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Preface

This booklet is not so much for interpreters as it is for those concerned with the
administration of interpretation. As such it deals with problems and their possible
solutions, as well as with a basic examination of what interpretation is, and what it
might be.

I decided to write such a booklet in 1972 while driving along the north shore of
Lake Superior. That inspiring landscape moved me to complete a task that was then
only half done. While working with the Canadian Wildlife Service in Ottawa on a
project aimed at interpreting Canada to Canadians through a coast to coast chain of
Wildlife Centres, I became aware of the administrative hazards confronting such a far-
flung program. A study to identify the pitfalls was terminated short of organizing and
reporting conclusions when I left the Service to return to western Canada. It was when
I returned ‘‘home’’ that those wild Precambrian shores moved me to the thought that
what I had discovered might in a small way help others to know the Canada that I
knew. I decided to finish the project.

Its completion has been a prolonged process as it was ignored for periods of time
for most of the reasons imaginable for a spare time project. It has no doubt suffered
from its slow construction, but what I wanted to say I have said, and I hope that
sometimes it offersinteresting reading.

At all times the National and Provincial Parks Association of Canada has been
most encouraging; and has paid all expenses.



Through the years many people have helped me, and no doubt many ideas
presented here were theirs before they became mine too. Among these people are those
who helped by reviewing this report before my final revision. For this willing work
beyond the call of friendship, I thank: Bill Barkley, Canadian Wildlife Service,
Ottawa; Jesse Grove, Clemson University, Clemson, South Carolina; Kerry Joy and
Ted Underhill, Parks Branch, Victoria, British Columbia; Gordon Nelson, University
of Waterloo, Waterloo, Ontario; and Gavin Henderson, Terry Green and Carol
Bailey, National and Provincial Parks Association of Canada, Toronto. They helped
with generous advice, but all shortcomings, omissions and errors remain the sole
property of the author.

Victoria, British Columbia
January 23, 1975.
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Introduction

Homo sapiens is a brainy animal, and one of the results of this anatomical
specialization is man’s need to understand what he sees. While it is true that many a
good brain idles constantly because it has not been stimulated, now as never before
people are taking an interest in the natural world of which man is part. This new and
intensified mass interest is partly the result of formal education, but in North America
at least, it is also partly the result of people being introduced by the million to the living
landscapes of the nations’ parklands. This process of arranging for crowds to pass
happy hours learning to understand the surface of Earthis called ‘‘interpretation’’.

This word as used here does not mean translating foreign tongues, but instead
refers to the art of communicating to people, in entertaining ways, what science knows
about the world around them. This kind of education is most commonly found in our
national and provincial parks, but is increasing in nature preserves of many kinds, and
inschool field trips involving experiences with real things.

Through nearly twenty years of being involved with interpretation, my colleagues
and I have given it a more restricted meaning than is usual. We reserve the term for
those situations in which information is communicated in the presence of the thing or
condition being discussed. We do not consider talking about trees in a dark theatre to
be interpretation, no matter how informative, enlightening, or inspiring the
communication may be. Interpretation is talking about trees with the trees right there,
adding to the communication process through appearance, sound, smell and feel. And
while we happily included, in our interpretation programs, some communication that
was not interpretation as we defined it, we did so as planned preparation for
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interpretation experiences to follow. The use of the ‘‘real thing’’ in interpretation
programs is the only dimension that sets the term apart from ‘‘information’’,

Y ¢

“‘exploration’’, ‘‘education’’, and related terms and concepts.

This booklet is about interpretation, about Canadian interpretation, and its main
concernis introducing people to and involving them with the land of Canada including
its wildlife, its tame life, and its human life. More specifically, this report is about the
widespread problem in Canada of landscape oriented interpretation programs
degenerating in quality as they grow, as they accumulate far-flung personnel, and as
they experience communication difficulties. These pages therefore, deal with the
organization of interpretation, or in other words, with the question of how to help
interpreters in the field interpret well by giving them a combination of challenging
freedom, stimulating guidance, and support.

You will probably not agree with everything that is said here. I do not expect to
agree with all of it myself next week. But I do hope that we will both agree then with the
spirit of my message, for behind its conclusions are fifteen years of searching for
effective ways to introduce people to Earth’s landscapes.

