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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this study was to develop and determine the efficacy of a series of 

training modules about interpreting difficult or controversial topics, for consideration to be 

added to the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point Environmental Education and 

Interpretation program in the future. Being able to interpret difficult or controversial topics is a 

skill that can help interpreters adapt their programs to diverse global audiences and be able to 

communicate about topics like climate change more effectively (Tardona & Tardona, 1997; 

Powell, Depper, & Wright, 2017; NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). The 

Environmental Education and Interpretation (EE/I) program at UW-Stevens Point is designed to 

help prepare undergraduates for a career in the field of interpretation, but it currently lacks an 

extensive curriculum about why and how to include difficult and/or controversial topics in 

interpretive programs. A series of training modules were developed for this study to teach 

students how to interpret difficult or controversial topics. The modules included audience-

centered interpretation, climate change interpretation, and dialogue facilitation methods. Pre- 

and post-surveys were administered to students in the UW-Stevens Point Interpretation 

Practicum class who participated in the training modules. Survey data were analyzed using a 

paired Wilcoxon test and found that there was a significant increase in the respondents’ 

perceptions of their skills related to difficult-topic interpretation (p=0.04). Qualitative content 

analysis methods determined that participants believed the training modules would be 

beneficial to their future careers and should be included in the UW-Stevens Point EE/I 

curriculum in the future.   



INTERPRETING DIFFICULT TOPICS                                                                                                            
 

iv 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank my advisor, Dr. Brenda Lackey, for her guidance throughout this 

project and for her patience as plans changed and adjustments had to be made due to the 

COVID19 pandemic. Megan Espe was a great support to me during my graduate assistantship, 

and Becca Franzen was always willing to talk and give good advice. I would also like to thank 

Lindsay Bernhagen for being willing to be on my committee and providing her perspective.  

I could not have completed this project without the love and support of my partner, 

Lang DeLancey, who helped me through many edits and served as my in-house statistician. I am 

also grateful for my parents who have always supported my dreams and lifestyle no matter 

how far away they take me.   



INTERPRETING DIFFICULT TOPICS                                                                                                            
 

v 

 

POSITIONALITY STATEMENT 

I am a white, middle-class, cisgender, queer, non-disabled, neurodivergent woman. My 

identities interact in complex ways that both provide me with privilege and power; and 

marginalize me. I grew up in a majority white, upper-middle-class town, and my parents 

invested in my education when I was young, allowing me to graduate from undergraduate 

studies with minimal debt. My parents also divorced when I was young, which destabilized my 

childhood but also allowed me to experience multiple communities and different economic 

situations.  

As an adult, I have been working to uncover and confront my implicit biases that were a 

part of my upbringing and socialization as a result of my identities. I hold power as a white, 

cisgender, middle-class person. I am still working on fully understanding these privileges, as 

well as others that I have, and how they blind me to certain things and affect my work. As a 

queer, neurodivergent woman, I have also been marginalized and discriminated against. These 

aspects of my identity can help me to understand the ways that others are marginalized as well.   

My positionality and my biases inherently affect the way I do research, and what I chose 

to include in the training modules. They also affect the questions I chose to put on the surveys 

and the way that I analyzed the qualitative data. I am not fully aware of all the ways that my 

positionality and my biases affect the work I do, but by acknowledging my positionality here I 

am attempting to inform any readers of my background so that they can be more informed 

about my decision-making process.  



INTERPRETING DIFFICULT TOPICS                                                                                                            
 

vi 

 

CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................................ iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ....................................................................................................... iv 

POSITIONALITY STATEMENT ................................................................................................ v 

CONTENTS ........................................................................................................................... vi 

LIST OF APPENDICES ......................................................................................................... viii 

LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES ............................................................................................. ix 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................... 1 

Research Question .......................................................................................................... 1 

Sub-problems .................................................................................................................. 2 

Importance of the Problem ............................................................................................ 3 

Assumptions .................................................................................................................... 5 

Definitions ....................................................................................................................... 5 

Abbreviations .................................................................................................................. 7 

Summary ......................................................................................................................... 8 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ....................................................................................... 9 

Interpreting for Diverse Audiences ................................................................................. 9 

Interpreting Difficult Topics .......................................................................................... 10 

Facilitated Dialogue ...................................................................................................... 12 

Audience-Centered Experience (ACE) ........................................................................... 13 

Climate Change Interpretation ..................................................................................... 14 

Social Justice Education ................................................................................................ 16 

Interpretive Training Programs ..................................................................................... 18 

Data Analysis ................................................................................................................. 20 

Summary ....................................................................................................................... 21 

CHAPTER 3: METHODS ...................................................................................................... 23 

Study  Design ................................................................................................................. 23 

Research Methods and Treatment of Each Sub-Problem ............................................ 24 

Sub- Problem 1: Training Module Development. ......................................................... 24 



INTERPRETING DIFFICULT TOPICS                                                                                                            
 

vii 

 

Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................. 29 

Sub-Problem 2: Design and Administer Surveys. ......................................................... 31 

Instrumentation ........................................................................................................ 31 

Survey Administration and Study Participants ......................................................... 32 

Sub-Problem 3: Determine Efficacy of Modules........................................................... 33 

Qualitative Analysis ................................................................................................... 33 

Quantitative Analysis ................................................................................................ 34 

Summary ....................................................................................................................... 34 

CHAPTER 4: RESULTS ......................................................................................................... 36 

Sub-Problem 1: Training Module Development. .......................................................... 36 

Sub-Problem 2: Design and Administer Surveys. ......................................................... 37 

Sub-Problem 3: Determine Efficacy of Modules......................................................... 388 

Experience and background knowledge of participants .......................................... 38 

Perception of skills and comfort level ...................................................................... 40 

Responses to scenarios ............................................................................................. 41 

Perception of value of the training modules ............................................................ 43 

Summary ....................................................................................................................... 44 

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................................... 46 

Overview of purpose and results .................................................................................. 46 

Outcome of the study related to goals ......................................................................... 46 

Limitations..................................................................................................................... 49 

Recommendations and implications ............................................................................ 51 

Opportunities for Further Study ................................................................................... 54 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 55 

REFERENCES ...................................................................................................................... 56 

 

 

 



INTERPRETING DIFFICULT TOPICS                                                                                                            
 

viii 

 

LIST OF APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Goals of the Training Modules ................................................................. 61 

Appendix B: Survey Instrument ..................................................................................... 62 

Pre-survey: ................................................................................................................ 62 

Post Survey: ............................................................................................................... 65 

Appendix C: Survey Results Tables ................................................................................ 83 

Appendix D: Training Modules .................................................................................... 672 

Module 1: Introduction and Discussion Guidelines ................................................ 722 

Module 2: NPS Audience-Centered Experiences ..................................................... 744 

Module 3: Climate Change Interpretation ................................................................ 76 

Module 4: Positionality, Bias, and Conflict Management ........................................ 79 

Module 5: Synthesize and Analyze ........................................................................... 82 

Appendix E: IRB Approval Letters ................................................................................. 83 

 

 

 

 

 

  



INTERPRETING DIFFICULT TOPICS                                                                                                            
 

ix 

 

LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES 

Figure 1: Training Module Development .......................................................................... 25 

Figure 2: Theoretical Framework and Outcomes of the Training Modules ...................... 30 

Table 1: Comparison of Paired Questions ......................................................................... 47 

Table 2: Interpretation Experience .................................................................................... 67 

Table 3: Experience with Controversial Topics .................................................................. 61 

Table 4: Categories of Experience in EE/I .......................................................................... 61 

Table 5: Controversial Topics Responses .......................................................................... 69 

Table 6: Perception and Efficacy of Training Modules ...................................................... 70 

Table 7: Scenario Response comparisons ......................................................................... 70 

 

 

  



INTERPRETING DIFFICULT TOPICS                                                                                                            
 

1 

 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The story of America has never been a single story and its citizens have never been of a 

single demographic. Therefore, interpreters who present to these diverse audiences need to 

expand their programs to encompass multiple perspectives and viewpoints relevant to their 

audiences. Conservation and culture are interconnected in complex ways that often expand to 

a global scale. These topics can be difficult to talk about and are sometimes considered 

controversial. In order to solve environmental issues, we must teach our interpreters to 

facilitate conversations about difficult or controversial topics and engage with a diverse, global 

audience in a way that not only connects people to the resource, but also to each other so they 

can learn about other people’s values and relationships with the environment (NPS Interpretive 

Development Program, 2019; Tardona & Tardona, 1997). The purpose of this study, therefore, 

was to develop and evaluate the outcomes of a series of training modules designed to increase 

the comfort level and ability of undergraduate interpretation students to develop and facilitate 

interpretive programs that cover difficult or controversial topics and engage diverse audiences. 

 

Research Question  

Interpreting difficult or controversial topics through dialogic interpretation can help 

interpreters create inclusive conversations where audience members can learn from one 

another and collaborate to foster a deeper understanding of environmental issues and their 

role in creating solutions (NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019; Tardona & Tardona, 

1997; Williams, Darville, & McBroom, 2018; Zúñiga, Naagda, & Sevig, 2002). Despite this 

importance, training in interpreting difficult topics is lacking from the UW-Stevens Point 
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Environmental Education and Interpretation (EE/I) curriculum. Therefore, this research 

asks: how can we develop and administer training modules that impart upon students the 

importance of interpreting difficult topics and the skills to do so effectively?  

 

This question was addressed in three specific sub-problems: 

Sub-problems 

Sub-problem 1: Create a series of training modules on how to interpret difficult or 

controversial topics that pull from dialogic interpretation and climate change 

communication techniques; review and analyze discussion guidelines from social justice 

education; and synthesize the information and skills presented through practice and 

critique. 

Sub-problem 2: Develop and administer survey questions to be completed before and 

after the training modules regarding participant knowledge, skills, and comfort level 

with these topics; their perception of how important it is to interpret difficult topics; 

and the perceived benefit of these topics to their future careers. 

Sub-problem 3: Analyze qualitative and quantitative data from participant surveys and 

observations to determine how the training modules affected their perceived ability to 

develop and facilitate programs that address difficult or controversial topics, and the 

benefit of the modules to their education and future careers. Make a recommendation 

based on the results about how to utilize the content of the training modules in the UW-

Stevens Point EE/I curriculum in the future. 
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Importance of the Problem 

One of the greatest training needs for 21st century interpretation as identified in a study 

by Powell, Depper, & Wright (2017) is the ability of interpreters to engage with diverse 

audiences. This is not a new concept in natural heritage interpretation. Twenty years before 

this study was published, Tardona & Tardona (1997) discussed the importance of including 

community concerns in interpretation and encouraging understanding between diverse 

cultures in order to better connect to global audiences and address social issues and 

conservation challenges. One way to engage diverse audiences is by facilitating intergroup 

dialogues between people from different social identity groups. This is a technique that is used 

in social justice education and can be used in natural heritage interpretation to create more 

inclusive programming. “By encouraging open and reflective communication about difficult 

topics…, intergroup dialogues help students build skills for developing and maintaining 

relationships across differences and enhance their ability to work together toward social 

justice” (Zúñiga, Naagda, & Sevig, 2002, p.7). Similar techniques are used in facilitated dialogue 

interpretive programming to help encourage open communication between audience members 

from different social identity groups and engage diverse audiences (Williams, Darville, & 

McBroom, 2018).  

There are a variety of dialogic interpretation techniques that are used in natural 

heritage interpretation. These include facilitated dialogue, which utilizes the art of dialogue, 

and the Audience-Centered Experiences (ACE) method used by the National Park Service (NPS), 

which are described in more detail in Chapter 2. Dialogic interpretation programs are already 

used in many National Parks to encourage connections between visitors and the environment 
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and to help them gain skills in collaboration, global awareness, critical thinking, and problem 

solving (NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). Williams, Darville, & McBroom, (2018) 

found that interpretive programs at Grand Teton National Park that utilized facilitated dialogue 

ranked better in audience engagement and relevance to the audience than traditional 

interpretation methods. Dialogic interpretation techniques are important tools that can be used 

to engage diverse audiences; cultivate constructive conversations about difficult topics; and 

help audience member better understand different perspectives related to complex 

environmental and social issues (NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019; Tardona & 

Tardona, 1997; Williams, Darville, & McBroom, 2018; Zúñiga, Naagda, & Sevig, 2002). 

The Environmental Education and Interpretation undergraduate program at UW-

Stevens Point currently lacks an extensive curriculum about why and how to include difficult 

topics in interpretive programs in a way that engages diverse audiences and allows for open 

conversation about controversial conservation issues. The training modules developed in this 

study sought to teach students in the UW-Stevens Point Interpretation Practicum course the 

skills needed to interpret and facilitate discussions on difficult topics. Many of these methods 

are being taught to interpreters at agencies like the National Park Service, and exposure to 

them will help prepare students for future careers in the field of interpretation (Williams, 

Darville, & McBroom, 2018; NPS, 2019). This type of training can also benefit experienced 

interpreters who have not been exposed to techniques related to dialogue facilitation and 

audience-centered interpretation. This research lays the groundwork for including more 

dialogic and difficult topic interpretation skills in the undergraduate EE/I curriculum to better 

prepare students for their future careers and create more inclusive programming. 
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Assumptions 

1. Interpretation Practicum students will participate fully in the training modules. 

2. Interpretation Practicum students will answer survey questions fully and honestly and 

will be able to accurately assess their knowledge of, and comfort with, the topics on 

both the pre- and post-surveys. 

3. The researcher will be able to teach the training modules effectively. 

 

Definitions 

Arc of Dialogue: An interpretive scaffolding technique that utilizes tiered phases of questions 

that build upon each other to engage the audience in meaningful discussions (NPS, 

2014). 

Interpretation: “A mission-based approach to communication aimed at provoking in audiences 

the discovery of personal meaning and the forging of personal connections with things, 

places, people, and concepts” (Ham, 2013). 

Facilitated Dialogue: A “form of interpretive facilitation that uses a strategically designed set of 

questions--an ‘arc of dialogue’--to guide participants into a structured, meaningful, 

audience-centered conversation about a challenging or controversial topic” (NPS, 2014). 

Dialogic Interpretation: A form of interpretation that “invites visitors to engage in two-way 

conversations based on either their questions or questions planned by interpreters, with 

the goal of inspiring them to connect to places or ideas in ways that are meaningful to 

them” (Gilson, 2019). 
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Hot Interpretation: “...the incorporation of emotion into interpretive displays and experience... 

