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Chapter 7
Environmental Interpretation

Michal Medek 

7.1 � Roots of Interpretation

While a guide on Long’s Peak I developed what may be called the poetic interpretation of 
the facts of nature. Scientific names in a dead language together with classifications that 
dulled interest were ever received, as they should have been, with indifference and lack of 
enthusiasm by those who did not know. Hence, I began to state information about most 
things in the form of its manners and customs, its neighbours and its biography.

wrote Enos Mills (1920) while describing his work with children in what he called 
a ‘Trail School’ at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth century. The practice of 
the Trail School, education driven by children’s interest in the outdoors, reminds us 
of many subsequent outdoor education methods such as Joseph Cornell’s flow edu-
cation (Cornell, 1998) as well as Mill’s contemporaries’ educational practice within 
the Nature Study movement. Marta Brunelli (2013: 402) finds the roots of environ-
mental interpretation in the context of the ‘cult of naturalism’ of the nineteenth 
century that created the demand for education as a part of environmental tourism, as 
well as in the progressive education movement of the second half of the nineteenth 
century with its hands-on approach, namely the Nature Study. Nature Study refrains 
from classifications and comprehension through theoretical constructions, but puts 
the direct experience of the learner first, as its keen proponent, Liberty H. Bailey, 
explains:

The first essential in nature study is actually to see the thing or the phenomenon. It is posi-
tive, direct, discriminating, accurate observation. The second essential is to understand 
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why the thing is so, or what it means. The third essential is the desire to know more, and this 
comes of itself and thereby is unlike much other effort of the schoolroom. The final result 
should be the development of a keen personal interest in every natural object and phenom-
enon. (Brunelli, 2013: 413)

Educational efforts within the US National Park Service in the 1920s and 1930s 
show the pursuit of distinctive educational methods and forms for national parks 
that are often referred to as ‘field laboratories’ or ‘out of doors classrooms’.  
This illustrates that the main scope of the programs was field science delivered to 
both schools and ‘lay visitors’. Although the NPS’s chief educational officers under-
stood that the educational principles of Nature Study must be employed in the pro-
grams, they searched for more robust methodological background:

There is hope that new methods in adult education will be discovered, and that the national 
parks will become the great universities of the out-of-doors for which their superlative 
scientific exhibits so finely equip them. (Bryant & Atwood, 1932: 8)

The word “interpretation” started to be widely used for educational activities by the 
National Park Service in the late 1930s (Beck & Cable, 2002: 5). Freeman Tilden is 
praised for laying the longed-for methodological foundations for interpretation 
(Ludwig, 2003: 8). Before examining more closely Tilden’s contribution, we must 
note that guided tours of nature were the major educational method practiced both 
at the times of Tilden and Mills (Fig. 7.1).

Fig. 7.1  Excursion with a ranger. (Photo: Jakub Pejcal)
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7.2 � Tilden’s Principles

In 1955, a journalist Freeman Tilden was commissioned by the US National Park 
Service to

get beneath the surface of method and procedure to the underlying principles – to the art 
and philosophy that should guide efforts to interpret the great scenic and historical heritage 
of America to her citizens. (Craig in Tilden, 2007: 9)

After extensive travel and his own educational experiments, Tilden in 1957 pub-
lished six principles, as (in his own words), a philosophy upon which interpretation 
as an educational activity can be based. The principles are as follows:

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

	2.	 Information, as such, is not interpretation. Interpretation is revelation based 
upon information. But they are entirely different things. However, all interpreta-
tion includes information.

	3.	 Interpretation is an art, which combines many arts, whether the materials pre-
sented are scientific, historical or architectural. Any art is in some degree 
teachable.

	4.	 The chief aim of Interpretation is not instruction, but provocation.
	5.	 Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part, and must address 

itself to the whole man rather than any phase.
	6.	 Interpretation addressed to children (say up to the age of twelve) should not be a 

dilution of the presentation to adults, but should follow a fundamentally different 
approach. To be at its best it will require a separate program.

