Elements of Interpretation



The chief aim of Interpretation is not instruction, but provocation.

Interpretation should capitalize on mere curiosity for the enrichment of the human mind and spirit.

[Interpretation defined is] an educational activity which aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use of original objects, by firsthand experience, and by illustrative media, rather than simply to communicate factual information.

Freeman Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage (1957)
Freeman Tilden (1883-1980) was the author of the first book dedicated to defining the profession of interpretation.  The above phrases note that interpretation is not simply an exchange of facts but an interactive sharing of experiences and knowledge between the interpreter and the audience.  By blending a strong, accurate understanding of the topics, a love of the resource and a concern for the audience, interpreters are able to “reveal meanings and relationships” and “enrich the human mind and spirit.”

The primary elements of interpretation can be summarized as:
· Knowledge of the Resource

· Knowledge of the Audience

· Appropriate Techniques

Each of these elements is discussed in the sections that follow.  However, please note that even expertise in all of these elements only produces an opportunity for, not a guarantee of, interpretation.  Successful interpretation requires a receptive audience and this variable can never be completely controlled by the interpreter. 

Knowledge of the Resource
Volunteers in the Reptile Discovery Center Program are expected to develop and share their knowledge about the natural history, individual history, Zoo management practices and conservation issues associated with the species in the exhibit.  Knowledge about reptiles and amphibians and the exhibit’s collection is based on training and experience as well as personal background and education.  This manual provides some basic information on reptiles and amphibians. 

You should develop your knowledge to a point where you can offer layers of interpretive information — from the basic “what” and “how” to an explanation of the “why.”  You will want to tailor your information to your audience.

It is important to mentally prepare for an interpretation shift.  Review your notes, if necessary, and consider the direction your interpretation will take.  Review the resources available to you and consider what you might offer to the visitors.  If you choose to share a hands-on item, try to tie in broader themes such as conservation, behavior, or animal management.  Preparation will keep conversations and demonstrations lively and positive and give interpretive objects more meaning.

Interpreters should develop a professional attitude about their volunteer work and have a respect for accuracy.  Learn the information and facts and don't be afraid to say, "I don't know," to a question beyond your knowledge.  Visitors will appreciate an honest, “I don’t know,” over a guess any day.  However, make sure to find the answer.  Discuss the question with other volunteers or staff or try to find the answer in the resources available in the Resource Room.  Finding the answer will allow you to provide the information the next time you are asked.

Choose your sources of information with care.  Information changes quickly in the fields of biological research and conservation.  Most of the books in the Resource Room and SNZP library are accurate and up-to-date, but there are some there and elsewhere that may not be.  The Reptile Discovery Center staff are an excellent source of information, but remember the expertise of individual staff members does not extend to all topics.  Other volunteers may also be an excellent source of information.  Ask around.  Read a little.  Obtaining good current information is one of the challenges of volunteering.  

During the Reptile Discovery Center Interpreter Program monthly meetings, FONZ and SNZP staff provide updates about the RDC and Zoo as well as information and in-service training regarding the topics and issues surrounding the animals in the House.  Monthly meetings are a great place to extend your Knowledge of the Resource, receive updates about the exhibit, and get to know your fellow volunteers and staff. 

Knowledge of the Audience
One of the key elements of successful interpretation is assessing and adapting to the audience.  Visitors vary greatly in age, geographic origin, knowledge level, perceptions and expectations.  They also vary in their desire for interactions with human interpreters.  Some may want to be left alone, preferring to listen quietly to your discussion or browse through the house.  Others may have just a few questions while others may have numerous questions and really like to interact.  

Let visitors dictate the degree to which you interact with them.  Make them feel welcome in the exhibit, but do not overwhelm them.  If visitors seem receptive, you can try to assess their interest, capabilities and knowledge level by asking a few questions about them and their interests.  Do not overestimate the visitors’ knowledge nor underestimate their intelligence.

Although you must learn about your audiences as you go, there is some basic information available about the general Zoo visitor.  The majority of visitors are families, teenagers or adults.  Families are by far the largest group (60%) within the general visitor category.  Families can be further broken down into two groups: families with non-school-age children (children under five), and families with school-age children.