A hot interpretation of an event or issue attempts to ensure that visitors do not leave a 

display, site, or experience without being emotionally engaged ...by exposing individuals 

to displays and experiences that encourage empathy with the feelings, motivations, 

actions, and reactions of those involved at different levels” (Ballantyne & Uzzell, 1993). 

Audience-Centered Experience (ACE): “the practice of eliciting participation and contribution 

from an audience and community. …by providing opportunities for audience members 

to contribute to the meaning-making process, engage with each other, and explore the 

current social context of [the program topic]” NPS Interpretive Development Program 

(2019). 

Interpretation Practicum Student: An undergraduate student enrolled in the Interpretation 

Practicum course at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point. Most of the students in 

this course are Environmental Education and Interpretation or Wildlife Education 

majors. Sometimes students from other majors who are pursuing an Environmental 

Education and Interpretation minor will elect to take the Interpretation Practicum 

course. 

Training Modules: A series of 5 one-hour training sessions that were presented by the 

researcher to the practicum students.  

Social Justice: “The objective of creating a fair and equal society in which each individual 

matters, their rights are recognized and protected, and decisions are made in ways that 

are fair and honest.” - www.oxfordreference.com  
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Positionality: “The social and political context that [influences] your identity in terms of race, 

class, gender, sexuality, and ability status. Positionality also describes how your identity 

influences, and potentially biases, your understanding of and outlook on the world.” - 

www.dictionary.com 

Traditional Knowledge (TK)/Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK): “Traditional Knowledges 

are foundational systems with which most Indigenous populations operate.  Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge evolves from generations of experience; a base that is 

incomparable in terms of the depth, breadth, and holistic perspectives that it provides 

for a given ecosystem. While there can be many forms of knowledge, such as Local 

Ecological Knowledge (LEK), Farmer’s Ecological Knowledge (FEK), Fishermen’s 

Knowledge (FK), TEK is often highly developed relating to traditional Indigenous areas, 

and can span hundreds of years back through multiple generations.” (Hatfield, 2017). 

 

Abbreviations 

ACE: Audience-Centered Experience 

CTKW: The Climate and Traditional Knowledges Workgroup  

EE/I: Environmental Education and Interpretation 

GLIFWC: Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission 

ICSC: The International Coalition of Sites of Conscience 

NAI: National Association for Interpretation 

NNOCCI: National Network for Ocean and Climate Change Interpretation 

NPS: National Park Service 
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TEK: Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

TK: Traditional Knowledge 

UW-Stevens Point: University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 

 

Summary 

 Difficult topic interpretation using dialogic interpretation methods is an 

important skill that can be used to engage with diverse audiences and can be beneficial to 

students’ future careers (NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019; Williams, Darville, & 

McBroom, 2018; Zúñiga, Naagda, & Sevig, 2002). In order to better incorporate these 

techniques into the UW-Stevens Point EE/I curriculum, a series of training modules was 

developed and taught to Interpretation Practicum students, and pre- and post-surveys were 

administered and analyzed to determine the efficacy of the modules. This information was used 

to determine the potential benefits of the training modules, student perceptions of the 

modules, and assess if they should be included in the undergraduate curriculum in the future. 

The following chapters examine the current literature pertaining to these topics, describe the 

process used to develop the training modules, and present and interpret the results from the 

surveys administered to participants of the training modules.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter will review the literature and sources related to interpreting difficult topics 

and how dialogic interpretation techniques have evolved over time to meet the needs of 

diverse audiences. Various training programs exist to help interpreters learn both traditional 

and dialogic interpretation techniques. To determine what content to include in the training 

modules for UW-Stevens Point Interpretation Practicum students, different techniques, training 

programs, and topics were reviewed to determine the importance of their role in interpreting 

difficult topics and helping interpreters engage with diverse audiences. 

 

Interpreting for Diverse Audiences 

The American population is culturally and ethnically diverse, and interpretive programs 

at natural and cultural sites need to be adapted to be more relevant to diverse audiences. 

Tardona & Tardona (1997) encourage the creation of interpretive programs that include 

multiple perspectives and draw on the values, attitudes, and beliefs of different cultures. These 

programs should also make connections to the global systems that impact local issues to foster 

a better understanding of the interconnectedness of complex problems. It is not enough to 

have a one-day event that superficially celebrates one aspect of a culture and doesn’t help 

participants understand the actual people. Diverse perspectives must be worked into the larger 

whole if they are to have any value (Tardona & Tardona, 1997).  

In a recent study, Powell, Depper, & Wright (2017) surveyed National Park Service 

interpreters about the importance of, and their proficiency with, 80 different competencies 

related to interpretation and education, including “select and integrate props, demonstrations 
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and illustrative media into programs so reveal meanings and relevance”, “plan interpretation 

based on knowledge of specific audiences”, and “resolve conflicts through empathy and 

diplomacy”. They found a large gap in the ability of interpreters to engage diverse audiences 

through their programs. To attract and engage with a broader audience, it was determined that 

interpreters need more training in how to assess diverse needs, update programming, and 

attract people to the park (Powell, Depper, & Wright, 2017). To meet these needs, interpreters 

will need to use new interpretive pedagogies that build upon the principles of traditional 

heritage interpretation and create a sense of community within the audience. 

 

Interpreting Difficult Topics  

In addition to, and as a result of, interpreting for diverse audiences, interpreters are also 

called upon to interpret difficult topics that include both current controversial issues and 

painful histories. The types of topics that are considered difficult or controversial can vary a lot 

from person to person. For the purpose of this study, difficult or controversial topics include, 

but are not limited to, racism, sexism, genocide, indigenous histories, slavery, war, gun control, 

management of public lands, and climate change. There are a variety of techniques, resources, 

and organizations that were developed and formed to help interpreters discuss difficult topics 

with their audiences. 

Hot interpretation is a term coined by Australian professors Roy Ballantyne and David 

Uzzel in relation to interpreting war and conflict in a way that engaged the emotions of the 

audience and conveyed feelings instead of simply facts (Ballantyne & Uzzel, 1993). This type of 

interpretation can also be used to encourage attitude shifts relating to other difficult topics 
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such as social and environmental issues. While the specific techniques outlined in hot 

interpretation are more centered on interpreting historical events, many can also be applied to 

more contemporary topics. These techniques include using narration and personal storytelling; 

balancing despair and hope; educating rather than persuading; and encouraging participants to 

reflect and personalize the information (Ballantyne, Packer, & Bond, 2012). Hot interpretation 

has also been utilized by Parks Canada to interpret controversial historical events. For example, 

at Batoche National Historical Park in Saskatchewan, Canada, hot interpretation is used to 

connect people to historical events and seeks to encourage discourse about their present-day 

implications (Hvenegaard et al., 2016). 

 Interpreting painful histories is difficult and takes intention. The International Coalition 

of Sites of Conscience (ICSC) is a network that connects historic sites, memorials, and museums 

from all over the world to networking opportunities, trainings, grants, and resources that allow 

them to interpret past injustices and work towards truth and reconciliation (ICSC, 2019). 

Organizations like this can help sites learn from each other and work together to facilitate 

conversations about the past and how it relates to the present. The coalition recognizes the 

power of dialogue and provides resources on how to have difficult conversations with 

audiences, including webinars and trainings on topics like “community-based memorialization” 

and “hosting dynamic dialogues” (ICSC, 2019). There is no one right way to interpret difficult 

topics, and there are many useful techniques that have been used by parks and historic sites all 

over the world to help engage audiences in meaningful ways, many of which encourage 

audience participation through dialogue. While there are a number of resources concerning 

difficult topic interpretation for museums and historical sites, for the purpose of this study the 
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resources used to develop the training modules focused on how to interpret difficult topics for 

natural heritage interpretation.  

 

Facilitated Dialogue 

To engage audiences in meaningful conversations, the National Park Service has used a 

type of dialogic interpretation called facilitated dialogue. Facilitated dialogue is an interpretive 

technique that encourages participants to engage in discussions about a particular topic (NPS, 

2014). This method utilizes the Arc of Dialogue; a series of tiered phases that build upon each 

other to engage the audience in meaningful discussions. The Arc of Dialogue acts as an 

interpretive scaffolding to help build community, encourage visitors to share their experiences, 

and guide participants through difficult conversations (NPS, 2014). By focusing more on the 

visitors and their experiences, a deeper connection with the resource can be made (Forist & 

Knapp, 2014).  

Williams, Darville, & McBroom (2018) analyzed the efficacy of audience-centered 

interpretation by observing and comparing outcomes from both traditional and facilitated 

dialogue style programs at Grand Teton National Park. The authors found that while traditional 

programs were more attended and better at conveying fact-based messaging, facilitated 

dialogue programs received better program evaluations, especially in areas regarding audience 

engagement.  More specifically, facilitated dialogue programs scored higher than traditional 

programs in affective messaging, cognitive engagement, verbal engagement, relevance to the 

audience, and provocation (Williams, Darville, & McBroom, 2018). The National Park Service 

has expanded the use of facilitated dialogue programs to engage visitors in discussions about 
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values and goals related to park resources and to encourage them to participate in discussions 

in their home communities that will lead to environmental stewardship actions (Williams, 

Darville & McBroom, 2018). In recent years, facilitated dialogue has transformed into what is 

now called dialogic interpretation, or the Audience-Centered Experience. 

 

Audience-Centered Experience (ACE) 

The Audience-Centered Experience focuses on specific methods for utilizing dialogic 

interpretation and is the methodology that is now being used at many national parks. This 

method evolved from the facilitated dialogue method and uses some of the same techniques. 

The ACE method focuses on how to develop questions that visitors will respond to, promotes 

the use of different conversational frameworks such as the Arc of Dialogue, and utilizes varied 

audience participation techniques, with the goal of encouraging participants to voice their 

opinions (NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). 

Through ACE, the National Park Service seeks to create meaningful experiences for 

interpretive audiences that will enhance their sense of social and environmental awareness and 

stewardship. To create these meaningful experiences, they use conversation frameworks like 

the Arc of Dialogue and the MuseumHack Traffic Light Experience Scaffolding to slowly ease the 

audience into more in-depth and emotionally challenging questions (NPS Interpretive 

Development Program, 2019). The questions themselves are designed to foster conversation 

and be inclusive so that all participants feel comfortable responding to them. These techniques 

allow the interpreter to build a community with the audience and encourage collaboration. The 

group is encouraged to think critically about their connection to other people and the natural 
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world and discuss what environmental stewardship looks like to them (NPS Interpretive 

Development Program, 2019).  

While there have not been any studies demonstrating the effectiveness of the ACE 

method, it is similar enough to facilitated dialogue in its focus on conversational scaffolding to 

infer a similar level of effectiveness. The Audience-Centered Experience is the form of dialogic 

interpretation that the training modules focus on the most since it is the one currently being 

promoted by the National Park Service, and many resources pertaining to it are offered online 

at no cost.  

 

Climate Change Interpretation 

A pressing and wide-spread example of a difficult topic in environmental education and 

interpretation is climate change. Barrett & Mowen (2014) encourage interpreters to 

incorporate climate change discussions into existing programs, keep the topic site-specific, and 

talk about how climate change is already affecting the area as well as how it may affect it in the 

future. Through these discussions, it is important to welcome all perspectives and to be a good 

mediator so that the participants stay focused on values and beliefs and seek to understand 

each other instead of passing judgment (Barrett & Mowen, 2014).  

It can be difficult to know how to talk about climate change without knowing much 

about an audience, but there are several resources that break down climate change 

communication into a series of steps that can make planning an interpretive climate change 

program easier. Some of these steps include telling a story, using human examples, knowing 

your facts, using clear and concise messaging, having a conversation, and focusing on solutions 
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(Corner, Lewandowsky, Phillips, & Roberts, 2016; ecoAmerica, 2016). The National Network for 

Ocean and Climate Change Interpretation (NNOCCI) provides resources on how to talk about 

climate change, including activities, webinars, networking, and tools to help reframe 

conversations (NNOCCI, 2020).  

Using a creative approach can help audience members conceptualize the effects of 

climate change at a specific site. Interpreters at Glacier National Park, for example, created an 

artistic, place-based program to communicate climate change to park visitors. They were 

motivated to create this program to show visitors how climate change is affecting the park 

using music and poetry. A study of this program found that it was effective in communicating 

the impacts of climate change and increased audiences’ emotional, intellectual, and 

stewardship responses in relation to climate change. The study also found that the artistic 

component helped bring people together despite the controversial nature of the topic (Melena, 

Richman, & Lacome, 2014).  

When discussing climate change, it is also important to talk about the ways that climate 

change is affecting Indigenous and First Nations peoples, how they will be affected in the 

future, and how traditional knowledge and other knowledge systems provide another way of 

understanding climate change. Western science is just one of many ways to understand and 

interpret climate change. There are many resources that can help interpreters find out more 

about Traditional Knowledge (TK) and Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) in their area. In 

the upper Great Lakes area of the Midwest, the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife 

Commission (GLIFWC) has resources on TK and the effects of climate change in the area. The 

Climate and Traditional Knowledges Workgroup (CTKW) is a subcommittee of the Advisory 
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Committee on Climate Change and Natural Resource Science formed by the Department of the 

Interior and is made up of individuals from various organizations, universities, and tribal groups. 

CTKW was formed to create a set of guidelines for including TK in climate change initiatives, and 

their webpage has many sources for indigenous-led climate initiatives and groups (CTKW, 

2014). Including a variety of knowledge systems when interpreting climate change, as well as 

other topics, can help audiences connect to the content in multiple ways and begin to 

understand the complexity of the issue. 

Climate change is an environmental issue, but it is also a social justice issue. Low-income 

countries produce less greenhouse gasses than high-income countries yet experience much 

greater consequences and are less able to adapt to the changing conditions brought on by 

climate change (Levy & Patz, 2015). For this reason, social justice education techniques were 

also reviewed and included in the training modules. 

 

Social Justice Education 

Social justice is the concept that all people have basic human rights and should be 

treated fairly and equitably. Social justice education helps students recognize the fact that 

people in society are treated unequally based on their social identities (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 

2017). According to Warren, Roberts, Breunig, & Alvarez (2014), “outdoor and environmental 

education exists at the very junction of social problems, and thus environmental justice issues 

are inextricably linked to social ones and vice versa” (p.94). This is true for interpretation as well 

as environmental education since audience members embody a diversity of social identities. 
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These social identities along with historic and present-day systems of oppression, inform an 

individual’s relationship to the environment (Warren, Roberts, Breunig, & Alvarez (2014). 