Unlike his predecessors, Tilden freed himself from the idea of studying natural 
assets in the unique outdoor environment of national parks. He saw interpretation as

an educational activity that aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use of 
original objects, by first-hand experience, and by illustrative media. (Tilden, 2007: 33)

He based the method on the constructivist approach and clearly saw that mental 
processes need to be initiated within a participant. Thus, the aim of the educational 
encounter for Tilden is stimulation to widen horizons and interest, not transfer 
of facts.

Though not being a naturalist, historian, educator, or psychologist, Tilden used 
observation and experiments to distill key principles of learning in an informal  
setting (or communication in general): The program must be perceived as relevant 
and should support the personal meaning-making process within each participant. 
Participants should be actively involved, ideally both mentally and physically. 
Starting from the real phenomena a person can experience first-hand, the program 
should point to a larger picture or ‘deeper truths that lie behind any statements of 
fact’, i.e., a generalized idea, which a participant can not only take back home, but 
which is internalized and keeps him/her connected with the phenomena long after 
the program experience (Tilden, 2007: 59).
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By mentioning the age of 12, Tilden noted that this method is relevant for adults 
and children with fully developed abstract thinking, what his contemporary Jean 
Piaget (1972) called the formal operational stage of cognitive development.

7.3 � Environmental Interpretation

Based on the principles formulated by Tilden, interpreters were trained not only in 
the National Park Service, but also in zoos, memory institutions, and other natural 
and cultural heritage sites. The field spread to other countries, particularly in the 
English-speaking world (Merriman & Brochu, 2006).

Strong emphasis on environmental education aspect of interpretive programs can 
be seen in the 1970s. Freeman Tilden advocated for using the unique channel of the 
National Park Service toward adults for environmental education of this target 
group (Craig in Tilden, 2007: 11), Grant William Sharpe (1976)  published 
Interpreting the Environment, and Don Aldridge, a key figure of heritage interpreta-
tion in the UK, defined the interpretation as:

the art of explaining the significance of a place to the public who visit it in order to point 
out a conservation message. (Aldridge, 1975)

In 1980 William Lewis enriched the methodological toolbox of thematic interpreta-
tion  (Lewis, 2014) that was further elaborated by psychologist Sam Ham in the 
influential monography Environmental Interpretation (1992).

7.4 � Thematic Approach

The thematic approach is based on theory of communication which shows that if we 
clearly state a theme of a program (i.e. a single whole idea we want to communi-
cate) and build the program around it, the audience will comprehend much better 
(Ham, 1992). Although both Ham and Lewis suggest the thematic approach for oral 
and written presentations, the concept began to be used in all forms of interpretive 
programs. Today it is even applied in the field of interpretive planning (Brochu, 
2014: 106), which is a methodology for developing interpretive programs and com-
munication strategies at levels ranging from a single program or an exhibition up to 
a whole national park.

Sam Ham (2013: 14) defines four qualities that interpretive programs should 
have in order to be successful, i.e., to maintain attention as long as the recipient 
understands the message, which is presented in a convincing way.

	1.	 Interpretation has a theme. (T)
	2.	 Interpretation is organized. (O)
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	3.	 Interpretation is relevant. (R)
	4.	 Interpretation is enjoyable. (E)

Ham calls this the TORE model and further elaborates on each part of it.
In order to excite a participant, the theme should be strong. This means provok-

ing the audience to think, attract attention, creating intrigue, making participants 
curious (Ham, 2013: 122). The process of theme development became fundamental 
for the construction of interpretive programs (see Ludwig, 2015; Kohl, 2018).

‘Interpretation is organized when it’s presented in the way that is easy to follow’ 
(Ham, 2013: 26). The key to remembering new information is the individual’s abil-
ity to create a meaningful unit from it that can relate to information stored in long-
term memory (Revlin, 2012: 123). This is translated into interpretive programs by 
structuring them hierarchically along themes and underpinning subthemes. The 
number of subthemes is limited to a maximum of four based on the findings of 
memory experiments by Cowan (2001). This allows a participant to be oriented in 
the structure of the program, which leads to an improved learning process in the 
given informal environment.

