ones. They relate 

directly to the story. Though 

over-use of gestures can be 

distracting, a well-placed hand 

movement emphasizes a point just as 

different postures can distinguish 

characters. 



StoryteUJna is tellina tbe news. 
-Marie ShedJoct 
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Body movements convey ideas, 

too. Walking across a room, for 

instance, can indicate a 

transition. In turn, miming 

silently creating images with your 

body- may effectively reveal a 

story. 

Should you use props as noise 

makers, or even as additional 

visual aids? Most professional 

storytellers caution against this. 

While a few artifacts may lend 

credibility to a talk, props can 

create the possibility of 

affectation. Words, remember, are 

the storyteller's main tool. With 

too many props, listeners begin to 

pay attention to objects instead of 

to the unfolding narrative. 

PRACTICE 

Select the story's key 

conflicts. Select dialects, 

gestures and facial expressions 

appropriate for both the story and 

the audience. Practice telling the 

story, relying on memorization of 
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the main images, not on 

memorization of any written text. 

You may want to practice in front 

of a mirror or in front of a 

friend. 

Effective stories relate to a 

group's common experiences. 

Through active language, an 

interpreter reveals a series of 

conflicts that have meaning for an 

audience. In this creative 

technique, words are the 

interpreter's main tool. 

What else should interpreters 

consider while spinning a yarn? 

SELECT TALES APPROPRIATE FOR 
PARTICULAR OCCASIONS OR GROUP 

Select a story that is best for 
specific programs. Imagine that 
you are the visitor. What kind of 
tale would you like to hear? 

BE SENSITIVE TO THE GROUP 
Storytellers develop a relationship 
with listeners through a verbal 
message. Be aware of a group's 
reactions, especially nonverbal 
ones. Know your audience well 
enough before the program to avoid 
embarrassments. 

MEMORIZE VISUAL IMAGES OR PHRASES 
Work for "freshness" in a story by 
not memorizing a script. 
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STICK TO THE POINT 
Avoid tangents, over-illustrations 
and telling the listener too many 
details. Share short, dramatic 
segments. 

END DIRECTLY 
A group should recognize a story's 
ending because conflicts have been 
resolved. If the group seems 
unsure if you have finished, simply 
thank them for their kind 
attention. 

BE INTERESTED IN THE STORY YOU 
SHARE 

Avoid over-telling a tale. If you 
feel bored sharing it, listeners 
will feel bored hearing it. 

Recommended Readings 

Colwell, Eileen. 1983. What is Storytelling? The Horn Book 
Magazine 59(3). 

Shedlock, Marie L. 1951. The Art of the Storyteller. Dover 
Publications, Inc., Boston. 

Simms, Laura. 1983. Words in Our Hearts: the Experience of 
the Story. The Horn Book Magazine 59(3). 

Torrence, Jackie. 1983. Storytelling. The Horn Book 
Magazine. 59(3). 

White, Edwin and Marguerite Battye. 1965. Acting and Stage 
Movement. Arc Books, Inc., New York. 

Willard, Nancy. 1982. The Well-Tempered Falsehood: The Art 
of Storytelling. lQQ Qf the News 39(1). 



Guided Imagery 



Guided imagery uses words to transport people to other 
places or times. The characters are the visitors 
themselve~. The images, spoken by a single interpreter, are 
shared in the tense of second person, using "you" as a 
pronoun. Metaphoric language acts as the starting point in 
"fantasy trips". Each individual's imagination soon takes 
over. 

For an interpreter, guided imagery trips can be used to 
set expectations, relax a group or reveal information. They 
can be about anything, occur at any place, be performed with 
other people or alone. Guided imagery trips usually last 
ten to thirty minutes. The interpreter might transport a 
group back to the Battle of Gettysburg, a historical 
moment. Or an interpreter might take visitors to events 
difficult to see, inside a beehive perhaps. Finally, an 
interpreter might take visitors to places that would be too 
dangerous to travel in real life, for example, to the innner 
ca tycombs of an old copper mine. How does guided imagery 
work? 

Laoaua&e caa beccuae a screen 
wbicJa stands between tbe tllinter 
llld reality. lbis is wby true 
creatiYfty often starts when 
lucuace ends. 
-Ardlur JCoestfer 

As part of a Wisconsin River 

Workshop, participants took a 

"cheap field trip" to find out what 

it was like to live along the river 

10,000 years ago. The interpreter 

offering the program wanted to 

reveal the human relationship to 

the water resource over time. How 

had earlier people perceived the 

Wisconsin River? Beginning with 

the Paleo Indians, the interpreter 

gently led the group through the 

years of the Jesuit "black robes", 

the lumberjacks, and finally to the 

environmentalists of the 1970s. 

While journeying through time, 

the group also journied by canoe 

87 
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downstream. They occassionally 

stopped at islands to meet 

characters from the past and to see 

things like wild ginseng and bank 

trails made by river otters. 

The guided imagery experience 

marked the beginning of the trip 

through time. Hopefully, it helped 

visitors perceive the way a 

specific culture, Paleo Indians, 

may have viewed the river. At the 

same time, it offered information 

about their lifestyle. 

DEVELOP ACCURATE I~AGES 

Research is the first step in 

developing the fantasy trip. 

Because the Paleo Indians kept no 

written records, the interpreter 

developed images inspired by tools 

and artifacts that the Indians had 

left behind. Nomadic, they had 

hunted mastedon and giant beaver 

near the receding edge of 

Wisconsin's last glacier. They 

used stone axes and spear points. 

They also used waterways, like the 

Wisconsin River, as travel routes. 
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Researching the place where a 

group will take a fantasy trip is 

important, too. The interpreter 

chose a large, granite rock that 

people could sit on during their 

trip through time. The rock 

provided a comfortable, quiet spot 

with a full view of the winding 

blue water. 

WRITING A SCRIPT 

Next, the interpreter must 

develop a script around specific 

images. Images are patterns of 

mental functioning (Ainsworth-Land, 

1982). They are often visual, but 

can involve the other senses. The 

interpreter at the Wisconsin River 

Workshop used colorful adjectives 

and concrete nouns, hoping that 

visitors, inspired by suggestion, 

would paint the actual pictures in 

their own minds. 