There are several key concepts in social justice education that can help interpreters 

better engage with diverse audiences and interpret difficult topics. Zúñiga, Naagda, & Sevig 

(2002) discuss the importance of dialogues between people with different social identities to 

create relationships that celebrate differences and allow people to work together to solve 

issues. The present study pulls from social justice education to examine the use of dialogues, 

discussion guidelines, and the importance of positionality and bias awareness as they relate to 

dialogic interpretation.  

Dialogic interpretation encourages discussion to engage audiences and allow them to 

express diverse viewpoints. However, dialogic interpretation techniques generally lack a 

detailed description of how to establish discussion guidelines. Looking to social justice 

education can help inform the creation of discussion guidelines and explain why they are critical 

to encouraging equitable conversations. Sensoy & DiAngelo (2014) examine the common 

discussion guidelines in social justice education and deconstruct how guidelines meant to 

create a safe and inclusive space fail to acknowledge unequal power dynamics and continue to 

uphold the dominant narrative as the default perspective. They suggest a new set of guidelines 

to help students recognize their own power and positionality, accept discomfort and ambiguity, 

and base their opinions on facts and trends rather than anecdotal experiences (Sensoy & 

DiAngelo, 2014). In line with these recommendations, the University of Michigan Center for 

Research on Learning and Teaching (2020) suggests preparing for discussions about difficult 

topics with students by deciding on a clear purpose for the discussion, establishing a knowledge 
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base, asking students to back up their ideas with sources, being an active facilitator to keep the 

conversation going, and including everyone through the use of involvement activities. Some of 

these techniques are also included in the NPS Audience-Centered Experiences Workbook to 

help facilitate equitable discussions (NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019).  

Another key concept in social justice education is positionality. Positionality refers to a 

person’s relative position within a matrix of power structures based on their identities and 

experiences (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2014). Positionality often manifests in sociology and other 

social science research publications as reflexivity statements. These statements describe the 

researcher’s social position and how it relates to existing power structures (Hamby, 2018). 

Writing out a reflexivity or positionality statement and thinking about one’s positionality can 

help a person identify their blind spots might be and what biases they might hold. Being aware 

of potential biases and reflecting on one’s positionality can help interpreters be more aware of 

the perspective they are presenting to their audiences and the impact of their programs on 

different groups of people. Utilizing these methods from social justice education can broaden 

the scope of interpretation training programs and help interpreters understand their own 

biases and positionality.     

 

Interpretive Training Programs 

There are many different types of interpretive training programs and certifications 

designed for new interpreters as well as for those who have experience in the field and are 

looking to expand their skills. The National Association for Interpretation (NAI) offers Certified 

Interpretive Guide training programs and has partnered with the Eppley Institute for Parks and 
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Public lands to offer online courses on topics ranging from interpretation fundamentals to 

interpretive media and dialogic interpretation (“Courses”, n.d.). The National Park Service offers 

training programs for its employees and also has public resources, such as the Audience-

Centered Experiences Workbook (NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). Some of 

these training and certifications programs can be expensive, and it can be hard for some people 

to cover travel expenses or get time off work for in-person courses. Because of this, more 

training programs are being presented virtually. One such program arose when the West 

Virginia University extension services and the Recreation, Parks, and Tourism Resources 

Program partnered to create and evaluate an affordable interpretive guide training program 

that took place almost entirely online. A study involving this program found that an interpretive 

training with a large virtual component could be effective in increasing interpreters’ skills in 

developing and delivering interpretive talks (Arbogast, Smaldone, & Balcarczyk, 2015). Short 

courses like these can be useful for working professionals and interpreters who are just getting 

started, and more virtual options are becoming available due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

For those who want a more in-depth interpretation education, college courses are also 

an option. Many colleges across the US offer interpretive classes and degree programs for 

those looking to make a career in interpretation (“Academic interpretation programs”, n.d.).  

The University of Wisconsin- Stevens Point has an academic Bachelor of Science degree 

program in Resource Management with an emphasis in Environmental Education and 

Interpretation and offers classes on Oral interpretation Methods and Interpretive Media, as 

well as a capstone Interpretation Practicum course. This coursework only briefly reviews 

dialogic interpretation and techniques for interpreting difficult or controversial topics. The 
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training modules used in this study were designed to supplement the current course offerings 

and, if found to be effective, become a part of the EE/I curriculum. These training modules 

could also potentially be used to supplement introductory dialogic interpretation training 

programs for interpreters wishing to expand their skill base.  

 

Data Analysis 

 There is currently no standardized evaluation method for interpretive training 

programs (Arbogast, Smaldone, & Balcarczyk, 2015). The evaluation methods for this study, 

detailed specifically in Chapter 3, were informed by a 2015 study conducted by the West 

Virginia University extension services, who partnered with the Recreation, Parks, and Tourism 

Resources Program to create and evaluate an interpretive guide training program. The program 

consisted of online modules and in-person workshops and was evaluated using a post-then-pre 

survey design (Arbogast, Smaldone, & Balcarczyk, 2015). Since this study also used an online 

module approach to teaching interpretive skills, the decision was made to use a similar post-

then-pre design in the present work. This survey method was also chosen because it mitigates a 

potential response-shift-bias.  

Asking a participant to rate their abilities in the pre-survey, then again in the post-

survey, can lead to a potential response-shift bias and overestimation of the participant’s own 

competencies. This can occur when a participant rates their abilities highly in the pre-survey, 

then realizes during the training modules that they overestimated their abilities, and actually 

rates themselves lower in the post-survey (Lam & Bengo, 2003). To prevent this from occurring, 
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a pre-then-post survey design was used where participants were asked to rate how much they 

thought they improved on particular metrics. 

To analyze open-ended questions on the survey, conventional qualitative content 

analysis was used to create categories based on the participants’ responses (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005).  For scenario-based questions, where participants were asked to respond to a set of 

hypothetical scenarios both before and after participating, responses were categorized based 

on key concepts related to interpretive techniques (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

 

Summary 

Interpreters and researchers have been emphasizing the need for interpretation to 

evolve and adapt to diverse global audiences for decades (Tardona & Tardona, 1997; Powell, 

Depper, & Wright, 2017). One way that the field of interpretation has attempted to meet this 

need is through the development of audience-centered programming that utilizes dialogic 

interpretation methods to encourage the sharing of perspectives and values related to different 

topics (NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). There are many different techniques 

and strategies that interpretive sites have been using to develop inclusive programs that 

encourage audience participation and discussion. Even within topic-specific interpretation 

techniques like climate change interpretation, there is an emphasis on dialogue and audience 

involvement. This is a facet of natural heritage interpretation that is growing rapidly and is an 

important aspect of modern interpretation. While studies have tested the efficacy of specific 

interpretation techniques related to facilitated dialogue, hot interpretation, and climate change 

interpretation, research on the efficacy of the Audience-Centered Experience method and 
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other dialogic interpretation techniques is lacking (Hvenegaard et al., 2016; Melena, Richman, 

& Lacome, 2014; Williams, Darville, & McBroom, 2018). There has also been little testing of the 

training methods used to teach dialogic interpretation techniques. Specific certification 

programs have been evaluated, but there is currently no standard process for evaluating 

interpretation training programs (Arbogast, Smaldone, & Balcarczyk, 2015). 

Undergraduate students taking interpretation courses at UW-Stevens Point currently 

receive minimal instruction on dialogic interpretation techniques and how to facilitate 

discussions during an interpretive program. The purpose of these training modules is to teach 

Interpretation Practicum students this kind of values-based, audience-centered interpretation 

to help prepare them for future careers in interpretation. The training modules could also serve 

as a broad overview of current dialogic interpretation techniques to be used by interpretive 

staff at parks and historical sites as a jumping-off point to help them make their interpretive 

programming more relevant, engaging, and inclusive. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

This chapter will describe the study design process and the steps taken to develop and 

assess the efficacy of the training modules. This includes the content included in the training 

modules, as well as the specific progression that the training modules follow. Since this is an 

initial study in this area of research, there were not many studies to reference when designing 

the survey instrument. The surveys were analyzed using both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, the results of which are reported in chapter 4. 

 

Study Design 

This study is exploratory in nature and uses single-group design and mixed-methods 

data analysis. Data was collected through surveys administered and collected before and after 

students were taught the training modules. The data were originally meant to include 

observations on how well the groups grasped various concepts taught during the training 

modules. The observational data were taken out because it proved too difficult to remove the 

observations of students who had not consented to be a part of the study without the 

researcher knowing who those students were, which was a prerequisite for maintaining 

objectivity on behalf of the researcher in their role as an instructor and grader for the class.  

A mixed-methods approach was chosen to create a more complete picture of the 

participants’ perceptions of the training modules. Quantitative data allows for direct 

comparisons between pre- and post-survey questions and gives a broad overview of the 

students’ perceptions of the training modules by allowing participants to quantify their 
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impressions. Qualitative data allows participants to demonstrate the skills they learned and 

voice their opinions about the study modules more generally. This mixed-methods approach 

was chosen to determine the following goals of the study: 

a. perceived importance of the topics covered in the training modules, 

b. perceived skills learned from the training modules, 

c. perceived benefit of the training modules to the participants’ future career goals, 

and 

d. whether content from the training modules should be included in UW-Stevens Point 

EE/I curriculum in the future.  

 

Research Methods and Treatment of Each Sub-Problem 

Sub- Problem 1: Training Module Development.  

The training modules were originally going to be taught in-person during the 

Interpretation Practicum course at Schmeeckle Reserve. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all in-

person instruction at UW-Stevens Point was suspended in mid-March of 2020 and switched to 

virtual instruction. The training modules were adapted to fit the new online class format and 

were taught to two semesters of UW-Stevens Point practicum students virtually during the 

spring and fall of 2020. The training module goals and lesson plans reflect this shift from in-

person to virtual instruction (see Appendices A and D). 

The training modules consisted of five, one-hour sessions covering topics related to 

interpreting difficult or controversial topics. The content of the modules reflects important 

topics and techniques that are currently being used by various fields of study and organizations  
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to interpret difficult topics. The topics and techniques included in the modules were chosen 

based on their efficacy; scope of application; availability and accessibility of training resources; 

and how widespread their usage is in the field of interpretation. These fields of study include 

dialogic interpretation, climate change interpretation, climate change communication, social 

justice education, and sociology, each of which contributes different skills to help students 

approach difficult conversations (Figure 1). The main progression of the training modules is 

shown in teal in the middle of the figure. The section that describes the approach to  

 

Figure 1 

Training Module Development 
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interpreting difficult topics is divided into two different categories: the green box on the left 

signifies resources pulled from social justice education and sociology, and the blue boxes on the 

right signify different types of interpretation techniques, including dialogic interpretation and 

climate change interpretation. This figure served as an organization tool to categorize the 

different resources used and determine where in the progression of the modules they should 

be used. 

The training modules followed a progression similar to the steps outlined in the Arc of 

Dialogue interpretation facilitation method, which serves as a theoretical framework for the 

modules. This framework is explained in more detail in the next section. The main goals of the 

training modules were for students to be able to recognize the importance of interpreting 

difficult or controversial issues; create and recognize the components of a good dialogic 

question; facilitate discussions and develop strategies to manage conflict; develop effective 

climate change interpretation programs; think critically about their own positionality and 

implicit biases and how these might affect their interpretive programs and audience members; 

and develop, present, and evaluate a dialogic interpretation program. See Appendix A for full 

list of training module goals. These goals work towards the three desired outcomes of the 

training modules: showing the importance of interpreting difficult topics, teaching dialogic 

interpretation skills, and increasing student comfort with those skills to see how each module 

relates to the desired outcomes. 

Many of the skills and techniques used in the training modules were pulled from 

training programs that are relatively new and have therefore not yet been tested for their 

efficacy. While the training methods have not yet been tested directly, there have been some 
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studies on the efficacy of the interpretation techniques themselves. For example, Williams, 

Darville, & McBroom (2018) found that while traditional programs were more attended and 

better at conveying fact-based messaging, facilitated dialogue programs received better 

program evaluations, especially in areas regarding audience engagement. Audience 

engagement through dialogue can contribute to interpreting and discussing difficult or 

controversial topics, which is why dialogic interpretation techniques, like facilitated dialogue 

and ACE, are included in these training modules (Zúñiga, Naagda, & Sevig, 2002). 

The first training module asked the students to collaborate to establish discussion 

guidelines. These were compared against an article by Özlem Sensoy and Robin DiAngelo (2014) 

to analyze the way discussion guidelines can affect conversation dynamics. Discussions are a 

central building block of many dialogic interpretation techniques and establishing good 

discussion guidelines helps to create a safe space for meaningful discourse (Knapp, & Forist, 

2014; NPS, 2014; NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2014). By 

creating their own discussion guidelines, students set the stage for meaningful conversations 

and practiced skills they can use to set guidelines with their future audiences. The first module 

also reviewed a brief history of public lands in the United States through an activity developed 

by The Wilderness Society (2019). By examining these events and their relation to the 

oppression of different racial groups, students were encouraged to understand how different 

groups of people might relate to public lands.  

The second module gave an overview of the interpretive techniques used in the 

National Park Service’s ACE method. Students were taught specific skills related to interpreting 

difficult topics, asked to practice some of these skills, and encouraged to share their thoughts 
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and critique each other. The NPS ACE method was chosen for the training modules because of 

its focus on dialogic interpretation, its comprehensive and accessible training resources, and its 

widespread use at NPS sites. Additionally, being aware of, and having some experience with, 

the interpretive techniques taught to NPS interpreters can help students if they apply to NPS 

jobs or other interpretive sites that use similar techniques. 

The third module dealt specifically with climate change interpretation and utilized 

resources from several different organizations, including the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration (NASA), the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the Great Lakes Indian Fish 

and Wildlife Commission (GLIFWC), the Climate and Traditional Knowledges Workgroup 

(CTKW), and the National Network for Ocean and Climate Change Interpretation (NNOCCI), 

among others. Students were taught different techniques used to interpret climate change and 

learned how to develop a communication plan. Climate change was included as a separate 

topic in the training modules because of its relevance to a wide range of natural heritage sites 

across the US, the multitude of resources about it, and its urgency as a global issue.  