Relevant interpretation is meaningful, that is, comprehensible or resonant with 
the knowledge of a program participant. It should also be personal using the above-
mentioned Tilden principles. Due to the diversity of program participants and their 
diverse levels of knowledge, the interpretation often uses so-called universal con-
cepts, topics shared by all people, such as love, fear, death, courage, friendship, etc. 
(Brochu & Merriman, 2015).

Interpret Europe (2017: 14) points out that universal concepts, which lead to 
individual meaning-making process, are closely related to mental frames that trig-
ger individual system of values. Thus, proper framing of messages (usually deliv-
ered through stories) of an interpretive program not only makes the first-hand 
experience relevant to a participant, but it can also promote values associated with 
environmental-friendly behavior, Universalism in particular.

Universalism values derive from survival needs of individuals and groups. But people do 
not recognize these needs until they encounter others beyond the extended primary group 
and until they become aware of the scarcity of natural resources. People may then realize 
that failure to accept others who are different and treat them justly will lead to life-
threatening strife. They may also realize that failure to protect the natural environment will 
lead to the destruction of the resources on which life depends. (Schwartz, 2012: 7)

An enjoyable experience does not mean that the program must be entertaining, 
but that it provides an experience that is considered reasonable and/or in line with 
expectations. This can also mean arousing emotions such as sadness or humility.

7.5 � Program Development

Interpretive planning is the process of program development. Since it often deals 
with multiple programs and communication strategies (e.g., at a national park level), 
some of the planning models are robust and comprehensive. Despite of the fact, the 
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models (Carter, 2001; Van Matre, 2009; Brochu, 2014; Stergioti et al., 2021) share 
many similarities that can be generalized as follows.

	1.	 The planning process starts with the review phase:

	 1.1	 Looking at the place (or heritage in general), its characteristics, processes 
that shaped it and phenomena that can be experienced by program partici-
pants, what activities are endangering the heritage, what conservation mea-
sures are in place.

	 1.2	 Analyzing who the (potential) participants are, what their interests are 
likely to be, and how they may perceive the site (or heritage in general).

	 1.3	 Reviewing the content and quality of current interpretive programs (often 
including infrastructure that influences the experience of people with the 
phenomena).

	2.	 In the development phase, the process looks at:

	 2.1	 Aims of the program: What change should it deliver within given target 
group(s).

	 2.2	 Program content – theme development, first-hand experiences facilitation, 
provoking meaning-making and participation, etc.

	 2.3	 Program form – which media and aids best suit to deliver the content in 
order to achieve program aims.

	 2.4	 How will the program be implemented and sustained and how we find out 
it works, i.e. achieves its aims.

Specific to program development in the field of environmental interpretation is the 
that the form is decided in the later stages of the work only after the target group has 
been understood, and a clear direction about the content and aims of the program 
have been decided (Brochu, 2014: 69). Unlike other methods, environmental inter-
pretation (a) intends to connect a person with the very place through first-hand 
experience, (b) may aspire to reach lots of people simultaneously, often across a 
large space, and (c) interpretive projects may be endowed with generous funding. 
Thus, it may appear during the planning process that a self-guided program using a 
leaflet or an app in a handheld device serves the purpose of the program better than 
a guided walk or a panel (Fig. 7.3) and that is why the decision on so called ‘inter-
pretive media’ comes later in the development phase. Figure 7.2 shows an outline of 
an interpretive program developed in accordance with the principles of thematic 
interpretation.

7.6 � Criticism

The mainstream thematic approach in interpretive programs also has its critics. Van 
Matre (2009) points out that individual experience with a place or phenomenon 
should be the focal point of interpretive programs, not the personal deeper truths or 
elaborated theme structure. He is also critical of the jargon used within the field, for 
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Main theme:
Living in the local caves, our ancestors could see similarly dramatic landscapes
sculpted in the limestone by the Ricka River that we admire and protect today.