From 1967 to 1972 I worked with the Canadian Wildlife Service initiating a
nation-wide program of interpreting the Canadian Landscape - wildlife, men, and all.
During my last two years in Ottawa I made a special effort to understand the successes
and failures of other interpretation programs faced with the problems of scattered
field locations, programs which might therefore be taken as previews of what the
Canadian Wildlife Service seemed about to experience.



In this study I sought information from many sources, but was able to add ten
years of my own experience in park interpretation in British Columbia and many years
of interest in interpretation and interpreters throughout North America. My sources
then, in addition to personal experience, are provincial park interpretation staffs in
Newfoundland, Quebec, Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia; many people in
Parks Canada; colleagues in Canadian Wildlife Service interpretation; federal
employees in the United States involved with interpretation in National Parks,
National Forests, and National Wildlife Refuges; and interpreters from parks and
forests in Great Britain and Australia. An early conclusion of this study, reinforced
repeatedly until it became monotonous, was that interpretation programs have
remarkably similar problems everywhere in the world.

I am sometimes asked why I believe that interpretation isimportant. It is because I
believe that interpretation is uncommonly effective at making people aware of land.
Whilein Ottawa I had the exciting task of planning and launching a program designed
to increase public awareness and understanding of the face of Canada. The nation-
wide scope of this program meant that it would experience the far-flung
communication lines and problems already faced by the interpretation effort of Parks
Canada. Both programs, in their way, had the objective of giving Canada to the
people. Though I am no longer much involved in it, I still find this concept unique and
exciting, for thereis no more interesting country on Earth.

Canada is a land almost too large to comprehend. Sprawled across half a

continent, its width is over three thousand miles from sea to sea, its depth from the
frozen top of the world to green lands lush with summer is only a thousand miles less.
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Over this huge block of Earth is a mosaic of landscapes proclaiming Canada to be
many kinds of places with many kinds of life.

Canada is rocky seas of mountains and magnificent tables of plain, thousands of
leagues of spruce woods and fertile miles of farms, frozen white oceans and cities
dominating the earth as far as the eyes can see. Canada is foggy wet coasts and dry cold
deserts, rolling golden grasslands and valleys ablaze with autumn leaves, lonely surf-
girt islands and towns teeming with people. This land is many lands, each worth
knowing. To glimpse this diversity is to feel some of the meaning of being Canadian.

All Canadians cannot know all of Canada. But most Canadians can know some
of the lands that make up the whole. To know any land is to acquire an understanding
of it, as well as values, and feelings of belonging that are the key to man’s happy and
successful living with the surface of Earth.

The art of interpretation is a powerful means for revealing that the land can react
with kindness or with disastrous retaliations, depending on how it is treated. And it has
proven highly successful at opening eyes and minds to the greatest story on Earth, the
story of Earth itself. Knowing this is to know wisdom and delight in living life, as a
person, as acitizen, as a bit of Earth’s life.

People do not understand land automatically. They must be shown. And they
must have come to be shown because the story and its telling are more attractive than

anything else they might do at the time.

What follows are some thoughts on interpretation which highlight both its pitfalls

11



and its successes. My guiding philosophy throughout has been that the most important
product of any interpretation organization must be effective interpretation to its
audiences. The field interpreters’ successes, therefore, are the measure of the
organization’s worth.
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The Interpretation Experience

For years a hobby of mine has been to drop the professional status I was trying to
hold at the time, and while so disguised to seek out as a tourist the museums, historic
sites, and parks of North America. There I spy oninterpretation programs.

I believe that the only really important part of interpretation is how interpreters
interpret. To find this out I join the audience. The alternative is to go armed with
business cards to the administration, which will get you mainly theories from experts
on handling paper, and if you are lucky you will meet people who once knew how to
interpret. But I am sure that I learned more as a tourist; and I know that I had
memorable experiences. Travel to new landscapes is stimulating at all times, but my
most memorable travel delights were the flashes of insight when mere scenery became
unfolding, meaningful stories. I am aware too that I am not alone in knowing the joys
of reading landscapes. As a one-time interpreter I have seen thousands captivated by
the discovery of Earth’s meanings.