The fourth module pulled from social justice education to teach students about 

positionality and implicit bias. Recognizing one’s positionality and how it can influence their 

implicit biases can help students become more self-aware and think critically about the 

perspectives they are presenting in their interpretive programs. This module also covered how 

to prepare for and handle potential conflicts. Conflicts are likely to arise when interpreting 

controversial topics, so students were taught how to reduce conflicts by planning effectively 

and redirecting conversations when they cease to be productive.  
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The final module synthesized previous modules and gave the students a chance to 

practice the skills they learned and critique each other. Students were paired up and asked to 

choose a topic and a geographical area to develop a series of dialogic questions about. They 

practiced facilitating interpretive discussions by sharing these mini programs with their peers. 

This final activity synthesized the techniques they learned and brought closure to the training 

modules. 

Theoretical Framework 

The training modules followed a progression modeled after the tiered phases of the Arc 

of Dialogue interpretive scaffolding, which served as a theoretical framework for the modules. 

The Arc of Dialogue, as used in the NPS ACE method, is a series of four phases used to structure 

dialogic interpretation programs that guide the audience through a progression of questions 

designed to create meaningful conversations. The four phases are, 1) build community, 2) share 

personal experience, 3) explore the experience of others, and 4) synthesize and bring closure 

(NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). These phases were used to structure the 

progression of the training modules, as seen in Figure 2.  

The initial training module mirrored the first phase of the Arc of Dialogue by building 

community through the formation of discussion guidelines and a collaborative group activity. 

Modules two through four followed the second and third phases of the Arc of Dialogue. In 

these modules, students were asked to practice specific skills and share their results and 

opinions with the rest of the class. They were also asked to critique each other and work in 

small groups to practice skills and solve problems, allowing them to explore the experiences of 

others. In the final module, students were asked to work in groups to synthesize the 
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information they learned by designing their own interpretive themes and dialogic questions. 

This helped them think about how to apply these skills and techniques to their interpretive 

programs and utilized the last phase of the Arc of Dialogue to bring closure to the training 

modules. This framework encouraged students to have meaningful conversations and showed 

them, through example, how this kind of structure can be applied to their own teaching and 

interpretive programs. 

 

Figure 2 

Theoretical Framework and Outcomes of the Training Modules 
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In addition to following the progression of the Arc of Dialogue phases, the activities in 

the training modules were also designed to meet specific outcomes. These outcomes center on 

showing the importance of interpreting difficult topics, learning dialogic interpretation skills, 

and increasing student comfort with those skills. Figure 2 shows how the objectives of each 

module are connected to these desired outcomes. 

 

Sub-Problem 2: Design and Administer Surveys. 

Instrumentation  

The training modules were evaluated using pre- and post-surveys completed by 

participants (see Appendix B). This mixed-methods design uses quantitative data to measure 

the change in students’ abilities and attitudes after completing the training modules, and 

qualitative data to assess the specific skills students learned and their opinions about the 

training modules. Since there is currently no standardized evaluation method for interpretive 

training programs the evaluation methods for this study were informed by a 2015 study 

evaluating a combined online and in-person interpretive guide training program (Arbogast, 

Smaldone, & Balcarczyk, 2015). The program was evaluated using a post-then-pre survey 

design, which was also utilized in the present study to mitigate a potential response-shift bias 

(Arbogast, Smaldone, & Balcarczyk, 2015; Lam & Bengo, 2003). 

Both the pre- and post-surveys utilize 5-point Likert scale questions, short answer 

questions, and hypothetical scenarios. The Likert scale questions ask the participants to self-

report their prior knowledge, experience level, comfort level, and perception of the importance 

of the information and skills that were taught in the training modules. The post-survey also 
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asked the participants to reflect on their knowledge, comfort level, and attitude relating to 

information covered in the training modules; report how they think these aspects have shifted; 

and rate the perceived benefit of the training modules to their future careers.  

The open-ended questions on the survey asked the participants to expand on their 

experiences and respond to scenarios using the skills they learned during the training modules. 

The scenarios in the post-survey are the same as the ones in the pre-survey so that they can be 

compared to see how the responses changed after participating in the training modules. These 

surveys are anonymous and coded to pair the pre- and post-surveys. Please see Appendix B for 

the pre- and post-surveys. 

Survey Administration and Study Participants 

This study used a single-group design that did not include a control group. Participants 

in the study were UW-Stevens Point Interpretation Practicum students. All students in this class 

participated in the training modules as a part of the class content and had the option of 

participating in the study to test the efficacy of the modules through the completion of a pre- 

and post-survey. The EE/I practicum is a semester-long capstone experience taken by students 

at the end of their undergraduate degree. This capstone experience consists of an 

Environmental Education Practicum class taught at the Central Wisconsin Environmental 

Station (CWES) and an Interpretation Practicum class taught at Schmeeckle Reserve. The 

students who take these classes are usually EE/I or Wildlife Education majors, but students 

from other majors may choose to take these classes as well. The training modules were taught 

to students enrolled in the Interpretation Practicum class. Interpretation Practicum students 

are required to take the Oral Interpretation Methods class as a prerequisite, and therefore had 
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some background knowledge about interpretive programming prior to participating in the 

training modules. 

The surveys were administered electronically by an instructor for the class who was not 

involved in this study. This instructor also gave each student a random number used to identify 

and pair the pre- and post-surveys for the analysis. This method of distribution allowed the 

surveys to be paired while also maintaining the anonymity of the survey participants. 

 

Sub-Problem 3: Determine Efficacy of Modules.  

Qualitative Analysis 

For questions where participants were asked to give a short answer response, a 

conventional qualitative content analysis approach was used. This allowed the formation of 

categories based only on the participants’ responses without influence from predetermined 

categories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). First, broad themes were identified using inductive 

category development, where the categories come from the content of the data. These themes 

were then narrowed down to create specific categories as defined in Appendix C. Responses in 

these categories were then tallied and reported as counts or percentages, based on what was 

deemed most appropriate for the particular question.  

For scenario-based questions, where participants were asked to respond to a set of 

hypothetical scenarios both before and after participating, responses were examined for key 

concepts related to interpretive techniques and broad themes were developed based on the 

researcher’s knowledge of interpretation techniques and the techniques that were taught in 

the training modules. These were then narrowed down into defined categories and compared 
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to determine how participant responses changed from the pre-surveys to the post-surveys. This 

type of directed content analysis allows for comparisons to be made based on existing 

frameworks; in this case the framework of natural heritage interpretation techniques (Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005). 

Quantitative Analysis 

Three of the Likert scale questions were included on both the pre- and post-surveys so 

that they could be directly compared using statistical analysis. Due to the small sample size 

(n=15) and the fact that these data did not conform to the assumption of normality required for 

parametric statistics, as assessed by the Shapiro-Wilk test for normality and by visual inspection 

of residual QQ-plots, a paired Wilcoxon test was used to compare the difference in response 

means and track the change in response between the pre- and post-surveys. The surveys used a 

Likert scale from one to five, where 1=Strongly Agree and 5=Strongly Disagree. During analysis, 

this scale was later re-coded to 1=Strongly Disagree and 5=Strongly Agree, for ease of 

understanding. 

 

Summary 

 Since there are few studies that exist that are directly comparable to this study, the 

studies that were used to inform these methods were tangentially related. The training module 

progression was based on the four phases of the Arc of Dialogue, which puts theory into 

practice by using one of the techniques that was taught in the training modules to structure the 

sequence of the modules. To analyze the effectiveness of the modules, a mixed methods 

approach was used.  
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While analyzing the data, there was the option to focus on how each participant 

answered the questions to see if their experience level or type of experience influenced how 

they viewed the importance of interpreting difficult topics and their perception of the training 

modules. Because the purpose of this study was to determine the efficacy of the training 

modules for potential use in the UW-Stevens Point EE/I curriculum, the group perceptions of 

the training modules were deemed more important than the individual differences in 

perceptions based on experience. This study focuses on the perceptions of the study group as a 

whole to determine the efficacy of the training modules as taught to a group with varying 

experience levels. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

The question motivating this study was: how can we develop and administer training 

modules that impart upon students the importance of interpreting difficult topics and the skills 

to do so effectively? This question was divided into sub-problems, based on the three main 

phases of the study. The results of this study are organized in this chapter by these three sub-

problems. This includes how the participants reacted to the training modules, how many 

participants responded to the pre- and post-surveys, and what the results of the qualitative and 

quantitative analyses were. Overall, respondents reported that the training modules increased 

their perceived ability to interpret difficult topics, as well as emphasized the importance of 

discussing and interpreting these topics. This indicates that synthesizing techniques such as 

dialogic interpretation, climate communication, and social justice education is an effective 

method to generate training modules that impart upon students the importance of interpreting 

difficult topics and the skills to do so effectively. 

 

Sub-Problem 1: Training Module Development.  

The goals of the training modules were for students to be able to recognize the 

importance of interpreting difficult or controversial issues; create and recognize the 

components of a good dialogic question; facilitate discussions and develop strategies to 

manage conflict; develop effective climate change interpretation programs; think critically 

about their own positionality and implicit biases and how these might affect their interpretive 

programs and audience members; and develop, present, and evaluate a dialogic interpretation 
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program. These goals worked towards the three desired outcomes of the training modules: 

increase the perceived importance of interpreting difficult topics, improve participants’ dialogic 

interpretation skills, and increase student comfort with those skills. The training modules set 

out to achieve these goals and outcomes by utilizing skills and techniques from dialogic 

interpretation, climate change interpretation, discussion facilitation, and social justice 

education. Respondents in the post-survey described what they learned and what they liked 

about the training modules, commenting that, “I loved the interactive elements. Kept us 

interested and engaged throughout” and “I’m really glad we did this”. Specific results from the 

surveys are reported in sub-problem 3 below. 

 

Sub-Problem 2: Design and Administer Surveys. 

Optional pre- and post-surveys were administered to all students who enrolled in the 

Interpretation Practicum course for Spring 2020 and Fall 2020 and who subsequently 

participated in the training modules developed for this study as part of that course. Of the 21 

students who were given the option to complete the surveys, 21 of them completed at least 

one of the surveys. A total of 18 students (n=18) filled out both the pre- and post-surveys, with 

some of the surveys returned incomplete. As discussed in Chapter 3, the surveys consisted of a 

series of 5-point Likert scale questions that asked respondents to agree or disagree with a list of 

statements. Respondents were also asked to complete short-answer questions, including two 

scenarios that they responded to. Themes of the surveys were divided into the experience level 

of the participants, the skills they learned during the training modules, and their perception of 

the training modules (results discussed below). 
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Sub-Problem 3: Determine Efficacy of Modules. 

Data used to determine the efficacy of the training modules includes pre- and post-

surveys administered to training module participants. Observations were made during the 

training modules to assess the group’s grasp of the interpretive skills that were taught, but 

these observations were not included in the data analysis. Participation in the study was 

anonymous and was determined by completion of at least one of the pre- and post-surveys. It 

was not feasible to separate out observational data only for those who completed the surveys, 

so only data collected through the anonymous surveys were included in the results. 

Experience and background knowledge of participants 

Participants were asked to judge their own experience level with teaching and 

interpretation, and with teaching or interpreting difficult or controversial topics. All of the 

respondents of this set of questions (n=18) reported having at least some experience with 

teaching and interpretation. Less than half of respondents, 39% of them, agreed that they had a 

lot of experience with teaching and interpretation, while 61% somewhat agreed. No one 

disagreed with the statement, but no one strongly agreed either. The experience levels with 

teaching or interpreting difficult topics were more varied. When presented with the statement 

“I have a lot of experience teaching and/or interpreting difficult or controversial topics”, 5% 

strongly disagreed, 32% somewhat disagreed, 32% neither agreed nor disagreed, and 32% 

somewhat agreed. Their comfort level interpreting difficult topics was also varied, with 11% 

strongly disagreeing, 21% somewhat disagreeing, 21% neither agreeing or disagreeing, 37% 

somewhat agreeing and 11% strongly agreeing that they felt comfortable interpreting difficult 

topics. These results tell us that, while everyone who participated in the study had at least 
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some experience teaching or interpreting, only 32% agreed that they had “a lot of experience 

teaching or interpreting difficult or controversial topics”, and less than half agreed that they 

would feel comfortable teaching these topics.  

When asked to describe their experience with teaching and interpretation, participants 

cited a variety of experiences. These experiences were broken down into seven different 

categories, including interpretation, environmental education, camps, tour guiding, specific skill 

instruction, scouting/trips, and miscellaneous. The definitions for these categories can be found 

in Appendix C. Seven of the respondents reported experiences related to interpretation, five 

reported experiences in environmental education, five reported experiences working for 

camps, two reported working as tour guides, two reported experience teaching specific skills, 

two reported working for scouting groups or leading trips, and two reported other 

miscellaneous experiences related to teaching and interpretation. Most of the responses cited 

some kind experience with interpretation or environmental education, indicating that the 

participants had some experience to draw from when participating in the training modules.  

When asked what they considered to be difficult or controversial topics, participants 

mentioned climate change more than any other topic, citing it 13 times. The next highest was 

politics, which was cited seven times. Other topics listed included First Nations cultures, water 

use and regulation, zoos and animals in captivity, management techniques, and historical 

interpretation, among others. A complete list can be found in Appendix C. Participants were 

also asked which difficult topics they had experience interpreting or teaching about. Six 

participants reported experience interpreting or teaching about climate change, six reported 

experiences teaching about First Nations cultures, four reported having little experience 
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interpreting or teaching about difficult topics, and four reported having no experience. See 

Appendix C for a complete list of reported experiences. 

Perception of skills and comfort level 

There were three paired questions that respondents (n=18) were asked to answer on 

both the pre- and the post-survey. These questions were directly compared and statistically 

analyzed to see if there was a significant difference in the response before and after the 

training modules were presented. The Likert scale in the survey was coded to be 1=Strongly 

Agree and 5=Strongly Disagree. The results were coded to be 1=Strongly Disagree and 

5=Strongly Agree to be more intuitive, so that an increase in the survey response indicated 

movement away from “strongly disagree” and towards “strongly agree”. 