Subtheme 1:
As the limestone is easily dissolved by 
water, they formed the ever-changing 
landscape  of deep valleys, underground 
rivers, and caves, most of which remain
uncharted in this valley to this day.

Goals

Educational:
- Recognize basic karst formations 
and understand how they came to 
be in the Ricka valley.
- Illustrate ecological concepts on 
the relationship between habitat 
characteristics and their inhabitants.
- See the Moravian Karst as one of 
the cradles of human settlement in 
this part of Europe.

Emotional:
- Identify with the need to protect 
rare nature.
- Admire the beauty of nature.
- Feel a connection with previous and 
future generations through the site.

Behavioural:
- Respect the limits to human 
activities in protected areas.
- Inspire participants to start their 
own exploration of nature.

Ricka Valley excursion 
thematic outline

Target groups: 
1) High schools from the nearby city =>
20-40 % students have already visited 
the Pekarna cave and associate it with 
a paleolithic settlement. 
2) Young adults from across Europe, 
many of whom have never been to a cave. 
Both groups are unaware of larger 
processes forming the place.

Subtheme 2:
The varied landscape its cool valley that
cuts through dry plateaus harbours many 
habitats in a small area. These have
become a safe haven for rare species of
plants and animals.

The place:
Ricka valley in the southern Moravian karst 
represents many karst phenomena in a 
small area. Thanks to different exposures 
to the sun, different habitats developed in 
the diverse landscape. The proximity of the 
main European migration corridor between 
the Carpathians and the Hercynian 
Mountains leads to the occurrence of many 
rare species of plants and animals. Because 
this nature reserve is located only 2 miles 
from the outskirts of Brno (city of 400 000), 
mountain bikers and cave -adventure 
seekers are the main threats to the 
heritage. 

Processes: proximity of the important 
European migration corridor, streams from
non-karst catchment areas cutting through 
limestone, steep hills with cliffs escaping 
intense forestry, deforested pasture turned 
into steppe habitat.

Subtheme 3:
Karst is a fragile environment where even 
small changes can have lasting impacts,
and activities on the surface are linked to 
the underground world out of our sight.

Subtheme 4:
The hunter-gatherers, who made the
surrounding caves their home, were able to
survive extreme conditions because they
combined their sharpened skills with deep
knowledge of nature.

Current/other programs: Interpretive
trail with 8 panels. Frequent excursions 
focused on the Pekárna cave.

Review
phase

Phenomena: Drinking water drills 

Direct experience: Drill structure.

Information: After making more drills for 
drinking water due to urban sprawl in 
nearby villages ten years ago, the flow in 
the river dramatically decreased.  

The Ricka valley excursion is offered 
by Kaprálův mlýn Scout 
Environmental Education Centre to 
both schools and non-formal 
education groups. It is either a 
standalone 3-4 hours long program or 
part of residential programs.Kaprálův 
mlýn is a certified Scout Centre of 
Excellence for Nature, Environment, 
and Sustainability (SCENES).

Information: 
uncharted caves (map). Connections to
the underworld (bronze age sacrifice

Deeper meaning: Faith is deepened by
sacrifice.

Phenomenon: Caves within a cliff  

Direct experience: Caves developed along
fissures at approx. the same altitude.

Cave 'lifecycle'. Charted vs. 

- s).

Thematic structure

Program content

Direct experience: Forested plain with no 
running or stagnant water.

The view of nature is 
relative: what we protect as natural 
beauties, our ancestors perceived as 
inhospitable areas.

Phenomenon: Karst plateaux  

Information: Plateaus cut by canyons 
(karst 3D scheme). Not a single village in 
the Moravian karst was founded on 
limestone bedrock due to lack of water. 

Deeper meanings: 

Phenomenon: Dry riverbed 

Direct experience: riverbed without water; 
few limestones, abundant slates from 
non-karst area in the riverbed, sinks.

Information: Rather than being mechanically
eroded, limestone dissolves, new sinks
open/close in the riverbed every few
years. Drastic drop in water flow in the
past 10 yearsdue to human activities..