While including specific 

images for authenticity, leave 

spaces for silence, too. The 

"empty" spaces allow people time to 
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visualize. Thus, the guided 

imagery trip becomes an individual 

experience shared by the group. 

DEVELOP TRUST 

At the Wisconsin River 

Workshop, guided imagery seemed 

appropriate. The interpreter could 

share what was known about the 

Indian people creatively, involving 

the group's imaginations. 

The group, moreover, appeared 

ready for the adventure. They had 

already seen a movie and 

:brainstormed words that described 

the river. When people got off the 

bus that had taken them from an 

indoor setting to the waterway, 

they knew that they would be 

paddling soon. They realized that 

this was their first stop back in 

'time. 

Guided imagery is especially 

dependent on a peaceful, trusting 

atmosphere. A group that is either 

not ready to use their imaginations 

in a quiet way or feels 
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particularly self-conscious may 

experience nothing but annoyance. 

Before and during a program, 

then, consciously build an 

atmosphere of acceptance. Be 

supportive in your responses to 

questions and answers. Be personal 

in your delivery. Remember to slow 

the tempo of the program down 

before the trip. This slower pace 

will help develop a calm mood. 

BEGINNING A TRIP 

Begin a guided imagery trip by 

inviting people to sit or lie down 

in a comfortable place. Help them 

to relax and to set 

distracting thoughts by 

simple relaxation techniques: 

"We are going to take a 
cheap field trip. Trust 
me. Nobody is going to 
judge you ••• Relax, take 
a deep breath and slowly 
close your eyes 
Slowly stretch 
fingers out and 
them stretch 
toes and relax them 

your 
relax 

your 
" 

aside 

using 

During the Paleo Indian 

Fantasy Trip, the interpreter 
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varied the beginning. Earlier, she 

had passed out small granite stones 

for each person to hold. Instead 

of having the group lie down, she 

asked them to look at the river. 

Using a soothing, confident voice 

to increase the group's trust, she 

paused frequently to allow people 

enough time to visualize the 

suggested images. 

~TR~IP·~~~ 
~~ PALEO INDIAN GUIDED IMAGERY 

~~ Read through this guided imagery trip, 
M~ then close your -eyes and imagine life 

~B along the Wisconsin River 10,000 years ago • 
.'~P, • . . 

Let's take a trip back in time. Close 

your eyes and take a deep breath . . . 
stretch out your fingers and relax them 

stretch them out again, this time 

reaching out to push back animal hides 

covering the shelter where you have 

slept. The hides, still coarse with 

guard hairs, are from the back flank of 

a mastedon. Eight tons of beast hunted 
~ · ..• 

by the group. What do you remember 

about the hunt? The quiet· waiting 
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moment you decided to throw 

hide's undersides are smooth. 

Later, you scraped the hide's inside 

clean of flesh, using a chipped stone. 

What does it feel like now as you push 

back the skins? 

You step from the shelter into full 

sunlight 

feet. You 

sandy gravel 

barely notice 

beneath your 

the sharpest 

pebbles, so calloused are yo~r soles 

from wandering, following the big game. 

You see other members of your band 

preparing to leave the summer lands. 

A~ready cool winds are .promising the 

return of frozen moons. What sounds do 

you hear as they prepare to break into 

smaller groups for winter? What 

kinds of things do you see them packing? 

What kinds of things can they carry on 

the journey to the warmer lands? 

Tools of wood and stone, containers made 

of skin, dried meat ••• 

You ask one of them some question 

that is important to you. How does this 

band member react? The ~nswer might be 

in words alone, or a facial expression, 
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you are shown 

What kind of 

Then you walk from the camp to the 

river's edge, the edge of the island. 

Water flows quickly on either side, 

wrapping itself around the chunk of land 

like a hand loosely holding a spear. 

Tumbling blue . . . rushing. Something 

moves over the water. What does it look 

like? How does it move? 

You then look down into the shadow 

of the rocky current. What do you see? 

Bend down and look closer. 

else do you see? ••• 

What 

The wind blows colder here where 

you stand, at the head of the island. 

The cycle has been changing, though. 

More warmth during more of the moons. 

The small piles of snow even on this 

island seem not so big, and it takes 

another full turn of a moon now to reach 

the white frozen land farther north (the 
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You pick up a small rock lying at 

your feet. What color is it? What 

shape? Smooth from running water 

perhaps it will make a fine spear point 

••• or perhaps you will leave it on the 

someone else, in 

find. 

Sometimes, trips are de-

briefed. Debriefing, another way 

to involve visitors, will give you 

a deeper understanding of ? group's 

perceptions. 

Some psychologists encourage 

Describe rilht-brain reJIIed 
iapreaiODialoudin people to describe these kinds of 

sensory-IJ11188 tar• ol color. 
tbape, texture. Paint a impressions aloud. By using verbal 

word-picture of tbe lapnaiao 
tbatwillcauseyaurlistenerto skills to "paint word-pictures" of 

also experience tbat impresaiao. 
-WinW.....- images, people can perceive new 

information in different ways. 

Encouraging people to speak in the 

first person and to use the present 

tense will help them understand 

their experiences. 

Ask questions like: "How did 

you feel towards the river during 

your· trip back in time? How are 
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those emotions different than your 

present feelings towards the river? 

What did you ask the band member? 

Did everyone ask the same question? 

What images do you best remember 

now that the trip is over?" 

The guided imagery trip is a 

communication technique that 

inspires creative thinking. It is 

a quiet activity that depends on 

trust between an interpreter and a 

group. An interpreter suggests 

specific, accurate images, letting 

each person visualize a unique 

experience. 

While a trip itself is 

important, sharing a trip through 

group discussion is equally 

important. By sharing experiences, 

people gain greater insights into 

their own attitudes towards a 

natural resource. They can also 

gain insights into the attitudes of 

other people. 