  

Table 1 

Comparison of Paired Questions 

Question 

Pre-Survey Post-Survey 

% 
Difference 

Paired 
Wilcoxon 
Test (p) Mean 

Standard 
Deviation Mean 

Standard 
Deviation 

I think I would be able to 
interpret or facilitate a 
discussion about a difficult or 
controversial topic well. 3.58 0.90 4.29 0.69 18.17% 0.04 

I think that it is important to 
interpret or facilitate a 
discussion about difficult or 
controversial topics. 4.84 0.37 4.94 0.24 2.03% 0.35 

I believe that learning how to 
interpret and facilitate 
discussions about difficult or 
controversial topics will be 
beneficial to my future career. 4.84 0.50 4.88 0.33 0.83% 0.77 
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 There was a significant increase in the survey response in the first question (18.17%; 

p=0.04), which asked participants if they would be able to interpret or facilitate a discussion 

about a difficult or controversial topic well. This suggests that the training modules improved 

students’ confidence in interpreting difficult or controversial topics. The other two paired 

questions asked participants if they believed that interpreting difficult or controversial topics 

was important, and if learning how to do so would be beneficial to their future career. There 

was a non-significant increase in mean responses for these two questions, both of which had 

high mean responses for both pre- and post-surveys. This implies that respondents already 

believed that interpreting about difficult topics is important and thought that learning how to 

do so well would be beneficial to their future careers before they participated in the training 

modules, and that their opinions regarding these topics remained largely unchanged. See Table 

1 for means and Wilcoxon test p values. 

Responses to scenarios 

In order to test how participants’ reactions to interpretive situations may have changed 

after participating in the training modules, participants were asked to respond to a set of 

scenarios in both the pre- and post-surveys. Responses were broken down into categories 

based on the type of interpretive technique that was used, and then compared to see if 

responses differed before and after completing the training modules, as well as how they 

differed. 

The sample size for this section was smaller than for the rest of the survey, due to a 

technical error that caused the scenarios to not appear on some of the post-surveys. Because of 
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this, only 11 respondents completed the first scenario on both the pre- and post-surveys, and 

10 completed the second scenario on both surveys.  

The first scenario involved encountering an audience member who goes off topic and 

makes insensitive comments. Six off the respondents utilized more, or different, interpretive 

techniques in the post-survey than in the pre-survey. After participating in the training 

modules, the following changes were noted in the responses of the participants, including 

respondents who used more than one different interpretive technique. Three of the responses 

described acknowledging what the audience member was saying. Of these three, one reported 

acknowledging the issue instead of thanking the person for their opinion, one acknowledged 

the issue and took a hard stand against the person’s opinion, and one acknowledged that the 

issue in question was a potentially controversial topic. Five responses included redirecting the 

person in some way, either by offering to talk after the program, having them wait until the end 

to ask questions, or by changing the topic and moving on to a different activity. One response 

discussed setting a hard boundary by saying they would ask the person to leave if they kept 

being disruptive. Five of the respondents reacted in the same way on both the pre- and post-

surveys and did not have any notable difference in the techniques that they used each time. 

The second scenario involved designing an interpretive program that explores how 

climate change is affecting a specific site of their choosing. Of the nine respondents who 

utilized more or different interpretive techniques in the post-survey than in the pre-survey, four 

of them made their programs place-based and used specific features of the environment to aid 

in their interpretation. Five of the respondents created a connection with the audience by 

either relating the topic to their audiences’ lives, using an involvement activity, or asking 
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dialogic questions. One respondent had no notable change in response. 

All of the responses that changed from the pre- to the post-survey incorporated 

techniques that were taught during the training modules. These included acknowledging when 

an issue that is brought up is difficult or controversial, redirecting when the conversation is no 

longer productive, setting boundaries, using dialogic questions and audience involvement 

techniques, relating content to the audience, making programs place-based, and ensuring that 

audience members are being respectful towards each other. This suggests that the participants 

who used techniques from the training modules in their responses to the scenarios learned 

skills that they might apply to their future interpretive programs.  

Perception of value of the training modules 

After completing the training modules, participants were asked to reflect on how their 

skill level and attitudes regarding interpreting difficult or controversial topics had changed. 

Respondents were asked if they felt that interpreting difficult or controversial topics was more 

important to them after completing the training modules than before. Out of the 17 

participants (n=17) that completed the post-survey, 12% disagreed with this statement, 29% 

somewhat agreed, 47% strongly agreed, and 12% neither agreed nor disagreed. This indicates 

that a majority of respondents experienced an increase in their perception of the importance of 

interpreting difficult topics, despite the fact that there was no significant difference in mean 

responses to the Likert scale question on the same topic. This suggests that the data from the 

paired version of this question may have been skewed by a response-shift bias. Respondents 

also indicated an increase in their comfort level with interpreting these types of topics. Most of 

the respondents agreed that they felt more comfortable interpreting difficult or controversial 
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topics after completing the training modules, with 53% of them strongly agreeing with the 

statement. 

As indicated in the paired questions that were statistically analyzed, participants 

reported a significant increase in the perception of their skills related to interpreting difficult or 

controversial topics. This trend held true when participants were asked if they thought they 

would be able to interpret or facilitate a discussion about difficult or controversial topics better 

after participating in the training modules than before participating in them. All of the 

respondents agreed with the statement, with 70% strongly agreeing that their abilities had 

increased.  

Respondents were also asked to indicate whether they thought the training modules 

would be beneficial to their future careers, and if they thought the modules should be included 

in the UW-Stevens Point curriculum in the future. These responses were very positive, with 12% 

somewhat agreeing and 88% strongly agreeing that the information and skills covered in the 

training modules would be beneficial to their future careers. When asked if the training 

modules should be included in the UW-Stevens Point Interpretation Practicum class in the 

future, 6% somewhat agreed, 82% strongly agreed, and 12% neither agreed nor disagreed.  

Altogether, 88% of respondents agreed that the training modules should be a part of the UW-

Stevens Point EE/I curriculum.  

 

Summary 

Most of the participants who filled out the surveys responded positively to the training 

modules. There was a significant increase in the mean response for participants agreeing that 
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they could interpret a difficult topic well from the pre- to the post-survey, and most of the 

respondents agreed that they would be able to interpret a difficult or controversial topic better 

after participating in the training modules. Most respondents also agreed that the skills covered 

in the training modules would be beneficial to their future careers, and that the training 

modules should be included in the UW-Stevens Point EE/I curriculum in the future. These 

results and their implications are discussed further in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS 

Overview of purpose and results 

The purpose of this study was to develop and evaluate a series of training modules on 

how to interpret and facilitate discussions about difficult or controversial topics. This is 

motivated by the fact that the EE/I undergraduate program at UW- Stevens Point currently has 

a limited scope of study pertaining to this topic in the curriculum. As stated in Chapter 2, being 

able to interpret difficult or controversial topics is a skill that can help interpreters adapt their 

programs to diverse global audiences and communicate about topics like climate change more 

effectively (Tardona & Tardona, 1997; Powell, Depper, & Wright, 2017; NPS Interpretive 

Development Program, 2019). Given the positive participant responses to the training modules, 

as well as the utility of these skills, these modules are recommended for inclusion in the UW-

Stevens Point EE/I curriculum. 

 

Outcome of the study related to the research question and goals 

This study was motivated by the question: how can we develop and administer training 

modules that impart upon students the importance of interpreting difficult topics and the skills 

to do so effectively? To address this question, this study established specific goals to determine: 

the perceived importance of the topics covered in the training modules, the skills respondents 

learned from the training modules, the perceived benefit of the training modules to the 

participants’ future career goals, and whether content from the training modules should be 

included in UW-Stevens Point EE/I curriculum in the future. The following will discuss how the 
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results aligned with these goals and determine whether or not each goal was successfully met 

and whether or not the overall question was answered. 

Interpreting difficult or controversial topics through facilitated dialogues with audience 

members can help create more inclusive programing that engages diverse audiences and 

develops skills in communication, collaboration, and global awareness (NPS Interpretive 

Development Program, 2019; Zúñiga, Naagda, & Sevig, 2002). This need for inclusive 

programing that engages diverse global audiences has been reiterated in natural heritage 

interpretation for decades, and it is crucial that new interpreters in the field understand the 

importance of interpreting difficult topics and using dialogic interpretation to fill this need 

(Powell, Depper, & Wright, 2017; Tardona & Tardona, 1997; Williams, Darville, & McBroom, 

2018). When participants were asked if they thought it was important to interpret difficult or 

controversial topics, most of the respondents agreed with the statement in both the pre- and 

post-survey. This suggests that while there was not a meaningful change in respondents’ 

perception of the importance of the topic in the paired questions, most of the respondents still 

agreed that they felt interpreting difficult or controversial topics was more important to them 

after completing the training modules than before. In other words, the study was successful in 

determining the participants’ perceived importance of interpreting difficult or controversial 

topics and participating in the training modules increased most participants’ perceptions of the 

importance of the subject matter.  

Along with grasping the importance of interpreting difficult of controversial topics, the 

participants learned a variety of skills related to the subject area while engaging in the training 

modules. Specifically, when student responses to scenarios were assessed before and after they 
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participated in the training modules, it was determined that most of the students who had 

different responses in the post-survey utilized techniques that were taught during the modules. 

These responses included addressing controversial issues directly, offering to talk to individual 

audience members after the program, setting boundaries, and switching activities to change 

the topic. For the scenario where respondents were asked to plan a program about climate 

change, they discussed presenting unbiased information, utilizing audience involvement 

activities, relating to the audience, asking dialogic questions, looking for place-based evidence 

of climate change, and discussing solutions. More of these responses can be found in Appendix 

C, Table 7. These skills are important in different aspects of dialogic interpretation, facilitated 

dialogue, the ACE method, and climate change interpretation (Barrett & Mowen, 2014; Forist & 

Knapp, 2014; NNOCCI, 2020; NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). This shows that 

participants used more interpretive skills after participating in the training modules, including 

some skills that were taught during the modules, however, there is no way to conclusively 

prove if they used these skills because of what they learned during the modules, or if they 

learned the skills elsewhere.  

All of the respondents agreed that the information and skills covered in the training 

modules would be beneficial for their future careers. This shows that the respondents had a 

positive perception of the content of the training modules in relation to their future career 

goals. Participants were also asked if they thought that the training modules should be included 

in the UW-Stevens Point Environmental Education and Interpretation Practicum class in the 

future, and 88% of respondents agreed with the statement. This suggests that future students 

may also respond favorably to the content of the training modules being included in the UW-
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Stevens Point EE/I curriculum. Many of the skills and techniques taught during the modules are 

promoted and taught by professional interpretation organizations like NAI, NNOCCI, and ICSC, 

and are also utilized by employers such as the National Park Service. (“Courses”, n.d.; ICSC, 

2019; NNOCCI, 2020; NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). By learning some of these 

skills in college, participants can get a head start on learning skills that will be beneficial to their 

future careers as interpreters and educators.  

Overall, the survey data shows that participants responded favorably to the training 

modules and it can be concluded that the goals of the study were met. In other words, by 

developing training modules that utilize skills and techniques from a variety of resources and 

disciplines we can impart upon students the importance of interpreting difficult or controversial 

topics and the skills to do so effectively. 

 

Limitations  

Although the goals of the study were achieved, the results are limited in what they 

show. These limitations are in part due to the small sample size, the virtual format of the 

training modules, and the types of questions utilized in the survey instrument.  

The training modules were taught to two semesters of Interpretation Practicum 

students, for a total of 21 participants. This small sample size (n=21) made it difficult to 

statistically analyze the survey data. The training was also limited in scope and depth due to 

time constraints. With a total of 5 hours of instruction time, the modules could only include a 

broad overview of interpretation techniques related to difficult or controversial topics.  
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These training modules were initially meant to be taught in-person as a part of the EE/I 

Practicum class, however, shortly before the first module was scheduled to be taught in the 

class, the university shut down for an extended spring break and then switched to virtual 

classes due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This significant transition and the need to quickly 

convert the training modules to a virtual format likely affected the quality of the instruction. 

The instructor and the participants of the training modules were also dealing with major shifts 

in their personal and academic lives due to the pandemic and may have had trouble focusing or 

fully participating in the modules because of this. Despite these limitations, this also proved to 

be an opportunity to create and test the effectiveness of a virtual interpretation training 

program. As is suggested by the results of the present study, as well as the analysis by Arbogast, 

Smaldone, & Balcarczyk (2015) of their own mostly virtual interpretive training program, online 

training can be effective, and the field of interpretation would benefit from more studies that 

test the effectiveness of this type of training program. 

Another aspect of the study that may have affected the results was the survey 

instrument. The study analyzed only the students’ perceived amount of learning and comfort 

level with the material and did not analyze any actual, externally perceived change in the 

content of the interpretive programs they developed as part of the class. The survey questions 

could have been improved to provide more detailed results of the participant’s perceptions of 

the training modules. The Likert scale questions presented a series of statements and used a 5-

point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree to gauge participant perceptions. For the 

questions that asked participants about their skill level, experience, and comfort level 

interpreting difficult topics, the scale could be adjusted to rate their experience level instead of 
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agreeing or disagreeing with a statement. This would have allowed for greater nuance in the 

responses and a more accurate assessment of how skill levels and comfort levels changed after 

participating in the training modules.  

The survey could also have been more informative if there was a greater variety of 

open-ended questions to gauge the participants' opinions and ideas. Respondents were asked 

about their own experiences and given the opportunity to add any other comments that they 

had about the training modules or the surveys, however, more specific questions about their 

opinions of the content of the modules would have provided information for use in improving 

upon the training modules. Additionally, the survey asked participants to describe how they 

would react when encountering a set of scenarios. These descriptions suggest how respondents 

believe they would act, but do not reveal how they would actually act when presented with 

these situations.  Respondents also could have been asked about where and how the content of 

the training modules could be integrated into the UW-Stevens Point curriculum. These 

improvements would have given a more refined and in-depth picture of the respondents’ 

perceptions of the training modules. 

 

Recommendations and implications 

The results of the surveys indicate a significant increase in participants’ perceived skills, 

abilities, and comfort related to interpreting difficult or controversial topics after participating 

in the training modules. Participants also expressed their belief that interpreting difficult topics 

is important, and that the skills taught in the training modules will be beneficial to their future 

careers and should be included in the curriculum in the future. Based on these findings, it is 
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recommended that the content of the training modules be incorporated into the UW-Stevens 

Point EE/I curriculum for the benefit of future students.  