Deeper meaning: We often realize the 
change only when it is too late. 

Deeper meaning: There is still a lot to 
discover in the nature. 

Phenomenon: Water resurgence  

Direct experience: River coming from 
a hill, traces of early exploration.

Information: Equation of limestone 
dissolution. Anticipated underground 
cave systems sketch (not yet discovered).

a landscape, first look at geology

Phenomenon: Geological boundary 

Direct experience: Contrast of valleys: 
steep slopes + narrow valley on limestone, 
milder slopes + wider valley on sandstone.

Information: Conditions for the creation 
of karst phenomena (water, limestone, 
power to erode). 

Deeper meaning: If you want to understand 
its . 

Phenomenon: River valley 

Direct experience: cold water, humid 
microclimate.

The availability of cold water (in summer) 
from the underground and shadow 
created a unique habitat sensitive to 
changes in the water regime.  

Deeper meaning: Every single living 
creature on Earth depends on water. 

Phenomenon: Steppe habitat 

Direct experience: dry and warm, 
Mediterranean flowers and insects.

Information: In landscapes with extreme 
altitude diversity, exposure to the sun 
(and human intervention) become The 
leading factors of habitat distribution. 
Human-introduced steppe habitat hosts 
species with origins in other bioms.

Deeper meaning: The Sun is both 
powering and organizing the nature of 
which we are all part. 

Phenomenon: Scree slope  

Direct experience: Diversity of tree 
species, unstable ground.

Information: Difficult conditions support 
biodiversity to some extent, as they do 
not allow dominant species to rule.

Deeper meaning: Difficult situations put 
skills of minorities to spotlight. 

Phenomenon: Cave habitat  

Direct experience: light gradient, 
temperature zones, cave spiders, bats.

Information: Only few organisms adapted 
to survival in the cave darkness.

Deeper meanings: Those who mastered 
obstacles found a new niche. 

Phenomenon: Meadow habitat  

Direct experience: grass, flowers, an 
endemic specie, MTBs passing nearby.

Information: Some meadows are now 
managed only for conservation reasons
often, with the help of volunteers.

Deeper meaning: Keeping fit through 
manual work is not in fashion today; 
however, it is the way to sustainability. 

the

Direct experience: Ruderal vegetation.

Information: Keeping cattle in the pasture
decades ago still impacts the habitat 
today => too much nitrogen in the soil.

Deeper meaning: We cannot foresee 
long-lasting impact human actions have. 

Direct experience: Management of the 
steppe habitat.

Information: Once deforested, erosion 
along with grazing changed the hill 
habitat to steppe on limestone bedrock.

Deeper meaning: We cannot foresee how 
long-lasting impact human actions cause. 

Phenomena: Water sinks 

Direct experience: Water disappearing 
underground, bad smell at the Hostenice sink.

Information: Possible impact of surface 
pollution on yet undiscovered cave 
systems. The 3 sinks significantly differ in 
pollution levels depending on human 
activities upstream (Ricka – clean, 
Ochozsky stream – anorganic pollution 
from a quarry, Hostenice stream –
pollution from a sewage plant). 

Deeper meaning: We often embrace the 
idea that a problem disappears once it 
comes out of our sight. 

Information: Making fire in caves harms 
bats. Removing writing on the walls 
makes rangers and volunteers busy so 
they cannot help nature at other places.

Direct experience: Cave vandalism.

Deeper meaning: Behaviour towards 
natural monuments could be used as an 
indicator of egoism.  

Phenomena: Spruce forest 

Direct experience: Dead trees.

Information: Barkbeetle killed the spruce 
trees weakened by being planted in the 
unsuitable habitat. 

Deeper meaning: The destruction of the 
ecosystem is often caused by not 
understanding its bonds and thinking only 
about a single facet.

Phenomenon: Pekarna cave 

Direct experience: space available, 
temperature difference to the open space.

Information: About 5% of the Czech 
Republic population lived in this single 
cave in the Magdalenien period.Their art 
reflects a deep connection with the nature 
of which they were a part. Living together 
in a cave required each individual to 
respect the rules of the community.