There 

communication 

are many 

techniques 

other 

that 

inspire creative thinking and can 
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help you achieve your program goals 

if thoughtfully applied. Like 

guided imagery these techniques 

require both a playful use of the 

imagination and time for the group 

to share experiences. A few of 

these techniques are listed below. 

(The techniques followed by a * are 

adapted from Visual Thinking by 

Robert H. McKim). 

VISUAL SIMILIES* 
View an object. Compare it to 
something completely different . 

. For example, a daisy is like: 

a wagon wheel 
a hoop skirt 
an eye 

SYNERGISTIC COMPARISONS 
Suggest a visual similie. List 
ways that it is true. For example, 
how is a red-tailed hawk like a 
t.v. antennae? 

SORTING* 

both perch 
both need energy 
both are affected 

by people 

Group your perceptions according to 
qualitative categories. For 
example, sort things 1 i ving in a 
pond by c~lor, shape or texture. 
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TOPSY-TURVIES* 
Consciously try to make the 
familiar strange. Look at a 
natural object from a different 
perspective. For example, lie on 
your back and look up into the 
canopy af a forest. 

View the environment with a 
kaliedescope, prism, microscope, or 
mirror. 

Or, 
have 

imagine that natural 
different functions. 

objects 
For 

example, imagine the conseqences of 
clouds that preyed on hawks. 
Create a new web of relationships 
considering these functions. 

MYSTERY BOX* 
Place a natural object in a box. 
Provide a hole in the box so a 
person can feel the object but not 
see it. Have someone feel the 
object and then draw it as best 
they can. Open the box to see how 
close they came to depicting its 
visual appearance. Correct the 
drawing with a marker of a 
different color. 

X-RAY VISION* 
Visualize the internal structure of 
a natural object, i.e., a milkweed 
plant, a hollow log, a mud dauber's 
nest. Have people draw what they 
perceive. 

THIRTY CIRCLES* 
On newsprint, have visitors draw 30 
freehand circles, each about the 
same diameter and distance apart. 
Give people five minutes to draw a 
few sketchy details into or around 
each circle to make it an 
identifiable image. If they fill 
one circle every ten seconds, they 
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will complete 
minutes. 

all 30 in five 

Tie "Thirty Circles" into a program 
by having a group sketch images 
that relate to the theme. For 
example, conclude a bird hike by 
having people draw images of things 
they experienced during the walk. 

ROLE-PLAYING AND PANTOMIME 
While role playing is a popular 
technique to use with children, it 
can also b.e used effectively with 
adults. 

To role play or pantomime, divide 
the group into smaller groups of 
four or five, or ask for 
volunteers. Enact concepts like 
energy transfer or interdependence. 
You might have visitors enact 
natural events, too. For example, 
during a predator-prey walk have 
several people pantomime a wolf 
spider capturing its prey. 

SOUND MAPS 
Sit quietly for at least five 
minutes. Listen to the sounds in 
the environment. Have each group 
member depict these sounds with 
different symbols of their choice 
on a piece of newsprint. 

BRAINSTORMS 
Brainstorm words and feelings about 
a program. Remember that during a 
brainstorm all responses are 
acceptable. Moreover, the more 
responses the better! 

For example, to begin a night walk 
brainstorm lists of words that fall 
into several categories: sounds, 
smells, sights, and feelings. 
Refer to the lists at the end of 
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the program. Does anyone have new 
words to add? 

FINDINGS 
Find evidence in the environment 
that shows 

change 
a natural catastrophe 
nutrient cycling 

These are just a few of the 

techniques you can use to foster 

creative thinking. The list of 

applications in interpretive 

programming is only limited by your 

imagination. 

Recommended Readings 

Vaune. 1982. 
Perspective. 

Imaging 
Journal 

and Creativity: An 
of Creative Behavior 

Mott, Jacolyn A. 1973. Creativity and Imagination. Creative 
Education, Inc., Mankato, Minnesota. 

Samples, Robert. 1975. Educating for both Sides of the Human 
Mind. The Science Teacher 42(1). 



Characterization 



Characters offer a first hand account of happenings at 
a site. They reveal information in personal, innovative 
ways. By involving different senses, characters spark a 
group's imagination. Finally, they allow interpreters to 
express perspectives of the environment from credible 
scH.irces. 

Developing believable characters involves preparation 
and practice. The following pages highlight ways to create 
believable characters. 

laterpreten coapete api01t 
sopbisticated cOJIUiluoication 
systems. One adftlltace we haft 
is tbat we can iDYolft tbe wbole 
penon. Another advmtace is 
beioc able to creale pf'OfOCatift 
situatioas. 
-DueApUo 

X110w Uw oont•nt 
ot t!w progJ"am 

Some messages are best shared 

through characters. By assuming 

the identity of someone or 

something else, interpreters can 

portray a historical happening, an 

appropriate emotion, or a mythical 

being. Whether or not a group 

accepts the portrayal reflects your 

preparation in becoming the 

character. 

BEFORE CREATING THE CHARACTER 

First, become familiar with 

the goals of the program. 

Familiarity with program goals 

allows you to give a purpose to a 

character's words and actions. 

More specifically, the goals and 

objectives will influence what you 

want to communicate about the site. 

The objectives, on the other 

hand, will help determine the 
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specific concepts that you visually 

illustrate. For example, imagine a 

"camouflage" program in which a 

marsh .creature· surprises visitors 

from a cattail stand. How could 

the character's appearance 

reinforce program content? 

Understanding content can also 

help you to stay in character. For 

instance, a visitor who 

spontaneously asks the marsh 

creature, "What do you eat to 

survive?" deserves more than a 

flustered shrug of the shoulders. 

Instead, the character might begin 

to respond by pointing to cattail 

shoots poking through nearby water. 

SELECTING THE CHARACTER 

Develop a list of characters 

who could conceivably communicate 

the message that you want to share. 

Consider your own personality and 

physical abilities in selecting a 

final candidate. 

For example, a cherub-faced 

interpreter might not be an 
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effective society matron, but could 

be convincing as her young chamber 

maid. Since character inter-

pretation involves fantasy, a 

character must be as believable as 

possible. 