These training modules were taught during the participants’ last semester of 

undergraduate studies, as a part of their capstone interpretation practicum course. There are 

some benefits to including the content of the training modules in this class as opposed to an 

earlier section of the curriculum. When included as part of the capstone class, students have 

more background knowledge and a deeper well of experiences to draw from that can help 

them understand the context for the skills they are learning. On the other hand, it could be too 

late for them to utilize the skills in a practical way during the public programs that they develop 

and present as part of the class, or during summer jobs and internships that they may 

participate in during their undergraduate experience. If students were taught dialogic 

interpretation skills and how to interpret difficult topics during their introductory interpretation 

class, they would be able to practice these skills during the interpretive talks they give to their 

peers in the class. Students who take the introductory course who are not a part of the EE/I 

major would also benefit from the skills taught in the training modules. For these reasons, it is 

recommended that the content of the training modules be included in the introductory natural 

heritage interpretation class, rather than in the interpretation practicum class. 

This set of training modules could also be utilized in applications beyond the UW-

Stevens Point EE/I program. As Powell et al. (2017) found in their study of interpretation 

competencies, there is a large gap in the ability of interpreters to engage diverse audiences. 

One way to remedy this is by teaching interpreters how to create programs that include 

multiple perspectives and draw on the values and beliefs of their audiences (Tardona & 
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Tardona, 1997). The use of facilitated dialogue can also help to make interpretive programs 

more relevant to audiences (Williams, Darville, & McBroom, 2018). Along with teaching 

participants how to interpret difficult topics, these training modules encourage participants to 

reflect on their positionality and personal biases and help them learn dialogic interpretation to 

create more relevant and inclusive programming (Zúñiga, Naagda, & Sevig, 2002). This type of 

training module could prove useful to interpretive sites that are looking to improve 

programming for diverse audiences and move towards dialogic interpretation.  

While there are courses through the Eppley institute and NAI that train interpreters on 

how to use dialogic interpretation, and NPS has trainings for its employees on audience-

centered interpretation, this is still considered a new approach to interpretation and training 

programs that teach it are rare (“courses”, n.d.; NPS Interpretive Development Program, 2019). 

The training modules produced for this study are also unique in that they take advantage of 

sociology and social justice education to make use of dialogic skills and research from other 

fields of study. Presenting information and training techniques from multiple organizations has 

the benefits of introducing interpreters to the diversity of available resources and aids them in 

determining what to focus on. To facilitate broad dissemination and use, the training modules 

developed for this study will be condensed down into a single document with resources and 

suggested activities that other organizations can use, either virtually or in-person, as an 

introduction to interpreting difficult or controversial topics and utilizing dialogic interpretation 

at their site.  
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Opportunities for Further Study 

As stated earlier, few studies have been conducted on the efficacy of interpretive 

training programs, and there is currently no standardized evaluation method for interpretive 

training programs (Arbogast, Smaldone, & Balcarczyk, 2015). Research on different types of 

interpretation training programs could help determine which programs are the most effective 

and efficient at training new interpreters, as well as which are better suited for expanding the 

skills and abilities of seasoned interpreters. A study of the methodology of training could also 

be done to compare the effectiveness of in-person and virtual training programs. 

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, more courses and training programs have been 

converted to a virtual format. There are now many virtual courses and training opportunities 

that are being offered through the Eppley Institute in partnership with NAI (n.d.). It is unclear if 

this trend will continue or if there will be a push to return to mostly in-person courses once the 

COVID-19 pandemic becomes less severe. This study, along with the Arbogast et al. (2015) 

study on the mostly virtual interpretation certification program in West Virginia, shows that 

virtual interpretive training programs can be an effective way to teach new interpretation skills. 

A more in-depth study of multiple virtual training programs, along with in-person programs for 

comparison, could highlight which aspects of the training are the most effective and which 

parts could be improved for use in a virtual format. Whether it be because of a pandemic or to 

reach a wider audience, virtual training programs are valuable tools that can help create more 

flexible and accessible training programs. 

Another study that could be beneficial to the field of interpretation would be to conduct 

a comparison study of different interpretation training programs to determine how well they 
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prepare interpreters to handle difficult or controversial topics and facilitate programs that are 

relevant and engaging to diverse audiences. This is one of the main interpretive competencies 

that Powell, Depper, & Wright (2017) cited as lacking in their study and is an ability that is 

needed in the field of interpretation if interpreters want to continue to present to diverse 

audiences and attract new audience members to their programs. 

 

Conclusion 

Overall, the study showed that the training modules were successful in increasing 

students' perceptions of their skills related to interpreting difficult or controversial topics. The 

survey responses also indicated that participants thought that the training modules would be 

beneficial to their future careers and should be included in the UW-Stevens Point EE/I 

curriculum in the future. It is recommended that the content from the training modules be 

included in the introductory natural heritage interpretation class so that students can practice 

the skills and potentially use them in their public interpretation programs during the capstone 

practicum course. This study also showed that virtual training programs can be an effective way 

to teach interpretation skills. Teaching new interpreters how to facilitate programs about 

difficult or controversial topics is an important part of natural heritage interpretation that 

should be included in training programs and college curriculum and can help prepare 

interpreters to develop and facilitate programs that are relevant to diverse global audiences.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Goals of the Training Modules 

 

● Define difficult or controversial topics. 

● Explore discussion guidelines and create the guidelines we will use for discussions for 
the duration of the training modules. 

● Analyze how the events surrounding the development of public lands might affect how 
different groups of people interact with parks and natural spaces today. 

● Create, evaluate, and recognize the components of a good dialogic question. 

● Define the four phases of the Arc of Dialogue. 

● Recognize the different components that make up a good interpretive dialogue 
program. 

● Explore the steps used to create climate change interpretive programs. 

● Analyze common negative thinking patterns related to climate change and explore ways 
to reframe them. 

● Recognize our own unique positionality and analyze how that can affect our perspective 
and biases. 

● Develop strategies to manage conflict and redirect sudden outbursts while respecting 
the perspectives of the audience members. 

● Develop, present, and evaluate a dialogic interpretation program. 
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Appendix B 

Survey Instrument 

Pre-survey: 

Page 1 

Thank you for choosing to participate in this study. This survey includes questions pertaining to 
your experiences, comfort level, and opinions relating to interpreting and/or teaching about 
difficult or controversial topics. Please answer the questions to the best of your ability. 

 

Please enter the number that was randomly assigned to you: ___ 

 

Page 2 

Please respond with how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statement. 

 1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree 

I have a lot of experience with teaching and/or 
interpretation. 

 

 

1         2         3         4        5        6        7 

 

[Short Answer] Please describe your experience with teaching and interpretation.  
 

[Short Answer] What would you consider to be a difficult or controversial topic?  
 

Page 3 

Please respond with how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements. For the 
purpose of this study, difficult or controversial topics include, but are not limited to: racism, 
sexism, genocide, indigenous histories, slavery, war, gun control, management of public lands, 
and climate change. 

 

 1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree 

I have a lot of experience teaching and/or 
interpreting difficult or controversial topics. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I feel comfortable teaching and/or interpreting 
difficult or controversial topics. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 
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I think I would be able to interpret or facilitate a 
discussion about a difficult or controversial topic 
well. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I believe it is important to interpret difficult or 
controversial topics. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I believe that learning how to interpret and 
facilitate discussions about difficult or 
controversial topics will be beneficial to my 
future career.  

 

1             2             3             4             5 

 

[Short Answer] Please describe your experiences teaching or interpreting difficult or 
controversial topics. 

[Short Answer] Is there anything else that you would like to add? 
 

Page 4 

 

Scenarios 

Please read the following scenarios regarding situations that may occur while interpreting 
difficult or controversial topics and answer the prompts as you see fit. These are short-answer 
questions. Please be concise in your responses. 

 

Scenario 1: 

Imagine you are an interpreter at a Civil War battleground site run by the National Park Service. 
You are giving an interpretive talk about the African American soldiers who served during that 
time. One of the visitors in attendance raises their hand and proceeds to go on an unprompted 
rant about how the Confederate flag is a symbol of southern unity and isn’t a racist symbol. You 
have not spoken about this topic in your talk and have not given your opinion on the matter. 

How would you respond to this situation without inciting an argument among the visitors? 

 

 

Scenario 2: 
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Imagine you are working as an interpreter at one of your favorite parks. Your supervisor has 
asked you to develop and present an interpretive program about how climate change is 
influencing the park.  

Describe how you might make your program place-based and how you would involve your 
audience. 
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Post Survey: 

 

Page 1 

Now that you have completed the training modules, please reflect on your experience and 
answer the following questions to the best of your ability. Some questions may ask you to think 
about how you feel now compared to how you felt before completing the training modules. 

Please enter the number that was assigned to you at the beginning of the study: ___ 

 

Page 2 

Please respond with how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements. For the 
purpose of this study, difficult or controversial topics include, but are not limited to: racism, 
sexism, genocide, indigenous histories, slavery, war, gun control, management of public lands, 
and climate change. 

 

 1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree 

After completing the training modules, I now feel 
more comfortable interpreting difficult or 
controversial topics. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I think that it is important to interpret or facilitate 
a discussion about difficult or controversial topics. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I feel like interpreting difficult or controversial 
topics is more important to me now than it was 
before I participated in the training modules. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I think I would be able to interpret or facilitate a 
discussion about a difficult or controversial topic 
well. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I think I would be able to interpret or facilitate a 
discussion about difficult or controversial topics 
better now than I would have before participating 
in the training modules. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 
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I believe that learning how to interpret and 
facilitate discussions about difficult or 
controversial topics will be beneficial to my future 
career. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I think that the information and skills covered in 
these training modules will be beneficial for my 
future career. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

I think that these training modules should be 
included in the UWSP Environmental Education 
and Interpretation Practicum class in the future. 

 

 

1             2             3             4             5 

 

[Short Answer] Is there anything else that you would like to add? 
 

Page 3 
 

Scenarios 

Now that you have completed the training modules, please revisit the following scenarios. Try 
to think about how you might use the skills and information you learned during the training 
modules to respond to the different situations. 

 

Scenario 1: 

Imagine you are an interpreter at a civil war battleground run by the National Park Service. You 
are giving an interpretive talk about the African American soldiers who served during that time. 
One of the visitors in attendance raises their hand and proceeds to go on an unprompted rant 
about how the confederate flag is a symbol of southern unity and isn’t a racist symbol. You 
have not spoken about this topic in your talk and have not given your opinion on the matter. 

How would you respond to this situation without inciting an argument amongst the visitors? 
 

Scenario 2: 

Imagine you are working as an interpreter at one of your favorite parks. Your supervisor has 
asked you to develop and present an interpretive program about how climate change is 
influencing the park.  

Describe how you might make your program place-based and how you would involve 
your audience. 
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Appendix C 

Survey Results Tables 

 
Table 2 
Interpretation Experience 

 
 

Question 

 
Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

 
Somewhat 
Agree 

 
 
Agree 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

I have a lot of 
experience with 
teaching and 
interpretation 

0 0 0 0 39% 1% 0 

 
Table 3 
Experience with Controversial Topics  

 
Question 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
Disagree 

Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Somewhat 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I have a lot of experience 
teaching and/or interpreting 
difficult or controversial topics. 

5% 32% 32% 32% 0 

I feel comfortable teaching 
and/or interpreting difficult or 
controversial topics. 

11% 21% 21% 37% 11% 

 
Table 4 
Categories of Experience in EE/I 

Category Response 

Interpretation (7) Audubon public programs 
 

Nature center interpretation 
 

Portage county parks interpretation 
 

USFS interpretation internship 
 

State park guide/ interpretation 
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Schmeeckle Reserve interpretation 
 

Naturalist internship 

Environmental Education 
(5) 

Zoo education volunteer 
 

Central Wisconsin Environmental Station educator 
 

Environmental Education Internship 
 

Teacher/naturalist at Retzer Nature Center 
 

Environmental education at Boston School Forest  

Camps (5) Environmental education director Wisconsin Lions camp (2) 
 

Environmental education at a YMCA camp 
 

Summer camp environmental education internships 
 

Summer camp/ resort in the Wisconsin Dells 

Tour Guiding (2) UW-Stevens Point tour guide 
 

UW-Stevens Point museum of natural history tour guide 

Specific Skill Instruction (2) Horseback riding lessons 
 

Swim instructor 

Scouting/ Trips (2) Boys and Girls Club programming and trips 
 

Helped with boy/girl scouts 

Miscellaneous (2) Education coordinator for the herpetology society UW-Stevens 
Point 

 
Internships/volunteering 

 
Definition of Categories 

 
Interpretation- Nature/environmental interpretation in a natural setting. 
Camps- environmental ed or counseling at a summer camp. 
Specific skill instruction- teaching a specific skill, not directly related to the environment. 
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Tour guide- guiding that is not directly related to the environment or takes place 
indoors. 
Environmental ed- education related to the environment. 
Scouting/trips- leading groups on trips or working with scouting groups. 
Miscellaneous- teaching or interpreting that doesn’t fit into another category.  
 

Table 5 
Controversial Topics Responses 

What would you consider to be a difficult or 
controversial topic? 

Please describe your experiences teaching or 
interpreting difficult or controversial topics. 