On some occasions landscape interpretation has provided especially stimulating
insights. My first encounters with the deserts of California and Arizona were
explorations of environments weird and fantastic by the standards of a Canadian who
knew only Canada. At first I looked in awe at rocks and plants and creatures fit for
science fiction, then awe gave way to frustration. There can be no deep appreciation
without understanding, and I had neither. A series of interpretation experiences then
unfolded dramatic and beautiful truths. An inspiring interpreter led a hike in Death
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Valley; a clever little book named the cactuses; a leaflet labelled points of interest
beside a road in Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument; revealing exhibits in several
visitor centres launched me happily into an understanding of why deserts are deserts. I
can still recapture after many years these old delights as well as a desire to return to
learn more.

Memorable flashes of realizing what a bit of the world is all about have often come
from inspiring interpretation. I remember an interpretive book revealing Florida’s
Everglades, a museum breathing life into the history of an industrial Delaware valley,
a nature centre giving depth to the grandeur of redwoods, and a superb interpreter, an
old coal miner, who gave me one of life’s unforgettable experiences in a Cape Breton
coal mine now used for public education. My training helps me to work out my own
understandings of places that are new, but unraveling landscape truths can sometimes
be frustratingly slow. Good interpretation, on the other hand, can be a delightful rush
of satisfying insight.

I am a firm believer in the value of interpretation not so much because I have seen

its inspiration in others, but because I have received its inspiration myself. And I
thoroughly enjoy being inspired.
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The Interpretation Process

Interpretation is communication about things that are right there helping to
communicate. The ingredient that transforms information into interpretation is
supplied by the presence of the ‘‘real thing’’. The subject itself does much of its own
communicating simply by being there. Using things and other methods of
communication appropriate to his purpose, the successful interpreter has the ability to
reach into people’s minds, and there to create interest, understanding, delight,
revelation, and sometimes a lifelong new interest.

It is the interpreter who possesses magic that sharpens people’s senses and opens
closed doors in their minds. Using a rich fund of accurate information available to
anyone with enthusiasm and an inquiring mind, the interpreter uses effective
communication techniques that are usually a mixture of inherited and consciously
perfected skills. The result is the communication of science - or of some other
discipline - using rare skills that constitute an art. It is a lack of artistic talent that leaves
many an expert an interpretation failure, even though he may be successful enough at
simply conveying information.

The ingredients in the interpretation process consist of a communicator,
something to be interpreted, and an audience. All three are necessary for
interpretation to happen. But the catalyst that makes interpretation happen once the
stageissetistheart of theinterpreter. With no art there is no interpretation, for there is
no successfulinterpreter.
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The field interpreter is the key to success. To the extent that the organization
behind him encourages him, supports him, leaves him free to practice his art, he will
give peak performances while evolving increasing ability. Asin all art, it is usually fatal
tointerfere with the artistic process. Art - to be good - is a personal and lonely creating.
Two great painters could seldom work together to produce a really great painting.
Others can direct artists into broadly defined areas, even nudge them gently into
changing details, but little worthwhile can come from such talent when unhappily
enslaved. It is easy to demonstrate that a talented leader can sometimes lead other
talent into his way of doing artistic things, but only when the leader is clearly worthy of
being followed because of his superior ability.

The field interpreter revealing the details and the meaning of landscapes - or of
anything for that matter -is an artist. If he is the right man for the job, he has the ability
orthe potential toinspire through interpretation. But this ability to expand in the art of
delivering information in the way that interpretation requires is a personally creative
endeavour. No two successful interpreters do it the same way. It is a personal thing, so
few good interpreters will stand for much of what they call interference. An untalented
superior controlling interpretation endeavours from a remote office is usually
intolerable. Even worse can be the land unit manager controlling interpreters that
work out of the same office, seizing the daily opportunity to make the creative process
impossible through constant controls.

Each individual interpreter holds the key to his success in every interpretation
program. In many so-called interpretation programs thereisnoreal interpretation, for
it has been smothered by the system, and the information program that remains is apt
to be a sorry thing better laid to rest. Information rarely has fire and zest; good
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interpretation always has.

The whole interpretation program, from head office through regions and into the
landscape where field interpreters work, can only be as successful as its field
interpreters. These last are working interpreters. The others in interpretation are only
support for the field.