CHARACTER DESIGN: Develop 
Individuals not Stereotypes 

Think of a character as a real 

individual with past experiences 

and inner motivations. What makes 

your character unique from similar 

personalities? 

For example, a "tavern keeper" 

might give an adequate portrayal of 

life in a Wisconsin lumber town of 

the 1870s. But a more specific, 

colorful perspective could be 

shared by a tavern keeper named 

Jenny Tornquist, a Swedish 

immigrant who has operated 

town's only tavern since 1857. 

CHARACTER DESIGN: 
Personal Experience and 

Observation 

the 

Understand the motivations 

behind a character's act ions. Ask 

yourself, "Why is this character in 
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a particular situation? What does 

it · hope to accomplish by 

interacting with the group?" 

Intentions motivate actions 

and words. Draw on personal 

experiences and observations to 

gain empathy with a character's 

intentions. 

For example, during a rose-hip 

talk, an interpreter drew on his 

experiences foraging for the wild 

fruits to develop an imaginary 

Giant Rose-Hip character. The 

character, once a man, had turned 

into a Giant Rose-Hip after eating 

the red fruits to survive one 

winter. 

While exploring your own 

background to develop characters, 

begin to sharpen observation 

skills. Look to real life to add 

authenticity to movements. Notice 

the way a grocer handles change ••• 

the facial expressions of a pouting 

child the gestures a young 

executive uses to hail a cab 

Even simply observing and then 

practicing an appropriate walk adds 
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credibility. For instance, how 

would a wood gnome walk across a 

room compared to an old gardener? 

Add an emotion like irritation and 

the walk becomes even more 

different. 

CHARACTER DESIGN: Action 

Think about what you have to 

The Giant Rose-Hip described 

earlier dashed into the room. 

Breathless 'and tense, the character 

whispered an explanation to the 

group: he was on the run from a 

jelly factory that wanted to can 

him. He had seen the room's open 

door and ran inside to hide. 

The Giant Rose-Hip did not 

just feel worried. He showed it. 

His actions were humorous. Because 

of this interpreter's physique and 

personality, his red tights and 

bulging torso delightfully 

surprised the group. They had 

expected one thing but were 

presented with someting completely 

different. 
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The Giant Rose-Hip's gestures 

and movements preceeded words of 

explanation. Words and actions of 

any character fall along a 

continuum. Visualize the whole 

sequence of words and actions that 

you will share with a group. In 

this way, you can portray specific 

intentions while building towards a 

Slqle aovements are, of coune, s i n g 1 e theme . 
only Ute the words or letters ol a 
laacuace; they do aoc 1iw a 
definite laprenfon or a coberent 
flow of ideas. The flow of idea CHARACTER DESIGN: Economy 
must be expressed in seoi8Dcel. 
-RudoJf Labaa At the same time, use on 1 y 

movements and language that are 

necessary for developing a group's 

perception. All of a character's 

movements and words should have a 

purpose. 

DESIGNING HISTORICAL 
CHARACTERS 

To be effective, historical 

characters must be authentic. 

Authenticity fosters believability. 

With believability, a group will 

trust the truth of an environmental 

message. 
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To develop authenticity, be 

willing to spend a considerable 

amount of time researching a 

historical character. Clothing is 

an obvious consideration. For 

example, a wrist watch on a 

nineteenth century German immigrant 

destroys credibility. 

Consider language, too. A 

medieval serf would not likely 

utter a euphemism like "okay". 

Of equal importance are 

motivations behind . a historical 

character's actions. Political and 

social issues of the era influence 

demeanor. For example, how would 

the movements of a Victorian ~oman, 

wearing a tight corset and full 

skirt, be different than your own? 

How would she address various 

people in the group given woman's 

social position in the nineteenth 

century? 

Finally, avoid portraying 

famous people, choosing instead to 

design a historical character who 

would know about those people. 
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People have preconceptions about 

Abraham Lincoln's appearance, for 

instance. However, they do not 

have a clear image of his valet or 

stenographer. 

By considering these things 

and paying attention to details, 

you can share believable char-

acters, not historical stereotypes. 

Character interpretation can 

be a powerful communication 

technique, especially when you are 

addressing large groups in a short 

amount of time. Unlike classical 

theater, character interpretation 

depends on audience participation. 

Even if you have developed a 

script, plan for a few moments of 

spontaneous interpretation by 

eliciting responses from the group. 

Through direct eye contact, 

proximal body postures and by using 

"volunteers" from the audience, you 

can interact with people and not 

just perform for them. 
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The following two character 

descriptions suggest 

further polish your 

efforts. 

ways to 

interpretive 



THE FIREFIGHTER 

After the audien~e had 
after a moment of expectancy 
interpreter entered the .room. 
yellow hard hat and carried a 
ax. 

been seated, 
passed, the 

He wore a 
soot-stained 

He was soot stained, too. Black smudges 
streaked his cheeks and hands. His clothing, 
disheveled, smelled of ash. The group had no 
trouble recognizing the character he 
portrayed: a firefighter. They watched the 
firefighter spread dry pine needles and gray 
sticks on the floor. They noticed the 
"kerosene" (vanilla extract diluted in water) 
that he poured liberally atop the kindling. 

"Fire" was the program's topic. It 
seemed part ic ularl y timely· given the hot 
summer day. Prolonged dry spells increased 
the danger of uncontrollable burns, the 
interpreter said. He then described other 
things that increased fire danger. 

During the talk he held a long burning 
matchstick. "A fire," he said, suspensefully 
drawing the orange flame towards the 
kindling, "can start just like " But 
before the interpreter ignited the pine 
needles and gray sticks, he would remember 
another point to share. In the nick of time, 
he would draw the flame away. 

The interpreter never lit tne kindling. 
Instead, after revealing his story of fire, 
he glanced at his watch. "Holy smoke!" he 
exclaimed, staying in character, "I've got to 
help the boys down at the east pass. I was 
supposed to/ be there ten minutes ago." The 
firefighter grabbed his ax and quickly left 
the room. 