Families with non-school-age children - In general, families with children under five spend less time in any one place due to the short attention span of young children.  Keep this in mind when interpreting with them.  Quick observations of animals interacting or eating are interesting to these groups; even three-year-olds will enjoy watching the Aldabra tortoises being fed.  Young children are experiential learners and will also welcome an opportunity to examine bright or otherwise attractive interpretive objects, and may find the opportunity to touch a snakeskin exciting.

Families with school‑age children – Families with school-age children should be encouraged to work together and discuss possible answers amongst themselves.  This group is an excellent audience for feeding demonstrations and might be interested in the details of animal care or behavior.  In addition, this group enjoys using science tools and other manipulatives.  Remember, children often like to be challenged, to brainstorm ideas, and to make discoveries.  They rarely like to be quizzed.

Teenagers - In general, teenagers like to travel in peer groups.  If you are not used to being around or working with teenagers, you may feel a bit uncomfortable interacting with them.  The only way to get to know this group better is to just start talking to them.  They like to be treated as adults, not kids, so ask higher-level questions that will force them to think.  This age group is usually fascinated with bizarre and unusual facts, but try to lead the conversation back to points about conservation issues or natural history.  Working with teenagers can be a very rewarding experience.

Adults – Adults unaccompanied by children might be tourists, people on business trips, or couples on an outing.  Occasionally, you will run into Zoo aficionados as well.  Adults show a wide variety of interests and tend to appreciate intelligent discussions and learning new things.  
Groups – Aside from general visitors, interpreters will encounter organized groups, such as school groups, scout troops, docent groups, day-care classes, and senior-citizen groups.  Visits by school groups are frequent on weekdays during the school year.  School groups can also reserve time for a staff/volunteer assisted experience on Tuesday or Thursday mornings.  These and other groups vary widely in age, purpose, and expectations.  Like all visitors, group members will enjoy exploring and experiencing new things.  As an interpreter, be sensitive to the group dynamic and aware that group members may often be preoccupied with interacting with one another as well as with you.  If the group is largely composed of children, use the teachers or chaperons as your aides.  Adults can encourage proper behavior and can repeat and emphasize important information to younger children.  

Never overestimate the visitors’ knowledge nor underestimate their intelligence!

Appropriate Techniques

The interpretive technique is the manner in which knowledge is shared.  The Reptile Discovery Center uses a number of interpretive techniques including written and illustrated graphics, a video display about the komodo dragons, various hands-on interactives and live interpretation by volunteers.  Conversation is the primary interpretive technique used by volunteers.  It allows personalized interaction with visitors and enriches their experiences with the living animals on exhibit.  Interpreters should use several interpretive approaches, such as asking questions of a group, encouraging close observation of the exhibits, sharing hands-on objects, and role-playing.  Be sure to explore the variety.

A skillful interpreter demonstrates a personal interest and enthusiasm, delivers accurate information and communicates well.  The personal interest and enthusiasm come from within, while accuracy is based on your knowledge of the resource.  A description of the elements of effective communication is given below, followed by an analysis of conversations, suggestions for interpretive approaches, and tips for sharing interpretive objects.

Effective Personal Communication - To communicate well is to convey and/or receive information from others in a manner that creates and/or maintains a relationship that is acceptable to everyone involved.  Effective communication not only conveys meaning or content, but also makes the most of structure and style to convey that information.  A good communicator is able to tailor content, structure and style according to the audience’s needs.  A large repertoire of skills and characteristics, including flexibility, receptivity, perspective-taking, active listening and self-monitoring are key attributes of an effective communicator.

Personal communication is made up of three important elements: words, voice and body signals.

· Words ‑ Effective communication involves choosing appropriate words.  Remember, words can make a person feel great or terrible and can make a huge difference in shaping the attitudes of your audience.  Choose words carefully.  Consider the difference between telling someone they are “wrong” versus saying “Actually, a lot of people think that but …” or the difference between describing an animal as “not very smart” versus “having behaviors that are set genetically rather than thought out.”  Also, be sure that listeners understand the vocabulary you use.