In head office, or in regional offices too I suppose, this truth is not easy to see.
Tradition favours the remote bureaucrat. Salaries decline down the line from head
office to the man at the front. An unfair and long entrenched system does not pay top
salaries to the key men, but at least there is hope if the system is perceptive enough to
give them the freedom to excel.
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The Structure of Interpretation

Interpretation is a communication method with a unique combination of
characteristics. Traditionally its subject matter is about the preserved landscapes in
parks, presented so that the wildlife, the vegetation, the geology, the influences of
weather and man are made meaningful to the public. The methods of interpretation
are, however, as suitable outside parks as within them, and therefore are useful in any
landscape, or for part of any landscape such as wildlife, or forests, or man and his
works.

The methods of landscape interpretation have evolved in parks from the
beginning of this century when outdoor education methods observed in Switzerland
were taken to national parks in California. The techniques then evolved and spread
throughout the national parks of the United States enjoying continuing successes and
growing effectiveness. From national parks interpretation has more recently spread to
state and provincial parks. In municipal areas it flourished and evolved further to meet
the new needs and challenges of our increasingly urban populations. Near the cities,
interpretation is now adding a new chapter to its history of evolution and adaptability
by successfully assisting in outdoor education programs while combating education’s
preoccupation with books and classrooms.

Interpretation’s purpose is to change people by exposing them to nature, to

their environment, to landscapes, to the world about them, which all means much
the same thing.
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In spite of the handicap of having little time to get its message across,
interpretation is expected to excite and delight while building new interests in people’s
minds. It tries to prod people’s curiosities so they will go away inspired to learn more
about what they have just experienced. Interpretation in its purest form is personal
communication using the knowledge of science and technology to reveal with
enthusiasm and everyday language, the meaning of the landscape - real, alive and right
there telling its own story to the senses of the audience.

Interpretation’s aim is inspiration and revelation, leaving people’s lives never
quite the same again because of new interest and understanding. And it works, as
hundreds of interpreters have proven through half a century.

The methods of interpretation vary from program to program, and even from
interpreter to interpreter, but most good programs usually have the common factor of
using the methods most effective and most appropriate for achieving particular aims.
The inappropriateness of many communication methods excludes them from most
interpretation use, but it is still true that interpretation steals suitable and effective
communication methods from all communication fields. In good hands this versatility
is a great strength, but as shall be discussed later, the wrong method destroys the
interpretation endeavour.

Interpretation serves people. It is a blend of many commonly understood services
that in skilled hands adds the ingredients of delight and revelation, then blends in
effective communication containing motivation for further involvement. Its services
are fivein number:

23



1. Interpretation is partly an information service. The basis of its mes-
sage is accurate information, while participation of the audience
through questions is encouraged.

2. Interpretation is partly a guiding service. It guides minds into new
ideas and it guides people into interesting places. It also guides people
into meaningful behaviour and orients their senses to the constant mes-
sages being transmitted by the landscape.

3. Interpretation is partly an entertainment service. It has to be. It must
attract and hold people who are under no obligation to the inter-
preter, but it must do so honestly, using entertaining interpretation to
attract and hold audiences rather than resorting to easier kinds of
entertainment.

4. Interpretation is partly an education service. The central purpose
of interpretation is to communicate knowledge. The aims of interpreta-
tion are similar to those of education. Interpretation has been used for
centuries by good teachers when introducing new areas for the pupil’s
attention. They have always sought entertaining and exciting introduc-
tions aimed at creating enthusiastic interest, a desire to know more
and eventually therevelation of a new understanding of our world.
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5. Sometimes interpretation is quite properly a propaganda service,
mainly in persuading people to behave less destructively toward their
environment, and in encouraging new ethics in their care and use of the
Earth.

But most interpretation aims at inspiration, and at involving people with the details
that make the landscape meaningful.