Deeper meaning: The cohesion of a group 
helps to overcome even the hardest 
obstacles. 

Phenomenon: Rock cliff near the Ochozska cave

Direct experience: Orientation to the Sun, 
proximity to the river.

Information: Paleolithic hunters and 
gatherers possessed survival skills that we 
can only dream about. Hunters moved for 
the summer out of the cave. Their 
knowledge of the landscape must have 
been similar to our familiarity with the 
rooms of our home.

Deeper meaning: Knowledge of the species 
and landscape, skills, and endurance are 
paramount for survival in the nature.

Phenomena: Paleolithic tools 

Direct experience: tools made of wood,
flintstone, obsidian, and bones (props); 
their shape, sharpness, ergonomy. 

Information: Most of the tools served for 
hunting and cutting the prey–because the  
landscape was much less forested at the 
end of ice age, karst plateaus and nearby 
migration corridor provided convenient 
hunting grounds. The purpose of some 
tools remains a mystery until today.

Deeper meaning: Unlike us, the life of 
Magdalenien hunters left little impact on 
the environment. 

Fig. 7.2  Ricka Valley excursion thematic outline
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Fig. 7.3  Interpretive panels  – example of a non-personal interpretive program. (Photo: 
Michal Medek)

example, referring to natural assets as ‘resources’ (Van Matre, 2009: 34). This lin-
guistic view is also shared by Interpret Europe (Stergioti et al., 2021), which puts 
emphasis on individual meaning-making, participation, and promoting those values 
leading to humanity and sustainability in the planning process. Heritage is in 
Interpret Europe perceived as a shared treasure with the locals being largely its 
authentic stewards, unlike program development experts parachuted to the site or 
conservation institutions governed from far away.
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A skeptical view on the institution-driven planning process is also shared by Jan 
Kohl and Stephen McCool (2016), who argue for a more holistic approach in the 
world that is not predictable, linear, understandable, or stable.

In general, all the above-mentioned authors call for a less mechanical approach 
to program development in environmental interpretation, i.e., putting the individual 
experience of the site on a pedestal, avoiding repeating similar patterns across  
different sites and developing programs presenting not  only the viewpoint of a  
contract owner.

7.7 � Discourse

There are many topics resonating through the field of environmental interpretation. 
We pick up some of the current discourse:

We have already mentioned participation both in the phase of program develop-
ment and program execution. The European professional organization Interpret 
Europe puts particular emphasis on this aspect. One of the four key qualities of 
interpretation in its triangle model (Ludwig, 2015) is ‘Provoking resonance and 
participation’ which is translated to the interpretive planning process as involving 
a wide range of stakeholders. They ‘include all organisations or individuals, resi-
dents or visitors that have an interest in the site, affect the site, or are affected by 
the site.’ (Stergioti et al., 2021) This broad definition reaches beyond the term 
heritage community (Council of Europe, 2005) and enables, namely, the local 
inhabitants to both have a say in how the programs are assembled as well as play 
a role in them.

Long before authenticity became a merchandising tool (Gilmore & Pine, 2007) 
Freeman Tilden noted that the contact with the original (be it wilderness or a pueblo 
of native Americans) is the very essence of the interpretive encounter. He also 
emphasized the authenticity of the interpreter as a priceless ingredient in any pro-
gram (Tilden, 2007: 130). Since interpretation programs mostly happen in free time 
within the framework of a tourist experience, they cannot escape the debate initiated 
by MacCannell (1973) in the field of tourism and continued by Jean Beaudrillard 
(1981) regarding the authenticity of human experiences. Since authenticity is not an 
objective quality but a projection of an individual’s ideas, it needs to be constantly 
negotiated and leads the debate to several dimensions. Let us name just a few: (1) 
Negotiation of authenticity within interpretive program, e.g., shall participants learn 
that what we protect today as a primaeval forest was a deforested area several cen-
turies ago? How much shall the program meet participants’ expectations of authen-
ticity that are mental cultural constructs often not based on the realities of the place? 
(2) The impact of human actions on heritage including the observer effect – the 
change that occurs from the mere fact of observing the thing. Typical examples are 
programs in wilderness areas impacting the very essence of the wilderness as well 
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as the perception of other visitors. (3) Meddling with natural or cultural heritage  
in order to conserve its state with inevitable impact on perception of authenticity. 
For example, slowing erosion forces that sculpted rock monuments but inevitably 
lead to their destruction.