· Voice ‑ This is a vital tool in spoken personal communication.  The character of voice involves tone, vocal variety, volume, rate and articulation.  Is your tone raspy, soft, excited, critical?  A lower-pitched voice is generally more effective in interpretation.  Do you emphasize certain syllables as in a question, speak in a monotone or with "sing-song" effect?  These are all part of vocal variety.  In general, a voice should include a variety of swings in emotion with variations in pitch.  The volume of your voice should be loud enough for visitors to hear you clearly without straining.  The rate of speech depends on several things — the vocal attributes of the speaker, the mood that is being created, the composition of the audience and the nature of the occasion.  Avoid speaking too slowly or too quickly.  Articulation involves producing your sounds clearly without slurring or mumbling.

· Body signals ‑ These are nonverbal cues that are part of the communication repertoire and can be more important than what is spoken.  They include:  

Facial expressions — for example, lowered eyebrows convey anger, whereas a smile and raised eyebrows express enthusiasm;  

Gestures — too many can be distracting but a few for emphasis are effective;  

Posture — reveals what you think of yourself and of your listener.  For example,

slouching conveys indifference to the world, crossed arms place a barrier between you and the visitors.  Try for the happy medium of being poised and comfortably relaxed; 

Eye contact — thought by some to be the most important body signal.  A relaxed and steady gaze at the other person, looking away occasionally, helps to make conversation more personal, shows interest in and respect for the other person, and enhances the effect of your message. 

Research indicates that only seven percent of our verbal message is communicated through words; 23 percent of our message is communicated through voice; and amazingly, body signals account for 70 percent of our message!

The Conversation - Much of the interpretation in the Reptile Discovery Center is conducted through conversation.  This technique lets the visitor lead the way but allows the personal style of the interpreter to shine.  The basic conversation is the foundation of human communication.  It is an informal exchange of ideas between two or more people.  They are usually so fluid, natural and frequent that people rarely stop to analyze the rules or structure of a conversation.  Yet, there is structure; every conversation is composed of a beginning, a middle and an end.  These elements are discussed below.

Conversation Starters - It is often up to the interpreter to initiate the conservation.  The conservation can begin in a number of ways:

· Simply greet visitors - A warm “Hi! Welcome to the Reptile Discovery Center” may open the way to conversations and interactions.  A non-spoken nod or smile may have the same effect.  Once visitors realize they can talk to you, they usually will.  

· Open with a question - This is perhaps the best conversation starter of all; for example, “Did you notice how long and skinny the nose of the gharial is?”  Questions are excellent tools for initiating conversations because they ask the other person to respond.  There are several levels of questions — from a simple yes or no question, to higher levels of integrating, open-ended, valuing and feeling questions.  Beware of the yes or no question — it may not lead you into a conversation.  Questions can also help you “read” your audience to determine at which level to aim your conversations.

· Try a positive personal statement like, "Great hat!"  This type of compliment makes the visitor feel special and recognized.  It can often lead into a conversation because, like the greeting, an opportunity has been created.  But be sure your positive personal statement is sincere.

· Try a self‑disclosing statement such as "I love watching the turtles swim.  They're so fascinating."  This is a nice way to equal out roles.  A visitor may be intimidated by someone who is viewed as an "expert." 

· Listen for visitors’ comments that might provide you an entree into a conversation.  If you break in with an unassuming, unobtrusive manner, most visitors will welcome an answer to the questions asked among themselves.  “I overheard you wondering if that snake is venomous …”  Visitors who are having difficulty with an interactive display, appear confused, or perhaps are just having trouble locating something on the Zoo map will definitely welcome your input.

· Share an interpretive object.   Most people are interested in taking a closer look at an object like a skull or a skin.  This experience can easily lead into a conversation.  Use of interpretive objects is elaborated on in the Interpretive Objects section of this manual.

Continuing a Conversation - The middle of a conversation involves two activities: talking AND listening.  These activities should be shared by the participants or the conservation may end quickly.  For example, if one person does all the talking, the other person may feel they are being lectured to; or if one person only listens and doesn't join in, the other participant may believe there is a lack of interest and the conversation will end.  Try not to do all the talking and ask questions to keep your audience involved.

Remember to use the all-important pause in your conversation.  It can signal the end of a thought, give an idea time to sink in, and also provide impact to a statement and give time for the listener to respond.