P~ople pay attention to the famtliar a firefi~hter 

Create atmosphere by using sensory 

devices r--~--------.. -------· His clot..hme:, disheveled. smelled of ash 
Suspense and movement capture 
attention 

he held a !on 
P~ople pay attention to thmgs that 
a!fect them t..imely, "Wen the hot summer <jav 
, .. -· .· ........ · ·' / .· .•· .~ . ' , ' ,. ',.·· .. 
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THE NIGHT DRUID 

Th~ group silently followed a path lit 
by votive lights into the dark woods. The 
path led them to an outdoor amphitheater. 
There, an interpreter asked them to be 
seated. 

This first interpreter began to discuss 
night when a second interpreter suddenly 
appeared from behind the group. He walked in 
front of them. Clad in fur skins and 
carrying a flaming torch, the surprise 
character introduced himself as the Druid of 
Sunset Woods. 

The Druid grunted, and then gruffly 
asked, "Why are you making so much noise?" 
He then told them of the changes he had seen 
since people had come to Sunset Woods, and of 
the things they could still see if they 
walked quietly. Occasionally, he would ask a 
"volunteer" to help him demonstrate a 
concept. 

The Druid stayed with the group for only 
ten minutes. He vanished back into the woods 
after sharing his message, leaving the first 
interpreter to continue on the night walk 
with the group. 

Many characters need to be introduced With 
help from a second interpreter l th r t . te te be J e 1rs m rpre r gan ... 

Create atmosphere with lighting -..t 

1: votive li~hts ll 
Enter from a point clearly seperate from the~ 
route the group has followe .... 

a second interpreter suddenly 

"Stage" a character appeared t>en1nd the group 

(. he walked in front ... 
Make a sharp eXit 

I[ he vanisned _ll 
") 
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Interpretation 
Spontaneous interpretation, 

pretation that is unplanned, can 
your communication skills 

inter
sharpen 

while 
presenting a positive image of your 
nature center. 

The following chapter suggests ways 
to develop on-the-spot interpretive 
skills. 



People who visit a nature center or walk its trails may 
have questions about both policies and natural history. Can 
any of the theories or techniques discussed thusfar help an 
interpreter go beyond effective communication to effective 
interpretation? 

To UAdentand the .aoner in 
wblcb man responds to IDd copes 
with his social eoYir....-nt we 
must tnow what the eoYiroomeot 
is to hi•. 
-....... Bruaer 

Spontaneous interpretation va-

ries depending on needs of the 

visitor and of the site. Imagine 

that you have been assigned to 

"trail duty" in a wildlife 

preserve. You meet someone on the 

trail who stops to ask you a 

question. How do you answer? 

WHO ARE YOU TALKING TO? 

First, assess the visitor. 

Why are they there? Exercise, 

solitude, and nature study may all 

be a part of this visitor's 

motivation. Look for clues in 

dress and demeanor that may he 1 p 

you understand their perception of 

the preserve. 

Are you speaking to a jogger 

who simply wants to know how many 

miles-long the t rai 1 is? Are you 

speaking to someone who has 

questions about spring wildflowers? 

Be specific in your answers, 
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providing an additional message if 

appropriate to their needs. 

For example, encouraging a 

jogger to watch for the clump of 

butterfly milkweed on the west end 

of the trail may be just enough 

extra information to personalize 

the interaction. 

WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT? 

Relate to needs of the site. 

Spontaneous interpretation offers 

the opportunity to share its unique 

features. A visitor walking 

through pine woods, for example, 

may not realize that a pileated 

woodpecker chiseled the rectangular 

holes in a nearby tree. Your 

interpretive message might address 

the bird's special adaptations, its 

niche, or its relationship with 

other forest dwellers. In any 

case, communicating interpretively 

could foster better understanding 

of a natural resource. It could 

also encourage a visitor to observe 

a site more closely. 
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BE FRIENDLY 

A friendly demeanor is 

your most important 

attribute. The visitor may not 

remember specifics 

interpretive message, 

of 

but 

an 

will 

likely remember the interpersonal 

attitude you conveyed. 

HAVE DIALOGUES, NOT MONOLOGUES 

Relate to a person by having 

them share their perceptions of the 

site. Your initial greeting might 

be a simple question: "Are you 

enjoying the trails today?" You 

might ask an open-ended question as 

well: "What animal signs have you 

seen along the trail?" Involve the 

visitor in the conversation. 

However brief the exchange may be, 

avoid monologues. 

INTERPRET THE SITE 

Know the site. Be aware of 

changes in plants and seasonal 

animals. Consider becoming fami-



Use agi.IIUilJct bq to ealiYeB 
apohtaneoul i.aterpretation 

llti 

liar with the cultural history of 

the site, too. In other words, 

look for stories to share with 

visitors. Have an interpretive 

repetoire "in your back pocke·t" to 

out at appropriate r.wmen ts. 

Knowing a site involves a 

Be attentive to 

phenomenon that the visitor may 

miss. Look for dynamic happenings 

on site, like a sunning garter 

snake or a soaring hawk. Look for 

less obvious phenomenon, too. 

Visitors may not know, for example, 

that the winding tunnels on the 

leaves of holly are made by tiny 

leaf-miner flies. 

YOURSELF/YOUR PROPS 

Your uniform and any pr0ps you 

have with you may attract 

attention. Setting a spotting 

scope on a pair of mallard ducks, 

for example, might elicit questions 

from curious hikers. Other props, 

like old pictures of the site, a 

jack-knife for cutting open galls, 
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or a mirror for looking at hard-to-

see places can be handy tools to 

have in a "gimmick bag" while 

walking trails. 

SHORT BUT SWEET 

Whatever the message in 
BnYity is the soul of wit. 
-Prantrba29:1l spontaneous interpretation, be 

brief. Five minutes is usually 

enough time to interact with 

visitors. Develop a sense of 

timing, taking your cues from a 

person's verbal and non-verbal 

responses. 

Spontaneous interpretation in-

valves interacting with both the 

site and the visitor. Become 

familiar with the natural 

phenomenon of a site. Develop a 

sensitivity to visitor needs. 