I suppose that nature interpretation explained in its simplest terms is this: It is
opening the eyes of people; it is sharpening the noses of people; it is tuning the ears
of people; it is sensitizing the touch of people. We each have a number of antennae
to pick up signals from our surroundings, our eyes to pick up light, our ears to pick
up sound, noses to pick up odours, skin to pick up touch signals. These wonderful
instruments are useless unless their signals are received. Most of us receive very
little. We are not “‘listening’’. The job of interpretation is to open the minds of peo-
ple so they can receive - on the world’s best receiver, the human brain - the in-
teresting signals that the world is constantly sending. And the messages sent, when
added up, tell what the world is all about.
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The Major Pitfalls

I can think of nothing more obviously negative than poor interpretation. Yet it
has been the invariable history of interpretation in Canada, and in other countries,
that as programs grow and spread across large land areas, they lose colour and vitality
and so lose their effectiveness. Unfortunately, growth seems to contain the spores of
decay.

The following account is based on many observations, and on many talks with
many people. Numerous organizations are involved, and through the years I have been
impressed by how universal were interpretation’s diseases. If my discussion of
problems seems to be familiar to readers in interpretation organizations, it is because
their offices are typical, not because this account is focused on any one particular
program. Our purpose hereis simply to seek a safe way to good interpretation, which is
really a process of mapping the hazards.

For some years I have been concerned with the decline in quality as interpretation
programs age. Questions asked of many thoughtful people in national, state and
provincial, and municipal interpretation organizations throughout North America
brought forth several causes for quality declines, but two were almost universal:
unnecessary bureaucratic controls through ponderous chains of command that
sometimes also contained complete communication breaks; and a tendency for the
accumulation of unsuitable staff, a trend more marked in the middle of the chain of
command than at its ends. Seldom have I heard the real cause of failure to be mainly a
lack of funds. As most good interpreters know, given a necessary minimum of funds,
outstanding interpretation is a matter of ability and inspiration, which has a happy
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history of attracting more funds. There was often some mention, however, of
limitations on interpretation imposed by political and other interference directing
interpreters into tasks only vaguely related to interpretation, and there was also
complaint of time consuming paper work.

Ponderous and often broken lines of communication frequently isolated the field
interpreters from the head office staff. Between the ends of the communication line
were personnel in regional and district offices, and sometimes in offices administering
land holdings, who because overworked or simply because wrongly selected, created
effective barriers to inter-office communication while being incapable of generating
appropriate policy, advice, or direction. The command link often especially
pathological to interpretation was the one between the interpreter and the local
administrator in the form of a land unit manager, call him a park superintendent, or a
refuge manager, or a forest supervisor - this administrator often found himself 1
saddled with control over something called interpretation which in many cases his
education, his job experience and his personality gave him no opportunity to
understand, and no basis for assessing value. Small wonder that in most large
interpretation programs with long chains of command the turnover of field personnel
has been high, and especially so among the most capable. At the same time, head office
staffs were characterized by having usually intense feelings of being ineffectual
because being the most experienced, they saw the crippling problems to be solved if
only they were within reach of the solutions.

Another problem is the accumulation of unsuitable staff. Interpretation looks
easy to the casual observer, and it has often been described to me as appearing to be an
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an easy and pleasant ‘‘soft touch’’. In reality, effective interpretation requires skill
and hard work but the ‘‘soft touch’’ impression prevails in some minds. When these
minds are influential, the interpretation program can be considered a haven for
employees not wanted elsewhere. Much the same result comes from the legitimate job
filling process when the best person available and selected is not very good but is
nevertheless taken on staff because there appears to be need of haste. Sometimes this
process can be partly corrected by good in-service training; but in most organizations
using interpretation, the best that can be said of training is that it is token. So, with
unwanted people, failure to wait for excellence, and inadequate training, staff quality
suffers. Interpretation quality inevitably suffers too.

If thereare breaksin communication inregionalized organization, the major ones
are usually between head office and the regional offices. In addition to other problems
that may result, theisolation of head office, however partial, makes an integrated total
program difficult. Each region becomes free to introduce what variations the broken
links make possible. In this way, what starts as a national (or provincial) interpretation
program consists of wandering parts to some degree out of touch with one another.
Interpretation is more obviously susceptible to this fragmentation than many other
activities not only because interpretation is on public view, but also because, being an
art blending many talents, small differences in objectives, in priorities and in how
some tasks are done, result in major differences in appearance and content. As shall be
seen, art needs autonomy, but if artists are to co-operate to produce a composite
whole, the autonomy must be integrated by common goals and periodic gentle
guidance.
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