This is your time to share information.  Try to incorporate various interpretive techniques to keep the information exciting for yourself and your audience.  Don’t reveal all the answers right away.  Get your audience to examine objects, examine the animals or observe behaviors.  Having visitors discover information for themselves will greatly enhance the impact of your interactions.  
Interpretive Approaches - Learning is a complex process and people learn in many different ways.  It is influenced by perception of the subject matter, memories of previous experiences, prior knowledge, the physical and social context and motivation.  Moreover, people learn in many different ways and demonstrate various types of intelligence (e.g., verbal, logical, spatial, musical, movement-related, social).  Thus, interpreters need to be creative and incorporate a variety of approaches.  Your interactions with visitors can involve asking them to solve problems or express opinions, sharing your personal experiences, or incorporating multiple senses and body movement, as well as relying on a simple show-and-tell approach.  Listed below are examples of different approaches that you can use in your interpretive repertoire. 

· Multi-sensory approach - Direct visitors to odors and sounds as well as things they can see.  “Do you hear that grunting noise?  That’s the Aldabra tortoises mating.”  You can also compare the smell of the Reptile Discovery Center to other exhibits, like the Small Mammal or Great Ape House.  What is different about them and why?

· Anecdotal approach - Kept short, a positive, personal story can be an entertaining and effective way to convey information.  “Toads are able to store water and release it as a defense mechanism if threatened by a predator.  I discovered this ability firsthand when I picked up a toad near my house the other day.” 

· Cooperative approach - Encourage your audience to work together.  In front of the chameleon exhibit, for example, you might ask a family to find the animal or to identify the colors that the animal is displaying.  Once they find the chameleon or describe the color pattern, you can discuss camouflage coloration or how the adaptation to change color is useful to the chameleon.  

· Problem-solving approach - Visitors may find information more meaningful if they discover it themselves.  “You found a turtle in your back yard?  Let’s have a look at this guide book and maybe we can figure out what species it was.”  Or “Why do you suppose this is called the poison arrow frog?” 

· Kinesthetic (related to body movement) approach - Interpretation should involve movement other than with the feet and mouth (walking and talking).  Have a child try to move like a snake on the carpet of the Resource Room.  Or have them hop like a frog.  Acting out animal behaviors is a great way to get kids involved in the information you are sharing.  

· Valuing approach - Explore the emotions and opinions of the audience.  “Do you think snakes are appealing?  Why or why not?” 

Ending a Conversation.  Endings provide closure to an interpretive encounter.  The best endings encourage visitors to see another exhibit or part of the Reptile Discovery Center that builds on the topic or interest of the visitor.  For example, you might direct them to the Eggs and Babies exhibit or suggest they visit the animals located around the back of the building.   Another simple method to ending a conversation might be, "Bye, hope you enjoy the rest of your day at the Zoo."  Let people know that you enjoyed conversing with them and leave them hoping for more interpretive encounters along the way. 


Tips on Using Objects - Volunteers in the Reptile Discovery Center Program have a large number of interpretive objects to draw on.  Objects are powerful tools that are used to promote interpretation in many ways.  As previously mentioned, they can be used to initiate a conversation.  They heighten curiosity, especially when they are used creatively.  Objects can also help you explain or illustrate a point.  For example, it is much easier to explain amphibian metamorphosis when you have the time-line model of tadpole to frog to show.  Finally, many visitors may find their Zoo experience more memorable if they have the opportunity to touch or closely examine an object not typically accessible to the public.  Effective interpretive objects can be familiar things used in innovative ways.  For example, a ruler can help a visitor relate to the extreme length of a chameleon's tongue.  They can also be also be unusual things visitors seldom see, like the teeth of the Komodo dragon.  