Because the concept of authenticity is at the heart of the method of environmen-
tal interpretation while also being ‘an elusive concept that lacks a set of central 
identifying criteria, lacks a standard definition, varies in meaning from place to 
place, and has varying levels of acceptance by groups within society’ (Prideaux et al., 
2013: 6) the debate is far from over.

The ambiguous contribution of new technologies has been among hotly debated 
topics. On one hand, the technologies open new horizons in possibilities for envi-
ronmental interpretation, on the other hand there is the danger the experience here 
and now is substituted with interactions with a device (Beck & Cable, 2011: 81). 
Činčera et  al. (2018) suggest that the  debate is actually of ontological nature. 
Romanticists feel the human experience in nature should follow the principles of 
(natural) simplicity and point out that gadgets do not enhance the experiences of 
contacts with elements for good (idea coined already in the 1940s by Aldo Leopold, 
1949: 166). Relativists do not label technologies as good or evil and suggest to 
study benefits or negative effects of each individual use of them. The important 
thing is not to forget the mission of an interpretive program and avoid swimming 
with a tide of inflated expectations that the adoption of new technologies brings 
about (Gartner’s Hype Cycle).

Dealing with tablets in an interpretive program at Pacific Grove Monarch 
Butterfly Sanctuary can be considered an example of a good practice. In order to 
widen the experience of seeing the butterflies, the Pacific Grove Museum of Natural 
History connected tablets to spotting scopes enabling more participants to see the 
butterflies on larger screens. However, it appeared that for three to fifth graders the 
screens detached children from the on-site experience as they thought they were 
merely looking at pre-recorded digital content. Older students could better under-
stand the connection of the on-screen content with the site. For younger participants 
the benefit of avoiding troubles of manipulation with the spotting scopes enhanced 
their experience, notwithstanding, they were less skeptical about what they see on 
screen (Stong, 2019). It seems that the lecturers in this case took to heart the advice 
on distinguishing meaningful employment of new technologies to interpretive 
programs:

If one draws attention away from the resource (sic) to a screen, when visitors return their 
gaze to their immediate surroundings, they should be able to discern more, appreciate 
more, question more, enjoy more. (Hristov et al., 2019)

7.8 � Conclusion

From its empirical beginning under the auspices of the US National Park Service, 
environmental interpretation developed into a distinctive field with numerous pro-
fessional training courses, university studies, and a research journal.
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Environmental interpretation is anchored in informal education focusing on expe-
riential learning during free time activities like visits to national parks or hiking. 
Interpretive programs are delivered in various forms, ranging from guided tours to 
interpretive panels or exhibitions at visitor centers, attempting to reach the widest 
possible audience. This might be why the largest professional organization refers to 
it as ‘purposeful approach to communication’ (National Association for Interpretation, 
2021) shifting from the classical framework of ‘educational activity’.

The common ground between the programs is that they are place (heritage) cen-
tered, which puts emphasis on experiential learning through individual first-hand 
experience, thus attempting to trigger meaning-making process with the ultimate 
goal of protection and fostering stewardship.

Program development is based on the interpretive planning process that ideally 
follows one of the planning methods. Most of them use the thematic approach of 
program design.

The methodological approach used in environmental interpretation employs 
learning and communication theories in order to reach the widest audience mostly 
in non-educational settings. It’s sophisticated work with emotional aspects of pro-
grams in order to turn natural (and cultural) phenomena into experiences and make 
them relevant to all people so that it seems to be a valuable and inspiring contribu-
tion to the field of outdoor environmental education.
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