Topic Frequency Topic Frequency 

Climate change 13 Climate change 6 

Politics 7 First Nations peoples 6 

First Nations cultures 3 Little experience 4 

Water use/regulations 3 No experience 4 

Zoos/Animals in captivity 2 Discussions with peers 2 

Management techniques 2 Zoos/captive animals 1 

Historical interpretation 2 Management of public lands 1 

Evolution 1 "Scary" animals 1 

Prescribed burns 1 Evolution 1 

Culling/euthanasia 1 Pollution 1 

Carbon footprint 1 Ecosystem destruction 1 

Religion 1 Race 1 

COVID-19 1 Sexual orientation 1 

Agriculture 1 Renewable energy 1 

Industrial meat 1   

Ecosystem restoration 1   

Urban Development 1   

Wetlands 1   

Energy 1   

Slavery 1   

Pollution 1   
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Systemic racism 1   

Wolf introductions 1   

 
 
Table 6 
Perception and Efficacy of Training Modules 

 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
Disagree 

Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Somewhat 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

After completing the training 
modules, I now feel more 
comfortable interpreting difficult or 
controversial topics. 0 0 6% 41% 53% 

I feel like interpreting difficult or 
controversial topics is more 
important to me now than it was 
before I participated in the training 
modules. 0 12% 12% 29% 47% 

I think I would be able to interpret 
or facilitate a discussion about 
difficult or controversial topics 
better now than I would have 
before participating in the training 
modules. 0 0 0 29% 70% 

I think that the information and 
skills covered in these training 
modules will be beneficial for my 
future career. 0 0 0 12% 88% 

I think that these training modules 
should be included in the UWSP 
Environmental Education and 
Interpretation Practicum class in the 
future. 0 0 12% 6% 82% 

 
Table 7 
Scenario Response Comparisons 

Respondent Scenario 1, difference between pre-
/post-survey 

Scenario 2, difference between pre-
/post-survey 

1 Similar response. Connected climate change to other 
changes people might experience. 
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2 Similar response. Talked about how unique features of 
the park will be affected by climate 
change. 

3 Redirected conversation. Asked visitors what they enjoyed 
about the park and discussed how 
climate change might impact those 
things. 

4 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 

5 No data. No data. 

6 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 

7 Redirected conversation and set a 
hard boundary. 

Tried to present unbiased 
information. 

8 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 

9 Addressed the issue more directly, 
stood ground on a controversial topic. 

No data (only answered scenario 1). 

10 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 

11 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 

12 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 

13 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 

14 Similar response. Similar response. 

15 Similar response. Talked about both future and past 
changes due to climate change. 

16 Listened to audience member and 
offed to talk about the topic after the 
program. 

Used an involvement activity and 
utilized a location in the park that has 
been affected by climate change. 

17 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 

18 Acknowledged opinion, switched to 
new activity to change the topic. 

Used dialogic questions, adapted the 
program based on audience 
responses, and made sure everyone 
was heard respectfully. 

19 Similar response. Related the experience to audience 
member’s lives. 

20 Acknowledge that that topic was 
controversial, offed to talk about it 
after the program. 

Asked audience for their thoughts on 
climate change. Discussed evidence of 
climate change in the part, as well as 
causes and solutions. 

21 No data (only filled out one survey). No data (only filled out one survey). 
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Appendix D 

Training Modules 

 

Module 1: Introduction and Discussion Guidelines 

 

Goals 

● Define difficult or controversial topics. 

● Explore discussion guidelines and create the guidelines we will use for discussions for 
the duration of the training modules. 

● Analyze how the events surrounding the development of public lands might affect how 
different groups of people interact with parks and natural spaces today. 

 

Introduction to the Modules 

● For the next 5 weeks, you all are going to be participating in a series of training modules. 
These will last about an hour each week, and we will figure out a time that works for 
everyone to attend. 

o Does this time each week work for everyone, or would you rather have the 
training be at the end of class on Monday each week?  

● During these training modules we will be learning about how to interpret and facilitate 
discussions surrounding difficult or controversial topics. To get the ball rolling, I’m going 
to send you a google doc and I want you all to fill in ideas of what you think a difficult or 
controversial topic might be. You can add your own idea to the list, or if someone else 
has already written something, you can put a symbol or your initials next to it to show 
that you agree with it. 

o Chalk talk (google doc): 

▪ What topics would you consider to be difficult or controversial? 

● Why do you think it is important to interpret these kinds of topics? 

  

 

Discussion Groundwork 

These training modules will utilize discussion as a training tool and will teach you how to 
facilitate meaningful discussions as an interpreter. 

● What makes a good discussion? 

● What is the purpose of creating discussion guidelines? 
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● What are some good discussion guidelines? 

o Compile in a Google Doc 

● Read a passage from Respect Differences? Challenging the Common Guidelines in Social 
Justice Education. 

o https://docs.google.com/document/d/12vTCmQWOEKL0Ug3ruZwBIxqzh4-w4dh-
G1wuGD-60_M/edit?usp=sharing  

● Reassess the discussion guidelines 

o Why these guidelines? 

o Any changes you would like to make? 

o How can they help oppressed voices be heard? 

 
 

Timeline Activity 

Adapted from Public Lands in the United States Curriculum 

https://twscloudfiles.blob.core.windows.net/peopleoutdoors/Public%20Lands%20in%20the%20
United%20States.pdf  

To help us think more about the history of our public lands and how they are interwoven with 
important historical events, we are going to do a timeline reconstruction activity. 

● Hand out pictures and descriptions and ask students to put them in order from time 
immemorial to the present day (Google slides). 

● Go through and fix any mistakes and reveal the years.  

● Create space for an open discussion. 

o How did this activity make you feel? What are your initial thoughts? 

o How can these past events affect current visitors to parks and other natural 
areas? 

o How can we take pride in and advocate for our public lands while still telling the 
whole story and without glossing over or ignoring the complicated history 
surrounding them? 

 
  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/12vTCmQWOEKL0Ug3ruZwBIxqzh4-w4dh-G1wuGD-60_M/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12vTCmQWOEKL0Ug3ruZwBIxqzh4-w4dh-G1wuGD-60_M/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12vTCmQWOEKL0Ug3ruZwBIxqzh4-w4dh-G1wuGD-60_M/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12vTCmQWOEKL0Ug3ruZwBIxqzh4-w4dh-G1wuGD-60_M/edit?usp=sharing
https://twscloudfiles.blob.core.windows.net/peopleoutdoors/Public%20Lands%20in%20the%20United%20States.pdf
https://twscloudfiles.blob.core.windows.net/peopleoutdoors/Public%20Lands%20in%20the%20United%20States.pdf
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Module 2: NPS Audience-Centered Experiences 

 
Goals 

● Create, evaluate, and recognize the components of a good dialogic question. 
● Define the four phases of the Arc of Dialogue. 
● Recognize the different components that make up a good interpretive dialogue 

program. 

 

Introduction 
● In this module, we are going to look at and practice using some of the resources that 

different agencies have developed to help interpreters engage with diverse audiences 
and interpret difficult topics. 

● The formal trainings for this type of interpretation are still developing and there are 
different terms and techniques that are favored by different agencies, but they are 
similar at their core.  

● Last time we talked about the what and the why. 
o What are controversial and difficult topics, and 
o Why are they important to talk about 

● Now we are going to start looking at the how. 

 
NPS- Audience-Centered Experiences (ACE) 
Adapted from the Forging Connections through Audience-Centered Experiences Workbook,  
ACE Presentation: 
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1X2s8DZ72Zvfbb_T0ikll7w8Bhfy9KrGob-
6arQxWdYs/edit#slide=id.g728344f386_0_60  

● The National Park Service put together a workbook that helps interpreters facilitate 
discussions and involve the audience more in the program. 

● So why is this important? 
● One way that ACE facilitates discussions is by coming up with good questions. They call 

these Dialogic Questions because they are designed to encourage dialogue. 
● There are 5 main components that help make a good dialogic question. Here are some 

examples. 
o We’re going to look at a few questions and try and identify the different 

elements in them. 
o Now we are going to take a moment to practice writing a good question. I want 

you to think of a question that you might be able to use during your interpretive 
programs. So think of something that could work with the topic you chose. You 
don’t have to use it during your program but it is good practice to think about. 

● Another component of Audience-Centered Experiences is the Arc of Dialogue. Like you 
learned in Oral Interpretation, you have to build trust with your audience and start with 
simple questions before you work your way up to more emotionally involved questions. 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1X2s8DZ72Zvfbb_T0ikll7w8Bhfy9KrGob-6arQxWdYs/edit#slide=id.g728344f386_0_60
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1X2s8DZ72Zvfbb_T0ikll7w8Bhfy9KrGob-6arQxWdYs/edit#slide=id.g728344f386_0_60
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1X2s8DZ72Zvfbb_T0ikll7w8Bhfy9KrGob-6arQxWdYs/edit#slide=id.g728344f386_0_60
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o Example: Endangered Species Dialogue Program: 
https://mylearning.nps.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/FD-Example-
Endangered_species_dialogue-Blaney.pdf  

o What do you notice about what she includes in each phase of the program? 
● Another way to think about how you can scaffold one of these programs, which was 

created by a museum tour company, is to think of it as a stoplight.  
o You may get to the yellow or red light stage and realize that your audience isn’t 

ready to go there, in which case you should move back to the previous stage. 
This depends on the audience, with some groups being able to move quickly to 
red light experiences, and others never really being comfortable leaving the 
green light stage. And that’s ok. It’s all about meeting your audience where they 
are at. 

● Another way to look at building an Audience-Centered Experience is to think of it like 
making a pizza. 

o It should have all 4 pieces. 
o Is there anything on each of these slides that you have questions about or think 

should be changed? 
o The crust or platform is how you design the experience. 
o The sauce and the cheese that are present throughout are your self-awareness 

and awareness of your biases. 
o The meat is your research and how relevant your program is. 

▪ I like to change “new perspectives” to “perspectives of historically 
oppressed peoples” because most of the time these perspectives aren’t 
“new”, they just weren’t being listened to. 

▪ I also like to change “traditional viewpoints” to “dominant narrative 
viewpoints”, because to me traditional implies that they are the neutral 
and normal viewpoints when really they are just the viewpoints that 
those in power put forth as truth. 

▪ Is there any other way that any of you would like to rewrite any of these? 
o The other toppings are bringing in the diversity of your audience. 

● This document 
(https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qhQQ5ouOqadmxWTxDVbVyjSuNCc7Z-
MWp8Hk7ONeY6c/edit?usp=sharing)  has a lot of great ideas for how to involve your 
audience and to help them share their opinions without just answering a question in 
front of the whole group. 

o I left space at the end so you could add other techniques that you have used 
before and use this as a place to share ideas with each other. So feel free to refer 
back to this as a resource. 

 

 

 

https://mylearning.nps.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/FD-Example-Endangered_species_dialogue-Blaney.pdf
https://mylearning.nps.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/FD-Example-Endangered_species_dialogue-Blaney.pdf
https://mylearning.nps.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/FD-Example-Endangered_species_dialogue-Blaney.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qhQQ5ouOqadmxWTxDVbVyjSuNCc7Z-MWp8Hk7ONeY6c/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qhQQ5ouOqadmxWTxDVbVyjSuNCc7Z-MWp8Hk7ONeY6c/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qhQQ5ouOqadmxWTxDVbVyjSuNCc7Z-MWp8Hk7ONeY6c/edit?usp=sharing
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Module 3: Climate Change Interpretation 

 
Goals 

● Explore the steps used to create climate change interpretive programs. 
● Analyze common negative thinking patterns related to climate change and explore ways 

to reframe them. 

 
Intro 

● What comes into your mind first when you think about climate change interpretation? 
o Do you think it is important to talk about climate change as an interpreter? If so, 

why? 
 
Designing a Climate Change Interpretation Program   
1) Know your Science  

a) Familiarize yourself with the causes and effects of global climate change. Know your 
facts and learn where the data you are referencing comes from. You don't have to know 
everything in detail, but be able to give clear explanations of the basics of climate 
change and back them up with data.  

b) Sources: 
i) https://climate.nasa.gov/causes/  
ii) https://www.climate.gov/   
iii) https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/report 
iv) https://www.epa.gov/climate-indicators  

 
2) Know your Site  

a) Learn how climate change has affected your site and how it will likely be affected in the 
future. Try and find information about how the climate has already changed. This can be 
from data from the site itself or the region that the site is in, and can also come from 
stories histories from the area. You can use climate models to see what the climate 
might look like in the future. A lot of different sources now have models that let you see 
how climate change could affect an area on a county level.  

b) Explore local and traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) about climate change. 
i) Ask if students know what this refers to, and ask them to explain. Fill in where they 

lack information. 
ii) TEK is knowledge from indigenous nations that pertains to the ecology of a specific 

area. This is often observational knowledge that is passed down orally. Non-native 
communities also often have local knowledge about an area and the changes they 
have witnessed over time. This knowledge isn’t any less valid than western scientific 
knowledge and should be included in fact-gathering about climate change when 
possible. Some of this information is available online but speaking directly to local 
communities and indigenous nations is preferred and will help you build a 
relationship with different communities in the area. 

c) Sources: 

https://climate.nasa.gov/causes/
https://www.climate.gov/
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/report
https://www.epa.gov/climate-indicators
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i) https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights#section-5681   
ii) https://archive.epa.gov/epa/climate-impacts.html  
iii) https://www.glifwc.org/ 
iv) https://climatetkw.wordpress.com/resources/ 

 
1) Know your Audience 

a) Find public opinion on climate change science and policy in the area where your park is 
located.  

b) Think of an activity you could do early on in your interaction to learn more about your 
audience’s opinion on climate change. 

c) You won’t be able to tailor your program to suit everyone in your audience, but you can 
try and predict what opinions and perspectives you will encounter to help you prepare 
for different types of questions and comments. 

d) Sources: 
i) https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/factsheets/ 
ii) https://toolkit.climate.gov/topics/tribal-nations 

 
2) Create a communication plan  

a) Use what you know about climate change, your site, and your audience to decide how 
to best communicate the climate story of your site. 

b) Get creative! Use a variety of interpretive and audience involvement techniques. 
c) Think about the scaffolding techniques that we talked about last time. You may need to 

start small and work your way up to harder concepts and ideas. Pay attention to your 
audience and don’t push them too far out of their comfort zone. 

d) Sources: 
i) https://ecoamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/5_ea_15_steps.pdf 
ii) https://climateoutreach.org/resources/uncertainty-handbook/ 
iii) https://www.skepticalscience.com/argument.php 

e) Always end on a positive note! Have the group brainstorm ways that they can help in 
their hometown, or give them resources of local efforts that they can contribute to. 
i) Table of climate change solutions: https://www.drawdown.org/solutions/table-of-

solutions  
 
How to Reframe the Conversation 
Everything that we communicate to others has a frame. That frame is built by our identities, 
experiences, perspectives, and opinions. It is important to be aware of the way that we are 
framing messages about climate change, and to try and adjust those frames to the people in 
our audience so that they can better see what we are trying to show them. 