Here are some tips for object use:

· Stimulate different senses with objects – Most of the objects used at RDC are intended for visitors to touch or scrutinize closely.  Encourage them to examine them closely, smell them, and touch them.  “Can you feel the serration on this crocodile tooth?”
· Relate objects to living animals in the exhibit - Use objects to support your interpretation of the exhibit’s living resources.  This in turn will make objects more fascinating.  Most objects can be taken from the Resource Room and shared in front of a related living animal’s exhibit.  Use these objects to point out features or behaviors of the animal.  Be sure that visitors can see both object and animal.  “Here is a skull of a Komodo dragon.  You can see that the animal in front of you has very sharp and specialized teeth.”
· Involve people with objects - Encourage visitors to examine and discuss the objects you share.  Present a question that requires close scrutiny.  The visitor who handles a turtle shell will have a better understanding of the texture and structure of both the interior and exterior of the shell.  Remember to take a break from speaking to give your audience a chance to observe and handle objects.  Let visitors make discoveries.  For example, a comparison of amphibian and reptile eggs can be a straightforward exercise for a young child, or a lead-in to a discussion of reptilian adaptations for terrestrial living for an adult.

· Use objects to elaborate on a theme.  For example, a reptile-skin purse or belt can dramatically illustrate the threat of the skin trade.  These are the concrete objects these species are hunted for.  There are multiple directions this conversation can take—local economies, international cooperation, personal commitment, and the like.  Objects should support a cohesive conversation, rather than act merely as eye-catchers.

· Use props to support live animal use.  If appropriate and feasible, use objects like photos or maps to support your interpretation of a live animal.

Living animals are in a sense the ultimate interpretive objects.  They directly portray how beautiful or fascinating reptiles and amphibians can be.  Many of the tips given above for object use apply to live animal demonstrations as well; invite visitors to closely examine the animal and tie your interpretation to relevant themes at many levels.   
· Animal encounters should stimulate, not startle - When offering a live animal encounter, set up the stanchion between yourself and the visitors.  Some visitors may not be comfortable being near a live reptile or amphibian outside of its enclosure, so invite the visitors to come look closely and ask questions - but remind them not to touch the animal.  Do not persist in encouraging a visitor to come closer if that visitor has declined your offer.

· Display animals effectively.  Live animals can be so interesting that they may distract audiences from your interpretation.  To minimize this, try to avoid jiggling or moving the animal excessively.  If it is very restless, return the animal to its enclosure then continue your interpretation.  More guidelines for animal handling are provided in the section Activities Guide.

A Final Tip for Interpretation - If you are lucky enough to find a curious visitor, don't feel you have to tell everything you know.  Let the visitors lead the way!  Ask them questions, let them answer and give them the opportunity to ask for more!


Tell me, and I forget,

Show me, and I remember,

Involve me, and I understand.



QUESTIONS — THE FOUNDATION OF INTERPRETATION





The art of good museum teaching does not rely on telling what you know, nearly as much as it relies on using what you know to ask questions that engage and motivate visitors to become active participants in their own learning experiences. 





		-  “Teach the Mind, Touch the Spirit,” Field Museum of Chicago 








	Different questions can have different qualities:








The narrow question � the answer is already known.  





One example is the confirming question.  It seeks a response that matches an answer in the interpreter’s mind - “Do you know what that animal is?”  “Right, it's a crocodile.” 





Another example is the integrating question which assembles pieces to get at an answer,   “What helps a crocodile hide in the water?  Well, describe its body to me.”  Compare and contrast questions also fall into this category, "Can you point out differences between turtles and tortoises?”  It is important to let integration happen; don’t immediately offer all the answers.








The broad question � no answer in mind. 





The open�ended question allows for creativity.  "What do you think Komodo Dragons do during the day?"  In open�ended questions, like brainstorming, all answers are "good." A value judgment should not be placed on them because the whole idea is to get a variety of responses.





	The value question asks for opinions.  "Do you think the anacondas are cool?  Why?"


		


The feeling question asks for emotions.  For example, "How do you feel about the reptiles being killed for their hides?" 








Try to use a variety of types of questions.


	





Questions can also help you "read" your audience to determine at which level to aim your conversation.








Skills Checklist for Interpreters





		Are you...





			Interested in the visitor?





			A good listener?





			Smiling?





			Tactful, avoiding sarcasm and criticism?





			Able to communicate with people of diverse ages, economic status, race, 


ethnicity or with groups of varying makeup and size?








		Can you...





			Be flexible in order to capitalize on the visitors’ curiosity? 





			Make the experience relevant to the visitors’ everyday lives? 





			Use transitions to lead visitors from one discovery to another, from one exhibit 


feature to another?





			Encourage the visitors to participate and ask questions?








		Do you...





			Know when silence is golden?