Successful interactions depend on 

level of awareness. 
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Recommended Readings 

Cherem, Gabriel J. 1977. The Professional Interpreter: Agent 
for an Awakenin~ Giant. Journal of Interpretation 2(1). 

Freed Mike. 1982. Gimmicks and Gadgets. The Interpreter 
13(3). 

Lewis, William J. 1980. Interpreting for Park Visitors. 
Eastern Acorn Press, pp. 9-31. 

Nyberg, Kenneth. 1982. Some Radical Comments on 
Interpretation. The Inte_rpreter13(3). 



Clbltl\ LQ>lt®lf ~ 
T akig_ A Se_c;ond_ Look 

If interpretation is an art, then 
mastery of the medium is essential. 
Taking advantage of every opportunity to 
practice interpretive techniques is 
important. Taking the time to assess 
your efforts is just as important. 

Assessing efforbs means deciding 
what worked and what did not work in a 
program. This is an active process that 
takes into account reactions of both the 
visitor and the interpreter. This 
process often considers environmental 
impact on the site as well. 

"Taking a Second Look" poses the 
initial questions that you should ask 
after giving a program. References on 
formal evaluation tools are included at 
the end of the chapter. 
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After giving a program, it is tempting to breathe an 
exhausted sigh of relief and move on to meet the next 
deadline. Systematic hindsight, however, leads to 
foresight. Do any of these common errors apply to your 
programs? Can you think of ways to improve your next 
interpretive effort? 

INVOLVE THE VISITOR 

] Did YQ£ meet 

needs? People att~nd 

interpretive program for different 

reasons., Some people want to learn 

a specific skill, like snowshoeing. 

Others want to be in a natural 

environment, like a forest. Many 

people attend a program for the 

social experience. A desire to 

interact with a group seems 

important to many participants in 

leisure-time activities (Crandall, 

1979). 

Through interactions with 

visitors before and during a 

program, you can get an idea of how 

needs are ranked by various group 

members. You can modify your 

approach to meet needs, In all 

programs, though, provide oppor-

tunities for communication within 

the group. Most people attend 

interpretive programs with family 
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or friends and look forward to 

interacting with them. 

Remember, too, that visitor 

contact does not necessarily end 

with the conclusion of the program. 

Be prepared 

reponsibilities 

for 

like 

"host" 

guiding 

visitors to their cars after a 

night walk or answering questions 

about the site and facilities. 

[ ] Did ~ set expectations? 

Provide a "road map" so people know 

what to expect from a program. 

Publicity is the first "page" of 

the road · map. 

expectations by 

Begin to 

promoting 

set 

the 

highlights of a program. Continue 

to set expectations in a program's 

introduction. Arouse a group's 

curiosity, but only promise what 

you (and nature) can truly deliver. 

] Did ~ involve the whole 

person? If you offered a monologue 

instead of an experience, you were 

probably not interpreting. How did 

your communication techniques 
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involve the visitors' emotions? 

Intellect? Physical self? 

] Did .Y..Q..!! plan THIS program 

for THIS audience? Pulling out the 

same frayed notecards for either a 

high school biology class or for an 

Elderhostel group lessens a 

program's chance for success. 

Consider a group's interests and 

experiences in selecting 

pretive 

content. 

techniques and 

inter-

program 

] Were .Y..Q..!! sensitive to 

physical needs? Speak audibly. 

Point out trail hazards, like roots 

or low b:tanches, even if you are 

already familiar with them. Be 

aware of cool temperatures or a 

blazing sun which may affect a 

visitor's comfort. 

INTERPRET THE SITE 

] Was 1..£!!!:. message timely 

and relevant? Interpret what is 

happening NOW and THIS site. Let 

the phenology of a site (and, when 

visitors return home, their own 
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backyards!) confirm your inter-

pretive message. 

Were .Y..2..!:!. flexible? The 

out-of-doors is a dynamic place. 

The ruffed grouse that had been 

drumming like clockwork all week 

may be suddenly mute on the day of 

your program. The vibrant fall 

colors on the oak and maple trees 

may blow down in a wind storm the 

night before your "Autumn Ramble" 

program. Develop a group's 

excitement by suggesting what you 

Visitor Focus might see, but never promise unless 

you are certain you will not 

disappoint them. 

At the same time, have an 

alternative plan in mind. Know the 

site well enough to interpret 

whatever phenomenon your group 

observes. Whenever possible, re-

late spontaneous interpretation to 

the program's theme by 

incorporating the dynamic nature of 

. . ' an env1ronment 1nto your message 

Did .Y..2..!:!. consider the 

environmental impact on the site? 
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In this context, environmental 

to the harmful impact 

changes 

refers 

that occur in an 

ehviron~ent because of the actions 

of people. For example, although 

visitors can learn much from hiking 

up sandstone bluffs along a river 

bank, too many visitors at the 

bluffs can quickly cause a serious 

erosion problem. 

In the same way, be sensitive 

to the needs of other creatures 

that use the site. For example, 

many animals require a secluded 

place to bear and raise young. 

Taking a group to see nestlings in 

a red-tailed hawk's nest may be an 

exciting experience. However, the 

risk of unintentionally harming the 

birds is too great. 

THE INTERPRETIVE EFFORT 

[ Did maintain a 

positive attitude? There are times 

when an interpreter's enthusiasm 

alone will make the difference. 

Maintain a professional attitude by 
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not voicing your own 

disappointments or discomforts. 

Did .Y..2..!!. prepare and 

practice? Lack of good planning 

may lead to a program that is 

disjointed or too long. Prepare 

with both visitor and site in mind. 

Be aware that people rarely attend 

a program just to see an 

interpreter. Rather, they attend a 

program to experience nature, often 

with family or friends. 

Always prepare with the 

program's main message in mind. 

David Belasco, an Amer:ican 

theatrical producer, once said, "If 

you can't write your idea on the 

back of my calling card, you don't 

have a clear idea." Be clear in 

what it is you hope to accomplish. 