● Ask students to create a list of negative thought patterns related to climate change. 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hPnC8wDrRphVUdZDuh8wyL38on0WlxN3VJma
27D7j2U/edit?usp=sharing  See what they come up with, and fill in as needed. Examples 
include, but are not limited to: 

o Fatalism 

https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights#section-5681
https://archive.epa.gov/epa/climate-impacts.html
https://www.glifwc.org/
https://climatetkw.wordpress.com/resources/
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/factsheets/
https://toolkit.climate.gov/topics/tribal-nations
https://ecoamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/5_ea_15_steps.pdf
https://climateoutreach.org/resources/uncertainty-handbook/
https://www.skepticalscience.com/argument.php
https://www.drawdown.org/solutions/table-of-solutions
https://www.drawdown.org/solutions/table-of-solutions
https://www.drawdown.org/solutions/table-of-solutions
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hPnC8wDrRphVUdZDuh8wyL38on0WlxN3VJma27D7j2U/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hPnC8wDrRphVUdZDuh8wyL38on0WlxN3VJma27D7j2U/edit?usp=sharing
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o Change is natural, nature will fix itself 
o Individualism 
o Take advantage while you can  
o CO2 is natural 
o Recycling is the solution 
o The ocean is too big to be affected 
o Climate = weather 
o Science is uncertain, scientists don’t agree 
o Climate change is too overwhelming to think about 
o Even if we do our part, other countries won’t. 

● Split students into groups of 2-3. Assign them each a few of the negative thought 
patterns and have the groups brainstorm ways to reframe the conversation. 

● https://climateinterpreter.org/sites/default/files/resources/reframe_cards_full-set.pdf  
● Other examples of positive reframing: 

o Human health and safety 
o Sustainable economic prosperity 
o Energy costs/energy savings 
o Family -- responsibility to future generations 
o Ensuring national security 
o Agriculture and food impacts 
o Threat of wildfires 
o Catastrophic weather events 
o Green job creation 
o Personal enjoyment – caring for the places we love 
o Ethics and morality – doing the right thing 
o Parks as places of spirituality 
o Beauty, art and wisdom displayed in natural systems 

 

 

  

https://climateinterpreter.org/sites/default/files/resources/reframe_cards_full-set.pdf
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Module 4: Positionality, Bias, and Conflict Management 

 
Goals 

● Recognize our own unique positionality and analyze how that can affect our perspective 
and biases. 

● Develop strategies to manage conflict and redirect sudden outbursts while respecting 
the perspectives of the audience members. 

 
Introduction 

● Today we will be looking more closely at our own identities and positionality so that we 
can better understand our implicit bias and how to account for it in our interpretive 
programs. We will also talk about outbursts and how to manage conflict. 

● This module is going to be more focused on each of us as individuals and may be 
difficult at times. All of the activities we are going to be doing today are “challenge by 
choice”. That means that you should decide that level of participation you are 
comfortable with and choose how much to challenge yourself. I won’t push you or 
question your level of participation. 

 
Identity and Positionality 

 
Identity Iceberg  

https://ccdi.ca/media/1587/toolkit-1-getting-started-diversity-and-identity.pdf 
● The identity iceberg allows us to 

map out the aspects of our 
identity that are visible to others, 
and which ones are hidden 
below the surface. 

● Ask students to fill out their own 
iceberg. Allow time for sharing, 
but don’t pressure anyone to 
share anything that they don’t 
want to. Reminder: this is a 
“challenge by choice activity”. 
 

Positionality 
● Looking at our identity icebergs can help us figure out what our positionality is. 

o Positionality is defined as “the social and political context that [influences] your 
identity in terms of race, class, gender, sexuality, and ability status. Positionality 
also describes how your identity influences, and potentially biases, your 
understanding of and outlook on the world.” -Dictionary.com 

o Your positionality is NOT your identity. Your identity is something you define for 
yourself based on your experiences and your interpretation of those 

https://ccdi.ca/media/1587/toolkit-1-getting-started-diversity-and-identity.pdf
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experiences. Your positionality refers to your position of power based on your 
relation to constantly shifting social relations.  

o We are all complex individuals with 
diverse opinions and beliefs, who 
inhabit distinct positionalities. Our 
positionality affects our experiences 
and in turn affects how we interact 
with the people around us, even 
though we are usually unaware of 
these effects. Because of this, we 
may not always know what the 
impacts of our actions are, regardless 
of intention, or how someone else is 
going to react to what we say or do.  

o No one is a completely objective 
entity, this is why it is important to 
think about our positionality and try to recognize how we may be affecting the 
experiences of the people in our audience when we are interpreting. 

● Read “Know Thyself: How to Write a Reflexivity Statement” 
(https://docs.google.com/document/d/12EQuvOIe1LXkp1112TsJrysPfz1R55c8EfnaF8dc
Q0c/edit?usp=sharing) and discuss: 

o In what ways can our positionality be an advantage and a disadvantage to us 
while delivering interpretive programs? 

o How can we use our awareness of our positionality to create more inclusive 
interpretive programs? 

 
Dealing with Conflict and Controversy 

● Be prepared 
o Know your audience 
o Know your site 
o Know your information and where it came from 

● Acknowledge different perspectives 
o “Conflict often arises from audiences feeling threatened that their perspectives 

are under attack. Acknowledging that there are different perspectives is a 
gesture of respect and inclusion that instantly diffuses conflict.” -NPS 

o “Offer new meanings and perspectives as ‘something else’ to consider, not as a 
preferred or better way of connecting to the resource” -NPS 

● Be specific 
o Don’t generalize 
o “Keep things site-specific and place-based” -NPS 
o “Use accurate and respectful language that identifies the perspective from which 

information is presented.” -NPS 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/12EQuvOIe1LXkp1112TsJrysPfz1R55c8EfnaF8dcQ0c/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12EQuvOIe1LXkp1112TsJrysPfz1R55c8EfnaF8dcQ0c/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12EQuvOIe1LXkp1112TsJrysPfz1R55c8EfnaF8dcQ0c/edit?usp=sharing
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o Instead of stating things as objective facts, phase them like “scientists say…” or 
“According to ___, this is likely to happen…” 

● Meet the audience where they are at 
o “Use existing audience meanings and perspectives to establish relevance and 

comfort before introducing new meanings and perspectives.” -NPS 
o Bring it back to common threads and intangibles 
o Encourage them to share their values and beliefs and to engage without 

judgment 
● Create a safe space 

o “Practice and model active listening 
o Share stories, make it personal  
o Provide the proper level of authority in order to not stifle conversation or lose 

control” -NPS 
o Recognize that a safe space for one person, can mean a not safe space for 

another 
● Have an escape plan 

o “Recognize when a situation or issue is not interpretive.” -NPS 
o Be prepared with subjects and activities you can redirect to when you need to 

end a conversation 

 
Conflict Management 

● Go over the Thomas Kilmann Conflict Management Styles 
(https://kilmanndiagnostics.com/overview-thomas-kilmann-conflict-mode-instrument-
tki/)  

o Knowing different styles of conflict management can help you spot conflict and 
respond to it. 

● Because the nature of conflict is so variable, there aren’t any hard and fast rules about 
how to handle it that work every time. But, you can set yourself up for success by 
working through scenarios and practicing ahead of time.  

 

Sources 
● https://ccdi.ca/media/1587/toolkit-1-getting-started-diversity-and-identity.pdf  
● https://docs.google.com/document/d/12EQuvOIe1LXkp1112TsJrysPfz1R55c8EfnaF8dcQ

0c/edit?usp=sharing  
● http://www.crlt.umich.edu/tstrategies/tshctd 
● https://kilmanndiagnostics.com/overview-thomas-kilmann-conflict-mode-instrument-

tki/ 
● https://mylearning.nps.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Controversy-or-Conflict-ICC-

strategies-handout.pdf 

 

https://kilmanndiagnostics.com/overview-thomas-kilmann-conflict-mode-instrument-tki/
https://kilmanndiagnostics.com/overview-thomas-kilmann-conflict-mode-instrument-tki/
https://kilmanndiagnostics.com/overview-thomas-kilmann-conflict-mode-instrument-tki/
https://ccdi.ca/media/1587/toolkit-1-getting-started-diversity-and-identity.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12EQuvOIe1LXkp1112TsJrysPfz1R55c8EfnaF8dcQ0c/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12EQuvOIe1LXkp1112TsJrysPfz1R55c8EfnaF8dcQ0c/edit?usp=sharing
http://www.crlt.umich.edu/tstrategies/tshctd
https://kilmanndiagnostics.com/overview-thomas-kilmann-conflict-mode-instrument-tki/
https://kilmanndiagnostics.com/overview-thomas-kilmann-conflict-mode-instrument-tki/
https://mylearning.nps.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Controversy-or-Conflict-ICC-strategies-handout.pdf
https://mylearning.nps.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Controversy-or-Conflict-ICC-strategies-handout.pdf
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Module 5: Synthesize and Analyze 

 

Goals 

● Develop, present, and evaluate a dialogic interpretation program. 

 

Practice 
● Groups of 2-3 students will develop a 5-minute interpretive program for a difficult or 

controversial topic.  
o Think of a park or other site that you could see yourself being an interpreter at. 
o Pick a difficult or controversial topic that relates to the site. 

▪ This could include how climate change has/will affect the site, how 
minority groups have been treated in the area, the removal of indigenous 
people, etc. 

o Decide how you will frame the topic, based on what you know about your 
potential audience. 

o Include at least 2 dialogic questions, and 1 audience involvement technique.  
 

● Peer program critique: 
o What was something this group did well? 
o What could they do better next time? 
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Appendix E 

IRB Approval Letters 

3/11/2020 

Principal Investigator:  Brenda Lackey 
Protocol Number: 2020-11-03-06 
Protocol Title: Interpreting difficult topics: training module development and efficacy 
Protocol Approval Date: 3/6/2020 
Protocol Expiration Date: 3/5/2025 
Review Category: Exempt 2 
UWSP FWA: 00017591 
 
Dear Brenda, 
 
The above-referenced human-subjects research project has been approved by the University of 
Wisconsin-Stevens Point Institutional Review Board (IRB) Committee. This approval is limited to 
the activities described in the approved protocol, and extends to the performance of these 
activities at each applicable sited identified in the application for IRB review. In accordance with 
this approval, the specific conditions for the conduct of this research are listed below, and 
informed consent from subjects must be obtained as indicated. Additional conditions for the 
general conduct of human-subjects research may be detailed below.  
 
Additional Conditions:  
 
All individuals engaged in human-subjects research are responsible for compliance with all 
applicable UWSP Research Policies. The Principal Investigator is responsible for assuring all 
protocol personnel review and adhere to applicable policies for the conduct of human-subjects 
research.  

 
The IRB maintains an official protocol file for each study to meet the University’s regulatory 
obligations for record keeping. Principal Investigators are responsible for maintaining all 
records related to the protocol, and are required to share with the IRB. The IRB is not 
responsible for maintaining study documents for researchers. 

 
Your project approval expiration date is listed above. Exempt protocols have an automatic 5-
year approval period. As a courtesy to you, and to reduce administrative burden, the IRB will 
request an annual update from the Principal Investigator on the status of this study. It is your 
responsibility to inform the IRB if the project is complete or still in operation. If the study needs 
to remain open after year 5, you must submit a new protocol. Lapses in approval should be 
avoided to protect the safety and welfare of enrolled subjects. When you plan to close your 
study, submit a Protocol Closure Form to irbchair@uwsp.edu.  

 
No changes are to be made to the approved protocol or study documents (i.e., consent forms, 

mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
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surveys, etc…) without prior review and approval of the IRB. To modify an existing protocol, 
complete the Protocol Modification Form and submit to irbchair@uwsp.edu.  

 
If there are any injuries, problems, or complaints from participants, you must notify the IRB at 
irbchair@uwsp.edu within 24 hours.  

 
If you have any questions, please contact me. Good luck with your project.  

 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Anna Haines, Ph.D. 
IRB Chair 
ahaines@uwsp.edu 
715-346-2368 

 

4/13/2020 
 
Principal Investigator: Brenda Lackey 
Protocol Number: 2020-11-03-06 
Protocol Title: Interpreting difficult topics: training module development and efficacy 
Protocol Modification Approval Date: 3/25/2020 
Protocol Expiration Date: 3/5/2025 
Review Category: Exempt 2 
UWSP FWA: 00017591 

 
Dear Dr. Lackey, 

 
Your request for changes to the above-referenced human-subjects research project has been 
approved by the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
Committee (online modifications). This approval is limited to the activities described in the 
approved protocol, and extends to the performance of these activities at each applicable sited 
identified in the application for IRB review. In accordance with this approval, the specific 
conditions for the conduct of this research are listed below, and informed consent from 
subjects must be obtained as indicated. Additional conditions for the general conduct of 
human-subjects research may be detailed below.  

 
Additional Conditions:  

 
All individuals engaged in human-subjects research are responsible for compliance with all 

mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
mailto:ahaines@uwsp.edu
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applicable UWSP Research Policies. The Principal Investigator is responsible for assuring all 
protocol personnel review and adhere to applicable policies for the conduct of human-subjects 
research.  

 
The IRB maintains an official protocol file for each study to meet the University’s regulatory 
obligations for record keeping. Principal Investigators are responsible for maintaining all 
records related to the protocol, and are required to share with the IRB. The IRB is not 
responsible for maintaining study documents for researchers. 

 
Your project approval expiration date is listed above. Exempt protocols have an automatic 5-
year approval period. As a courtesy to you, and to reduce administrative burden, the IRB will 
request an annual update from the Principal Investigator on the status of this study. It is your 
responsibility to inform the IRB if the project is complete or still in operation. If the study needs 
to remain open after year 5, you must submit a new protocol. Lapses in approval should be 
avoided to protect the safety and welfare of enrolled subjects. When you plan to close your 
study, submit a Protocol Closure Form to irbchair@uwsp.edu.  

 
No changes are to be made to the approved protocol or study documents (i.e., consent forms, 
surveys, etc…) without prior review and approval of the IRB. To modify an existing protocol, 
complete the Protocol Modification Form and submit to irbchair@uwsp.edu.  

 
If there are any injuries, problems, or complaints from participants, you must notify the IRB at 
irbchair@uwsp.edu within 24 hours.  

 
If you have any questions, please contact me. Good luck with your project.  

 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Anna Haines, Ph.D. 
IRB Chair 
ahaines@uwsp.edu 
715-346-2368 
 
c: Shelby Roback 

 

 

 

mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
mailto:ahaines@uwsp.edu