In the same token, practice 

can only help. If possible, 

practice with the same equipment 

that you will use for the program. 

Doing this will let you know 

whether or not equipment is 

functioning properly. Practice 
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aloud in front of a mirror or in 

front of a friend. Be careful not 

to simply memorize everything that 

you hope to say. When you actually 

give the program, you might 

consider bringing a tape recorder 

or videotape. You may be unaware 

of idiosyncracies like "urns" ai}d 

"ahs" as well as distracting body 

movements. 

[ Did LQ£ evaluate your 

efforts? Program evaluation may be 

done formally. Completing a form 

after each of your programs focuses 

attention on successful and 

unsuccessful techniques. You might 

ask visitors to complete evaluation 

forms, too. The anonymity a form 

can provide often prompts more 

honest criticism than does verbal 

feedback. 

Evaluations should be based on 

goals and objectives. Formal eval-

uations provide written records 

that are useful both in assessing a 

staff's overall competence and in 

planning future programs. Informal 
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evaluations offer insights, too. 

Discussing a program with peers who 

observed your efforts may lead to a 

myriad 6f new ideas. On the other 

hand, asking participants "What did 

you like best? What did you like 

least?" can also reveal valuable 

j.nformation. Asking a person to 

give immediate feedback might 

increase their feelings of 

importance, too, by publically 

recognizing their contributions as 

valuable. 

Keep in mind that feedback, 

often defined as an evaluation 

process that follows a program, 

really occurs throughout a program. 

Feedback, as understood by social 

scientists, is not just visitor 

behavior but refers to a 

relationship between the behavior 

of the interpreter, the response of 

the visitor, and the effect of that 

response on the the further 

behavior of the interpreter 

(Clevenger and Matthews, 1979). 
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An interpreter must be 

sensitive to visitor responses. 

You feedforward. That is, you stay 

ene step 

consciously 

tancies and 

By doing 

ahead of visitors by 

establishing expec-

setting program goals. 

this, you hope to 

synchronize an interpretive effort 

with visitor needs and the needs of 

the natural resource. 
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Appendiz 
Tilden's Principles 

Sequencing A Program 

Supporting Ideas With Words 

Questioning Techniques 

Using Live Animals In Programs 

How Do You Know You Are A Good Interpreter? 



Tilden ·s Prin~iples 

Any interpretation that does not somehow relate to what is 
being displayed or described to something Within the 
personality or experience of the visitor Will be sterile. 

Information, as such, is not Interpretation. Interpretation is 
revelation based on information. But they are entirely di!ferent 
things. However. all Interpretation includes information. 

Interpretation is an art, Which combines many arts, whether 
the materials presented are scientific, historical, or architectural. 
Any art is in some degree teachable. 

The chief aim of Interpretation is not instruction but provocation. 

Interpretation should aim to present a Whole rather than a part, 
and must address itself to the Whole man rather than any 
phase. 

Interpretation addressed to children (say, up to the age of 
twelve) should not be a dilution of the presentation to adults, 
but should follow a fundamentally different approach. To be 
at its best it will require a seperate program. 

Freeman Tilden was an employee of the National Park 
Service. The above principles are drawn from his classic 
book, Interpreting Our Heritag~. 



CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER 

... geological history of 
a site 

PROBLEM-SOLUTION SEQUENCE 

... Winter survival needs and how an 
animal meets those needs in a 
particular environment 

AS PARTS OF A WHOLE 

... the natural history 
of the bald eagle 

CAUSE AND 
EFFECT 

SEQUENCE 

... seasonal 
changes and 
their effect on 
a specific 
species 

SIMPLE TO COMPLEX 

... adaptations of 
increasingly advanced 
plant families: grasses · 
to lilies to buttercups 
to daisies 



STATISTICS (avoid too many figures) 
"Ninety-seven percent of the world's water is found in the 
oceans." 

. . .. . . . .. ... . .. . . . .. . ... . . . . .. 

ANALOGY 
SIMI LIE: "A forest is like an apartment. Different residents 

live at each level." 

METAPHOR: " ... each plant cast a black hole of a shadow" (May 
Theilgaard Watts) 

ANTITHESIS: "If there is magic on this planet, it is found in 
water." (Loren Eiseley) 

.· . . ·. ~ . . .. ·. . ... · ..... ·.. . . .·.·.. . .. ·.· .·.· .· ... · ..... ·.·.· ... < .·.·.·. · .. · ·.·.·.·.· ·.·.· .. ·.·.· .. · .. · . 

ILLUSTRATION 
anecdotes, tables, parables 

SPECIFIC INSTANCES (undeveloped illustrations) 
"Spade!oot toads, kangaroo rats and elf oWls are all adapted 
for living in deserts ... 

TESTIMONY 
" ... As John Muir wrote, "When we try to pick. out anything by 
itself we find it hitched to everything else in the universe'." 

RESTATEMENT (to clarify} 
repeat a concept in different ways 

AVOID: slan~ cliches, euphemisms, loaded words, technical 
terminology, empty words 



Questions involve visitors. They stimulate interest and 
give }'OU. an idea oC how .a group 3 perceiving • program. 
Remember that ... 

Reca.U Questions, the most basic kind of questions, ask 
for specific information. They often begin with '"who, what or 
where... For example, "Wher.e are a grasshopper's ears located? .. 

Recall Questions can help to structure a program or solicit 
involvement. However, they do not always provoke creative 
thinking. 

Process Questions have a wider scope of possible 
responses than Recall Questions. Process questions ask people 
to integrate information rather than just remember it. 

Process Questions often begin with ''What does this 
mean? What would happen if ... ? Let's draw together ... What 
uperience supports _ Why did ... .. For e1ample, "What 
evidence supports the belief that acid rain is eJTecting this 
late?" 

!valuative Questions usually deal with matters or 
value. choice or judgements of the participants. They offer 
group members a chance to e1press tbeir feelings. Evaluative 
questions often begin with .. What do you think? What about ... ·· 
Por eJample. ''What do you think should be done about tolic 
waste sites in this state?" 

Try to ask dHTerent types of questions during a program. 
Let eacb question have a preconceived purpose, however. 
Quality not quantity of questions is the key to a good 
presentation. 

[eep the following rules in mind wJl.ile asking questions: 

1. Por the most part, direct questions to the entire audience 
rather than a single individual. This indicates to the group that 
everyone is e1pected to think. 
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2. Ask only one question at a time. 

}.u AHow time for peopie 10 tbint fl a- good answer. Trus iS 
called '"wait-time". Researcb has shown the longer the 
questioner allows for a an answer, the better the answer will 
be. Moreover. never answer your own questions. If no one 
offers a response, leave it open to be answered later or 
rephrase the question. 

4. Do not preface a question with "Does anyone know ..... or "Can 
anyone tell me ... ". Such phrases reflect doubt that the question 
can be answered. 

'5. Pace questions to the perceived ability of the group. 

6. Develop ideas and concepts through a series or questions. 
Such "piggyback" questions can be useful in building a group's 
understanding of environmental concepts. 

7. Accept answers to questions gracefully, even if the answers 
are wrong. Never make someone feel foolish for participating in 
the program. 

8. Finally, never ask a question that requires a simple yes or no. 
You can do betterf 

(Adapted from ''Questioning Skills'', PeJTer-Western 
Environmental Education Program, Miami University, OJford, 
Ohio) 
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OF PRIMARY CONCHRN IS THE HEALTH OF THE ANIMAL 
-Research the animal's habits and needs. Can you adequately 
simulate its natural environment? 
-Be sure you can meet the animal's needs. Do you have proper 
facilities, nutritious food sources and the time to help keep the 
animal in good health? 
-Monitor the animal's health. Know the tell-tale signs of disease 
ot any animal that you have in captivity. Know bow to treat 
the disease or where to get help to treat the disease. 
-tnow the Jaw. Your conservation agency may be e1:empt from 
certain Jaws, or it may not. Know what animals you can or 
cannot have in possession. 
-Consider short-term captivity arid release. An animal can 
certainly be a valuable educational tool, but remember that its 
real value is in the role it plays in nature. 

USE A LIVE ANIMAL AS AN EDUCATIONAL TOOL, 
NOT JUST AS A CURIOSITY 

-tnow bow to handle the animal before using it in a program. 
-Use the proper equipment while handling a live animal (i.e., 
snake bag, gloves for birds ot prey) 
-Set group e1:pectations. Ask for the group's help in developing 
a calm, quiet atmosbpere. 
-Eipect the une1:pected. A live animal is e1:citing because it is 
unpredictable. Be prepared for anytbingl 

-People will remember the Jive animal more than anything else 
you offer during a program. Consider this when planning a 
program. When would it be best to share the animal and yet 
maintain group interest throughout your presentation? 

-Avoid stress on the animal by not using it in too many 
programs. Remember that the animal's health is always 
most important. 



Recommended Readings 

CoUet, Rosemary f. t,-r-f. Rescue -amt · Home (are of Native 
Wildlife. Hawthorne Books, Inc., New York. 

Dickerson, Mary C. 1969. The F[OJZ Book. Dover Publications, Inc., 
New York. 

Frye, F.L. 1973. Husbandry. Medicine and Surgery in Captive 
Reptiles. V.M.Publishing Co., New York. 

Frye, F.L. 197 of. 'The Role of Nutrition in the Successful 
Maintenance of Captive Reptiles". California Medical 
Association, 86th Annual Scientific Seminar, Berkely. 

Guy, Moine and Mae Hickman. 1973. Care of the Wild 
Feathered and Furred: A Guide to Wildlife Handling and 
Care. Unity Press, Santa Cruz. 

McKeever, Katherine. 1980. Care and Rehabilitiation of Injured 
Owls. W .F.Rannie- Publisher, Ontario, Canada. 
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1'ou ~A Oc=d RD~t 
(adapted from a paper by Mike Freed. 198'3) 

i·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·: 
AUDIENCE RE.ACT ION 
-attendance. especially changes in attendance 
over time 
-referrals (word of mouth) 
-repeat visitors 
-smiles. applause. laughter. attentiveness. 
eye contact 
-number and type of questions during and 
after program 
-audience sharing their knoWledge and 
opinions (active participation) 

-news stories in local paper. TV coverage 
-letters to you, comments to others. letters to 
agency 
-audience asks for other places to find 
information 

-negative responses (fidgeting. foot shuffling. 
leaving. lack or eye contact. low attendance) 

r : '= :: : ::-=:.-~ 
REV IIV BY OTHERS 
-supervisors or staff audit your programs 
-other professional interpreters invited to review 
and comment on your program 

-friends and selected visitors review 
-compliments. promotions. pay raises from your 
supervisors 

•........................................................................................................... 
r ............ ; ... ; ...... ;_. ....... ; ................................................................................ J 

YOUR OVN REV lEV 
-sit do-.m after program and reviev your ovn work. 
list improvements possible in priority of importance 
-develop a feedback system such as a suggestion box 
-demonstrate knowted2e. media capability. eood 
research and enthusiasm 
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1::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::1 

PROPER PREPARATION 
-proeram Yas well organized; program objectives written and 
revie'Tied aner..ards 
-arrived in advance to set up equipment carefUlly 
-visitors knew about program well in advance 
-program matched audience expectations 
-adequately welcomed the group 
-visitor feedback system Yas used 
-all materials and equipment clean-up accomplished 

r:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::1 
11 A YS TO IMPROVE YOUR PRESENTATION 
-preparation and practice 
-dev1eop a feedback method to ask audi.ence hov you 
are doing 
-plant a friend in the audience to ask questions, 
provide information or add special interest 

-involve the visitor ... senses, intellect and emotions 
-develop good questioning skills 
-always have a back pocket lecture, story or activity 
to use in case of equipment failure, bad -weather or 
unexpected difficulties 

-attend conferences and "WOrkshops, study 
interpretive .references and journals for ideas 
-be creative. Try nev ideas. Prepare carefUlly. 
Ask for help from others. Ask your audience. 
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